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In the droam, Scott found himself standing in tho conter of a bustling plaza on the
island of Solumbra. The sun was blinding, roflecting off tho white stone architecture,
but Scott couldn' move. His legs fot ik they wero mado of heavy, unformed clay.

A5 ho stood paralyzed, th people o the sland—including Da and Danny—bogan
[ Y M e T —— e ———
into something suffocating.

“They lfted his arms for him. They moved his foetin a thythmic, forced march
“They ovon tilted his head to look at the sky. Ho saw himself s a marionetto,
‘complately unablo to do anything for himself.In the dream, his autonomy didn't just
fade; it vanished. Ho bocame ontiroly dapendent on the hands of thoso around him,
burden that grew heavier with every step they forced him to take. The more they
“helped.” the more he flt himself disappearing into a state of total, permanent.
holplessiess.

“The dream reached a crescenda when he tried to reach for a glass of water, only
o have a dozen hands rush to grab it for him, knocking it away in their cagerness to
serve. The frustration boiled over into a primal torror—th foar that ha would never.
again bo a porson, only a project.

Ho opened his mouth to protest, but al that came out was a jagged, visceral

“The sound toro through the quiet of the hospital ward, shattering the silence and
bolting Scott upright i his adjustablo bed. The monitors chirped in a rantic rhyth,
mirvored by the startled gasps of Das and Danny, who had been dozing in the viny|
hairs beside him.

“Scott! Hoy, man, you're horo. You'ra in the room,” Danny said, his hand instastly
n Scott’s shoulderto ground him.

‘Sweat slcked Scott’s forshead as he wheezed out the details, I was.. | was
nothing," he choked out. 1 couldst move. You guys wer doing everything. I'm
helpless, guys. 'm just a weight yos have to carry.

“The two boys dida't pul away. Instead, they spent the remaining hours of the
dark Solumbra night deconstructing the nightmar.

'Da spoko with the quiet authority of someone who had faced the goddesses,
explaining that being cared for si'tthe same as being weak.

‘Danny used his trademark bluntness to remind Scatt that they weren't helping
him bacause ho was a burden, but because thoy were a toam—and a team is only a5
strong as its willingness o lean o on anothor

By the time the frstlight of dawn touched the hospital windows, the suffocating
fog of the droam had lifted. Through their steady prosence, Das and Danny helpod
Scott bridge the gap betwoen "halploss" and "healing.” proving that his strength
it come from standing alone, but from knowing who would stand beside him.
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the romaining hardware

“They hovered over Mia, hearts hammering against thei ribs a they looked at hor
torritying sillness. The silont pact remainod, written in every frantic brath: all of us,
o nons af us.

“They roached the basement door togather, prying at the frame with raw fingors
and theie stolen stoel tool. Suddenly, the lock clicked from tho outside. The door
Swung wide, and a figuro stood silhoutted against tha hal light —not tho hulking
shadow of Mike, but a strangar in tactical groon and black.

“The officor lowerod his weapon as he took in the sight of the three huddling hoys
and the girlon tho floor. “IUs okay." he sai, his voice a steadying anchor in the
‘midela o tho nightmaro. "I’ okay. We'ro hero to help. Kaslon sent us." At the
‘mention of the name, the jaggod tension in the room began to dissolve. The boys
slumped against ono anothr, their bodies finally accepting that the hunt was ovor.

Outside, the night was a kaleidoscopo of flashing blue and red. Mia was ifted
anto a stretcher, her face pals but her chest rising and falling in & rhythmic, shallow
cadonce. Dao rofused to let go of the stratcher's raling, his grp 5o farce the
‘paramedics didn't even try to move him; he rods in the back of the first ambulance,
nover taking his eyes off her. Danny and Scott followed in the second, watched over
by the same officers who had breached the house.

s the sirens wailed toward the hospital, the crushing weight of tho truth settied
in. Kaelen had knows. He had eltthe rot behind Mike and Andy’s *Anchor” facade
and had loft dotailed trail for the Specal Victims Unit, roquesting a full espanse.
Ho had orchestrated their salvatian before he ever stepped back onto that porch,

“The rescu had arrived exactly one day too late for Kaslen, but because of his
final, calculated risk, the thre boys and Mia were no longor prisoners. They were
survivors, heading toward the lights of the hospital and the first morning of the rest
af their lives.

“The four of them wero fnally reunited in the sterile quiet of the recovery war.
Scott sat in @ wheelchair, his injurad log elevated and swathed in thick bandages,
while Dao and Danny stoed vigi bosido Mia' bod. They had survived the basemant
and the cruslty but the island had one fnal, cruel tax to colloct

“The doctors spok in low, hoavy tones. Thoy oxplained that the daep, jagged
gouge in Mia’sleg—the one she sustained when she foll against her shackles—had
developed into sepsis. Hor small, exhausted systom coulda't fight the blood poisoning
that had taken hold in the dark of the basement. Despite the machines and the
‘mdicine, Mia was gone.

“The silence that followed was suffocating. Das roached out to touch the cold
‘mtal of the bed rail, his mind racing back to thei silent pact: all of us, or none of us.
But the nightmar wasn't Snished. The same infoction that had claimed Mia had also
taken root in Scott’s mangled limb, The damage to the bons and tissue was too
absolute, the poison too decp. To save the rest of him, the doctors doliverod a
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n the steady light of the Mosquo of Light, the boys learned that discipline without
haracter was only a sharper weapon. Imam Rashad reminded them that an
untrained mind was dangerous, but a trained mind without morcy was worse. “The
hand must learn to strike,” he old them. "Bt the heart must learn why it would.
r—

The Anchor

At night, the boys roturned to Rayden's notes. Tho old documents did not bocome
simplor with familiarity; they bocamo stranger. The moro tho boys compared their
AT —— R S ——)
Names, routes, recurring markings, and locations that did not appear on any modorn
chart of Solumbra or beyond began to form a pattern.

Each discovery disturbed them in @ new way. Kecping an updated "conspiracy
‘map' sounded thrilling at first, especially whan t involvod string, pins, and multiple
colars of ink. But the work soan became less ke a game and mare like an autopsy.
Libraies, archives, oral histories, shipping fragments, and abandoned ledgers
revealed the same shape from difforont anglos. Scholars had vanishod Artifacts had
been redirectad. Records had been altered after the fact. Entire families had
decided, across gonerations, to orgat the samo things.

‘Again and again, the boys encountered a roference that refused to setle into one
‘meaning: the Anchor.

It appoared in different languages and forms, sometimes as a place, sometimes as
an object, and sometimes as an event. In ono sailor's account, it was whero the cargo.
was meant to rost. In a missionary's damaged ournal, it was whero the first trth,
had boon weighed. In Rayclen's notabook, it was circled throe times and followed by a
question written <o hard that the pen had neasly torn the page: What was it supposed.
o hold?

Da starod at that question moro than once until the nk blurred. His father had
ot boen chasing treasure or a forgotten wreck. Ho had beon tracing the outline of
Somsthing deliberately erased - & coordinated effort to remove knowledge, peaple,
and porhaps entiro discoveries rom history iself

Whatover the Anchor was, it was not a destination on any map they possosse. It
was a contor of graviy. The more they loarned. the moro they fol that they wora not
simply finding the trail They were becoming part o the trail's oturn.

Three Ways to Grow

As months bled into a year and then toward a year and a hal, the three boys
change in ways o single teacher could claim. They were no longer the impulsive
boys who had tripped a mosque alarm and called it a mission. Thoy wore becoming
instruments - imperlect, unfinished, but real - capable of carrying the work Rayden
had It behind.
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linical, heartbreaking verdict: Scott would have to underga an amputation of his
lower .

In the space of a single aftornoon, the boys realized that whila they had escaped
the house, they hadn't escaped the scars. They sat together in the fading light, three
broken pieces of a family, holdiag onto oach other as the weight of their lossos finally
pullod thom undor.

Two woeks had passed sinco the SVU of Solumbra shaterod the doors of the
Huntor house. Tho devis wero gone; Andy was behind bars awaiting tral, and
Miko—having found a differont kind of ustice n the prison ward—lay in a decp, gray
‘coma with no hope of waking. But for the boys, the roal world folt e a distant,
fickering telovision scroon. Their roality was here, n the quiot grass of the
cemetery.

“The coremony was a hushed, hollow affair. Only the throe brothers, Mia's mother
‘and grancmother, and a few social workers—strangers to the girl they were
burying—stood under the vast island sky. Tha boys formed a tight,
shoulder-o-shoulder barricade, a iving shisld agaiast a world that had tried 50 hard
[y ———"

As the boys entered the Solumbra Memorial Cemetery. Danny gripped a single
bruised wildflowor he had found near the gates,is frayod edgos a mirror of the
resilionce Mia had shared with them. Beside him, Scott leaned heavily on his
crutches, his frame trombling with silon, racking sobs. AL the center stood Das, hs
knucklos white around a crumpled pioce of notebook paper.

When Da steppad forard, his voice was raw but iron-steady. He ignored the
clinicaljargon of "foster ncidents" and "facilty roports.” Ho spoke only of the sister
they had forged in the dark. "Mia's fo wasn'tlong, but it was wide," Dao said, his
words carrying ovar the still grass. "She flled the darkest commers of our coll with
enough ight to keep us from fading away. Sho tod us that as long as wo broathed for
ono another, wo were nover truly alone. Today, wo take those breaths for her.*

He turnod his gazo toward Danay and Scott, his eyes burning with a ferce,
protective light

Before saying goodby to Mia, the threo boys tried to comfort hor mother and
grandmother. They wantod to offer solace, but their sadoss overshadowed overy.
wor. I the end, they returned to the caskt because that was the only place their
promiso stil had a shape.

“They triod to make us invisiblo. To the papers, sho's ust a satistic. Butlove
doesn't leave a paper trail. We are her witnesses. We ars her family." Das leaned
closer to the caskat, his voice dropping to.a solemn whispor that seemed to hilch a
rido on the wind. "W promise you this, Mia: To liveis to remember. Every time wo
sea the sky without bars, well see it for you. Every mile we walk in the sun, you're
walking it with us. You weren't just a gl who was there; you woro tho sistor who
‘made us human again.”
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‘Danny' transformation was the most visible. He did not simply grow; he
xpandod. Driven by a childhood spent as the smaller, hungrier, casier-to-move boy,
‘Danny doveloped an almost sacrod appetit for strongth. Ho ata two or throe times
what Dae ate, then complained he was starving. He trained untlhis shirt cling to
him with swoat and his hands ached from striking heavy bags. Every caloro seemed
to become dense, functional muscle

‘Under Master Bu, Danay specialized in the art Bu called the Vanguard. While Dac
practiced timing and Scott practiced disappoarance, Danny learned to become the
immovable objoct. He trained to tako a blow, absorb the lesson, and roturn only what
was necdod. Ho practiced grappling untilho could read balance through the
prossure of a wrist. He learme to be heavy withot being slow.

To Dasny, La Estrola de a Plata was more than a mystery. It vwas proof that the
world contained precdators who hid behind offcal stories. Strength, for him, bacame
a promise. Ho would not be casy to take again. Scott would not ba easy to take. Dac
would not bo loft standing alons whil someone elso decided the terms of their
survival.

Scotts growth was vortical and almost spectral. He shot upward into a loan,
willowlike igure who moved with a quict that mado oven Danay nervous. Coming
from & chaotic foster childhood, Scott had developed the old habit of becoming
unnoticed. Master Bu recognized the nstinct and rofused to lot. it remain only a
detense.

A shadow that hides is useful” Bu told him. "A shadow that observes is
dangerous. Loarn the differonce.”

‘Scott mastered forms of meditation that would have driven Danny insane. Some
required him to st in absolute stillness unti bis thoughts became slow enough to
ount. Others roquired him to track multiple moving objects at onco in astate of
wide-angle awareness. He loarned to watch without staring, to listen without turming
his hoad., and to denify a i not from the words spoken, but rom the breath beforo
the words arrived,

H bocame the group's strategist and scout. Danny provided force. Da provided.
direction. Scott provided the angla no ane clse sav.

Dae was the gravity betwaen them. Growing up in the shadow of Rayden's genius.
‘and Sunny's fierce groundedness had forged a relentless quiet perseverance in him.
Ha grow into a raro symmetry of mind and body. Even Master Bu bogan to
acknowledge it with  sient nod from time to time, which, from B, was practicallya
parade.

'Da did not just pass tests; ho doconstructed thom. His acadomic perfoction was.
‘matched by a deepening mastery of the internal arts. Ho leared to bridge lmarm
Rashac's spirtual teachings with Master Bu's physicallessons, finding the center in
confict after conflic. Ho was becoming a young master in the procisa and
Irightening sense: someone whose abilties were beginning to autpace his awn
undorstanding of what they wera for
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Ho placed his palm on the i, a final grounding touch. "You willalways be.
romembered -not for the wallsthat held you, but for the spirit that fiew over them.
We carry you now. Always." In a leeting moment of sadsess, Dac unclasped the
silvor pendant Kaslon had givon him, kissed i, and passed it to Danny. Danny passed.
itto Scott, and Scott placed it on Mia's casket in honor of the siste they had lost.

“The transition back to the hospital flt differont this time. Thero wors no
shacklos, no whispered warnings. As Dao walked down tho corridor toward the room.
ho shard with his brothers, ho folt the lost waight of the pendant against his chest
Kaclon's lat gift now watched over Mia."Bo at peace, sister,” Dao said quietl.
‘Danny and Scott achoed him.

'Da, Danay and Scott waited, silhousttod against the hospital window. For the
et tn, they woren'tlooking at tho door, waiting for @ monstor to onter. They were
locking out at the city of Solumbra, at the ocean that strelched toward a horizon thoy.
were inaly allowed to reach. They were broken, scarred, and grisving, but they
wer togothor. And for the first timo in a very long time, the silenc in the room
wasn't ane of foar—it was the quiet peace of home.

While they sat in the hoavy silence of the aftermath, they cach uslaced a shog
weaving the cords into makeshift bracelets. 1t was a pact—they would wear these.
bracelots as anchors untl the morning of the Lumas Fostival, when they could finally
ot them go. Though Danny and Daa had escaped with minor injuries, they rofused to
loave the hospital. They becamo a pormanent fixture at Scott's bedside, anchoring
him as ho faced a grusling recovery.

“The air at the Solumbra Memorial Cemetery was sharp with the scent of salt
spray and the heavy, loral porfume of Funaral wreaths. 1t was a stark contrast o the
stagnant, recycied ai of the basement the boys had called home for 50 lang

A sea af navy and naon-qreen uniforms stood in rigid formation—the men and
‘women of Solumbra Search and Rescue (SAR). At the centor of this wall of solomn
professionsls sat the three bays. Scott was positionsd i the middle, bis hospital
gown roplaco by a dark suit that folt strange against s skin, his whoelchair ocked.
femly in place. The space where his lower leg had boen was pinned back, a silnt,
physical debt paid to the trauma they had escaped. To his lft and right, Dao and.
‘Danny stond like bookonds, their hands resting on the handles of Scott’s chair

The caskot was drape in the lag of the SAR, asymbol of the lfo Kaclon had
lod—ona defined by the impulse to run toward the scroams everyon lso was
running from. Tho Commandor of Solumbra SAR, a woman whosa face was a map of
weathered lines and doop-seated grie stepped up to the podium. She didn't look at
the cameras or the city oficial; she laoked dirsctly at the three boys.

“Kaslon didn't die bocause of a mistaks,” sho bogan, hor voice steady dospite the.
wind. "He died becatsse he practiced the highest form of our craft, He flt
disturbance in the world—a quiet SOS that no one olse was tuned into—and he
followed . Ho know that soarch and roscus isntjust about finding peoplo ost in the
‘mountains; s about Bnding those lost in the shadows of our own neighborhoods.”
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He told himself that perfection was a way of honoring his family.If he bscame
good enough, perhaps he would become the man Rayden and Sunny had been
proparing. 1f he became cloar onough, perhaps he would find Leilani. I he became
Tearless enough, perhiaps the darl would finally stap taking peapls from him,

Non of thase hopes were entivly helthy. Nons of them were entirely fale.

In the luid, self directed halls of Solurmbra Academy, the tro formed a functional
ocosystom. Bocauso the island’s education system allowed students to gravitate
toward natural strengths without the prossure of faling behind, the boys.
hyporspecialized whila remaining tothered to on another.

In Solumbrs, growth was not measured only against a curve. It was measured
against the previous day.

'Da focused on Civic Harmony, Rhotoric, and mathematical proof. Ho becamo the
North Star ofthe group, not because he alwvays knevs where they were going, but
because bis presence made the others remember why dirsction matterec.

‘Danay gravitated toward Maritime Kinesiology and Structural Survival. Muscle,
on Solumbra, was not merely about strength; it was about mastery of the physical
world. He studied terrain, leverage, climbing, rescue mechanics, Ioad distribution,
and how to keep human bodios aive in diffcul places.

Scott bacame a permanent fixtura in highar level Cartography and Abstract
‘Mathematics. Ho treatod Solumbra's mysterios ke a rand puzzle. While Das held
the moral line and Danny moved first through danger, Scott calculated the variablos
others missed: tide pull, moon anglo, pressuro changs, old surveying errors, and the
nervous hesitation of men who lied badly.

To the outsido observer, their daly routine looked ike chorvography. They
developed a diffcult schedule that formed them into a singular focus. Their old habit
of spoaking with hands, eyobrows, chin angles, and haltfinished phrases roturned in
more refined form. They could exchange an entire plan across a classroom without
aword,

A oo the ot s D, bttt ok e . It s omastion.

The House With the Open Door

Upstais at the Hanson house, the spara bedroom had once been a border. It was
whoro Ethan rotraated, whera Mr. Hanson stopped knocking, and wharo ol friction
lived like dust beneath the bed. Over those eightoen months, the room became
Somothing clse. It was sl Ethan's sanctuary, but it no longer functionod as a locked.
country inside the house. The door remained open more often than not.

Mr. Hanson and Ethan had found a specific kind of silence together, ono that had
shifted from cold to comfortable. Neither of them attended the Lutheran Church o
‘Sunday mornings anymore. Thal absence had once fol ike failure to Mrs. Hanson
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e paused, gesturing toward Das, Danny, and Scott.

“Kaslon's final roport wasr.writton on a clipboard. 1t s siting right horo in the
front row. Thess three young men s the living legacy of & man who refused to ook
away. They are survivors, not by accident, but by the design of a brother who
sacrificed his tomorrow so they could hava their today.”

s the buglor playod the first haunting notes of "Taps,” Da roached toward the
empty place at his chest whero Kaclor's pondant had once rosted. The same pendant
now watched over Mia. He understood then that Kaslen had not merely given hiss
jowelry: he had givon hima ploce o hisiron will, and that iron now guarded their
sistor. Scott gripped tho armrosts of his wheelchalr, his knucklos white. Ho lookod
down st the empty space beneath his knee and then up at the casket, The pain was
thera, but for the frs time, it did not foel ko punishment. I fol ika a scar of
survival -3 mark of the battle they had won together.

‘Danny leaned down, whispering somsthing anly the three of them could hear.
They didn't noad tho socrot hand-signals of the basement anymoro, but the habit
remained. He signsled family. He signaled safe

When the ceremony endd, the Commander approached them. She knelt untl she
was oyedlvel with Scott reached into hor pocket, and pulled out Kaclen's oficial
‘SAR badge, cleaned of the mountain grit and basement dust. She placed it in Dac's
hand."Ho was looking for you until the very end," she whispered. "Now make suro
the world sees you."

A the crovwds began to disperse, the three boys remained, They wers & small
sland of black suits amidst a sea of blus uniforms, three brothers who had lost
protector but found their own strongth. They tured the wheelchair around and
began the slow walk back towar the hospital transport, moving forward into a sun
that ol for the first time, ke it was theis to keop.

In the quiet hours of their recovery, the three of them began a shared project: a
‘memory lantern for Mia. They chose a dep, vibrant shade of red—a color that, to
them, braathed bravery and the ultimata sacriice. They guarded that lantern with
reverenco usually roserved for hly ralics, keeping it safo through the long days and
nights leating up to the fostival. When the morming of the Lumas Festival fnally
arrivod, they would be ready to give her memory to the sky.

“The woks following the surgory wero a grucling test of endurance. While Scott’s
physical wound was healing, the true battls Lay n the long hours of physicaltherapy
roquired to walk again. Danay and Dac nover loft his side; they bocame his unoffcial
trainers, coaching him through every painful step and echoing the same
encouragement they had once shared in tho basement.

In the sterile whito ward of Lifespring General Hospital, the doctors gave Scott a
heavy dose of sedalives and finally pulled him undor. But instead of restorative sloop,
his mind constructed a vivid, haunting theater of his dacpest fears.
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Gradual

. sho began to understand that the o men wers not avoiding faith sa
much as loarning trust in tho only language they could manage.

‘Sometimes that langusge was fixing an engine in the garage. Sometimes it was
watching  game with long sretches whers 1o ane spoke. Sometimes it was Ethan
handing Mr. Hanson the right wrench before being asked, and Mr. Hanson accepting
it without turning tho gesturo into a lesson.

“They had moved past nterrogation. Mr. Hanson no longer treated very sience
as evidence. Ethan 1o longer treated every question as a trap. By respecting Ethan's
nocd for a permanent place t retreat, Mr. Hanson had managed to say what years of
Specches had failed to say: you belong here, oven when 1 do not understand you.

Whilethe men stayed homme, Mrs. Hanson's Sundays becama a cross-cultural
‘marathon. For the last eighteer months, sho had not walke inta the Lutheran
service alone. Das, Danay, and Scott walked beside hor.

“They participated in the hymns and liturgy, stood when sho stood, sat whn she
sat, and offered their respectful stillness even when they did not understand every
word. Afterward, they travoled to tho Mosque of Light for Imam Rashad's service,
entering a space defined by different rituals but a familiar purs of peace.

“The weekly dosbls-header became more than & relgious exercise. It becams
losson in empathy. By stepping into ono another's sacred spaces, the boys and Mrs.
Hanson leared to care for perspectives that woro not naturally theirs. Tho.
difforonce botwoen church stone and mosque light no longer folt ke contradiction.
It el ke Solumbra tsel

many forms of devotion held by one isiand.

“The upcoming weekend marked the annual Church Carnival, usually a harless
storm of bright lights, fied food, local gossip, an rides assembled by men who
smellod fainty of machine oil and sugar. For Mrs. Hanson, it epresentod moro than
a fundraiser. Sh hald a quiat, flickering hope that the whls complicated household
‘might walk through the carnival gatos togather.

St was not asking for a miracle or & canversion. She simply wanted one evening
whora tho spare room, the church pew, the mosque courtyard, and the broakfast
table could belong o the sams family without anyone finching.

T boys closed out that schoal week on a triumphant noto, thei dosks cluttered.
with exams marked by high scares. Vet the true test of the woek did not happen n &
classroom. It happened on Master Bu's training floor.

The Triad Synchronization

“The boys had fnally reache a jagged mileston in their advanced curriculum:
“Trid Synchronization. It was not 4 test o individusl prowess. 1t was a coordination
nightmare designed to broak anyone who still carried the ogo of  sel.

“The dril was simplo only in the cruel way clifts ars simplo. All three were
blindfoldod and placed n a tight triangular formation. They had to dofond against a
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“We'ro trapped horo, too," Da added, his voice heavy with the abvious truth.
“You're safe vith us. You can put your blanket dows there, in the corner by Scotr
He motioned to the one remaining empty space.

1t took a long time for hor breathing to even out.Finally, sho spoko a single,
trembling word: "Mia. My name is Mia."

“The frst night in the basement of the Hunter foster home was a suffocating
transition from the world oftho living 10 @ cold, sublerrancan reality. The air was
thick with the scont of damp concrote and old cardboard. Knowing how raw the
wound of her trauma was, Dac, Danny. and Scott had infally given Mia a wido berth,
letting he cur into her thin blanket in the corner t find some semblance of peace,

But peace was a luxury the basement didt provide.

In the dead of night, a sharp, ragged gasp tore through the silonco. Mia was bolt
upright, hor broathing coming in shallow, terrified hitches that ochoed of the
rmt—

Instantly, the thrco boys wore awake. There was no hesitation; tho shared bond of
theie situation acted like @ silent alarm. They moved across the cold floor, setling
into a protective somi-circle around hor.

“Hoy, hoy—look at me," Dao whisperod. his voice low and grounding. Scott
reached aut, gently patting the floor near her hand to anchor hr to the present,
while Danay scanned the dark corners o the basement, pointecly showing her that
the shadows wero empty. "Thore's nothing here, Mia.Just us. You'ro safe i this

(Once hr trombling subsided enough for hor to speak, Mia whispored the details
af the vision that had chased her out of sleep.

In her droam, the basement had vanished, roplaced by a sun-dronched gardon sho
remembered from her chidhood. She was playing with her Grandma, the air smelling
of jasmine and baking bread. For a fow blssful moments, she fot a profound, golden
happiness—a warmih she thought she had lost forovr.

“Then, the sun wont out

“The warmth was ripped away a5 a pai of coll, skoletal hands grabbed her from
bekind. The garden withered into ash, and a terrible, Jaughing devil materalized in
the gray mist. It laughtor wasn't just a sound; it was a Jagged vibration that told hr
she would never be allowa to go back to that garden again.

s Mia nished explaining the nightmare, tho silence of the basoment flt loss
heavy. The boys did't offer cmpty platitudes or tell har o ‘ust sloop.” They simply.
stayed

‘Danny handed hor a rayed swoator to roplace the chil of the droam.

Scott shared a story of his own it night, making hor roalize her foar was a
badge of surviva, not a wealess.
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Dae, remermbering the *relsxing care" the goddesses had once shown him, sat
closest, offerng a steady presence that acted as a shield against the “devil in her
mind.

Under the dim glow of a single stolen lashlight, the four of them sat together
untl the terror o the droam was replaced by the quiet, rosilient roality of their
friendship.

s the hours turned into days of her whispered rovelations, tho horror of her
arrival became cloar. Mia wasn' a “foster” placement or  child the systom had lost
track of. She had been snatched-—grabbed right off & swing at the local park while
hor grandmother's back was turned. It had happened in a heartbeat: a car door, &
rough hand, and then darkness.

“This changed cverything. Tho boys had been planning a frantic escape into the
unknown, aware that they had no one waiting fo thom on the outside. But Mia had a
Life. She spoko of hor mother and grandmather, of their small house filed with,
warmth and the scent of cooking.

“The boys looked at each other i the dim light. The stakes had boen raised. Thoy.
weran't just escaping a prison anymore; thoy wore a rescue party. They had to gt
Mia home.

‘Sevral days passad befors the abuse restarted. It was mainly the boys who were
taken upstairs, but Mia was not completely spared. Each timo she was romoved from
the room, fire burned in Dac's body and mind. The boys spoko quietly about how o
ot her out. "We havo to gat her free,” Da said, staring atthe door,"even i ono of
s has o stay bohind."

Mi loarned their sign language quickly. As time passed, she began to share her
own thoughts and plans. Hor porspective changed the room. She was not only.
Somsona to protect; she was another mind inside the family they were building i the
dark.

Over tha next manths - r years; time becam diffcult to measure underground
Mia gave the boys & new reason to become stronger. Every day. Danny and Dae
‘pushod their limits through strongth training, sweat pouring as they powered
throgh push-ups and sit-ups. Dae racognized his own hunger for growth raflocted in
Danny' eyes, a shared fra that bondsd them. Da stood slightly talle, but Danny
possessed a dense, heavy strength that anchored their workouts.

Meanwhile, Scott and Mia focused on the landscape of the mind. They spent
hours oxchanging idoas, mapping out plans, and dissecting difforent sconarios to
sharpen their survival instinct. They bocamo each othor's confidants, constantly
woaving together throads from their past lives to better understand their prosent.

As dusk foll, the four children would gathor to shar storios—some pulled from
the depths of memory. others spun from pure imagination. In hose quiet moments, 3
fragile senso of hope began to take root. What started as four individuals evolved into
 makeshift family, providing a shield of belanging that mads the world feel just &
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is the shape life takes
under pressure
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it loss averwhelming.

Ona rainy, overcast morning, Mike took Mia upstairs. Al throa boys started.
yolling. Danny beat his fists against the door whilo Dao and Scott pounded the walls.
Andy stormed in and struck oach of them across tho face and back. He was not as
Strong as Mike, but he could wild & broomstick hard enough to bruise and break.
skin. The boys kept making noise anyway. When Mike fnally shoved Mia back into
the basomont, sho landed hard on hor log. It soon swolled and darkened. They could
do ltle but comfort her with words. Danny and Das woro furious, and i the private
language of their hands thoy sworo tho pain would b answored.

“The next day Miko and Andy brought the three boys upstairs to wait in the front
room. A DFI representativa named Patty was coming to evaluate the condition of the
ehildren. Mike warned them to it still and convince her that sverything was fine. It
was the third check since Dac's placement. Tha frst two tims, tarror had sealed the
bays’ mouths. This time would be different. When Patty arrived, Danny and Das did
ot wait for her to sit down. They screamed that thero was a gil downstairs, that
Mike had hurt her, and that all of them needed to get out.

Patty froze with & small notebook in her hand. She understood taa late tht the.
room in front of her was aot a foster home but 3 trap.

Mike was not patient enough or clever enough ta improvise alie. He dragged
Patty inside and closed his hands around her throat. Dae felt a5 i he were being torn
in halfwhile b watched. He screamed until his voice broke, but screaming did not
stop Mike.

After soveral minutes, Paty stopped moving. Mike struck the boys again, then
forced them into the backyard to dig a grava undor his and Andy's direction, When
the hols was fille, he threw cach boy back into the basement and blamed thom for.
what he had done.

‘Somo time later,  sudden noiso echoed from across the basemont, drawing their
attention to the room’ lone window. Danay braced himself,liting Dao high enough.
o peor through the glass. Dae gasped in disheliet—it was Kelen. Though the
window was narrow and the angle awlcward, Da rocognized him instantly and began
signaling franticaly, desperate to be noticed.

“The moment was cut short when Mika and Andy stepped outside, demanding to know
why Kaolon was lingering noar the house.

“Where are the kids?” Kaslen asked, his voice sharp with suspicion.

A tense conversation followed betwoen tho throe mon, the words muffied by the
basomont walls. Eventually, the tension broke, and Kaslon turned to loave.

“The sight of Kaslon mado Dae's heart eap with a burning new hope. Ho told the
others in frantic whispers about tho accident, about the mountain, about the man
who had stayed with him whon everyono clsq was gone. Years had passed since Dac
had last soen Kaclon, but ho know him immeciately.
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Chapter 7: As the Tree Grows

Age of Daemond: 15 to 16

The Eighteen-Month Crucible

“The following sighteen months became a crucible for Dae, Danny, and Scott -3
scason whn the bordrs betwen ordinary toenaga life and tho ancient shadows of
‘Solumbra began to blur. Wht started 85 & hunt for 3 lost ship had become an
intricate puzzle that had once consumed Das's ather. The boys began to understand
that La Estrela de la Plata was not simply a story about treasure, wreckage, or gold
It was a story about things hidden on purposo. It was a story about knowlodge that
Somoono had worked very hard to orase.

“Their lives wero soon consumod by a rolentless, overlapping schedulo that
strippod away noarly every idle hour. Thoy rose befora dawn, trained until their
bodios trembled, hurried through school with soro musclos and sharpened minds,
then spent their evenings between maps, prayers, coded notes, and the quist
discipline of keoping secrots. To anyane outside tho ciclo, it looked excossive. To the
boys, it et like survival

“They moved in a synchronized rhythr -  trad of body, mind, and spirit
Exhaustion bocame a kind of teacher. Hunger bocame a clock. Pain bocamo a
‘measurement. Every bruise from Master Bu's courtyard, every tes at Solumbra
Acadomy, overy hou beside Imam Rashad, and overy lae-night discovery in
Faydon's notes scomed to be proparing them for a prossure non of them could fully

For Dac, the pace was also a refuge. Work gave his grief and longing somewhere
0 go. His thoughts stil searched for Loilani, and overy timo they found only absenc,
Somothing in him tightenod. At firs, she missed a fow days of school. Thon a weok.
“Then more. Eventually the explanation passed through the hall in caraful whispers:
family issues, private nstruction, homeschooling. The words wero clean, but the
disappearance they covered feltjagged.

Her empy desk bacame a kind of second shadow. Dae would it through lectures
and foel that silence beside him, loudsr than the teacher's voice. Every Slnwless score
ho carne folt strangely hollow without Leilan thero 1o soe it Ho was bocoming
Sharper, faster, more disciplined, and more useful; et the more he smproved, the
‘more ha noticed tho ono porson who had vanished from th world he was mastering.

Scott carred aloss tragic but far moro visibl distraction. His infatuation with
Mrs. Benson, the Academy's art tescher, had matured into a full, helpless, puppy-love
fover. Undor Mastor Bu, Scott could stand motionloss for an hour. n Mrs. Benson's
studio, surrounded by the smll of canvas, turpentine, and charcoal, his discipline
Jeaked aut of him like water through cracked stone.
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A fow days later, Kaslen raturned, his eyes scanning the property until they
landed on a solitary basoment window. Ho approached cautiously and pecrod nside,
only to be mot with  sight that stopped his heart: four childsen huddied together in &
singlo, cramped room —undorground.

“The moment the chidron spotted him, the silence shattered. They lunged toward
the glass, thoir voices erupting i desperate chorus of scroams and ploas for holp.
Kaclon reached forthe window, his fingors frantic as ho tried to force it open. Ho
v —

With a sudden, violent shove, Mike drove a large blads into Kaclen's back. The air
lft Kaslon in a sharp gasp as h collapsed, the hilt of tho knifo still protruding from
his spine. Through the glass, the children watched in frozen horror as the light
drained from his eyes, leaving him cold and stil. Stunned into a deathly silence, the
four childron rocoiled, their minds roeling from tho brutality they had just witadssod.

To make maters worse, Mike dragged the threo boys outside and forced them to
bury Kaolon. While tho boys dug in the backyard, Andy wont downstairs to bring up
Mis, She was unconscious. When she did not wake, Andy lost his patience and struck.
hr repoatedly. Mia came to late, afer the boys waro returned, and they had to
explain what had happened.

“The sight of Kaslen's body—the man who had promised never to
disappear—being dragged away like rofuse broke somthing insido the boys. It
wasn't just grie; it was a cold, hardoning realization that the "Anchors" woro
‘monstars swho intonded to bury thom al in ths basement. Desperation mado thom
rockloss. Ina franti, impationt bid for froedom, they lunged for the doar, but the
attompt collapsed in a spray of volence. Andy intercopted them, his fist connecting
with Mia's face with enugh force to send her spinning. As she fel, her leg iron
caught,tho jagged metal shacklo scraping a doop, crimson furrow down hor shin
beforo sho crumpled, unconscious, to the floor

‘Seeing Mia lying ther, 5o small and fragile against the concrete, iguited &
Secondary fuse in Das. Thers was 1o more room for fear. Working with a slent,
Srantic synersy, Danny and Das thren their weight against the remaining weakened
wall mounts. Thoy ignored the raw skin on their wrist, focusod entirely on the grl
who wouldn't waks up. The boys warked tirelossy through the night trying to bresk
.

“The next morning, loud noises wok them. Above them, tho house suddenly
erupted. A heavy thud at the front door was folonved by the sharp, authortative bark
af voices they didt recognize. Then, a single, deafening gunshot cracked through
the floorboards.

“The chaos above was a distant storm; nside the basemen, the boys fought their
own war. They dida'tstop to wonder who was winning or what the quafire
‘meant—they fough their chains lice comered animals. With a final, agonizing groan
of pulverizod stone and screaming metal, Dae's shackle toro freo from the wall Ho
Scrambled through the grit to Scott, their hands fing in a blurred frenzy to unbolt





OEBPS/images/page_185.jpg
While other students strugglod with porspective and shading, Scott watchod Mrs.
Benson explain the difference betwoen warm shadow and cold shadow as if she were
translating the language of the gods. Her corrections bocame treasures. Hor praise
became sunlight. Ho spent entire ovenings “practicing” skotchos that somehow al
turmed into dramatic portrais of her standing befora Atlantean ruins, commanding
armies, or holding a lantorn over storm-dark water.

‘Danny, who had no patience for romantic paralysis, doveloped a habit of kicking
‘Scott under the table whenever his friend stared too long. “Blink,” Danny would
mutter. “Your eyes ar drying out.” Scott would jolt pright, offended and grateful at
the same time.

“The comedy helped, but it did not wesken theirduty. Every morning, long before.
the sun cleared the horizon, the Triad reperted to Master Bu.

Under his storn, unyielding gaze, they movod through martial forms and
‘moditative broathwork n the biting coastal ar. The burning muscles and brulsed
Shins mattered, but Bu inssted thatthey were ot the poiat. Pain is only the.
doorbel he tod them. "Do not confuse it with the hause. You are not hers to hurt
[ ———

By vessel, ho did not mean something empty. Ho meant somothing ablo to hold
prossure without cracking. Ho meant a body that could act boforo fear bocame panic,
 mind that could abserve without Hlinching, and a spirit that could chooso the right
action even when every nerve screamed for the easy one. They were being hollowed
out and strengthene at the same timo, ther toenage impulsos tempered into.
Something moro durable.

‘School becam a second training floor. As the curiculum intonsified, the
discipline forged in the pro-dawn mist began to reveal iself n the classroom.

'Dae maintained a streak of chilling perfoction. His tests roturned as rows of
flawloss marks, solved with a precision that mads some teachers proud and others
faintly unsettled. Ho did not merely answer questions; he dismantled thom, inspocted.
their hidden joints, and rebuit therm i is own hand. His gif was not memorization.
It was alignment. Ho found the center of  problom and stood thero until the answer
[p—

‘Danny and Scott did not have Dac's natural academic ease, but they developed
Something equally valusble: stubborn endurance. They passed ther exams with
grity, practical dotormination, proving that Master Bu's lossons on posturo and
breath translated surprisingly wel to desks and paper. Danny attacked assignments
ke obstacles to be moved. Scott treated them ke maps that had Ios their lsgend.
Neither boy always excollod, but both kept advancing.

Their ovenings with Imam Rashad gave their growth a difforent texture. Ho did
ot simply recits scripture or lecture doctrine. e taught them hov to look inward
without turning imware into a prison. He spoke of ihsaan - excellence - ot as
performance, but as the at of doing whatis ight when only God, conscience, and
[rSp———
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“The boys complied, moving with agonizing slowness. Tho quard cinched their
wriss i clear 21 ties and began the *perp walk,” ushering them outto the courtyard
whers Danny and Imas Rashad sat waiting i the ool ight air

Rashad's Mercy

“Ah, Das, Scott,” the Imam said, his voi
rotriovo the map from my offce as | asked?”

tormifyingly calm, “Were you able to

“Tho question hit ke a physical blow. The guard froze, looking batween the boys
and the Tmam, while Dac and Scott stood paralyzed by tho shift i the narrative.

“Forgivo the confusion, Jory.” Imarm Rashad said, turning to the guard with a
gentle smile. °1 blieve there has boen a misunderstanding. Please unbind my young
irends. They wera merely following my instructions.”

‘Stunned but obedient, the guard clipped the ties. “Tharik you, Jerry. You may
return o your post.”

A5 the guard rotreated. a heavy silence fll over the group. Tha boys romainad
rooted to the spot, breathless and bowildored.

“Plaasa bo carofol with that map,” the Imam continued, gestring toward Das's
jacket "t i fragie; even a fiash of light can damage it~

“Whs... how did you know?” Scott stammered.

I is your souls 1 am buying. young men," the Imam roplid, his tone serono yot
absolute. "Not for myselt. For Allsh, and for the promise that you will become honest

‘Dae bonwed his head, his veice thick vith shame. “We are truly sorry, Imam
Rashad. We convinced ourselves this was the only way. Please, don't blame Danny or
Scott—this was my doing.

“Das, my friend.” the mam said, stepping closer. “Remember this: you o longer.
have a reason to bo anything but honest with mo. Onco you have mastered that
honesty here, you must extend that promise to Allah.

“The weight of the Ima's grace proved more powerful than any threat, Guilt gave
way toa profound, overwhelming senso of devotion. Danay broko first, throwing his
arms around the aldor man as tears foll froly. Scott stood slent for  long moment.
before bowing deeply, a gesture of total surrender.

L suspected your ntontions some time ago,” the Ima said, his voice brightening
with a jovial warmth. It wasn't hart to see what had captured your imaginations
during our recont lessons.

1 an unspoken pact of edemption, Dao and Scott stepped forward, pulling the
1mam into the most sincere embrace they had ever known.
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When Mike tarned his sights on Das, the boy didn' cower. He stood, steadying.
himsalf on his good log, and spat directly into Mike's faco. The man's roar was
animalistic. He seized Dae by the throat, pinning him against the wall with enough
force to biacken his vision. As the world fadad, the symbol of darkness in Dae's
‘mind—the icy mark of the Goddess—{lared with a hlinding, incandescent light. A
surgo of alien strongth flooded his veins, llowing him to shove back against Mike's
massive weight.

“The struggle endsd abruptly when the door swusg imward, striking Mike from
behind and sending him stumbling. Andy rushed in, but the domesti facade had
complatly shattored. Ina blnd rage, Mike turned his violonco on his partner, a
heavy hook to the faco that sent blood spraying from Andy's nose.

“The boys watched in stunned slonce as Andy fled upstairs with Mike in screaming
pursuit. The heavy doar slamimed and locked. leaving the basement vibrating with
the echoes of the war raging abave them. Scottlay curled around his swollen Isg,
and Danny was shaking, but they wro alive. Da, his throat blooming with purpla
bruises, signalod a jagged, detormined "OK" o the others.

When Andy finally reappeared days late, his face was a map of swolling and.
yellowing bruises. Looking at him, Das realized a chilling truth: Andy wasa't just a
captor; he was an inmate in Miko's house of horrors, rappod in a differont kind of
age. But Danny had managed to hide the camaged wall mount. Amidst the pain and
the screams from upstairs, the boys held onto that ono secrot success. They weren't
helploss anymore. They were a clock, ticking toward the moment the door would stay
open.

A fow days later, Mike opened the door harshly and dragged & young gir nto their
prison.

Miko told tho boys, with a smirk, that he had brought them a gift. The girl was
small, younger than they woro, and 5o frightenod that she soemed barely atachd to
her own body. Mike pushed her in and said nothing s he closed the door. She was
already shackled, though not yet chained to the wall. Andy came later with a small
blaniket and secured her in the remsining corner.

“This s whoro you stay. 1 you noed to wash or ara thirsty thero is a sink over
there.”
“The three hoys watched in stunned silence s the newest victim was shoved into

the dark Dae was the first to move, koeping his gesturcs slow and his voice alow,
‘melodic hum.

s okay, " ho whispered. stting on tho cold floor a fow foet away from her o give
her space. "W aront going to hut you. We'ra ke you.* The girllooked up, her eyes.
wido and glassy as she bogan o take in the grim reality o hor now prison. Danny.
loaned forward, pressing a finger to his lipsin a sharp warming beforo speaking.
"What's your name?" ho breathed. "You have to be quiet. If they hear us, they come.
back®
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The False Route

“The gratitude and devotion the boys fet for Imam Rashad romained at the ront of
theie minds. When they roturnod o the Hanson hom, they rotreated to the
basomont. The air was thick with the scont o old paper as they carofully unfurled the
map across a worn oak tablo. Under the glow of a single desk lamp, the document.
Iooked less ke an astifact and more lke & holy relic

For hours,they pored over the faded ink an Spanish notations. La Estrela de la
Plata - tho Silvor Star - had always beon a ghost story to them, a logandary galleon
rumored to bo carrying a king's ransom. However, the map seemed to provida a now,
ehilling detail about ts unknown cargo.

“The cargo was described s "heavier than lead but reflacting no ight A passage
cautioned that the manifost was not to be opened until tho ship reached "consccrated
round.” suggesting the cargo was porhaps roligious, occult,or scientific in

nature something far moro volatile than mer bullion.

‘T most shocking discovery came when Scott noticed a series of fain,
pin-pricked holos along the parchment —navigational markings that did'talign with
the ship's oficiallog.

Historians had always maintained tho Estrola do la lata vanished in a massive
storm in the mid-Atlantic. But as the boys traced the secrot markings, a diferont
story emerged.

“The offcial line drawn on the map showed a rajectory toward the Afrcan coast.

“The hidden pin-pricks veered sharply south-southwest, away from the trade winds
and toward a "dead zone" i the ocean where oo merchant ships traveled.

A tiny, unmamed landmass was sketched in charcosl at the very sdga of the map,
far from any known Caribbean or South American port. “What f f was not 3
shipwreck?” Das whispered, his finger resting on the charcoal smudge. "It could be
ono big vanishing act. Maybe they woro not Iost. Maybe they wore hiding.

“The realization sotted over them like a heavy shroud. They wer not just ooking
for treasure anymore. They were folowing a trail of breadcrumbs let by men who
may havo intanded to disappear from the faco of the carth.

“That night, the boys closed the map and satin silonce. The koy had not given
them a treasure. It had given them a direction, a quil, and a question Rayden had
loft unfinishod. Somwhers beyand the offcal routes, beyond tha lio drawn for
history, the Silver Star had gone whoro ships were not supposed 1 go. And now,
whether they deserved it or not, the boys had become the ones who would follow.
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traditional grads, only subject groups and exams,

It a sl paced systom,” she oxplained. “You study a subject and sit fo tho exam
whon you feel ready. 1 you pass, you move on; if you do mot, you simply study more
and try again. To graduate, you just need to pass the final exams for each core
Subject. The timing is entirely up to you"

'Das looked up, intrigued. "So, thero are no teachors?”

“Oh, ther are teachers,” Mrs. Hanson clarifiod. “They give loctures on the
subjoct matter, and you will bo sting in with anyono olse who wants to loarn that
Specific topic.”

‘Scott loaned forward, his mind cloarly Facing. "So, theoretical
al the final xams right now and bo fnishad with school?”

Foould just take

“Exactly. I you pass overything, you are done and can move on to the university
lovel, ehich folows & more traditional structure."

“What are the core subjects?" Dae asked, his curiosity piquec.

"Lt us soc... Mathomatics, Physical Scionce - which covers chemistry and physics
- Language, Art, and..." She paused, searching her momory.

“Social Science," Fred interjocted. Evoryone turned to him in surpriso; Frod
usually preforred silence, bt he seeme to be paying close attention.

“Right. Social Science,” Mrs. Hanson said, smiling. “That covers history,
conomics, and social studies.”

‘The formal talk dissolved into & hum of smaller conversations as they inished
their moal. Aftorward, the boys helped Frod cloar the tabla beforo hoading back.
downstairs,

‘Danny and Scot had alroady bogun raorganizing their living space, moving their
beds into on room and transforming the othor into a shared lounge. Scott excitodly
announced that ho and Danny wer pooling thelr money for a garming PC o laptop.
Without hesitation, Das offored to chip in his sharo, adding that they had defiitely
nocd a couch to go with it

Eventuslly, the excitement of the house settled into a quiet hum. Da retreated to
his own room, where the sience allowe the day's emotions to inaly caich up with
him. H sat on the edge of his bed and reached or the bos - the ane containing the
fragments of his mother's thoughts - and began to ook through it

A5 Da looked through his mother's journals, he found ono volume larger than the
rost. When ho opened i, several loose pages slid out and scattored across the bod.
‘The handuwriting was difforont from Sunny's. 1t looked like Rayclon's. Tho notos
described a smallscrap of paper found sealed inside a botlo of the coast of
‘Solumbra. The scrap contained oly throe words: "W are doomed.*
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“The name changed the ar. Even Danny, who absorbed most adult reputations
with suspicion, know it. General Marcus Ariouye was retirod from tho Solumbra
Army, bt retirement on Solumbra did not necessarily mean irrelevance. It often
‘meant s dangerous persan had become too usefl to igore and too honest o control,

Bu explained that Anouye ived in soclusion on the northern coast. Ho had loft the
service after sceing a rot growing insido the island's systoms. His body was aging.
but his mind remained a sharp blade, and his connoctions roached into halls of power
that ordinary citizens could not oven name.

“The General doos notlike vistors,” Bu said."He lies dangerous truth even loss.
But he owes the Temple a debt.”

Bu did st explain the debt. The refusal to explain it tod them enough. Some
historios wero not gifs. They wero burdens men carried until payment came due.

Ho marked a jagged cliffsde on a small weathered map. The General’s estate sat
beyond the northern spine of the island. roughly seven miles from the tomplo by the
old ridge trail.

“Sloop s a luxury for those who live in peace,” Bu said, his voico fming with rare
intonsity. “The darkness of thesa carly hoursis your only shicld. Reach him boforo
the sun reveals your movements to the island's watchers.

At a low lacquer dosk, he unfurlod a yellowed strip of parchment With stoady
hands, ho wroto a briof noto in black nk. At the bottom, ha drew an unusual
geometric symbol - interlocking circlos that seeme to shit depending on the angle
af the amp.

Ho dricd the ink, rolled the parchment tight, and handed it to Dac.

“This i your passage. If the Genoral's perimeter guards fnd you first, show them
this. Do not lose it

The Northern Ridge

“Tho boys loft by the templo'sside gate, abandoning ofllamp safety for the cold
pro-dawn dark Tho tral to Anouye's estate cut across the jagged northern spin of
Solumbra. It forced them along steep goat paths, through denso thickets of pina and.
forn, and across exposed stone whero tho ocean wind struck without mercy.

At o in the morming, the island was 5o quiet that overy snappod twig sounded.
ke a confession.

‘Da led hecauuse he hid the scroll and because his eyes wauld not stop moving
He had boen trained to notice patterns, and something about the woods folt wrong.
‘Twice he stopped dead and raised one hand. Scott and Danny froze behind bir.
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'Da carried the notos into Danay and Scott's room, and the thres boys tried to
‘make sense of hem. Thase were not casusl observations. They were the bluepriats of
an obsession. Rayden's research focused heavily an Spanish maritime recorts
batween 1680 and 1700, a period of immense wealth and even greater isk.His
handuriting grew frantic around ono ship and ono yoar.

Raydon seemed convinced that La Estrela de Ia Plta - The Star of Silver - had
become his great white whale. According to his rosearch, the ship had not carried
spices or sll,but tons of unusual slver matal ingots.

Faydon had mapped tho storm soasons of the late seventoenth century and
concluded that the ship was caughtin a raro, high-velocity atmospheric vortex. Ho
believed the Estrella had not simply sunk. It had been deiven miles off course into a
dead zon of the Atlantic, whero currents looped back on themselvos and kept
wreckage hidden from ordinary search paths.

“The notes finally explained why Rayelon had spont years hunched over old maps
‘and manifests. It startod with a singlo, physical piece of ovidonco found during &
walk o the coast. The note read:

~One morning, during an excoptionally low tido - the kind where the ocean seems
0 hold its breath and retreat farther than should be possibls - spotted something
glinting noar a tdal pool. 1t was pastialy shiolded by an unusually largo, jagged
Stone that ooked s i it had not moved in centuries. When | looke closely at the
stone, T found a small thick-glass bottle sealed with a crust of anciont wax. Inside
was a single, britle scrap of paper with thro words that have haunted me over
since: Wa are doomed.

Finding that bottla changod everything for Raydon. To him, it was not just a olic;
it was a distross signal across time. Ho bocam convinced that the bottlo had driftod
Srom the very site where the Estrellad In Plata met its end. He spent many spare
hours cross roferoncing tide charts from 1692 with modern current pattorns,
desperate to find where that doomed crew had fnally slipped beneath the waves.

“The following day. Mrs. Hanson drove the boys to Blue Fin Othotics for Scot's
highly anticipated fiting. They waited togother in the lobby until Dr. Hal inally
imvited them back, disappearing for a moment o retrieve the ne titanium limb,

When he roturned, Dae and Danny holpod Scott swap out his temporary brace for
the permanent ono. As Scott took tho woight o i, his eyos widened. "Wow, ho
broathed. "This is incredibly light. 1 could It this with ono finger.”

“The new orthalic was a sleak, palished gray - engineered to be both stronger and
significantly lightor than his provious ono. It featured a custom-contourod padded.
section designed to slido onto his g with procision. Bofore socuring i, the doctor
provided a specialized gel ined sock that acted as a protective barrer between the
brace and Scott's sk to provent iitation.

“How does it feel, Scott?” Dr. Hall asked, tightening the straps to securo tha limb
to Scott's residual leg.
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The festtime, Da saw a shimmer noar a cluster of basalt rocks, ke sunlight
fashing offglass - except there was no sun.

“The second time, a dark shapo seomed to pass betwoen old-growth oaks with a
fuid spoed that belonged to no animal Dao know.

Ha strained his oyes unti they burmed, but the forest refused to confess. Ho could
ot tall whether the movemont belonged fo survivors from the cove, agents sent to
rocover the cargo, or something worse.

“Keep moving," he whispered. His hand tightened around Bu's serll. "Do not ook
back”

The final stretch was the most bratal The terrain stspend a5 they crested the
ridge above the northorn coast. Far below, Genaral Anouye's estate sat against the
churning ocean like a fortress grown from tho clff itsolf

“They were halfway dovn the descent shen a sharp crack schoed through the

Scott cried out and pitched forward. His shouldor slammed ito the dict

‘Dae and Danny scrambled to him. In the dim moonlight, the problem revealed.
tself with crul simplicity. The earler bullst damage, the cove sprint, and the
Seven.mile trek had finally averpovered Scott's prosthstic. The carbon Gber oint had
snapped.

“I'm fine,” Scott hissed through gritted teeth, trying to push himself upright.
absolutely mot fine, but emationally 1 am commiited to lying about it

“Danny, loft arm." Dao said. "Tvo got the right "

‘Togetise, they hauled him up. Scott's braken prostheti dragged uselessly bebind.
him as they formed a throe-porson wodge, staggering down the last strotch toward.
the estate at a desperate, uneven pace.

A5 they neared the massive stoclreinforced gates, the night vanished inside two
highintensiy tactical beams.

“Halt a voice boomed through a megaphone. "Down! O your stomachs! Hands
behind your heads now!

Two guards in matto-gray tactical gear stoppe from the gatehouse shadows,
riflo raised and lights blinding. Tho boys had no choice. They lowered Scott gently
o the gravel and droppod bosido him.

“We woro sont by Mastor But” Da shouted, his faco prossed to cold dirt. I have &
messagal”

One guard kept his rile leveled while the older guard spproached cautiously. He
hockod Dao for weapons, then snatched the scrol rom his outstrotched hand.





OEBPS/images/page_078.jpg
With Dae and Danny steadying him on either side, Scott staod up. “This fasls s0
‘much better,” he said, a grin breaking across his ace.

“The doctor led the group into a spacious, gym-iko sehabiltation room lled with
specialized exercise equipment and padding. He quidsd Scott toward a set of long,
smooth metal parallel bars. I want you to stand between theso rails and try to walk
the longth without any assistance,” the doctor instructed. By the ond of tho session,
‘Scott was successfally navigating the distance batween the bars. They spent nearly
o bowrs working on his gat before scheduling a folow-up for the ollowing week.
Scott et a personal goal bofora they loft ho would be walking indopendently by the
p——

(Over th next fow weoks, tho boys fol into a supportive rhythm. They turned thoir
sharod living space into a hub of activty, working togethor daily on Scott's physical
therapy and pushing ono another to gat stronger. The bond betwoen them continued
to grow dacper.

Each night, onc the house wen quiet, Dao rotroatad to his mother's ournals. Ho
had always loved hor, but as ho moved through her writings, ho was stunned by her
intellect and the depth of her thoughts. Reading her words sade him fes as though
sho were right there with him, and he found himselflooking forward to those quiot
‘midnight hours of connoction.

With their savings, the boys managed o farnish their space with a new couch and
high-ond gaming laptops, along with the clothes and supplies they would need for the
upcoming torm.

By June, Scott was walking almost entirely on his own. With the Lumas Festival
only a week away, he was nervous about the crowds and the distance, but Dac and
‘Danny romained his ircost supportors. They were cortain ho was ready.

Later that evening, Dae spent ime reading throvgh his mother's fournals and
trying to understand her better. Afer a short time, Dae began to doze off,

Daemond stood upon the Windwar side of the Glass Cliffs, where the ocean
below i not roar but glowed like a submerged galasy. Suddenly, the air grew
warm, smelling of cloan air and crushd jasmine. From tho zonith of the sk, a pillar
of radianc dosconde, coaloscing into the form of the Goddess of Light. Sho did not
Stand on the ground; she seemad to e woven into the very atmosphere, her gown a
tapestry of captured sunbears.

“The Gorddess loaked down at Dasmond, her eyes holding the clarity of a thousand
dawns. Hor voice rosonated not in his oars, but directly within his spiit"Dasmond
af Solumbra," she said, the world beyond these shores grows dim with shadows of
the heart. 1 have watched your kindnoss, and 1 ak this of you: ba my ropresentative
Walk through your fe as my vessal, and through your hands 1 hall weave Articles of
Light - words of hope and truth that il seach across the great waters to bring.
comfort to millions who hase forgotten the warmth of the sun.*
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‘The guard unrolled the parchment. When his fashlight struck the geometric
U — A ——— e ———

“Whre did you get this?" he asked, voice low and sharp.
“Mastor Bu” Dac panted. “At tho Temple. Ho said you would know it”

“The guard tapped his earpicce, still watching the boys s if they might explode,
512 We have a situation at th gate. Threo civiians. Thoy're carying the Duality
Seal

Ha looked down at them again."Stay stll. The General will docide what to do with
you

The Fortress at the Edge of the Island

“The boys were not escorted nto a parlor. They wero marched into a room that folt
more liko a combat theator than astudy. Floor-o-ceiling maps ined tho walls besido
fickering monitors, old campaign lags, radio oquipment, and cabinots of weapons
that had boen cleaned vith almost relgious care. The air smelled faintly of ozone, oi,
and cold hardware,

General Marcus Anouye sat behind a desk carved from dark heavy ok, He did
ot stand when they ontered. Ho simply stared. blus eyos cutting through the like a
g ———

“Tho guards propped Scott into a chair, his broken prosthetic angled awkwardly.
against the rug. Dac and Danay wero made tostand. Tho only light came from a
S R ST S p——

Anouye et the silence stretch until it became a test

His gaze traveled from Scotts sootstained face t tho scorched hem of Danay's
shiet, then to the matto-black drive tho guards had placed on his dosk.

“Mastor Bu does ot send mossengers for trivialities,” the Goneral said atlat. His
voice was low and gravelly. “And he certaialy does not authorize the Duality Sesl
unless the island is sreaming.”

He leaned forward. "You smoll of diesel, sal air, and miltary explosive residue.
Stast with the truck, and do not leave out a singlo second of why throo boys docided
blowing it up was thoir right."

Da took the lead. His voice was fast bt steady. Ho described the landing at the
beach, the four men, the canisters, the cold vapor, and the warning labels.

‘Danny added the rofrigoration monitor, his hands involuntarly miming the.
blinking red ight. It was going to fail,sir_ I it leaked, we didt know if tho wind.
would carry it toward the cit.”





OEBPS/images/page_079.jpg
‘Daemand took a step back, his bare fect cold against the smooth stone. His heart
hammered against his ibs ike a rappod bird. "Mc?" ho whisporad, his voico
eracking. “Goddess, 1 am just s boy. 1 am too young for such a responsibiity, and my
tompor flaro liko dry brush. 1 am small and 1 am flawed. How can someono as.
hollons as 1 am carry light or millions? Vou have chosen a broken cup to carry the

The feeling of inadequacy flt like lead in is stomach. He looked at his small,
calloused hands - hands that often shook when he was nervous - and could not
imagino them holding the weight of a world's comiort. The Goddess did not recoil at
his doubt. Instead, sha stepped forwar, the light around her softening into a gentlo
gold. She reachod out, and her hand - luminous and steady - came to rest directly
aver Daemonds heart

“The moment her palm touched his chest, the chill of his fear evaporated. “I's not
your perfection I requiro, Daemond, but your heartbeat,” she murmured.

s she pulled her hand away, a fain, pulsing sgil remainod etched upon his skin
bencath his shirt, glowing in rhythm with his pulse. It was not a weight, but a
‘warmth, spreading through his limbs and quieting his mind. Ho was not oly a boy
anymore. Ho was a bridge.

'Dae woke in his room s the Brst rays of the Solumbran sun touched his ace, the
warmth on his chost still ingering ke a promise. Ho folt olioved and peaceful. Even
though ha was alons, a comforting prosence moved through him with cach beat of
his heart

In the quiet days lsading up to the Lumas Festival, Da and the twins, Danny and
Scot, rotreated into a sharod rtual o griof and gratifude. Their hands woro stained
with varying shades of crimsan ink as they meticulously decorated the paper lantern
that would carry Mia's memory into the sky.

“They adormed the dolicate paper with bold,intentional imagery to honor hr spirt
“The Lion: For the ierce courage sho showed in the face of danger.
“The Sun: For the warmth sho radiated, even whon theis world was at ts darkest.

“The Shicld: For the way she had stood batween thom and the shadows, absorbing
[t ———

A heavy, protective silence hung over the boys a5 they worked. They treated the
lantorn not as an objoct, but 2 a sacrod vassel. To them, Mia's light was a singular,
ireplaceable force -ona they knew they could never replicate, only remember.

s the lantorn took shape, the air seemed to il with the ghost of Mias voice
They remembored th years spent n tho harshastof circumstancos, whero she had
becn their only compass. She would tal thom stories of the sun to drown out the
cold, her mer prosence acting as a fortross for their ragile confidence.
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Low and fas, they dosconded tho slope toward tho cove, their fot finding Rolds.
by instinct mora than sight. Loose stones shifted beneath them, but they did not
slow. They angled wid, circling rom downwind, using torrain and darknoss the way.
Master Bu had taught thom. Thelr breathing steadiod. Their griof became motion.

At the bas of the overlook, the shapes of four men emorgod noar the treline -
wo close to the water, two partially concealed amang brush. Al four held rifes. One
had a radio clipped to his vest.

'Da signaled with two fingors: lof, right, split
‘Danay nodded once.

They closo the distance fist, staying low untilthe last possible nstant. When
Dae rose, it was explosive. He drove into the nearest man's center line, stiking the
man's chost with a shoulder and knockiag him off balance. Da folowed through,
sweoping his log out and slamming him hard into tho ground. The woapon skiddcd
away into the dark.

At the same time, Danny cam in from tho opposit sido. He lunged at the second.
guard, clamping & hand over the man's mouth before he could shaut. Using
‘momentum and the strength he had spent eighteen months building, Dasny twisted
and drove him backward into  tree. A sharp strike o the wristsent the radio
clattering o the ground.

“The remaining two turned too late

(One raisod his weapon, but Dae was alroady moving. Ho kicked off the ground,
closing the gap in two strides, and rammed his forearm into the man's arm,
redirecting the aim skysard as the shot went wild. Danny pivoted tovard the last
guard, who fumbled for his own weapon. A moment of hesiation cost him. Danny
rabbed his arm mid-reach, twisted sharply, and shoved him down onto his knees
before sweeping him flat.

The fght lasted seconds.

No cloan vitory followed. No cheers. Just brath, impact, and silence roturning
as quickly as it had been broken.

T mon lay scattered, disarmed and unablo to rospond, overwhelmod loss by
polished kil than by the ierce intonsity and coordination of two boys who belioved
they had already lost everything. Das staod for 3 moment with fsts rising and falling
s ringing not from gnfire but rom adrensline. Danny looked back toward the
verloak, horror returning to his face.

They scrambled up the hill,

Scott was siting upright by the time they reached him, ono hand prossed to
jagged hole i bis prosthtic log

“Guys.” ho wheezod, attompting a smile, 1 am now offcally the luckiest idiot on
this stand.
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Chapter 3: A Place for Home

(Age of Daemond 12)

“The Hansons' homs was 3 sturdy blus house perched an the winduard slopes of
‘Solumbra, tucked away at the ond of Whita Coral Lane. From its olevated vantage
point, the property offered a swocping view of Windward Boach and the endless.
strotch of the ocoan. Despita is secluded foel, it was perfecty situated near tho
heart of Lumas City, within walking distance of everything the boys might noed.
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“The bullet had lodged deap in the composite material, sparing his flesh but
knocking th wind out of him and destroying the log's stabilty. Reliaf it all three
boys at once, so violently that they collapsed into a fierce, shaking hug on the.
hilsde. For  fow seconds, no ono cared about the men elow, the weapons, o the
ove. Scott was alive. That was the whole world,

“Then the world widened again.

The Truck of Ghost Medicine

Once the immediate danger passed, the boys tured to the delivery the men had
becn quarding. It was not simply anothor cache of rifles. The cargo included
prossure-sealed canisters marked with unfamiliar symbols, unregistered black crates
without shipping manifosts, and high-ond GPS trackors mountod to the unis as f
overy crate was valuable enough o follow across the world

“Tho setup fltloss like smuggling and mora like @ mabil laboratory.

'Da kneltin the damp sand of the cove, tho night heavy with sal, metal, and fear
Using a discarded tactcal knife, he pried back tho soal of the primary canister.
Instoad ofthe hiss o ordinary comprossed ai, a thin, unnervingly cold vapor curled
over the rim, carrying the sharp smell of czon and dry ice

Insido, the contents wore more sophisticated and more terrifying than crude
weapons. Shack absarbent foa cracled dozens of reinforced glass ampous filled
with a viscous, irdoscont liquid that scomed to shimmer with its own intornal light
Beside them were slesk handheld injoctors designed for rapid delvery through the
skin.

Alaminatod packt of schematics lay tucked in a side pocket. It was not a weapon
diagram. It was a human nervous system mapped n glowing nodes at the base of the
skull, alng the spine, and through the major musclo groups.

Scott, still pale rom the hit to his prosthetic, pointed to the warning labels. “This
st just about freponwer,” b whispered. “They e not trying to arm an army. They're
trying to modity one.”

“The instruction mansal was written in cold technical langusge, but its mesning
was clear enough. The substance - allsd Essence in ons shorthand entry - was
designed to onhance biological Fesponse: reaction spoe, strength, pain tolerance,
and shortburst aggression. The long-term offects wore lstod as unstablo, unknown,
and likely lothal.

‘Danny stared at the amponles as if they might move. "So the rifes wero fust the
fonce.”

“The fonce and the bait” Dae said. "This is the thing they didt want anyone
seeing."
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s they investigated furthr, Danny noticed a small digital display mounted to the
Side of the primary canister. It was not & bomb timer, but it felt equally dangerous: &
rofrigeration monitor. A crimson light pulsed chythaically. The tomperaturo was
Climbing.

Without constant coaling, the contents wer becoming unstabl.

“The men below were unconscious but not dead as far 2 the boys could tell. The
clock was moving. Dae flt the decision arrve befors he was ready for . 1f the
canistorsloaked, if the men woke, if whoover owned this cargo cam for it before
anyona rosponsible coukd contain i, then the dangor might move from the covo to
the ciy.

“Wo destroy what w can,” Dae said. His voico surprised him by sounding calm.

“They found explosives in the truck bod, partof the same hidden shipment. The
boys did not pretend they wero experts. They only understood enough to know that
Loaving the cargo intact was worse. They moved fast, pushing unrocovered materials
back into the truck with shaking hands. Scottinsistod on holping dospita the
damagod leg, swoaring he could keop up.

Dae lmost told him no. Then he saw Scott's face and understood that being loft
bekind would be its o inury.

They sot the truck to burn and ran.

“The hilsde toro at them as they fed. Bohind ther, the night split open with a
Series of concussive blasts tha roll across the water and slapped the clfs. Orange.
light flashed against stone. They did not stop to admiro tho destruction or measuro it
Ty pushed through brush and over rugged terrain for three grucling miles until the
sillouette of the Temple of Duality rose through the darknes.

1t was past midnight, but morning could not wait. They had to find Master Bu

The Temple Becomes a Command Center

‘T heavy iron-ringed doors of the Tomple of Duality opened beforo the boys
ould finish hammering on the wood. Master Bu stood there, framed by the soft
amber glow of oillamps. He did not look starled by their soat-stained faces, ragged
breathing, or the small of smoke clinging to ther clothes. His gaze was calm as a
‘mauntain ke

“The mountain flt your footsteps long before you arrived. he said, stepping
aside.

Ha did not ask why Danny was clutching a stolon tablet. Ho did not ask why Scott
was limping on a wounded prosthetic. He sisply ushered them into the inner
courtyard, wher sandalwood, rain, and old ston struck therm as a sudden, almost
violent cantrast to diesel and explosives.

Despite the hour, Bu led therm into the Hall of Stllss.
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Insido, the houso flt seasoned and wellloved. & massive woodsn table sat
‘anchored betwoen the kitchon and th living room, acting as the hoart of the home.
Nearby, a staircase lod down to thro spacious bodrooms. Danny and Dao took
charge of the heavy lifting, hauling all thei bolongings downstairs 5o Scott could
navigate the transition with case.

Julio moved with them, her voico a constant, cheerful hum s she dirocted traffc

thought Danny and Scott could take theso two rooms for easior access, and Dac,
you could hav the ona at the end. sha said, gesturing toward the hallway. "Onco
your story broko, the community rally stepped up. Poople from all over the island.
sent supplies and donations. 1 have already placed an equal sharo in cach of your
rooms, 50 50 ane fools loft out Well, xcopt for you, Dac,” sh added with a knowing
smile. "Yours has something a lito extra.”

While Danny and Scott explorod their new spaces, Das followed Jule ito the end.
room. 1t was bright and airy, farnished with a large bed and a spacious closet. Two
baxes sat waiting on the maitress.

I cantod t 0 bo a surprise,” Jullo said, her excitoment nearly boiling over.

'Das opened the frst bos to find a frosh start: now clothos, crisp shoes, school
supplies, and a stack of cards from woll-wishers across tho island. Tucked insido the
envelopss wore sevoral hundred dollarsin donations.

“The others got the same, do not you wory. Julie interjected quickly.

A5 Dao turned to the second box,Julie could not contain herselt. Bofora he even
lifed the ld, she bogan describing what had boon saved: books, old journals,
photographs, and a fow small objects from his family home. Resting on top was the
‘pendant Brayden used to woar. Dao froze. Those wero not random donations. Thoso.
were his mother's belongings and his brother's memory, likely salvaged from Sunny's
offico and the wreckago of the lfe ho had lost

“A woman named Debbie found these afte the accident,”Julie sxplaind softly.
“Sho had boon holding onto thom, waiting fo the right time.”

“The sight of his mother's handwriting and the familiar weight of Braydon's
‘pendant cracked the armor Dae had worn for so long. Memories he had suppressed
for years rushed back in a violent wave. He could not find the words o thanik Jule.
Ha simply sat on the edge of the bed, clutching the romnants of his past, and cried
Softly into his hands.

“That evening, Mss. Hanson invited the boys upstairs for dinnor. To Das, thero was.
somothing deoply grounding about the simplo act of everyone siting around a tabla
togethor. The ar fol ighter than usual, illed with the scent of roast meat, warm
bread, and the kind of ordinary peace nono of the boys had trusted for a long time.

A they ate, Mrs. Hanson turned the conversation toward thei education, noting
that the threo of them woull b starting school n several woeks. Sho explained that
the systom hero functionad differently than most of the world: thera were no
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“Spoal ho commanded solly. “Give the chaos a name 50 it no longer owns you™

“The story spilled out ina frantic overlap. They told him about the second delivey,
the men, the canistors, the ampouies, the hidden drivo Scott had salvaged from one
of the injoctors, the reirigeration warnings, and the decision to dostroy the truck
before the men cauld wake or the cargo could lsave,

“They looked to Master Bu for judgment. Ho gave them silence.
Then he gesturod to three woven mats on the stone floor

“Yousspirits are vbrating like struck bells" ho sad. "You canot see the path
through the smoke of your own adrenaline. Si. We broathe bofore wo act."

‘The boys sat cross-egged, imitating his posture. AL first,stillness felt impossible.
Scott's g lg twitched with the need to run. Danny'’s mind replayed the flsh of
the blast. Dac kept sceing the cold vapor splling from the canistor and imagining it
reaching the city.

Bu's voica lowerod into a stoady rhythm, Inhalo. Hold. Folease. Observe. Adapt.

For almost thirty minutes, the only sound was wind moving through the templa
caves. Slowly, the noiso inside the boys sattled. Foar did not disappear, but it
hanged shape. It became information instesd of command. When Master Bu finally
pened his eyos, the boys folt a strang cold clarity. They wor not merely throe kids
who had blown up a truck. They were witnesses to somthing larger.

“You have destroyed the immediate throat.” Bu sald. "But you have also declared
war on shadows. Those men woro only hands. We must now find the head.*

He looked at the digital drive Scott had saved. “The temple is no longer just &
place of prayer. Tonight it becomos  command center.”

B stood and paced the meditation hall his shadow strotching long across the
rRp—

“You have stapped out of the stream and iato the ocean” he sad. "Understand.
thi: the men at the cove were nat the source of the poison. They wers the current.”

“The larger organization behind the canisters had reach, money, oquipmen. and
the confidence of peopla who expactod systoms to protect thom. If the mon at the
ove survived the blast, they would scclcwhoover had humiliated thom, Ifthey died,
[ ————

“Until we know who funds this operation, overy stranger on the sland is a
possible doorway.” Bu warned. "You must move like shadows."

Ho stopped in ront of Scott, whose fingers s
and aver.

 turned the matte-black drive aver

I cannot gt this war for you with anciont scrols and silonce,” Bu admitted.
“You need a mind that understands the modern theater o conflict. You nsed General
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barrage of simulated strikes from Master Bu's waoden automatons, relying entirely
o the thythmic hiss of one anather's breathing, the shit af weight through
floorboards, and the almost invisible cues of trust.

The firstten minutes were a disaster.

‘Danny. exhausted rom heavy morniag training, mistimed a defensivo pivot. His
shoulder clipped Scot, sending the taller boy staggering. Sensing tho opening, &
wooden arm swung toward Scolt's exposed flank. Dac lunged to intorcept, but
without sight ho overextanded, his oot sipping on a sweat slck board.

For a harrowing moment, the vessal shattored. They were nota trad. They were
throo bruised boys Raiing i tho dark.

Master Bu's voice cut through tho chaos, cold and sharp. "You aro throe corpses
waiting for  grave. If you cannot fl the others' blood, you have no right to your

“The words landed harder than the wooden arms.

Bruised and gasping, th trio found the stllness they had practiced at dawn,
Danny stopped trying to chase the attacks and dropped his weight, becoming an
anchor. Scott stopped trying to imagino sight and bogan t lsten, mapping the room
through echoes and air movement. Das lowored his center until s motion became &
liquid oxtonsion of Danny's strongth and Scott's awaroness.

T —

When a strike aimed for Scott's hoad, ho did not move. Ho already knew Danny's
‘arm was thera to block it. Whon a low swoep targeted Danny's logs, Dao did not
think, he lited into Danny's balance at the exact nstant Danny shified, letting both
of them countar n one motion. When Dac's lank opened, Scott's han was alroady
thero, redirecting the wooden limb beforo it struck.

“They were no longor three students. They had becom a singl, six-armed shape
of defonsa and response.

“The dil ended in 2 heavy, ringing sience. Tho last automaton frozo inches from.
‘Da's rbs. The boys held their formation, blindfolded, breathing in thythm.

Master Bu stood atthe adge of the mat, His expression was unreadable. He
locked at the bruisos already darkoning on their arms, then at tho perfoct, stoady
shape they still held. Ho fforod a raro silent nod.

“They had not mastered combat. Not yet. But they had begun to master mutual
roliance

‘That evening, their bodies exhausted and their minds still vibrating from the dril,
the boys retumed to Imam Rashad for the cooling halfof their education. Throughout
the wook they had attonded soveral prayers at the Mosque of Light, and the Imam
used their training to teach hsaan again.
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When the staples wero finally removed, Scott was ftted with an adjustablo
prosthatic. For the fist time since tho incident, he stood on two foet. It took time to
find the right balanco, but through trial and error, ho eventually settled on a height
and modl that el ke a part o him. Tho three of them continued their daily

training, their bond evolving from a survival pact into a shared mission of recavery.

“Their progress caught the oyo of a hospital placement worker who bocamo their
ercest advoeate. She worked firelessly to ansuro tha boys would not bo separated.
‘and ane afternoon she beamed as she entered the rehab gym. °I thiok  found t.” she
Said. A home with Mr. and Mrs. Hanson.

“The placement worker oxplained that the Hansons wero oxporienced parents who
had already raised threo childron and had enough spac for cach boy t have his own.
room. “They are coming to meet you this evening.” she added, "and they are bringing
dinner.”

“The bays were instantly wary. To the, “home" was a word associated with cages
‘and shadows. They hudelod togther in privats to weigh thei options. "We moet
them,” Da decided, his voice firm. "I it does nt foalright, we tall hor to keep
locking. Wo do not settle.”

Dinnor that evening was a rovelation. Frod Hanson was a man of fow words,
possossing a calm, steady prosence that did not crowd the boys. Julie filled the
silence with warmth, describing the nearby school and the rooms they had prepared
There was no pressure, only an open door. Afte the Hansans lsf, the hoys looked at
ne another and reached a silent consensus: they would give this new o a chance,
It was not trustyet. 1t was only the decision that fear would not make every decision
for them.
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“Excel

ce," ho said, "l not the world watching you. Excellence is what romains.
when the world looks away. You must apply the same focus to character that you
apply tothe strike. Otherwise, you become dangerous in the wrong direction

“The words stayee with thom as Friday evening arsived and the ai filed with the
scont o popcorn, oi, caramal, dust, and eloctric hoat.

The Carnival Under Neon

“The carnival grounds glowed in electric blue and sunset arange. Mechanical rdes
hummed and clatterec. Children clutched tickets and screamed with joy before
anything rightening had actually happened. Mrs. Hanson arrived with Dae, Danny,
Scot, Claire, and Margor, while her oyos drifted again and again toward the parking
ot entrance.

There was a palpable sense of what if i the air. The girls were full o jy. The
boys had found their rhythm. Mrs. Hanson was smiling. But the picture was st
incomplote.

At home, the spare bedroom door was open. Somerwhere between that open door
and the carnival gates, Ethan and Mr. Hanson wero making a choice. Mrs. Hanson
held onto the hope that the trust bt in silence had become strong enough to bring
them o the shared ligh.

“The sun dipped below the horizon as the carmival brightensd, Then Mrs. Hanson saw
them.

Emerging from tho shadows of the parking lot into the floodlight spill were Mr.
Hanson and Ethan. They were not walking in lockstep, and neither looked entirely
comfortable, but they were walking together. That was enough.

M. Hanson adjustod his cap and scanned the crowd with a guarded curiosty.
Ethan had his hands buried in his hoodie pockets, his posture loose in a way it had
ot beon in years. The spare-room hermit had steppod out nto the world.

For one socond, the approaching group fol silent. Years of tension fickered
batsween them like a bad bulb. Danny., who had nover been able o tolerate
coremonial awkwardnoss, lifted a giant stuffod panda he had alroady won at ring
toss

“We have a new tactical problem,
count as a hostila entity.”

[T —

Ethan's mouth twitched. Margot laughed first, then Claire, then everyone elso.
“You actually made it” Mes. Hanson said, hor voico stoady but hor eyos bright.

“Ethan thought I might nood a navigator to find the fried dough stand.* M-
Hanson roplied, offering a dry bit of wit
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Ethan gave him a lopsided smirk. "You were veering tosard the funnel cakes. It
was getting serious.”

“The interaction was not cinematic, No one cried. No music swelled. It was batter
than that It was normal

A5 they moved toward the conter of the fairgrounds,tho hicrarchy of the
household began to melt. Claire and Margot dragged Ethan toward the Sizzler, and
0 ovoryono's surprise he wont without protest. Mr. Hansan found himself standing.
beside Das, asking sincere questions abaut the architectars of the Mosque of Light,
Danny ate ith a focus that bardered on reverence. Scott watched the crowd the way
Bu had trained him to watch everything, but even he looked loss ke a scout and
more like a boy for a fow minutes.

Mos. Hanson walked in the center af it all, lstening to the machinery, laughter,
carnival barkors, and overlapping voices of peopl who had not known how to belong
0 one another and were learming anywiay.

For one evening, the spare bedzoom was empty. The church and the mosque were
both represonted in spirit. Tho Hanson family was ot repairod, oxactl, but it was,
gatherod. Somotimes gathered was enough.

The Cove Again

“Tho carnival's bright lights and sugar highs cvaporated the moment Dac, Danny,
and Scott stopped onto the familia Jagged trail. Fo the, Solumbra was not only.
home anymore. 1t was a living archive of secrots they had not finished readiag.

“They found themselves drawn by a sharod, unspoken tother hack toward the
limestan ledge where, months carler, they had witnessed a midnight dolivery of
automatic weapons. Nono of them said they wero invostigating. Non of them nceded.
0. Theirfoot knew the path before thelr mouths admitted the purpose.

The moon was a thin broken silve i tho sky, offering baraly enough light to
outline tho clifs. They moved carofully through low brush and stone, keeping their
bodies bensath the ridgaline. Scott shiftd forward o get  better asgle on the cove
below.

A metalic glint flashed from the tresline.

“The shot cracked through the night

“The bullet struck Scott with enough force to spin him half aound, He hit the dirt
hard, broath blasted from his lungs, his body going sl against the ston.

For one sacond, the warld nasrowed to the shape of Scott not moving.

‘Something inside Dae and Danny broke open,

Foar did not disappear. It twisted, hardonod, and became somothing olse. They
i not speak because they did not noed to. Instead of rotroating, they moved.
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“The ‘Great Eight, " Scott muttered. "I just want to ot through them. 1 don't know
how you do i, Dac.”

o ar, Dae had maintained a perfoct L00% on every singlo oxam, a feat that folt
almost as supematural 2 the key:. While Danny and Scott hadt it perfection, they
had both passed ovory test with fiying colors.

"L have to kaep my head clear." Dao said, locking from the key to his friends. Wo
pass thaso throe tosts, and then we look moro into the mystery of that ship."

Exams, Embarrassment, and Leilani

“The hallways of Solumbra Acadermy wre usually a place of rigid focus, but for
Das, Danay, and Scott, tho atarnoon break bocamo a brief rotum to the kind of
rolentless brotherhood that only thrae inseparablo rionds could manage.

“They were leaning against & row of bioluminescont lockors when the atmosphera
scemed to shift The ambient light of the corridor caught the shimmering fabric of
passing robo. 1t was Mrs. Benson, the Ar instructor.

Scott, usually the tallest ofthe three, suddenly went rigid. His gaze locked onto
hor as sho glided past, a stack of digtal slates cradled in hor arm.

‘Scott did' just look; h lingorod. His jaw dropped a fraction of an nch, and his
usual posturs softened into somothing rosembling a daze ellyfish.

‘Danny. abways quick to spot a weakness, nudgod Da with a sharp lbow. &
prodatory grin spread across his face.

“Earth to Scott,” Danny whispored, his voico dripping with mischief. 1 think
you'e leaking oxygen, buddy. Youve hesn staring 5o long | think yowve memorized.
the thread count an her cape.”

Da chuckled, leaning in o oin the ray. "I1s the ‘Benson Trance. We've lost him.
Should we call a medic, or ara you going to actually use those vocal cords for
Somothing other than breathing?”

The two of them began a coordinated assault of encouragement

“Look at him," Danny laughed, shoving Scott’s shouldr. "He's one of the
strangost guys i tho school, but he's afraid of an Art teacher. Just go say holo
Scott. What's the worst that happons? She gives you extra homework?”

“She's right thers,” Dae added, is voice a low, teasing hum, "She’s stopping at
the fountain. This i your window, hero. Go on. Show us that egendary Solumbran
courage.”

Scotts face was already beginning to warm. "Shut up, guys. 'm not.. L was't
staring.*
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Chapter 2: The Darkness of
Umbra

‘Age of Daemond: 712

Das mind was a fotress under sioge, rofusiag to breach the wals of denial. Ho
ould't wrap his consciousnoss around the void whero hs brother used to be. As the
roality of his powerlessness crashed ovor him, hot tears blurrod his vision, turning.
the jagged debrs of the Kalei SUV into a smear of chromo and shadow.

“Don't worry, Dae. I'm here, and you arent alona n this.

The wreckage
of the crash.

1ay like a scar across the mountain path, marking the vilent traectory

“Das. Look at me. 've got yo

“The boy's oyes fnally found their focus, locking onto Kaslon's face. What he saw.
thers wasn'tthe hallow sting of pity, but the raw, weathered empathy of a shared.
brotherhond of loss. Da reached out, his small, frombling hand swallowad by the
steady, grounding warmth of Kaclon's palm.

You're okay. Kaclon murmured, his voice a low anchor as he tucked a thormal
blasiket around the boy's shaking shoulders. "We're getting you off this mountain,
and I'm notleaving your side. Ono step at a ime, Dae. We do this togethor”

As the distant,shythmic thrum of the rescus helicopter began to vibrate through
the froezing air, Kaelen tightened his grip. He lacked the power to rewrite the
tragedy writton i the twistod motal behind ther, but ho could choose to bo the
bridge loading Dae toward peace.

‘Subconscionsl, Kaelen's thurmb brushed the back of his own right hand, tracing
the faint,ink stained lines noarly obscured by mountain grime.

“The tattoa—s hand reaching ot from the depths—was a relic from his avn
darkest chapter. After his own brother's death, Kaclan had beon hollowed out by a
helplessness so profound it had nearly consumed him. Ho remembered that
suffocating isolation all too welltho way ho had onca prayed for the world to simply
stop 50 the noise of the griof would inaly go silent

Looking at Dae. he knew he was looking at a version of his younger sel, and he
swore the hoy wouldn't have to walk through the dark alone.

Years had passed, but the ghost of that fear stillsimmered just below the surface,
a cold curront telling him to run, o give up, to stop caring

But as he looked at Dac, Kaslen strained against his own shadows. Ho anchored.
himsolf n the memory of his brother, transtorming that old pain ito a quiet, ironclad.
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“You were practically salivating,” Danny counterod. "Go. Now. O I'm going to toll
hr you have a question about the artists of tho Renaissance.

Pushed by a mix o prida and the unbearable heat of his friends’ mockery, Scott
squared his shouldors. Ho took a doap broath, adjusted his tunic, and marched
toward the fountain

“To Danny and Da, watching from the lockers, he looked like a soldier marching
into a battle he knew he could' vin.

As e reached her, Mrs. Benson turned, her eyes bright and professionsl. "Oh,
hello, Scott. Did you have & question about tomorrow?”

Scotts brain, usually offciont and logical, suddenly hit a catastrophic system
error. Th proparod "hellos® and "good aRernoons" vanished into the abyss. Ho
Iooked at her-—really laoked at her-—and the words simply tumbled out in a chaotic
rush.

“Are you beautiful... 1 mean, you aro boautiful*
“The silence that followed was absalute.

Mrs. Benson blinked, a small, puzzlod, yo kind smile tugging at the corners of
hor mouth. "Thank you, Scott. That is very kind of you to say."

But Scot dida't hear the kindness. Ho only hoard the echo of his own voico falling
bim,

His face didn't just turn red; it turned a desp, bruised crimson that matched the
volcanic coral of the Ridge. He didn't waitfor follow-up. Ho didt oxplain. Ho
simply turned on his hoel and walked back to the lockers, his shoulders slumped and
his spirit feeling utterly deploted.

He crashed back into the wall next to Dae and Danny, taring at his hoots as if
they hold the secrots of the universe.

"W~ Danny said, trying—and faling—to suppross a laugh. “You certainly told
her. Short, sweet, and... teritingly honest.

Scottjust groaned, covering his face with his hands. "Don' Just...don't speak o
me for the next three tidal cycies.

During tho last review block, a new teacher entered their orbit: M. Erik Nordvik,
 Norwegian-born visiting instructor assigned to physical scionce and old-world
navigation. Ho spoko with a lipped steadiness that mada even diffcult material ool
xact. o propare them fo the coming exam, he covered ship logs, contour maps,
I A T ———
Someona understood bath mathematics and human expectation. Dac said nothing,
but the lesson setled coldly nto him. Rayden's notes wero o longor only family
history. They were becoming a method.
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persistence. Ho woulda't lot this boy be alone. Not tonight.

The rest of the Search and Rescus team moved into position,their hesdlamps
cutting through the gloom. The wreckago was a nightmare of twisted motal; Das was
pinnod so tightly that grit and shoer will weren't enough to movo him.

“The arrival of the first o truck brought tho mechanical scream of the Jaws of
Life. Each time tho hoavy hydraulic spreaders groancd against the SUV's frame, the
‘motal shricked and Da lot out a sharp, ragged cry. Kaolen never finched, kecping
his oyos locked on the boys untlthe fnal prying bar snapped the wreckago open.

Finally free, Dae was  map of bruises and a badly broken arm, but he was alive
The team moved with practiced precision, ushering both Kaclon and the boy toward
the waiting helicopter. As the skids oft tho mountain behind, hoading forthe distant
lights of the hospital, Kaelen stil hadn' et go o the boy's hand.

“The fight to Lifespring Genral Hospital was bricf and violant with motion. When,
'Dae arrved. tho team cased him into a wheelchair and rushed him through doors.
that smelled of antiseptic and rainwater. Pain bved everywher at once - n his arm,
in s skl and in the hollow place whero his family had beon. Ho did not foel
entively lne only because Kalen walked beside him, spesking to nurses, holding
doors, and staying close enough that Dao could seo hif whonever panic ried to ake

“The hospital staff moved quickly. Soon Dac had an IV in his hand and was lying
beneath a thin hospital shest whils the doctors assessed the damage. After a short
onversation autside the curtain, they taok him to surgery to repair the broken arm,
For Kaelen, the wait stretched into several tensa hours, For Dac, the surgery passec
in’s bl

“The surgeon managed to stabilze the arm using specialized hardware:
telescoping ttanium rod designed to hold the bon in placa whilo allowing for
natural growth. Every precaution was taken to protect the shoulder jont, ensuring
that the hardsvare wosldn® interfere with Dae’s development as he aged.

When the anesthesia fnally ebbed, Dae drited back to consciousnoss in a room
lled with strangers. The unfamilar faces and the steril clinical hum fel ike a new.
kind of trap, and he could only cry out for the family who wasn'tthero. A5 tho
fragmented memories of the crash surged back, a wave of pure, unadultorated grief
crashed over him.

Everything was an ache: the sharp throb in his arm, the dull pulso in his head,
and the heavy, shattering weight in his chest. Just a5 panic began to take hold of his
youung mine. he saw Kaelen. Kaelen had sat outsids Dae's room the entire surgery—a
steady, unmoving lighthouse in the middle of Da’s storm. I that small, quiet space
batwoen them, Kaclen's presence became the anchor Dao nooded to keep from.
drifling avay.

“The weight o everything he had lost seomed o settle on Dac's chest as ho drified
fully awake. A crushing, hollow sadnoss took hold, and he bogan to sob—quiety at
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When Rayden yelled the boys’ names into the vally, the sound bounced back
three times, making the single word sound like an odd conversation. The beauty of
the sito was intoxicating, and as tho sun bogan to ip, painting the sky in bruised
purples and doop orangos, they stayed just a litte too long to watch the Groen Flash
~a rare phenomenon seon only from the northern peaks, whero algae emitted a
suddon groonish light

By the time Rayden cranked the engine, the sky hads just gone dark: it had
tumed a sicdy, eloctric charcoal

In Solumbra, weather did not move in; it materialized. The pouring rain and ico
struck them halfway down the mountain, whero the storm bocame a delugo of
R T S ——————]
road into a river of grey slime.

“Everyons, belts tight,” Rayden said, his voice dropping the playful "Dad: tone for
somothing sharper and more urgent. Sunny reached back, squoszing Dae's knoo, her.
oyes fixed on the windshiold wher the wipers wera losing theie battle agains the
Sheets of water.

“The descent from the Spiros was notorious for ts hairpin turs and lack of
quardrails As they roundod tha third bond, the tires hit a patch of black ico and
slurry. The heavy SUV did not just lide; i pirouetted. Thero was a sickening silence.
s tho tireslost contact, followed by the roar of wind.

A violent tilt as the passenger side dipped into the ravine. The SUV jarred,
‘making a bone-shatoring thud as the vehicle carcon off the road and slammed
roof firs into an ancient,iron-wood tro

“The impact was localized to the front and lsf side. Raydan and Sunny were killed
instantly as the ongine block shifted inward. Brayden, leaning toward the conter to
heck on Das just secans before, ook the brunt of the roof's collapse and was also
e,

Silence roturned to the mountain, save for the ticking of a cooling engine and the
ehythmic theum of rain on metal. In the vry back, shicldod by the reinforced trunk
frame and the anglo of the tree, Dao sat small and shivering,

“The lights of the main sland twinked far i the distanc, obivious to the fact that
the Serpent's Tail had claimed three more souls, eaving one small boy alone i the
dark,

“The air inside the overtumed SUV was thick with gasoline and the heavy,
suffocating silence that follows catastrophe. Dae lay pinned against the shatiered
window, the jagged slhouettc of the Spires of Solis looming in the distance ike silent
Gravestones. As his consciousness fickered and the pain began to numb into & cold
void, the wreckage around him seeme to melt into a sea of endless staright.
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insido. You call it a key bocause yous mind seoks a door, but to the one who made
thi, it s @ compass.”

He looked at the three bays, his gaze lingering on Da. “Your father understood
the law of Duality, Dac. Ho knew that for overy ship that s lst” o the s0a, another
“arsives'in the firmament. He knev that ‘Silver is not just & mineral, but a sate of
being—relloctive, fuid, and belonging to the moon.”

Master Bu placed the key hack ino Daes hand. Ho locked at the boys with a
suddon, piercing gravity. "The metal reacts o the heartbeat of the holder.” he noted,
pointing to the key, which now pulsed in perfoct syn with Dac's rapid pulse. "It is
hungry for a destination. But remember: a key that can unlock the sky can also lot
the sky fal in. You seok La Estrola do a Plata, but ara you prepared to meet what is
stll guarding its dock?

Ha then glanced toward the door, his brow furrowing as if he could sense tho
lingering darknoss of the church sorvice they had justloft “Thero is a shadow.
following this key—a shacow that smels of ld incense and broken glass. Do not let
the lightof this objoct blind you to the man who sis, waiting for the sun to o

The Parable of the Inevitable Collision

A5 Bu sat with Dac, Danay, and Scott, he shared a story he called The Parable of
the Inevitable Collision

Bu spoke of a legandary blacksmith from the Northern Clifts who claimed to have
forged a swort of *Absolute Severance.” He bossted tht its edge was so fine it could
slico through the very fabric o realty—nothing in existonce could rosis ts bite.

A week later, a master armorer from tho Southorn Res arived, carrying a shield
of “Infinite Defiance." He claime it was temperod in the core of a dying star and that
o force, magical or physical, could over leave a scratch upon its surface.

Danay, ever the pragmatist, leaned in and asked. "So, what happened when they
mer

Bu smiled. "A merchant asked the same thing: 'What happens when your sword
that cuts through everything strikes your shild that blocks everything?™

‘The blacksmith and the armorer el silent. They realized that or one o be
“absolute,” the other had to ba a lie. In that moment, the “unstoppable” and the
“immovable” dida't break oach other —they simply coased to have measing.

Bu turned his gaze spocifically toward Das. In their group, Dae often struggled.
with internal contradictions, trying to be the perfect peacemaker while slso wanting
10 bo the brutally honest truth-tellr.

“Just like tho sword and shield,” Bu said, "t you try to be two absalute things at
nce, you become paralyzed. If Das tries to be & person who never upsets anyons and
also someons who always cuts through the noise o tal the hard truth, he wi
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“Its 2 code name,” Danny suggested. “Or a location. Look for the geological
signatures of the ridge. Is ther onyx thero?”

"N, Scott roplied, his face turning pala in the glow of the scroen. 'But Onyx is
also a blacksite servor protocol. Miltary-grade. 1f the Foundation is running a digital
coup, Onyx is not just a name. It s the heartbeat of their entire network”

“They realized the stakes had justshifted from physical tunnels o a digital ghost
that could control the entie sland with a single keystroke.

Night Takes the Body

A5 the sun began to dip toward the horizon, casting long, skelotal shadows across
the Hanson property, Das folt the familiar, spliting pressura bohind his oyos. Ho
't speak to Danny or Scott; he simply turned and headsd back down to the
basomont room, his movements heavy with a welght that seeme to pull him apart

In the dim light o tho room, Dae moved with frantic precision. Ho did not want to
Ieave the keys where anyone - o anything - could ind them easiy. He pulled back a
Ioose corner af the baseboard behind his desk, slicing the two geomtric keys nto
the bollow gap. He prossed the wood back into place, ensuring the seam was
invisible. Then ho shed his colorful daytim clothos, puling on mate black tactical
trousers and a dark, moisturo-wicking hoodie. He lacod his boots tight, his hands
trombling lightly as his hoad continued to pound. Ho was not sure exactly what he
was proparing for. Ho oy know his body had begun to foel foreign.

s the lastslvor of orange disappearod below the ocean line, Dae sat on tho edge
of the bed and closed his cyes. The trombling stopped. His breathing slowed until it
was nearly imporceptible

When the bedroom door finally croaked open, it wasn't Dag who stepped outinto
the hallway.

‘Emond emerged with a posture that was terrfyingly straight, his shoulders
square and his gazo as sharp as a razor. Tho warmth that usually ived in Dac's face
had boen replaced by a mask of cold, clinicaleffcioncy. Ho did't blink as he walked
into the kitchen whero Danny and Scott sat waiting.

“Dac is slocping.” Emond said. His voice was a low, resonant bariono that sont a
ehill down Scott’s spine. It wasn't suggstion: it was a statement of fact. "Ho lacks
the constitution for what comss next. 1 willbe faking over fo the duration of the
night”

‘Danny and Scott looked at each other, the word "Onyx” stillringing in their ears
ey folt a doop, instinctive urgo 1o stay in the relative safoty of the house, but the
authorty radiating from Emond was absolute

“Grab you gear.” Emond commanded, bis oyes tracking the movement of a moth
near the coiling with prodatory focus.
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eventually face a situation where he can do neither."

s lesson for the boys was about the danger of absolutes. Using words like
“always® or “nevor” croatos a rigid identity that shatters undor prossura. Wisdom
st about having the sharpest sword or the toughest shield; i’ about knowing
whon to put the weapons down. The parable suggests that the merchant’s question
wasn't a “golcha” moment—it was an invitation to humilty:

For Das, the lesson was simplo and hard: he did not have to bo invincible to be
valuablo. His strongth would come from flexibilty, not hardness.

The Manual of Mimicry and Anticipation

“Young masters, if you spend your lfe trying to become both the irresitible force
and the immovablo abject, you will eventually becom a statue. Life i not ived i the
Absolute, It is lived in the dented shield and the notched blade.” Master Bu's vice
rogained its calm authority as ho moved past the mysteries of the key. “Now, I have
uncarthed something from my past that may prove vitl o your journey.”

He stepped into the recessed shadows of the temples inner sanctum, returning
‘moments later with a woatherod, leathr-bound manual. On ts cover was a faded,
hand.painted symbol of two interlocking circlos, reprosenting the perfoct balance of
[ p———

“This s a karate manual," Bu explained, his eyos fixed on Danny as ko offorod the
book. It was drafted by a grandmaster long ago. It outlines  set. of forms - kata - and
strikes rooted in the art of mimicry and snticipaton. It tesches one to see the blow
[o—

‘Dany took the manual, bis fingers brushing the cracked leather. As he began to
loat through the pages, Dao and Scott leancd in,their oyos scanning the ntricate nk
drawings of warriors i motion

1 you are willing,” Master Bu offered, 1 shal share my knowledge of this form
50 that you may carry its discipine into the world.~

Asurge of excitement replaced Danny's earlier fatigue. He nodded ferventl,

exprossing a sincere, deop-seated gratitude for the opportunty to loarn. Master Bu
affered a sharp, knowing nod and led therm to the center of th training floor.

“Tho next soveral hours bocame a symphiony of movement as the mastor guidod
them through the foundational forms, followed by the procision of ther srikos.
Botwoon the repetitions, Bu offored insights tailored to each boy's sprit:

“Danny, you possess the raw strongth of two men. Your challonge s not powor,
bt the wisdom of how bost to channal that git. Do not break what you mean only to
bend.”

“Das, you have the patience and the analytical mind of a master n the making.
You must understand that your path s not Danny’s; your strength lio in the space
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“We are behind schedule. Th Foundation doss not slsep, and neither vill we."

Ha lod them out the back door and into the tal grass, moving with a silent, fluid
race that made him ook less ke a boy and more like a ghost recliming the night.
Hlo didn't look back to see i they were following, he knew they had no choice. As
they hoaded toward the jagged silhoustte of the Eastorn Ridge, the boys realized
they weron' just walking into a conspiracy—they wor boing lad by one of the most
dangerous things on the isiand.

The Mouth

‘T air o the Eastern Ridgo didn' just foel colds it folt heavy with tho weight of
browing civil war. Danny, Scott, and Emond crouched behind a jagged limestone
outcrop, theireyes fixed on the "Mouth’ —a natural cavern entranco that had boen,
rointorcod with heavy timber and camoulaged notting.

“There wero no high-tech sensors or humming drones horo. Instead, the porimetor
was patrolled by men in rugged tactical gear, thelr aces hardened by a shared,
dangerous conviction. These weren't machines; they were soldiers of the Three.
Families: the AYala,the Makoa, and the Kamora

“The trio's mission was to witnoss the logistical loundation of a revolution. They
watched a5 a mule train—beasts of burden instead of trucks to maintain
Silence—moved toward the Mouth.

Human guards from the Three Families, rocognizable by the subtle embroidery on
theie goar, worked in disciplined shifts.

Crates af bolt-action rifles, crates of medical supplies, and bags of grain were
[EE N ———— ———

Father than taking the supplios deep into the tunels, the men wer stashing
them into "falso walls' —natural crovices covered by expertly painted canvas and
local foliage. Those were staging poiats for a command conter meant to srike whon
the time was right

“T'm going down.” Emond whispered. "If those scouts catch a scent of you,fal
back to the secondary line. Don't wai for me."

‘Danny and Scott hunkerod down, their fingers resting on tha grips of their
binoculars. They watched Emond meltinto the shadows of the ravine. Ho moved with
a silonce borm of desperation,sliding past & par of Makoa sentrios who wors too
busy arguing about the "wealknoss of the current Council” to notice him.

Inside the Mouth, Emond found the hesrt of the conspiracy. Ho pressed himselt
against the damp stone and noted three critcal dotals:

1. Tho Command Contor Layout: The cavern had been mapped out with chalk and
charcoal. He saw & makeshift war table wher the democratic districts o the island
wora carved into the wood, marked for “reclamation.
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In the liminal space between life and death, the goddesses returned. They
appeared no as frightoning apparitins, but as the fundamental pilars o the

The Goddess of Light radiated a warmth that folt ke a summr aftermoon, her.
presonco shimmering with the gold of a thousand suns. She reprosented the path,
the clarty, and the hopa that Das would need to carry.

“The Goddess of Darik was draped in  cloak of velvet midnight, her evos glowing
ke distant nebulae. She was not a shadow to be feared, but the quiet strength of the
void—the resilience found in the dsepest silence.

“They stood over him, their voices echaing notin his cars, but directly within his
soul, harmonizing like acolostial chord.

“Dacmond,” the Goddoss of Light whispered, her touch foeling ike a balm on his
Sractared arm. "You will en face  diffcul time. The weight of the Spires now rests
upon your shoulders alone.

“The Goddess of Dark loancd closer, her voice a cool broeze against his foverad.
skin. "You journey has trly bequn. The road shead i carved from the very stone of
‘Solumbra, and it wil demand a strongth you do not yot believe you possess.”

Ty spoko in unison thon, @ command that folt ke ancient law: "You must be
strang. When the path vanishes and the caves turm to labyrinths, you must seek us,
Our guidance is the orly compass that holds true n the land of the Architect.™

s the goddesses began to fad, their forms dissolving into shimmering particles
f gold and obsidian, they did't leave him in the cold. Instead, they loft a parting gift
to sustain him through the trauma of th wreckage.

A wavo of profound, relaxing care washed over Dae. It started atthe crown of his
head and flowed downward, knitting togother the frayed edges of his sprit. The
‘agonizing grif for his family and the searing heat of his injuries wore momentarily
‘mufflod by a divine tranquilty. 1 was a physical sensation—as if o woro being.
cradied in arms that spanned th cosmos.

When his oyes finally fluttored open inside tho twisted metal of the SUY, the
sirons woro stillfar of, but the terror was gone. Ho was alone, and yot he folt an
unbreakabls connection to the divine.

Outside, boyond the crushed metal and the rain, rod rescu lights bogan to climb
the mountain road. Dae could not yot know what had boen taken from him, or what
had been placed insice his inits absence. He only knew that the dark no longer elt
mpty, and the light no longer folt far away.
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batween the strikes, where the mind gaverns the hand.

“And Scott, you possess the immovable vill o a seversl-hundred year-old osk
tree. You must learn to use that sturdiness to anchor your brothers when the storm
af battle rises.”

Undor the watchol eyo of the mastor, the throo students practiced untilthoir
‘muscles burned and their movements became fluid. The sun began to hang low over
the temple wall as they fnally fnished. Bowwing deeply, the boys thanked Master Bu
for s quidance, promising to retarn the following day afte the school bel rang to
continua their preparation.

“The walk back to the Hanson home was different from the journey to the temple.
“The boys moved with a new, chythmic grace, their musclos humming from Master
Bu's drills. Tho "mimicry and anticipation" manual was tucked securaly in Danny's
arip, @ physical weight that balanced the stheral pulse of the ble and gold key.
Howaver, as the house came into view, the sense of calm they had cultivated at the
temple began to fray.

The Shadow in the Hanson House

A5 the boys crossed the threshold, the atmosphero hit them like a physical wall
“The air didn' smell ike Mrs. Hanson’s usual Sunday roast. 1t smelled of ozane and
old, stagnant dust, as i somoone had opened a cellar door that had boon scaled for
decades.

There was no television hum or clinking o dishos. The only sound was the low,
shythmic thud of a hand striking a wall upstairs—steady, deliberate, and hollow.
“They found Mrs. Hanson in the kitchen, standing perfeetly stil by the sink. She
‘wasn't washing anything; sho was simply staring out the window at the ridge behind
the mill. She dida'tturn when they enterec,

“Theyve upstairs,” she said her voice sounding thin and britle, "Ethan wouldnt
ome ot o the spare room. And Fred...he's been sitting autside the door the whols
i Ho won't lot me in. He won' et anyone in."

‘Dae ooked a the others, The "shadow” Master Bu had warnad ther about—the
ne that smelled of broken glass—seemed lie it may not be & metaphor. They moved
10 the base of the stairs. Abovo them, they could sco the silhouette of Mr. Hanson
sitting ina wooden chair pulled diructl in fron of Ethan's door. Ho looked
xhausted, his head rosting against the frame, but his oyes wera wide and fixed on
the hallway.

When he saw tho boys, his gaze droppe to the wooden bos in Dac's hand and the
‘manual in Danay’s. & Hicker of something —was it ecognition or warning?—passed
ver his face.

“You've boen to see the old man at the templo,” Mr. Hanson stated. It wasn't &
question. "He's teaching you how to ight shadows. That's good.* Ho looked toward.





OEBPS/images/page_287.jpg
2. Th Unholy Allisnce: He saw an A¥ala slder shaking hands with s Kamora
captain whilo 2 Makoa patiarch watched from the shadows. Tha old blood-fouds had
becn st aside for asingular goal: to topple the democracy and reinstats the
Trple-Family Dictatorship.

3. Tho Timeline: The supplies in the hiddon covers weren'tfor a long siege. They
were being positioned for a ightning strike. The “command center” was nealy
operational; once the last crata was stashed, the island would bloed.

Emond slipped back to tho ridge, his face ashen. Tt is worse than wa thought,”ho
brsathed. 1t not just a few radicas. Al three familis have siged the pact. They.
aro building a fortress rght undor our foot”

“They retreated through the dense underbrush, avoiding the main trails untl the
ancient, woathred spires of the Templo of Dualiy rose above the troaine. Master
Bu was aiting in the shadows o tho templ’s entrance, his hands tucked into his
siseves.

“The air carrios the scont of old ghosts,” Master Bu said calmly as thoy.
approached. "Did you find what the Families have hidden in the dark?”

Emond stepped forward, catching his breath. They ara stashing overythiag in the
Mouth, Master Bu. Weapons, food, banners. They are not just hiding. They are
staging. They want to tarn the island back into a cage, and they are getting the
frepower to ot

Master Bu nodded slowly, his gaze turning toward the distant ridge. "Then the
balance has already tipped. We must use the Temple's slence to plan our noise.
‘Come. We have much to discuss before the first shot s ired.
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Ethan's closed door, whero the thudding had finally stopped. “Bocause the shadow in
this room it just & memory anymore. I’ waking up.

From bohind the door, a voice that did'tsound ike Ethan's—lower, distorted,
‘and carrying the cadence of a rantic prayer—began to recite the same Latin cipher
‘Danny had translated at the mound

“Sub terra veritas acet... sd cor sursum spectare debet.
“The blue and gold key in Dac's bag seemed o move.

Fotroating to the relative safety of the playroom set up downstais, the boys.
uddled together, their voices hushed. The air upstairs flt chargad, but the
atmosphero downstairs was equally unnerving. "Did you soe Mrs. Hanson's oyes?”
Scott whispored, glancing nervously at the ceiling. She looked lie sho was looking
right through the wall. And Mr. Hanson.. he's acting less ke a father and more like
ajailor”

“It's Ethan,” Das said fimly. "Whatever happened at that church, it riggered
Something. Mr. Hanson isn' just protecting him; h's torified of what Ethan might
Say—or what might happen if Ethan loavos that room.

I soomed ke Mr. Hanson rocogaized the manal from Mastor Bu.” Danny
addod, gripping the book tightor. *Ho scomed to know something about what we
e doing.

The Current in the Key

Da carofully pulled the wooden bos from his bag. Even insido the wood, the key
was emitting a faint, thythmic hum. As Danny reached out to touch i, a spark of blue
static jumped from the motal to his fingortip

“Ow! 15 ike & van de Graaff generator,” Danay hissed, rubbing his hand. "Where
i the powor coming from? Wo'vo lookod at this thing from overy anglo—there's no
battery compartment, no seams, no solar cels, I's solid metal.”

'Da squinted atthe irdoscent gold and bise surface. "In my dad's notes, he

‘mentioned silve that wasn' silver. 've boen reading about superconductivity latoly.”

“Usualy, you noed extrome cold - ke liquid nitrogen - to got & material to
conduct elactricity with zoro rosistance,” Dao explained, his voico taking on a clinical
odge. "But i this metal is a oom-temporaturo superconductor, it could be trapping
an clectromagnetic field indofiniely. That pulso we feel may not be a heartbeat. It
might be a circulating current that has been flowing for & long time."

Dospito the cosmic mystery in their hands, the mundane world of high school was
Iooming. The boys locked at the calendar o the fridge, the dates circled in red.

“Wo can'tlot this distract us too much,” Danny sighed, loaning back against the
ounter. "We have three more exams this week. I e pass these, that brings our
total to cight for the somestor.
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A5 Dae reached the final page, the ink bocame moro erratic, as if written in.a
fover of realization. In the center of the page, surrounded by heavy circles and ink.
splattors, was a single question that chilled Dao to the bone:

“Did the ship really sink?"

His fathor had begun to doubt the very natura of the shipwrock, questioning i the
Estrola do a Plata was rosting at the bottom of the ocean or if the “lostship” was.
hiddon somewhoro. The silence in the backyare was heavy, broken only by the dry.
rustle of the willow leaves. The boys stared at the slanted handwriting, the weight of
the discovery grounding them more than the heavy stanes they had fust mover.

al

“Ho wasn' crazy." Dae whispered, his fingers tracing the orratic nk of the
question. "Everyone said h was obsessed with old ghost stories, bt he was doing.
Physics. Ho was measuring water displacement and metal density.”

‘Scott wipd sweat from his forchead, leaving a streak of dit across his brow.
“Da, your dad was suggesting that the Estrela de la Plata wasn'tjust a ship I it
wasn't holding slver, and the welghi was that far off.* Ho lookod at the glowing koy.
sitting atop the map. “What kind of metal has the correct density and s a5 conductive
a5 hie wroe?”

s not just the metal.* Danny added, his voice low and sharp with oxcitoment.
“Think about the words, guys. The key shall unlock tho sky. I it didn' sinkinto the
Pr———

‘Danny paced a small ciccloin the dirt, his mind cloarly racing through his
[ ————

“The map combines the stars with our local hill. Ho wasn't Iooking at the coast
He vwas looking up.

"My dad spont months staring at the rdgo bohind the old mill* Dao said, his
voico trambling sightly. " romember him siting on the porch with his eloscope, not
pointed at the stars, but at the horizon line whero the shadows hit the trees at dusk.”

ot looked from tha hole in the ground to the darkening sky. "So, wafro not
looking for a shipwreck in the Atlantic. We're looking for a lost ship that might be
sitting right in our backyard, hidden by a light and shadow trick.

Da pickod up the light key. It fol warm, the blus and gold idescence shifting to
a doep violat as tho sun finaly dipped below the horizon. "Maybe he found the
threshold and just did't have the chance to walk through it

“Wo do,” Danny sai

locking at Da with a mixture of foar and rosolve.

“The boys dida't waste time onc the sun dipped below the horizon. They carof
‘wrapped the shimmering key and the fragilo parchments in Dae' Jacket, treating
them like unexploded ordnance. Tho walk back to the Hanson home was.
uncharactoristicaly quiet, tho ai thick with the roalization that Dae's father hads't
been chasing ghosts—he may have been chasing a realiy.

Iy
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Hanson house had been replaced by a singular, divine purpose

Ha was not morsly a boy running from a conspiracy anymore. Ho was a
roprosentative of something oldor and more powerfol than the Makoa family. For a
fow broathloss moments, ho felt uified - not the fractured Dae, not the cold Emond,
but something whole enough tostand. Then the memory of Ethan, Danny, Scott, the
blood, and the loter opener hit him like a physical blow. He stumbled into the
itchen, his face wet with sudden tears, and collspsed into a chair.

B
lacked

‘m 50 sorry," Dae sobbed, bis voice cracking with the very emotion Das had
s b 5 1t over?”

‘Danny and Scott reachod out to him, relieved to hava theis riond back, but the
‘memory of Emond'’s cold smirk remained burnee into the minds. They knew noww
that Dac wasn'talon in his own body. The basement was thick with a heavy,
‘morning-aftor silence as the threo boys huddled around the kitchen table. Tho.
sunlight through the high, narrow windows felt intrusive, highlighting the
bloodstains on the floar upstairs that they knew were being scrubbed by a forensic
tea.

'Da sat with his hoad in his hands, his skin pale and clammy. Evory time Danny or
Scott rocounted the dotails of the night—tho blowgun, the fght, and the eventual
arrival of the polico—Dac looked at thom with a blank, torrified exprssion.
romember the scream,” Dao whisperod, his voice shaking. "I romember seaing you
guys on the floar and foeling like my hoad was being split opon by a hot ron. But
after that...its ust black. Like someone pulled the plug on the world.*

‘Danny and Scott exchanged a long, cautious look Tey didn't mention the name
‘Emond. They didn't describe the chilling, monotone voico or the way ho had looked
at the EMT and flirted whilo a body lay in the next room. They coulda't bring
themselves to tell Dac that he had ofactively vanished, replaced by a cold-blaoded
protector

It must have boon instinct, Das,” Scott said, his voice gentle but firm.
“Adronalino doos weird things to the brain. You went into a faguo state. You saved
ourlives, and your mind just...checked out o handlo the trauma.”

'Dae nodded slowy, though the doubt remained etched in his eyos. ° can't
account for at least oight hours. I don't remember the polico station. 1 don't
romomber tho walk home. 1’ like 1 went to sleep in a nightmare and woko up in a

morgue.”

Evidence After Grief

Desporate to anchor himself in somthing other than his fractured memory, Dac
‘pushod himself away from tho table and roached for his bag. 'We can't dwell on it
forever. I Ethan was part of the scheme, tho Foundation elders willalroady bo
‘moving. We noed to know what we're up against.’ He laid ot the notes he had taken
Srom his session with Shelly, his hands finally steacying as he focused on facts.
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“The boys were usually full of hatter, but thoro was a specifc weight to Hayden's
slence that commanded respect. He stopped at a small latean where the wind had
carvod hollows into the stone, and sat down, gesturing for them to oin him.

“You boys spend your mornings wrostling with each othor and learning to fight "
Raydon bogan, his voice raspy but firm. “That is good. But a warrior who anly knows
how to destroy 1 just a broken taol. To survive Solumbra - o anywhere else - you
‘must mastar the throe pillars of the vessel

Ho hel

up three

igors, ticking them off with a weathered hand:

Adaptabiity: “The island changos. The curronts shit. 1f you aro rigid ike the oak,
you will snap in a storm, You must ba ke the water in the grotto—taking the shape
of whatever container you find yourseltin.*

(Observation: "Most people look, but e see. You must know the diference.
batween the sound of a falling leaf and the footfal of a predator beforo your mind
ven rogisters the danger”

Purpose: "Action without intent i wasted energy. Never draw yous breath or
blade unless you know exactly what the cost will be.

Brayelon loaned forward, picking up a pieca of driftwood that had boen bloached
whito by the salt and sun. s that why you wer stacking thoso stones earler,
Raydon? To show purpose:

Faydon took th waod from the boy's hand and looked at t. He dida't answer
diractly. Instead, ho pointed to a nearby tide pool where a smal, intricate
sandcastlo—lkely buil by a child sarhir that day—was being slowly dismantied by
the rising tide

“Look at that castie,” Rayden said quiotly. "Every second, the water takes a grain.
“The wind smooths the cdges. Given enough time, the moustain bocomes the beach,
and the beach becomes the sea. This s Entropy.

“The boys watched as a largor wavo swept over the sand, loaving nothing but a fa,
wet surtace.

“Poopla think the worldis bult o growth,” Rayden continued, his eyes roflecting
the darkening horizon. "But the one true constant.the only thing you can absalutly
roly on—is that things fall apart. Entropy is the universe’s natural pull toward chaos.
Your bodics will age. The Temple of Solara will eventually crumble. Even the Groat
Familis of ld are now just dustin the wind."

Da folt a chill that had nothing to do with the ovening breozo. "I overything is
just going to all apart, wehy do we bother training? Why did you spond all day
stacking those rocks?

Faydon offered a raro, thin smile. "Becauso, Das, the meaning of lfe st n the
nd. s in the resistance, Wa stack the stones knowing they will fal, ust o prove
that for one beautiful, dofiant moment, we were stronger than tho chaos. Wo train
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The Sundial Gorge

Once insida the Hanson home, they retreated to the empty basement room and.
spread the celestal map undor the warm glow of the overhoad light. Thy spent.
hours cross roferencing the topographical markings on the map with local satelite
imagery on Danny's aptop. The map highlighted a specifc gorge noar the old mill
whers the limeston clifs created  natural sundial. According to the celestil half of
tho map, the alignment required for ight and shadow to met would occur during
the upcoming solstice. They neaded to be at the ridge at high noan to sea where the
shadow of Crowned Peak pointed.

While they workod, the atmospher in the houso fet difforent. Ethan was stll
thero, but the unsettling, erratic anergy ho'd displayed bofore had simmered down
e A ——
o himself i the spare room upstairs.

Occasionally, thoy'd hear the floorhoards creak above them—the sound of
someona pacing a very tight, deliberate circle

Sunday With the Shadow in the Car

“The next morning brought a forced sense of normalcy. The sun was bright,
‘mocking the dark mystaries they had uncarthed the ight before. Mrs. Hanson
inssted on the usual Sunday routine, and for 3 momet, i ot ike & reqular family
outing. Afor broakfast, tho boys dressed up and headed to the Lutheran church as
they had each Sunday. The boys alllooked exhaustod and out of place in their roned.
shirts. Frod and Julio Hanson sat upfront n the car while Ethan sat in the back with
the other boys. Ethan looked pals but composed.

s the bols o the unusually odd church bogan to ring, @ strange tension settled.
over the car. M. Hanson killed the engine but made no move to got out. He looked in
the roarview mirror at Ethan, who sat like a statue in the back seat, staring blankly.
at the church doors.

“Werl stay behin,” Mr. Hanson said shortl, his voice leaving no room for
argument. Ethan dids't offer an explanation, and neither did Mr. Hanson. They
remsined i the sweltering car—two silent sentinels watching the others walk tovard
the chapel. Ethan's faco could sil be soen from his rflection n the window; he
wasn't laoking at the church, but up at the ridge behind the mill his eyes seemed to
narrow as if he could already seo a treasure the rost of the world had forgotton.

Insido the chapel, the air was thick with the scont of old wood and floor wax, but
for the thro boys, the usual senso of sanctaary was gone. They allsat together ina
pew near the middle. Mrs. Hanson sat with a rigid, practiced pois.

Dospito the choirs soaring melodies, the atmosphera felt suffocatingly tin. The
tension seemed to radiate from the empty spaces beside the makeshift family. Every.
ime the congragation stood or satin unison, the absence of Mr. Hanson and Ethan
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Ho explained the missing public racords from 1054-1956. The Foundation for
Island Stability: He showed them the name of the shell company that had acquired
the ridge land. He describod the 1955 gala picturo of Mr. Makoa standing
shoulder-o-shoulder with the Smiling Priost. The news of th Leilani Trust being tied
0.2 modorn-day collage fund was the spark Danny and Scott noedod. Thoy.
immodiataly pulled their aptops back in front of them, thelr fingors flying across the
Keys to cross oference the trusts rocent activy.

I the Makoas aro using stability as a front,” Scott muttered, "then the Hollows
aren' just caves. They re private property held by a trust that bypasses standard
e —————

“Wait” Danny said tapping a key hard. 1 found a rocent filing. Tho Foundation
for Island Stabily fust applie for an ‘envisonmental preservation' grant to install
high-grade security sensors and reinforced ‘structural supports' along the easters
ridge. They aren' preserving the environment —they ce fotiying the entrance to the
hub,

“The boys realized the not was closing. Botwoon Pastor Donald's death, Ethan's
death in the kitchen, and th secrot library's warnings, they weron't just
investigating a mystery anymore. Thoy ware standing in the middle of a battlefeld

“The boys know the clock s ticking. With Ethan dead and the police
investigation crawling over the Hanson house, the Foundation would ba in full
damage-control mode. They nesdd to hit the Eastern Ridge while the conspirators
were still roeling. The boys spread the 1956 map from the library over the table,
layoring it with Scott’s digital topographical scans. They identiied a structural
weakness n the Leilani Trust’s preservation zone,

Instoad oftaking the main hiking trais, which they assumed wero now monitorod
by the security sensors Danny discovered, they would approach from the low ying
Dry Creek. Old mining runoff channels from the 19205 cut dsep inta the rdge. One
specific culvert, labelod on tho old maps but omited from modern onos, led directly
undor the porimeter foncing. They would pack light, carrying only their tablets
highintensity flashlights, and th two geomatric keys they had recovered. Danny
identified the environmental sensors as high-froquancy motion dotectors combined.
p——

Based on th sensor specs, Danny realized they wero calibrated for large
‘mammalian movement (deer or ntrudors). By staying in the deep crovicos of the
basalic rock, which rotained tho day's hoat, they could mask their thormal
signatures against the warm stone. Thei goal wasn't just to oo the caves, but o find
it there was a Command Hub or one in the making. Scott pointed 10 a convergence of
throe geological fault inos on his scroon.

“The 1954 minutes mentioned the ianer circle met at the point of equilibrium,”
Scott explained.

“According to these magneti readings, there's a massive hollow space exactly
whero thso throo lines moet. It diructly beneath the Makoa estate’s private
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ur bodies and minds not to stop entropy—because you can't—but o be the last
thing standing whon the wind starts to howl."

He stood, dusting the grey gri from his trousers. “The world s trying to unmake
you evory singlo day. Your job s to stay made. o, when answers scom impossibl,
[ ————

S0 what were you doing stacking rocks?” Das asked, stillcurious abast his dad's

“That timo will come, boys, but ot today.” he answered with a grin.

s the throo ofthom walked back toward the lights of Lumas City, Dae found
himsolf walking a it straighter, his foot hiting the ground with a newfound,
defant intent.

“That night, Dae's droam did not begin with the sal-spray of the coast, but with a
suddon, vilont displacement. Ono moment, ho stood in tho familiar safty of his
itchen, the scnt of Sunny's tea sl warm in the alry the next, ho was suspondod in
a starioss, infinto theater of silver mist.

Bofore him stood two women, 5o tal and clagant they seemod o prop up the very
fabric of the sky.

“To s loft was Liora. Sho dida'tjustglow; she was tho source of alldefintion. Hor
skin had the luster of polished gold, and hor hai flowe like malton sunboars. When
sho moved, the ai grow warm, and the geomotric patterns of the universe seomed to
click into place.

To his right was Umbra. She was a silhonette carved aut of the despest velvet
She didst omit light, but sho dida't exactly consume it either —she held i n a sot,
protective embrace. Hor prasonc was the cool, heavy silence of the deop ocoan,
smelling of ancient stone and codar.

‘Da trid to speak, to ask for his father or the way back homme, bt his voice was
caught n the Asther. Liora reachod out, her fingors brushing the conter of his chest
with 3 heat that folt ke fever of inspiration.

“You aro the Vossel we have waited for,” hor voice chimed, ochoing like a
thousand crystal boll. "In the Light, you shall never hunger. Wo will provida the
clarity to o through decoption, the strength to shattor the wall, and the glory that
comes to those who lead.”

‘Unmbra stopped closer, hor shadow falling onto his forohead like a cool, weighted
blanket, easing the sting of Liora's radiance. "In the Dark, you shall nevor bo alone.
We will provide the sanchuary for your grief, the droams that heal the broken mind,
and the sience roquired to hear the truth of the world.*

“The comfort of thoir words was  seduction, bt as Das looked down at his own
hands, ho saw tho price. His skin was bocoming translucent, flickering botween gold
and violot Th moro thay spok of taking care of him, the moro his connection to the
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seemed to make the tension grow.

Through the stained glass—tinted in doop blues and ambors that mimicked the
colors of the key—Dao could just baraly make out the silhoustte of the car n the
parking lot. It sat motionless under the beaing sun, a slont island containing two.
‘peopls who soemingly couldn, or wouldn't cross the throshald of the church

Dae was not looking t the hymnal. His thumb traced the lin of his jaw while his
oyes fixed on a point in space. Ho was cloarly thinking about his father's notes. Tho
minister spoke of rovelations and things hidden from the oyos of the many, words.
that usualy flt metaphorical. Today, they fet like a direct commentary on the map
hiddon in Das's backpack. Danny was twitchy, his log bouncing ina rhythmic tap that
choed the heartbeat of the key. Scott kept looking back at the heavy oak doors.
Every time they creaked, he finched, as if expecting Ethan to walk in.

“The roal source o the tension, howover, was Mrs. Hanson. Sh dida't look back at
the car once. She kopt her eyes fixod forward, hor kauickles whito as she aripped her
Bible. 1t wasn't the behavior of someone who was annayed that her husband stayed
i the car; t was the behavior of someone who was waiting for an nevtable storm.

When the final “Amon” echosd through the hal, thero was no rush to socialize
“The four move toward the exit with 8 shared, unspoken urgency, the sunlight
outsido focling loss Ik a blessing and moro lie a spotlight on the mystery waiting
for them in the parking ot

s the congrogation spilled out into the bright Suaday light, the tonsion from the
Service didn' dissipate; it fust changed shape. Seeing Mr. Hanson and Ethan still
sitting ike statues in the heat o the car, the boys decided they needed a change of
environment —and some spiitual perspective that didn' involve siting in a silent
parking lot

Dae went up t the car window and spoko for Danny and Scott, "We'ra going to
head out,” Dao said, his voice stoady despite the dark circlos undr his eyes. "We
want to walk over to tho Temple of Duality and speak with Master Bu. Wo need to
cloar our heads.” Mrs. Hanson gavo a small, tight nod. Sho dida't sk why, and she
i ook toseard the car wher her husband was siting. She simply watched them
0, slitary figure framed by the church's hoavy stono archway.

“The walk to the templo was lon, the thythmic crunch of gravel under their boots
Serving a5 a metronome for their conversation. They began to dissect the morming's
strangoness. "t wasn'tjustthe heat.” Scatt said, kicking a loose stone. M. Hanson
looked like o was standing guard. Not over us— over Ethan. Like ho was keeping
bim from bolting."

~Or kooping him from lashing out,” Danny addod. "Tho way Ethan was staring at
the church.. It wasn'tfoar. It was something sharper. Somathing like od, jagged
glass.”

'Da stopped walking for a moment, looking back toward the distant steeple.°1
hoard them,” ho admitte quietly. "One mght, aftr I fnished one of my mother's
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hapel” “If wo got n through the ridge,” Dao addad, his voice low and determined.
“wo can follow the tunnels all the way to the heart of the Foundation. We scour for
any documents, wo take photos, and wo bring the whola thing down.”

Onyx

Later that morning, ater the body had been removed and the police had finished
their frst swaep o the house, the ai in the Hanson liviag room carried & different
Jind of slence. It was not the silence of a hunter. 1t was the heavy, suffocating
weight of a family collapsing i front ofts witnesses. The three boys stood near the
T A ———

Mes. Hanson collapsed onto the sofa, hor body racked with viclent, heaving sobs.
St clutched » damp handkerchief, bt i did nothing to stem the tide of tears.
Botwoon gasps for ai, her grief tumed into @ sharp, agged accusation.

I your fault, Frodi” sho cried, looking at her husband with eyes rod from
woeping. "You saw it You saw th ight go out of him! W wera losing our son every
single day since that. .. that man got hold o him."

“Evor snce the Smiling Priest changod him, ho wasn't ours anymore. Ho was a
weapon.

M. Hanson sat in his armehair looking smaller than the boys had ever seen him
His face was gray and sullen, his hands resting imply on his knces. He didn' defend
himself. Ho simply stared at the floor, the waight of a thousand what ifs sagging his
shoulders.

‘1 should have gone to the police, Mr. Hanson admitted, his voice barely a
whispor. The moment Ethan came to m.. the moment h told mo what was.
happening behind those closed doors at the church...1 should have walked him right
into thestation. He looked up at the hoys, his eyes glassy and pleading for a shrod of
understanding. "But how? Pastor Donald wore holiness liks armor. Everyons in this
town looked at him like a saint. The things Ethan said - the rituals, the Foundation,
tho abuse, tho secrats - t soundod impossible. 1 told myself t was  boy's ovaractive
imagination.  wantod it o be a o so badly that 1 ot it bocome the truth.”

M. Hanson's voice cracked as he spoke of the Smiling Priest's influence. Ho
explained honw Pastor Donald had isolated Ethan, telling the bay he was chosen for 3
highor purpose to protect the island's heritage. Tho smiling mask had been a shicld
that kopt the parents from seeing the radicalization and abuse happoning right undor
their root.

We thought the church was a sanctuary.” M. Hanson muttered. 'We did not
roalize it was a training ground. Ho took my son's kindness and turned it into that
coldness you saw last night

Dae, Danay, and Scot stood in slence. They realized now that the "good
riddance” Ms. Hanson had uttored at the TV wasn'tjust about Pastor Donald's death;
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physical world began to dissolve.

“But know this,ltle spark.” Liora whispered, hor eyes burning with torrifying,
absoluto order. "The path wo lay for you is not a road you walk; it s a o you
become."

I will consume tho boy to forge the Guardian,” Umbra addd, her voice a deep,
rosonant hum. “Your time will o onger be yours. Your heart will no longer belong to
‘mortality. You will be the balanco betwoen us, and the balance demands everything.

Da folt a sudden, agonizing pull. He was being stretched between the searing
heat of the sun and th crushing weight o the abyss. Tho clegant womon did'tlock.
ke mothors or protectors anymore; they looked ke the twin jaws of  cosmic trap.

Ha roached out trying o grab a handful of the mist, rying to find anything that
St lke the gritof the “Three Sisters® racts or the rough bark of  spiral tree. Just as
the light and dark converged to swallow him whole, he saw a single, unmovable
object in tho distance: a stack of woatherod stones, standing defiant against the
swiring Acther.

'Da boited upright n his bed, the sheats soaked in sweat. His room was silen,
bt his skin still hume with a vibration that wasn' his own. Ha looked at his
hands, expocting to sea gold or violet, but found only the calluses from the provious
day's training.

“The dream was a warning. Ho was being taken care of, but the "vessel" was being
propared for a liquid that would eventually burn through the glass.

“The air of the northern Solumbra was unusually crisp the morning th Kale{'
familyset ot fr the Spires of Solis. For the Sun Keepars, the Spires wera more thas
just rock formations;they wero the highest poiat on tho island whero tho light first
[ ———

‘Sunny had packed a picnic, hor laughter ringing out as sha toased Rayden about
his “dad-lovel” diving skills on the winding mountain passes. Brayeln, at twolvo,
s in that brief winonw of hildhood where he was still cool enough to play 'L Spy*
with seven year-old Da, who was pressed against the windaw, mesmerized by the
shifting blues of the Atlantic Ocean far belo.

“The aftarnoon at the Spires of Solis wasn't just a walk through the past it was a
Siow immersion into it They spent hours navigating the agged rock formations that
looked lie the remnants of a forgotten time. The high rock formations rosembled.
frozen lightning against the amber sky. Thore wero small spots of foliage scattored.
throughout the rocks frther making the area seem desolate

s the sun began its descent, the shadows of the spires stretched long and thin
across the valloy, making the unusual place foe! losslike @ desert and moro like a
sundial marking tho passage of an age. The golden altar a larga rock formation
rosembling an altar, was whero Sunny explained the history o the Koopors.
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journals, T overheard Mr. Hanson and Ethan talking outsids, close to my window.

“The other two leaned in. "It was briet,” Dae continued, his voico dropping to @
whisper. "But t was enough. Mr. Hansan was telling him he didn't have to go but
Mrs. Hanson wanted him to. Ho said, "The man is gone, Ethan. Ho can' roach you
ver again.” Ethan just repled, 'The building stll smells and I'm suro the now pastor.
s Jus like him. It soundod Hke... i the prior pastor did somothing to him.
‘Something serious. Something that broke him."

“The rovelation cast a now, sombor light on Etha's "weirdnoss. It wasn'tjust
eccentricity;it was the hyper vigilance of a survvor.

The Temple Reads the Key

By the timo the ornate, balanced architacture of the Tomple of Duality osa up to
moot thom, the boys' frantic encrgy had begun to shift. The tample was designed
around the philosaphy of opposing forces-light and dar, silence and sound, spirt
[ p—————

s they crossed the throshold into the cool, incense-scented foyer, the weight of
the newfound key, and the trauma of Dae's family seemed to setle. The frantic “why"
of their search didn't disappear, but the jagged edges of their anxiety smoothed o.
‘Their broathing slowed, their heart rates steadied, and thoir minds became ke a stll
pond, reflecting the sunlight iltering through the high windows.

“They were no longer thre panicked toanagers chasing a ghost story. They were
students, calmed and ready for the instruction of Master Bu. The Temple of Duality
was silent, save for the ow, resonant hum of 3 singing bow! somewhere in the
distance. Mastor Bu sat cross-logged on a simpla woven mat, his eyos closed,
appearing moro like @ statue carved from anciont codar than a man.

When Dao reached into his hag and withdrew the key from the wooden box, the
room seemed to contract. He place tho key on the low stono table botwoen thom.
“The gold and biue key spilled is iridescont light across Mastor Bu's weathered face

Master Bu did not rocail. Instead, he loaned forward, his movements lud and.
dliberate. Ho did't pck it up immediatly; he hovered his palms over th key, as if
warming them by a ire. The key's thythm intensified, the blue ight surging into a
decp violot that matched tho shadows of the temple. Master Bu's eyes opened. They
wore sharp, clear, and reflectod tho shimmering meal perfocty.

“You have brought  piece of Elsewher! nto a houso of "Hors, ” Master Bu said,
his voice like gravel shifting n a stream. He finaly ook the key, holding it by the
bow. Th mtal did just glows i scemed to vibrate against his skin, a soft
thrumming sound filling the small oo

Ha tarned the koy over, examiniag the ship-shaped bit and the ntricate,
Serpentine wards. “This is not forged by fire and hammer. ho murmured, his thumb
tracing the shifting gold filigree. "I is forged by electricity that is being stored.
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it was the sound of a father's belated, useloss rovenge for a son who had boen stolen
long before the lottor apener ever touched his skin

“The Hansons were broken, bt the information they providd confirmed the boys'
next mave. The Priost had't vorked alone. He was the spiitual branch of the
Foundation, and i the church was where Ethan was changed, then the Eastern Ridge
may well ba where the work was meat to be Sinished.

“We have to go," Das said quietl to his brothers, his eyes lingoring on the
grieving mothor. "Before the rost o the Foundation comes to finish what Pastor
Donald started.~

‘The boys lingered in the doorwas, the heavy atmosphers of the room pressing
against them like a physical weight. Whilo the griof was palpablo, tho necd for
survival was groater. Da stepped forward, his voice softened out of respect for the
tragedy, but his eyes remained sharp.

"M Hanson,” Da asked quietly. "W know i’ hard, but Ethan wasr't alone in
this. The pastor did't rocruit and abuse boys by himself. If we're going to stop
whatever is stll in motion, we noed names. Who elsa was Pastor Donald meating
with? Who else did Ethan talk about?”

M. Hanson didst move. Ho romained slumped in is chair, a hollowed-out
version of the man who had welcomed them into his home. He looked as though the
very banes n his bocy had turmed to lead. His eyes were fixed on a small frayed.
‘patch of carpet, and he began to rock back and forth-a slov, thythimic motion of
mind trying to retreat from a reality it coukdn't handle

“The silenco stratched on, becoming sulfocating. Danny and Scott exchangod a
glance; it was cloar that the man was drowning in his own doprossion. Ho wasn'tfust
‘unholpful—ho was fading. To him, his world had bocomo irrlevant now that his son
was a statistic. Every namo they could possibly want was buried undor the wreckage
of his family.

‘Danny opened his mouth to try one more time, but Mr. Hanson suddenly stopped
rocking. His av tightened, and a single, sharp breath escaped his lungs. Ho didn't
ook up, and his voice sounded like dry leaves scraping against stone. It wasrta s,
It wasn't an explanation. I was just ono word that scemed to hang n tho air, cold
and definitive

“Onyx.

Aftor the word loft his ips, ho want still again. No mattor how much they proddod
or pleaded for context, ko offéred nothing more. Ho had retreated back into his
sullon forross, his contribution to their journey finished. The boys backed away, the
word echoing in their minds. As they stepped out onto the porch and headed toward
the dark slhovette of the Eastorn Ridgo, Scott pulled out his tablet

~Onyx.” Scott muttored, his fingors flying across the scren. "Its not a porson. At
Jeast not a person i the public records.”
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Botwoon them, Dacmond would walk both worlds. I they held him steads - if they
quidod instead of controlled, loved him enough to challenge him, and remembered
the boy while fate shaped tho loader - thon perhaps ho would survive becoming what
the island domanded. Not justa boy. Not just a king. The one who could stand beforo
the dark that eats the world and teach i to fear the night,

Exactly one hour later, the figure on the bed gasped and sat bolt upright. The
cold, prodatory stillnoss was gone. His eyes wero wide, darting around the room in a
panic, and his hands bogan to tromble. Dac was awaks.

“The transition from Emond back to Da was a jarring, painful descent nto
onfusion. But thoro was direction to the madness, 3 the sun climbed higher into the
sky, the experionce was difforent.

When Da finally opened his eyes, ho didn't find the usual dim shadows of the
basement. Instead, the room was saturated vith an abnormal, brilliant light that
scemed to emanate from tho very moleculos o the air. It wass't the harsh glare of
the sun; it was a sof, iridescent glow that olt warm against his skin and tasted like
oz0ne. Moro surprisngly, the crushing weight of the provious night—the memory of
Ethan and the fear o the Foundation—was gone. In s place was a senso of
overuhelming calm and safoty. a i ha wero boing hokd in the palm of a vast,
benevolent hand.

s ho sat up, the light began to pulse and coalesca in the contar of the room,
rowing until it obscurod the walls and tho door. It did't have a face, but it had a
prosonco—ancient, absolute, and radiant. Thon, a voice that resonated not in his
ears, but in the macrow of his banes, began to speak.

“Dac, our time has come. The tima is ight, and you willdiscover my Articlos of
Light. With those, you shall buikd a Kingdom of Light a3 my reprsentativo on this
earth,

Da fel the words setle into his mind with the weight of destny. The light
S - ——————
crystalline structuros and anciont, glowing texts that had boen hiddon beneath the
sland for millennia.

“The voice grew deeper, vibrating with a gentle but firm warning.

“This s a difficult path, but  will quide you carefully. Understand now: thero will
b those who willfear you. They will see the light n you as  threat to their shadows,
and they will ry o extinguish it To survive, you must stay attuned to me. 1 am your
safety; [ am your direction.”

“The light flaved one finl time, a blinding white that felt ike a baptism. Be
strong, Dae. For it is the Time for Light.

s the vision faded, the room returned toits normal state, but tho ai folt
charged, and the lingering warmth romained in Dac’s chost. Ho looked at his hands;
they wero no longer shaking. The foar that had defined his fe sinco arsiving at the
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capturo the weight of  though, a slight tlt of a chin or  ficker of tho eyes fillad the
gaps, convoying nuancos of foar, hope, or waning that speech never could

Bound by their shared trauma, they doveloped an intuitive bond that bordered on
the telepathic. They hecame experts in the atmospheric pressure of the house abav,
learning o road the heavy thud of Mike's boots or tho sharp, clinical click of Andy’s
heels to predict the storm of their moacs befare the door even opened. With this
grim exportise came a fragle, quiot confidenco—the confidence of survivors who.
inally knew the orrain of thei battloicld

One aftormoon, without a word of medical counsel, Mike decided the healing was.
done. Ho roughly unstrapped the soft brace from Dao's arm and tossed it aside,
doclaring it unnocessary. Das winced as his weakenod limb met th cold air, but he
it mako a sound. Ho simply looked at the twins, and through a sharp, silent
exchange of glances, thoy braced him i tho orly way they had lof.

In addition to being chained togather and confined to one small oo, tha three
boys bocamo brothors in misery. Every couple o days, one of them - somatimos two -
was taken upstairs o be hurt physicaly, mentally, or both. The sessions did not
always last long, but they aluays lefttorror behind. Had the boys been alons, the
abuse would have broken them. Togethor, they becam strongor.

Mike and Andy wero cruel. Crucl beyond the normal use of the word cruel. 1t was.
S A e —
the terror tho boys went through. Every time ono was taken upstairs the other boys
waited to consolo the unlucky on as they came back. These timos strongthened the
band betueen the three

In the dim, claustrophobic confines of their shared room, the boundary betwoen
the thro boys began to dissolvo. What had startod as a shared misfortuno evolved
into a connection that transcended brotherhood: they bacame a single, thythmic
pulse of survival. Words, once the primary tool of human connoction, became.
obsoloto. In the silenco, they found a language of shared glances and subtlo hifts in
weight-_a secret dialect that Mike and Andy could never intercept.

“Their world was reduced to the four ealls of their prison: the meager meals
brought ance or twico aday, the cold water of the shar sink, and the humiliting
Lack of privacy offered by the carner commods. But within that deprivation, they buit
a sanctuary. They loarned that silence wasn't just a rul imposed upon them—it was
a shicld. They discovered that whilo ono boy might falter, the threa of them togother
wore a fortress.

“This trauma.forged alchemy turned their separate agonies into 3 collsctive
strangth. Whon ono boy was drained, the others acted as a reservoir, roplonishing
his spirst with a steacy hand an a shoulder or a knowing look. They wer no longer
Das, Danay, and Scott; they wero a singular oty a now kind of family birthed in
the dark. Physical healing fallowed the emotional hardening. Dac's arm, once
shattored and weak, had kait itsolf back togather.
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arden bench during his evening prayers.

He would engage the Imam n a deep, philosophical debate about sabr, or
pationco. Danny's genuine struggle with the concept would keop the Imarn focused
‘and empathetic, ensuring his back remained to the study window for atleast ten
‘minutos. While Danny hld the Iman's attontion, Scott and Dao would usa the.
calmnss they had learned from Master Bu. Scott planned to use 3 tension shim to
bypass the window latch, a skl ho had seon in an onling video. Dac, with his
hoightencd sensory awareness, would make sura they lft no race: no disturbed
dust, no shifted books.

“The crickots of Solumbra provided a shythaic backdrop to the heist, their
chirping sounding like a ticking clock in the boys” cars. The plan was in mtion, but
the airfolt charged with the statc o their coloctive guilt

In the courtyard, Imam Rashad sat enveloped in the scent ofjasmine, his prayer.
beads clicking sofly. Danny approached, his heart hammering agaiast his ribs ike a
trapped bir.

“Imarm?* Danny’s voice was shaky, which—ironically—mado his porformance
more convincing. "T've boen thinking about what you said...about the ‘Groat Jihad.' |
don'tknow if'm strong onovgh to aco my own shadows.

“The tmam looked up, his eyes roflcting the moonlight with a warmth that made
‘Danny want to confoss overything on the spot. "Sit, Daniel.” Rashad said, patting the
Stone bonch. "Tho fact that you worry about your shadow provos you are walking
toward the light *

As Danny sat, ensuring his back was t the study window to act as & visual shield,
ho folt a wavo of nausoa. Ho was using the Imant's own compassion as a woapon
against him. Fifty yards away, Scott and Dae woro two blurs of charcoal-grey fabric
With a softclickthe result of Scott’s mechanical precision.the window slid
upwiard. They rolld inside, anding silently on the plush Porsian rugs.

“The offico was a heavy mix of agod parchment and codarwood. “Good so far”
‘Scott whispered, his voice barely a rippla n the slonce. "Let's go that glass case
opon. As they roached the pedestal, Dac's ingers brushed tha glass. A fant crimson
pulsa flickered within it  sensor they had not accounted for. Bfore they could
recoil the alarm's shrilcry shattered the quist. They froze, hearts hammering. In a
blur of panic and instinct, Das swapped the documents, shoving the authentic map
into bis acket and roplacing it with Danny's forgery.

Loss than a minute passed befora » security gusrd burst through the door,
wweapon draven. Scott and Dae threns their hands up imstantly.

Do not move or 1 will immobilize you," the guard barked. "Keop your hands
whore I can seo them and walk toward me - sowly. Do not make me use this stun
baton. 1t will not kil you, but you il wish it had."
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As the months passed, the stiffuess fadod, and a now, wiry dexterity roturned to
his fingers—a quiet physical readiness tht matched the growing resolve i his heart,

One evening, Mike barged in angey and hungry. Andy followed. They dragged all
thro boys upstairs, chained two togethor in ono room, and chained the third alone in
another. Da and Danny wor lef togother in Mike's room and subjected to cruslty
worso than anything that had come beforo. Scott was laft with Andy, where pain
found him in a different shape.

Hours later, the boys were dragged back downstairs and lof to rocover. Danny.
had a long scrapo on his loft arm from trying to loosen the shacklo at his ankle.
Scott's log was badly bruised from Andy's careful sadism.

“The bratality of the situation had fnally reached a breaking point. When the boys
wvere shoved back inta their room, bruised and trembling, the comfortthey offerad
ne another was no longer just about solace-—it was about strategy. The "Anchor
had become a naose, and thoy know they had to break it or die.

“The spark af hope arrived in the form of  misplaced screwdriver. Dae had
Spottod it near a rapair projoct upstairs and, with a quickness born of desperation,
tucked it away as he was lod back to the basement. To the boys, that cold bit o steel
wasn't just a ool; it was a key 10 difforont lfo.

“They sot to work on the chains anchoring thom to the wall. But the basoment was.
a sounding board, and tho shrick of metal against matal betrayed them. The door
flews apen, and Andy stormed in. Das barely had time t slde the screwcriver
beneath his thin blankst before the violence begas.

Andy’s fury was clinical and crucl. A punch to Danny's stomach doublod him over;
a kick to Scott’s log landed with a sickening, audible crack. Rag, sharp and hot,
finallyeclipsed Das's fear. He lunged, burying a fist nto Andy'’s back.

1t was a futile gesture that carmed him a relentless beating of kicks and punches
bt s he lay gasping on the floor after Ancy Jet he flt & grim triumph: the
E———

Despite the motlod bruises covering his ribs and face, Da pushed tho boys to try
again. They worked with agonizing slowness, prying at the shackle mounts with the
scrowdsiver while using their slent hand language o coordinate. Every scrape was
‘mufflod; every breath was held.

“Then, & breakthrough: the wall moust holding Dansy’s chain groaned and gave
way. Ho was still shackled at the ankle, but he was no longer tethered to the stone.
In the rush of adronaline, their disciplincd silonco slipped. A muffled cheor, a heavy
clatter—it was snough.

Miko dida'tjust walk through the door; he exploded through i. Secing the
scrowdsiver, his face contorted into a mask of puro loathing. Ho lunged for the tool,
using it to steike Scott across his alroady injured log, wrenching the limb with a
sickening force.
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Encircling the central eyo wero microscopic, swirling runes in the ancient tongue
of Solumbra. These charactors roughy translated to "The Strongth of the Void and

Pationco in the Decp.” The marking roacted to Dae's intornal state, sorving as
visual barometer for the Gaddess's nfluence.

“The mark served as & relontiess reminder that his body was no longer entirely bis
nwn; it had become a temple for the Goddess's design. Even hidden bensath layers of
hair ar cloth, he could feel is faint, icy hum vibrating against his skull—a psychic
[ ——————

tnside the room, Dac looked at the twins, trying to break the hoavy silence. Ho
Spoke to them sofly, but thoy only rocolod, thei eyes wide with a sudden, sharp
flick of teror. Confused, Dao tried again, but the nervous Lossion i the room only
thickoned. The moment he spoke a third ime, the door groancd open.

Andy was across the room before Das could blink, The slap was a sudden,
stinging crack against his cheek that left his vision swimming. “You vil ot speak
until we tel you it is okay.” Andy said, his voice dovoid of the warmth ho had shown
at the hospital. His steady gaze was now ike tempered steel. “The st ime is &
warning. The next e s worse. And the third time...well, you don't want to find out
what happens when we have to tell you something three times.

Dae’s breath hitclied a5 he looked toward the twins. They were huddied together,
theic small hands moving i frantic, rhythmic gestures—a private language of
survival. As soon as Andy's ootstops faded down the hall, both twins simultansously.
prossed a single finger to their lips. Their eyes pleaded with him, signaling for a
Silence that was absolute.

Over time, Dae began to understand the twins'silent language. He studied their
hands and faces, trying to match signs to meanings. Ono afiernoon ko heard the
front door open upstairs and voices that sounded almost familiar Aftor a short
onversation, the voices stopped. Andy entered the boys' room,. "The state s sending
an agent o evaluate the fitness of our home,” he sad.

1 am confident you know how to behave,” Andy continuod, "but boys can b
forgettul. Tomorrow e will bring you upstairs befora the appointment and it you on
the sofa. You wil st ba wearing you shackdo, but it will bo covered. Do n expose
Do not speak unloss asked. Do not say mor than a fow words at a time. If you
handlo yourselves, you will bo rewarded. If you break any rule, you wil wish wo had
fratpm——

'Da spent the rost of that day trying to understand the twins' communication.

“The next day, the state worker arvived and sat across from the three boys n the
front room. Their heads stayed lov. He asked simple questions: ha they were
setting in, whether they needed anything, whether the Hunters were helping. Each
quostion received a singlo-word answor. When Miko and Andy joined ther, the
adults did most of the talking.
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“They spont two hours reviowing their notes fo the upcoming exam in biology. By
the time the clock struck nine, they ware in bed. Tho discipline of thoir training was.
blocding into thei daily lives, iving them a strange, calm claity even s they
proparod to commit a betrayal

“The atmosphere i tho tosting room was sulfocating. Fows of individual dosks
wera spaced exactly six foo apart a soa oflaminated wood and wrought iron. Tho.
iy sovund was the shythmic seritch-scratch of No. 2 pencils and the frustrating
icking of the large analog clock on the wa

For Dac, Danny, and Scott, the test was a battls on two fronts.

‘Dany sat with his back straight, channsling the Mountain” stance Master B
had taught him. Every time a complex word problom throatened to shako his
confidence, he imagined his foet rooted into tho gym flor. Ho was a pillar of stillness
‘amidst the panicked sighs of his classmates.

Scott moved through the exam with what ho folt was akin t the fluidiy of the
“Stork " Ho dida'tlinger too long on any one quostion, lotting his ntuition quida his
pencil His oyos occasionally darted to the e, his mind involuntarily calculating the
distance and tim nooded forthelr upcoming rosearch a the mosque.

'Dae moved confidently and carofully through the exam, keeping his mind calm
and allowing his memory to unfold without panic. He flt the marks on his forchead

and chost pulsing with a o, secrot heat. Tho biology and history questions seemed
0 unlock before him, though his thoughts occasionally drifted to Leilan, and a small
thread of worry slipped in with every thought of hor.

'Da finshed th exam long bafore the "five minutes remaining" call

“The boys hudlod in the hallway afte the exam and verifid that oach of them
had passed. Da had passed with anothor perfoct score. The rolef was palpable, and
the boys' confidence was strengthened a litle more.

Passive Surveillance

“Tho airfolt lighter than it had all week. Dac, Dansy, and Scott spilled out of the
Schaol gates, the weight of their sacond major exam fnally lted from their
Shoulders. But whil othor students waro hoading home to slcep or celobrata, the rio
had 3 much more shadow-bound objective in mind.

Ty arsived a the mosque under the guise of seoking a post exam blessing
1mam Rashad welcomed them with his usual radiating warmth, offering tea and
congratulations on their academsic porsistence. Whilo the Imam spoko of siritual
disciplne, the boys’ eyes were performing a very different kind of discipline: passive
surveillance.

Da tracked the lino o sight from the Tma’s desk to the hoavy oak cabinets.
‘Danny counted the paces from the windov to the corner where the ancient map was
rumored to bo kept. Scott noted the slight croak in the floorboard near the
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thera anything wo can do to help you boys sotle in and make the most of your
e here?" the worker, Conrad, asked. One look from Mike bolted the boys' jaws
shut. They answered only with frantic, silent shakes of their hoads.

“The social worker's visit was brie, his eyos constantly darting to his watch as ho
‘mentally chocked off boxos for his next appoiatment. Had he approached his task
with any shred of intuiton, ho might have fol the raw pulso of foa radiating from
the three boys. Had ho looked deepor than the surface, he could have deciphered the.
S, unnatural stilluess in theis posturo—the telltalo sign of a child iving under
throat. But ho asked no probing questions,ignored the hollow silonce, and slipped
out the door, leaving them to thei fate.

Decming the “meeting" a success, Mike led the boys back dovnstairs, returning
them to the cold reality of their basement prison. As a reward for their obadience, he
tossed each of them a single pack of crackers—the meager price of their silonce.

Later that weok, Kaclen arrived at the front doo with a box of donuts and a
hopel smile. Andy mot him with  polite wall, explaining that Mike had taken the
boys to the park for the afternoon and promising 1o toll Dac he had stoppe by. Had
Kaclon loaned hardor into the ntuition that had saved Dae on the mountain, he
might have smellod tho io. Had he pushed past tho throshold or demandod o sea the
boy he had promised to protect, ha might have shattored the bars holding thom.
Instoad, ho lef tho bor on the porch and walked away, unaware that the Anchor
home had bocome the weight dragging Das undor.

“The transition to the Honter foster home was a blur of dirty hallways and evil
strangors, but for Dac, the nights woro the true battieground. Two weeks in, the
trauma finally coalesce into a recurring, jagged nightmare that felt more roal than
the waking lfe.
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entranca— sound that could betray thern.

“They memorized the shadows, the latch mechanisms, and the hythm of the
Imanys movements. By the time they finished their tea, they had  mental blueprint
of the room they intendod to nfitrata. As they loft the mosque and bogan the long
trok toward tho Templ of Dualiy, the adrenaline of their secrot scouting mission
began to curdle into cold reality. The conversation turned to tho “what ifs.~

“What if the Imam doesnt just sleop but moditates* Danny whispered, his brow
furvowed. "What if he's tuned into the vibrations of that room. O wrong step and
herl know we're there before we even touch the map.

"W noed to take into account how bright the moon is. It could help someono
idontify us beforo wo oven ot started,” Scott whispered. “That makes the courtyard
crosing a gamble.

Scott painted out that tho map case appeared to have a double-tumblor lock they.
hadit accounted for. Though thoy dids't say it aloud, the slence botween their
technical points hung heavy—stoaling from & man who had just offered them toa.
wasn't going to bo oasy on the conscionce.

“The atmosphere shified as the stone spiros of the Temple of Dualty came into.
view. Tho tension of their plotting scemed to dissipate, raplaced by tho hushed.,
shythmic energy of the temple grounds. Waiting for them t the top of the Great Stair
was Master Bu. Dospito tho boys intornal turmoil and theie clandstine plans, the
Master groctod them with a smile that fol ike a warm hoarth

“Success i the classroom,  see,” Master Bu remarked, his oyes twinkling with a
knowingnoss that always mads the boys feelsightly transparont. “Come in, rost your
‘minds. Tho path ahoad requires a sprit that is not burdenc by the day's ol

The Wild Horse

ey followed him insida, the Map of the Ancients still  burning secrotin their
hearts, evon as thoy bowed i respect to the man who was teaching them the very
Skils they intended to use for their heit. Aftr the heavy silence of their walk, the
throshold of the Templo of Duality fol ike a different world. Master Bu did't rush.
them into their physica training: instead, ho lod thom 1o the contral pavilon whoro.
the scent of sandalwaod hung thick i tho air. Master Bu sat cross-legged on a simplo
woven mat, gesturing for Das, Danny, and Scott to join him. For a short time, he
pened the floar to 3 free-flowing discussion

“Tho boys, st buzzing with the nervous energy of ther secrot "roconnaissance” at
the mosque, found it diffcul to look him in the oye at Arst. However, Bu's quostions.
werent about their exams or thei afternoon whereabouts; he spoke of the nature of
balance.

Dae asked abast the diffculty of maintaining focus when one’s mind i pulled in
twa directions.
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‘Scott inquired i “nscessary ie® could ever be part o a balancad path. Dany
romained mostly quit, watching the way the sunlight hit the stone floor. Master Bu
listoned with a pationt, unjudging smile. "To mind is ike a wikd horse,” ho said

Softly. "Before you can tel it where to go, you must irst teach it how 1 stand stil”

Focognizing the frantic chythm of their heartbeats—lkely a mix of post-exam
xhaustion and "heist" jitters—Master Bu transitioned the session into a guided.
‘meditation. He knew that for them to raceive his instructions, they frst had to clear
[ p—————r——

Ho instructed thom to close their eyos and visualize their broath as a goldon
throad connecting them to the carth, anchoring their heavy socrots. Thoy practiced a
specific thythmic breathing pattorn—inhaling for four counts of "light" and exhaling
for four counts of "shadow”to harmonize their conflicting emotians.

Finally, ho lod them into a deop silence, where tho only sound was the distant ring
of atemple bell. As the mditation concluded, the boys open their oyos. Tho sharp,
jagged anioty about stealing the map hada't vanishod, but it had settled nto a cold,
‘managoable stone at the bottom of theirstomachs. Thoir faces woro fushed, theie
Shoulders dropped, and for the firt time that day, they were tuly present

“Now," Master Bu said, his voice dropping an octave as ho stood. "Your minds are
quiet. Lot us so0 if your bodios can folow suit"

Mountain and Wind

“The training that ollowed was a study in contrasts. Bu's mothods wore grucling,
forcing the boys ta ely on one ancther's inherent gits to bridge their own gaps. AS
the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the Solumbran sky in buises of purple
and gold, they practiced i unison. Danny'sstrikes cracked like thunder, but under
Da's quiet coaching and Bu's watchiul oye, those strikos wors beginning to find a
terrifying, surgical accuracy.

Dae wasntjust oarning to Bgh: ho was learning to soe the ight befora it ven
began. Danny wasn't just hitting hardier; ho was loarning to hit only when it
‘mattered. Together, they were becoming something far more dangerous than two
boys—thay wore becoming a single, cohesive force.

Strongth s a iver; you do not stop a river, you rediroct it As Danny’s fist neared.
'Da pivoted on the bal of his foot, his movement as fluid as a shadow. Ho brushed
‘Danny's forearm with a lancing lock, using the "wisdom of the master” o turn
‘Danny's massive momentum against him. Danny stumbled forward, his own power
dragging him off balance.

“Again.” Bu rasped.

Danny growlsd, notin anger, but in concentration. H centered imsel, dropping
his canter of gravity. This time, ho did'tjust chargo: he used a seris of rapid-iro
strikes dosigned to overwhelm. Danny's arms formed an impenetrable wall, his raw
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A5 Da finally found sloep, the droam began. There ho found himself back on the
‘mountain path near the Spires of Sols, but the geography was distorted. Tho road.
stretched out infniely,  ribbon of asphalt suspenced over a bottomless void.

A the far ond, bathed in soft, ethoreal ligh, stood his family. Suany held the
Journal with No Name. Brayden waved from heside her, asilhouotto of the lfo Dac
had los. Rayden roached out and spoke cloarly: "Bo strong, young man, and push
forward." The images were close enough that Da could see the colors of their
clothes, yotthey seemed to existin  different layer of reality.

Das bogan to run. His logs felt heavy, ike ho was sprinting through waist-deep.
water. Every tim he gained a yard, the road seemed to clongate, strotching the
distance betuween them.

Ho screamed thoir names, but the thin mountain a swallowed his voice. An
invisible, cold pressure pushed against s chest, & physical manifestation of the
“helplossness® Kaclon had warnod him about.

No matter how much his lungs burned or how hard his heart hammerod agaiast
his ribs, bis family romained just out of reach—smiling, oblivious to his strugale,
fading lowly into the mist of the Spiros.

Just as o folt ho might broak through the barrer, the atmosphora shifted. The.
goldon light of his famiy began to dim, and from the pitch black shadows behind.
him, voices began to rise

They werentt the vaices of his parents, but the whisperod, overlapping echoes of
the Goddossos and th frantic, rhythmic sound that pulled him back to the room. The
voices echoed:

“The journey has bogun
“Wo noed you, Dac.
“The drawings... the caves...the truth.

‘These voices did'tjust call to him; they pulled at him. They were the weight of
his dostiny. a colloctive plea from tho past and the divino that anchored him o the
present. He was caught n a spiitual tug-of-war: the desperate love for the dead
pulling him forward, and tho heavy responsibiliy of the living pulling him back into
the dark

Da bolted upright n his blankst bed at the Foster Home, his blanket damp with
sweat and his hand instinctively reaching out nto the empty airof the room. Tho
“relaxing care" of tho goddosses folt miles away, roplaced by the crushing realization
that ho was the only ono loft to answer thoso voices.

s the days bled into woeks and tho woeks into months, the basement coased to
be just a cell and became a shared world. The thras boys grow into a single, silent
unt. Das mastered the frantic language of their hands, learming to signal phrasos.
with subtle taps and luid gesturos. When the movements of their fiagers coulds't
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‘musclo absorbing Daes ighter, oxploratory kicks

‘Seeing a gap, Danny throw a hoavy hook Dao dropped low, his eyos tracking the.
shift in Danny's shouldors. Ho sav the "tal” boforo the muscles evon floxed

Dae swopt his leg out in a low arc. It was a perfoct tactical striko, but Danny's
shoor donsity mado him hard to topple. Instead of faling, Danny braced imsol,
rabbed Dae's gt and used his superior leverage to hoist Dae upward.

For a moment, they were locked. Dansy had Das in a grip that would have ended
a ight with anyon olse, but Dao romained calm. Ho prossed two fingers against a
prossure point in Danny’s wrist—a tachaiquo he'd memorized from the ancient
scrolls B had shown them. Danny’s hand nvoluntarily spasmed, releasing the grp.
Both boys leape back, gasping for air, their facos glistoning with sweat. They stood
in porfect stances, eyes locked, a silent bridgo of respect forming betwoen thom.

Bu stepped into the center of the circle, breaking the tension. He looked at
‘Danny’s bruised forearms and then at Das's dusty knees. "The bul has learnsd to
dance,” Bu said, looking at Danny. "And the scholar has loamed to bite,” he added,
glancing at Dac. "You are no longer two boys playing at war. You aro the mountain
and the wind. If the mountain stands stil, the wind passes through. If the wind blows.
00 hard, the mountain breaks it.*

As Danny and Da practiced against each other, Scott spont time botwoen
P —— S T R —
same lossons as Dao and Danay in his mind 50 that he could always assist i his own

The Heist They Could Not Justify

When the boys arrived back at the Hanson house, they noticed that Ethan's car
wvas gone. They entere the house and went down stairs o the playroom. Inside the.
pen room, the air was heavy with the sulfocating weight of a lan they nover
wanted to make. On the floor betwoen them lay a hand.drawn schematic of Imam
Fashad's study. Tho map ploce—a rolc thoy believed was ossentia to a greater good
they wro stil rying to grasp—was kept in  locked glass caso by the Iman's high
Shelt. The slence in the room was britl.

Scott sat with a compass and a timer, but his hands were unusually stil. Danny
stared at the wall, his usual restless energy replaced by a somber slump. °If Imam
Rashad were a villin, this would be an adventore,” Danny said quiety. "Bt he s one
af the most genuine men we have ever known. I feas ke we are stealing a pece of
his trust, o just a map.”

T boys were experiencing the Duality Master Bu often spoke of - the agonizing
space between & necessary obyective and the personal cost of achieving it Despite
the guilt, thoy convinced themselvos that the map pieco would be safor in their hands
for the trials ahead. Scott, ever the stratogist, outlined the Distraction and Ratrieval
‘maneuver. Danny was chosen to be the Face. His rols was to approach the Imam's
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e, then with the desperata intensity of someone who had lost their fooing.
Without a word, Kaelon leancd n and pulled the boy into a caroful embrace. The
Suddon warmth was a shock to Dac's system; ho clung to Kaolon, his own tears.
finally breaking through as he lot the older man share the burden of hi griel. “Its
okay, Dac. It okay,” Kaclen whisperod, his own voice thick with omotion. “Just let it
. You're going to be okay. Just rest now.”

Whenthe storm of tears finall subsided, a fragile strength took ts place. Dae
Iooked up his voice small and trembling. “Where is my family? I haven' seen them.
Do you know whero they aro?” The silonce that folowed was hoavy. A doctor
approachod, knecling to meot Dac's oyos, and spoke with a gentle, devastating
honesty. Ho explained that the others hadn't made it —that Dac was the sole survivor.

“The world shattered all over again. Kaclon did not move. Ho stayed besid the
bed, a steady hand in the dark whilo gief swept Da away. The night bocamo day,
and whon Dao woke again with terribla pain n his arm, Kaslon was sil there, aslocp.
i the chair beside him.

A fow days later,  short articlo in the local paper summarized the tragedy in a
fow cold, clipped paragraphs. Reading it loft Dag hollow; tho words on the page wero.
100 small to hold the welght of vorything ho had lost. On the same pag, almost
hiddon boneath municipal notices, was  smallor itom about a missing irl named
Mia, taken from a park while her grandmother's back was turned. Dao was too numb
o understand why tho notice caught his oye. Ho only remembered the name, the
arainy photograph, and the word missing.

Later that afternoon, a Department of Family Integration case manager sat down
with Dae and Kaslen to discuss what came next. She explained Salumbra's Shoreline
Protocol: when a child los family on the island, the government tried to keep the
ehild anchored within the community rather than sending him to the mainland. The.
intention soundsd merciful. In practice it dependsd entirely on whether the adults
ENS e —————— T

Miko and Andy Huntor were a middic-aged couple newly approved for emergency
foster placomont. They ha jus taken in twin boys, Danny and Sco, who wor only &
‘month older than Dac. The idea of being around othor kids sparked a smal,
fickering light in Dac's chest. Nothing - and no an - could ever replace Braycen, but
the prospect o oining boys his own age folt for one fragile second, ike a path
[ p——

“The heswy doors o the racovery ward swiing opes, admitting Mike and Andy
Huntor. They were not the polished, clinical igures Das had imagined. Mike was
barrelchosted, loud in his quiotnoss, wearing a faded flannal shirt that carried the
scont o codarwood and machine oil. Andy s softe in prosentation - eat hair,
gentle voice, a bag packed with weighted wraps, sensory tools, and other
trauma-informed comfort. Together they looked carefully prepared. Only Kaclen
noticed that Mike watched exits befora faces, and that Andy's calm seemed practiced.
rather than kind.
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‘They neaded to determine whether the lock ws a simpls mechanical one ar
whother they noeded to find a specific key.

They had to docido who or what would koap the Imam occupied while tho others
secured tho document. They wre also uncertain what other security measures tho
Imam had in place heyond the locks.

“The sun was baginning to dip, casting long, skelotal shadows across tho road as
the boys trokked toward th Templo of Dualty. The slence was heavy, broken only
by the rhythmic crunch of gravel under their sneakers, until Danny finally spoke the
thought they wer all chewing on.

“We'ro roally doing this, aren't we? Wo'ro going to rosthe man who gave us tea
‘and lifo advice and has froely welcomed us every time we stopped by."

s not robbing.” Scott said.
. Probably. Eventually.”

... aggressive borrowing. Wo are going to retum

'Da rubbed his temples and said, "I oels wrong. Every time 1 look at that map, |
foolthis pull ik it's whoro wa'ro supposed to go. But then I look at Imam Rashad,
and I romesber ho's one of tho only adults n this town who actually lstons to us
without judging.”

“Exactly! Ho's  good man, Das. If ho has that map locked up, maybe ho has a
roason. Maybe i's dangerous. Or maybe s just not ours to ak,” Danny roplicd.

Scott cut in, “And what if he's keeping i from us becauso ho knows what we'd
find? Look, 1 ke tho guy too, but we've beon stuck in this loop forevor. That mapis
one of the few things that could help us

Da said, "He's been so kind, though. Ho helps us cach timo wo visit and asks
nothing from us. How do you look someona ik that i the oye after you've picked
their lock?®

Danny said, "You don't. That's the poiat. You avoid eye contact forovar and live
with the soul-crushing quil.

~Or mayhe we are good kids who have to do a bad thing for  bigger reason,
‘Scott said. “If the map leads to something that can help people, wouldn': the Imam
want us to have it? Even if ho is t00 protective o give it up froaly?”

'Da sighed. “You'e justifying it. But honestly? It working. My head says we
need that map to understan what e have learned, but my qut feels like T'm kicking
apuppy.

“A very wise, holy puppy.” Danny said.
who can't stop thinking about it."

o, what's the move, Dae? You're the one

“We prepare. We get the tools. But the second we fisd another way - any other
way - w take it f we have to go through with i, we do i fast, wo do it quietly, and
e make sure he never knows it was us. Not because | want to get away with it but
because 1 do not want to break his heart.
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“The fracturo is cloan, but the recovery will ot be,” the doctor said, handing
Dae's charts to the couple, Andy knelt besids Dac's bed, careful to tay on his
uninjured side. "Wo know our house might foel crowded at first, but thero is oom for
you. We just took in twin boys about your age. They are loud, and they have baen
through their own storms, but they are good kids. We have a place ready for you
right besid them.*

Mike reached out—not to crowd Dac, but simply to drape a heavy, flocce-lined
blanket over his lap. "We've just become Anchors, son,” he said quiaty. "But wo
know what to do. We aro' hero to replace what you lost We're just hero to keop
you stoady whilo the tide comes back in"

Da searched Kaclen's face, locking for a signal. Ater a whispored exchango, a
slent undrstanding passod botwoon thom: they would trust the Hunters. "You get
settlod in,” Kaslon said, his voica thick but steady as ho gave Dac's hand a final,
rounding squoeze. "l try o bo by later this week to check on you. I'm not going to
disappear on you, Dac. I promise.

As the ordelios wheeled him toward the exit, the suffocating tightness n Dae's
hest began to ease. He didt fee like 3 burden being discards; be fel ike 3 ship
finally drifting into the sheltor of a harbor.

‘The transition t the car & few hours later was a blur of silver-grey sky and the
smell of exhaust. Mike and Andy maneuverod him carefuly into the backseat, but as
the door frame framed him in, @ familiar numbness washed over his, He flt heavy,
lost n the sheer scalo of the change. Just as Mike wont to close the door, a voico cut
through the damp afternoon air

Da! Da, wait?

Kaolon was jogging towar the car, breathloss. He reachod the open doo and.
loaned in, his cyes searching Dac’s with a ierce itensity. “Dae, liston to m. Its
time to b strong.” Ho pressed something cool and metalicinto Dac's palm—a silver
necklace with a small, defiant pendant hanging from the chain. “Life is hard, kid. The
iy thing that matters is that you keep tying.

Kaclon then pulled a crumpled business card from his pocket, his porsonal
‘number scravlod on the back. “Call me. Anytime. About anything at all.” Andy
roached back from tho passengor scat, his hand out. “Thank you, Kaslen. We'll make.
sure his information is iled with his belongings.”

A flicker o confusion—or perhaps a suddon flsh of possessivenoss—crossed.
Kaslon's face. Ho handed the card to Andy, but then, with a subtlo slcight of hand, ho.

ippod a second, identical card directy into Da’s hand, curling tho boy' fingors
around it

“The ride to his now lfo was a thythmic series ofjlts and turns over the isand's
unevon roads. Whon the car finally came to a stop. Mike hopped out and guided Dac.
toward the front door of a hause that was supposed to be his home.
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This conversation was cut short as the throe approached the templo. Master Bu
invite the three to follow him,

The True Mirror

“Tho air inside the hidden chamber of the Templo of Duality was cool and smelled.
of ancient ozone. Master Bu, moviag with a grace that defied his age, lod Dac,
‘Danny. and Scott toward a draped alcovo at the very heart of the sanctuary.

“Kairos did not leavo gold or woapons,” Bu whispered, his voice ocholng off the
stone walls. *He lot the Trus Mirror I daes not shovr you how the world sees you: it
shows you the resonance o your soul

He pullad the heavy velvet cloth sside, revealing 3 shimmering, liquid-ike surface

held within a frame of absidian and wory.

‘T boys stapped forward, ane by ane, to aca the silverd depths of the artifact.

When Danny stood beforo the glass, he saw a version of himselr that looked
rounded and formidable. His rolaction was nearly identica, ot his shoulders wora
broadr, bis stance moro cortain, and his arms rippled with a physical strength that
suggested he was the group's "Anchor."

Scott's experience was moro disorienting. As he stared, his imag rofused to stay
il It blurred at the edges, fickering in and out of focus ike a radio signal
scarching for a froquency. It suggested a sel that was uid, perhaps existing in moro.
than one state or possibilty at once.

For Das, the mirror did not focus on his physique or his stabilty. Instead, two
points of blinding radiance erupted on th glass. One symbol pulsed in deep,
shythmic violet upon his forehead, and another burned whits-hot over his chest. They.
were the exact marks left by the Goddssses of Light and Darknessness n his dream,
the physical manifestation of the duslity he now carried.

Master Bu gesturod for them to sit on tho cold floo in circlo. "The mirror
provides the image,” he instructed, "but only the mind provides the moaniag. Close
your eyes. Meditate on what you saw. Do not look for the ‘why' with you brain; focl
the 'how’with your spiri

A5 the boys sottled into sience, the confusion of the day—tho stross of the exams,
the guilt over the Imam's map, and the worry for Leilani—began to roceds. Danny.
flta sense of internal weigh, realzing his strength wasn'tjust muscle, but the
abilty o hold his riends together. Scoft began to understand that his "bluring’
wasn't a lack o idontity, but an untapped potentil to bo wherever he was needed
most. Dao fot the two marks on his body grow warm. As he broathed, tho symbals.
it fael ke burdens anymoro;they fol ike a bridge. Tha light and the dark
werent fighting for control-—they were learning to heat in time with his own heart,

When they finally opened their eyos, the reflection in the mirror o longer looked
ke a mystery. I looked ke & map. The hesvy silence of the Temple chamber was
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'Dae bocame alorttho moment they reached the houso. A strong desire to run
move throvgh him before he had a reason forit. Andy took him by the good arm and
guided him inside vwith a pressure that was almost polits and almost forcefal. The
house was small, satstained, and ordinary from the road, but it had a basement -
uncommon on Solumbra because of the high water tablo. As Dao would soon learn,
that was not the only thing that made the house difforont

A5 Da looked around, Mike approached with asternnoss that broks the
performance of kindsess. The mask did not fal sowly; it vanished.

“Pay attontion,” Mike said, grabbing Da by the arm. °l am not explaining this
tvice.” He puled Dae down the stairs to meet Danny and Scott.

‘Danny and Scott were nearly ientical, both with shoulder-longth dark hair and.
oyes the color of mahogany. Becauso they wero closo to his ago, Das folt a briof
fcker ofreliet. 1t died almst immodiatoly. The basement folt wrong - hoavy, damp,
and stagnant. Ho glanced back at the stairs, the only oxit, befor turning 1o the
‘owins. Thoy Iooked terriied

“Put your stufin the corner and slaep on that blanket” Mike commanded, bis
voico fattening against the walls,“Andy wil bo down n a fow minutos to explain the.
rules.”

'Dae watched the bwins. Their eyos dropped to the floor,their posture shrinking as
i they were trying to make their bodies smaller. They did ot ook up again until the
door cicked shut and Miko's footstops rocedod upstairs. A fow minutes later, Miko
and Andy roturned and gostured for Dae to come closer.

“Liftup a log.” Mike said, pulling out what looked like a heavy cuff. "Put your
ankle here. | am not teling you again.” Danny and Scott were trembling. Dac's
optimism adod. Whatever this lace was, i was ot a home.

Mike locked the shackle around Dac's ag and bolted it closed, then fastened the.
hain o the samo lino that already held the twins. Once Dao sat on the blanket ha
had boen assigned, Mike struck him hard across the face. Blood warmed the odge of
Dae's nose.

"L am not explaining this again,” Mike said. Obodienca would bo everything. Until
the boys proved they undorstood that, they would romain inke togther in the
basement.

Miko explained that the foster systom would send someono to check the homa in a
fow days. The boys would be unshackled for the visit, but the restraints would remain
closo, hiddon, and roady. They wore not o spoak of the basement They woro not to
Speal o chains. I they broke that rule, they would bo punished after the visior lot
'Da did not undorstand how adults could speak so calmly about somothing 50
‘monstrous, but the terror on Danny and Scot'sfacos taught him what disobedience.
cost
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broken only by the boys'steady breathing as they stood from their meditation. The
Truo Mirror had loft them with moro than just images; it had lot them with a
newfound senso of purpose. With a deep, synchronized bovw, the trio thanked Master
B for the rovelation. The old mastar simply nodded, his eyos crinkling with a
knowing warmth as he watched them depart

“The walk back to the Hanson placo was remarkably quiet. The usual banter was
replacad by iternal reflection. Upon ariving, they kept things simple with a quick
‘meal, eficently fucling bodios that folt strangely moro capable than thoy had that
morming

By 5:00 PM, they had ratirod to thoir bods. Sloep came fast, a deop and dreamloss
rocovery from the spiitual oxertion o the day.

“The next morning, the sun hadn't sven cleared the horizon before the boys were
in tho yard. They moved through their training drills with a sharp, newfound
procision—Danny testing his physical limits, Scott practicing his focus, and Dae
focling the hum of th dual symbols boreath his skin.

However, the transition back to “normal ife at school was jaring.

“The entive school day was  bur of textbooks and review sheets. They spent the
Lunch broak and study hall preparing for the massive exam scheduled for the
following morning.

Da's eyes constantly scanned the hallways and the cafeteria, but Loilani was.
nowhere to be found. The worry he had felt earber intensified, setling into a cold
knot in hisstomach. Hr “family troubla" was cloarly deoper than sho had lot on, and
her total absence from school was  glaring red flg.

After the final bel rang, the weight of ther secret mission returned. They made
their way to the Mosque of Light,their footsteps heavier than they had been during
their morning training. They sat with Imam Rashad, who grooted thom with his
customary kindness and offered them dates and water. As they spoke with him about
theie studies, Dao felt the biting sting of hypocrisy. Evary tima the Imam smiled, the
“aggrossive borrowing’ plan folt more iko a betrayal.

Once they stopped outside nto the courtyard, away from the Iman's carsho, the
tone shifted instantly. They noted the position of the security cameras and the
Specific squeak of the floorboards near the map's cabinst

They whisperod about the exact timing of the Maghrib prayer, realizing that the
[ S ————————

“The plan was no longer a “what if —it fl

@ a countdown.
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s the day turned to night, the house got quieter and Das fet alono. His thoughts
raced and his anxiety increased. Dae struggled to stay calm as his thoughs raced on.

Finally Dao foll aslecp. In the ethereal depths of his dream, Das found himselt
suspended in the silent,cerulean waters of Solumbra. The ruins of  forgotten
civilzation loomed beneath him, lluminated by the ghostly pulse of boluminescent
flora. Above him, the Goddess of Darkness manifestod—ot 25 a void, but s
towering, colostial prosence of obsidian and starlight

Her voica didn't travel through the water; it resonated dirocty within his marrow.
St spoke of his lunction not as a victim, but as a vessol boing forged. She explained
that the path of hardship he walked was  necessary “tempering*—a process of
breaking the soul to ensure it could be rebuilt into something indestructible,

——

To the Goddss, Dasmond was a masterploce in prograss, and th
sultered would be the friction required to sharpen a blade.

“The Goddess offered a chiling yet strangely comforting promise: Daemond would
never ba alone in his sulfering. Sho rovealed that hor essenco was intertwined with,
his. Every pang of grie, overy flash of physical pain, and overy moment of dospair ho
£t she would feel simultaneously. She whispered that through this shared agony,
sha would provido the internal compass toward strength and pationce. By enduring
the unendurable, ha would develop a stoicism that no mortal could broak:. In the
darknoss of his waking world, she would be the shadow at his back, ensuring bis|
Spirit romained intact evon when his body flt brokon. A5 the droam began to
dissolve into the hazy lghe of davn, the Gocdess drifted closer. Her hand, cold as the
docp ocean floor yet radiating an intense, dark energy, reachod out

s her palm prossod against his forohead, a searing heat bloomed a the contor of
RS S e ——————————

When Da finally avoke back on the shores of Salumbra, the physical pain was
gone, but his skin folt different.In the rflection of a small mirror, he looked as ho
romombered. Howavor, whon ho closed his oyes, ho saw a dark, intricate sigi otched
into bis forehead—a permanent mark of the Goddess's protection and his purpose.

“The marking ho saw with his oyes closed was not a simple shape or a scar; i was
a living sigi that seemd to existjust bonoath the sufaco of his skin, pulsing with a
fain, hythmic obsidian glow that mierored his heartbeat

“The mark was centered precisely in his mind’s eye, sharp, symmetrical, and
E S ———

Atits conter was a vertical it rosembling a closed third oyo or a drop of black.
liquid. Dac understood, without being told, that it epresentad th Goddoss's
constant obsorvation and her presenc within his mind. Radiating outward from the
ora wero thin, jagged lines like cracked porcelain or lightning frozen in cabon.
“Theso symbolized the breaking ho would endure, and the way those cracks could be
lled with the Goddess's dark strength.
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The Three Forms

“The following afternoon, the boys stood once again n the presence of Master Bu,
the ancient karate manual opon between them. The text was no longer moroly ink
and parchment. It was becoming a living philosophy that changed how they accupied
the space around them.

Mastor Bu didtjust teach thom to punch or kick: he taught them to mimic the
fundamental forces o the world. He used the manual's cryptic lustrations to ground.
their movements in the physical environment:

“The Mountain (Dhyana): To Dasny, he emphasized the "irm and stl” principe.
“A mountain does not flnch at the storm, " Bu instructed. Danny practiced his stances
untl his lngs flt ke stone pillars rooted dsep into the sarth, unshakabls and

“The Stork (Karunal: For Scott. the focus shifie o being "light and fuid * Ho
practiced shifing his weight with the graco of a bird taking flight —silent, afforless,
g R ———————
had seen i the Trus Mirror.

Dae was coached on the balance between the two, learing when to ba the
immareable peak and when to be the shifting wind.

A5 the sossion progrossed, the improvement was undeniable. Thoir stikes wore
sharper, thoir breathing was synchronized, and tho clumsy toenagers who had first
entered the temple were replaced by young men with a visible, quiet power.

After the physical exertion, the boys found a secluded cormer of the temple
grounds to refing their dark mission. The map in Imam Rashad's office was a
nacossary hurdlo that could assist therm i their pursut of a lost troasuro. They spoke.
in hushed tones, sting the items required for the "acquisiion”

A procision lockpick set,  dummy map, and a signaling dovice. Scottfelt his luid
‘mavements would make him the best candidate for the lockpicking work. Danny.
Suggested that he could create a replica map to place in the cabinet 5o the Imam
wouldst immediately notice the orginal was missing. Dac would figure out a way for
them to communicate if the Imarm or a caretaker approached the office while they
were inside,

Da listened, his heart heavy. Ho attempted the *Mountain’ stance he had fust
practiced but it folt impossiblo to maintain whon his conscience was o shaky.

Exhausted but focused, the trio mada their way back to the Hanson placo. To
anyon watching, thoy looked like typical students coming home from a long day.
They adhered sricty to the routine they had established the night before. They
Shared 3 quiet, nutritious meal, replenishing the energy spent in B’ grueling
training.
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Appendix A

A Moral Code for Modern Times

10 a world brimming with complexity and constant change, a simplo yot profound
moral compass can guids us, This code s built upon principles that have stood the
testof time, embracing the beauty of our differonces and the ever-expanding
potential of our cllective reach.

Core Principles

Fovero Life: Recogniza the intrisic valuo of allifo, in its myriad forms. Every
living boing contibutes to the richness of our shared cxistence. This roverence
extonds beyond human lfe to encompass tho natural world, undorstanding that our
well-beng i intertuined with the heaith of the planet.

Embrace Difference as Beauty: Diversity i not merely to be tolerated but
colobrated as a fundamental source of strength, creativity. and undorstanding. Our
individual uniqueness, inall ts exprossions - cultural,intallectual, physical, and
emotionsl - enriches the tapestry of humanity. Seck to understand perspectives
difforent rom your own, for in this exchange, wisdom grows.

Practice Inclusive Empathy: Extond your circlo o concorn to include all As our
capabilities and understanding expand, so oo should our ompathy and reach. Stive
0 alloviate suffeing, promote justice, and foster well being for all beings,
rocogizing ou shared vulnorabilty and interconnoctednoss.

Caltvat Peace and Collaborations Lifs i too precious and feeting to be
g S " ———y
problomsalving, i is ironic and tragic to rosortto division and strif. Instoad,
channel our colloctive strength toward coaperation, soeking common ground and
rosolving differencos through dialogue and mutual respect.

‘Commit to Contimuous Grovwth: This coda is notrigid but adaptable. Acknowledge
that now situations will arise, prosenting unforoseen challenges and opporturities
for doopor understanding. Romain open o learning, evolving your perspectives, and
rofining your actions as knowledgo and awaroness oxpand.

Living the Code
o live by this code is o choosa strangth - the strength to be kind, the strongth o
be understanding, and the strength to build a better futura togother. It is a call to
action to not only survive but to thrive, individually and collecively, in a world that
chorishos lfoinal its magnificent difforences.
By RallaD.
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Epilogue: The First Shadow
Crown

After Master Bu lod them iato the Temple of Duality, the planning lasted only long
enough for Emond to decide what the others did not yet understand: some
conversations could not b witnossed by boys who still needed to baliave their friend.
[Rp—

Ha sent Danny and Scott home boforo dawn. His ton was dismissive and final,
sharp enough that neither boy argucd. Rest.' o told them. ‘Guard Da wh the sun
roturns. Tho night has other wark.!

When they wera gone, Emond stood alone outsid the gates of the Temple of
Duality. For the firs tima all ight, his shoulders dropped.

“Thy are gone,” he whispered to the emply air.

“The air did o simply chil It sillsd. The lsaves stopped trembling. The last oose.
Scraps of paper on the temple steps lay flat as i the wind had died mid-breath.

“Then Vane emerged from the mouth of a rock cravice - o rather, drifed from it
He did not walk. Ho moved carafully and silonty, without sway, without wastod
motion. A low, subsonic hum made Emond's teeth ache. Light seeme to bend around
him, blurring his odges into the surrounding gloom.

The figuro stopped a fow feet away. His face looked lio pale, otchod marble, and his
eyes reflacted 3 startess sky.

“Tho arrangement with Master Bu i struck.’ Emond said, his voice trombling only
slightly "Who aro you to witness t?

“The figuro did not speak with lungs. His voice vibrated directly against Emond's
skull,anciont and sharp, like glass grinding on slk

1am Vane,'the floting man replied.

“Then Vane tlted forward, his limbs flding with torrfying grace st he knelt on
the ground before Emond. 1t was as though the floating man bowed from the emply
Spaca botween heaven and earth,  servant befor  throne.

1o not meraly witness, my lorl. 1 bind. My lfe, my essence, and the logions |
command are yours. My alegiance i cternl.

‘Emand stepped forward. The foar in his chest was replaced by & cold, intoxicating
heat, and a sigi like dark fre burnod in his mind's oye

Why? Essond asked. Why me:
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“The fluorescent lights of the school hallway fet harshor than usual as Das, Danny,
and Scott carred ther overstuffed backpacks toward thei assigned room. Tho
weight wasn'tjust physical; threo major exams loomed over their weck like a storm.
front, demanding every ounce of their focus.

Amidst the frantic Sipping of flashcards and late-night cramming, Das realized
with 8 jolt of guilt that he hadn't seen Leilan in days. Usually, his eyes tracked her
throwgh the lunchroom or the halls like @ adar, but the pressure of the upcoming
tosts and his training had croated a temporary blind spot.

When he inally spotted her near the side exit, he caught up to her, his heart
doing that familiar, awkoward skip. Das tentatively asked whero she'd been.

Leilani's usual spark was dimmed. Sho offorod a strained smile, mentioning she

was dealing with “family troublo” and quietly made it clear sho wasn't ready to dive
into the details.

‘Dae watched her walk sway, his infatution warring with his schedule. He folt &
docp ache to b thero for hr, t bo the thoughtful person ho wanted to become, but
his brain was currently partitionod for biology, history, and the koy. Ho made a quict
pact to ind a way to support her once the academic dust settod.

Afto lunch the three boys sat for the first o three axams for the weelk. Scott was
the most nervous but also the frs to finish with a passing score of 90%,

"Da finshed next and as befors, his scare s perfect,

‘Dany finished with a passing scoro of 81%. Al thro woro satisfied and the boys
‘wont back to their classroom o propare further. Dae looked around but coulda'tfind
Leilani. Ho foltan odd pain in his heart and silanly wished her wall

Aggressive Borrowing

‘Afto the fnal bel, the trio made their ususl stop at Imam Rashad's mosque.
Despits the stress ofthe day, Dae found himself pulld toward the back office, his
gaze Iocking onto the cabinet where the mysterious map remained secured.

“Tho conflict i his chost was becoming a physical welght. Imam Rashad had beon
nothing but a pillar o kindnoss and guidance to them, making the growing urge o
“borrow the map feel ke a betrayal Yet, the map's siren call was too lou o ignore.
He caught Danny and Scott's eyes, and a silent agreement passed betuween them. the
mission was back on.

A5 the boys Lot the mosquo and bogan the long trok toward tho Temple of
Duality, the conversation shifted from schoalork to logistics. The atmosphers grew
heavy a5 they whispered about the necessites of their plan. They needed to identify
the exact window botween evening prayars and the Iman's final rounds, or anothor
suitable time when the office would be st
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Vane looked up, a hollow smile touching his lips. ‘Becauso I follow Unibra, and
‘Unmbra is our foundation. We are no longer playing a game of nfluence. We aro
buiding 3 monument to the shadov. We are building the Kingdom of Darkness, and.
it roquires a king who is unafraid o lot the sun sot forever."

Emond looked out at thecity skylne, wharo the ights of the world h used to
belong to appoared small and fragile. Ho did not ook back for his friends. He looked
only into the dark.
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gesture - a silent, graceful sign of thanks and love - to everyone who passed.

The sight s a breathtaking marvel, as hundrods of floats dif past the houses,
wrapping the city i sense of universal welcome. Enarmous troupes and local
corporations spend months crafting exiravagant displays that leave the crowds in
auwe. Over the years, the event has evolved into a ferce display af civic pride, with,
businesses compoting to unveil the most elaborate Parade Items. These masterworks
range from colossal mechanical sea creatures with shimmering brass scales to lush,
selfcontainod loating gardens that perfumo the air with saltwater llies.

Thero is no uniform for the Lumas Festival instead, the citizens becomo tho art
tself. The stroots are a kaleidoscope of maginative costumes - vibrant
personifications of the sland's history or owering mythical iguros from Solumbra's
decp-sea loro. 1t is a day wher the line between the modrn citizen and tho anciont
logend is complately erascd.

Partcipation is deeply interactive, blurring the boundary between the marchers.
and the spectators. Hoth groups engag in the spiited oxchango of handerattod
candios, always accompanied by tho Lumas gosturo. By the tim the inal float
disappears into the horizon, overy child and adut is Iof with a haul of sweets meant
0 sustain the festive spirit hroughout the coming season.

At sunset, the Foast of Embers began. As the sun dipped below the horizon, the
sland gathered i the central lazas for the grand final, a celebration of the
community's warmth even as the light faded.

‘The Lumas Festival was meant to bs & celebration of light and unity, bt s the.
vening foast commenced on the shoros of Solumbra, the atmosphero changed.

Das, Danay, and Scott wer seated at tho edge of the pavilion whon Luke Avala
arrived, flanked by a smallcadre of his loyalit "friends. Luke, draped in silks that
ost moro than a Gsherman's yoarly haul, did not just entor a room; ho invaded it
“The boys had not met Luke before this but heard whispers of the crusity of some with
the Avala name.

Luke's barbarity was on ful display. Ho kicked aside a young server's ray just to
watch the fruit scatter, laughing as the boy scrambled to clean i. He approached the
tio'stable, leaning over Scott with a sneor that suggested Scott was ittle more than
a smudgo on the island's pritine map. 1 thought this pavilion was for the olite,
Luke drawled, his voice carrying over the music. "Wy do 1 so@ the island's charity
e e——

‘Dae gripped his cup, his knvuckles whits, but Danny - ever the slent storm
romained perfoctly stl Luke's two bodyguards moved in, sensing the tension. They
wers largor than Luke, buit ke the Jagged clffs of the nosthern shore, and twico as

“The fest quard reached for Danny's collar. In a blur of motion that dofied the
fostive lothargy, Danny did not just defend; ho dismantled. Danny used the guard's
‘momentum, catching his wrist and pivoting. With a sharp shove, ho sent the man
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spiraling nto a heavy oak table, tho guard c
pottery.

lapsing into a heap of shatterod

s the socond guare lunged with a heavy fist, Danny ducked, delivoring a
lightning-fast ick to the back of the man's knee. As he bucklod, Danny delivored a
procise palm strike to the chost, knocking the wind out of him and leaving him
gasping on the sand.

“The music stopped. The surrounding guests foll nto a stunned silonce. Luke,
suddenly strippec o his wall of muscle, looked small The “barbarian king' of
‘Solumbra found himselt staring into Danny's cold, unwavering eyos. Danny did not
Say & word. He simply stepped toward Luke, his shadow stretching long under the
fickering torchlight. Luke's bravado evaporated instantly. Ho stumbled backward,
tripping over his own expensive hem, his face a mask of palo torror

“This is not over!” Luko shricked, his voice cracking. But as Danny took one moro
dliberata step forward, Luke turned and bolted nto the darknoss of the rocline, his:
tail guratively - and quite pathetically - tucked between his logs.

The feast continuod, but for the firsttime in years, tho ar on Solumbra folt a little
lighter.

Aftor dinnr, the Firo-Dancers bogan. In a spectacular display of skil, dancers
used flame-throwing apparatuses to dluminats the night, symbalizing the sland's
norqy and the power of shared abundance. Betwoen courses of the massivo
islandwide foast, the koapers o tho alo took the stage to rocount storics of
‘Solumbra's founding, tsstrange laws, and the succossos of the past yoar.

Long communal tables bent beneath the island's harvest, Many of Solumbra's
wealthiost ctizons used the cvent to sponsor extravagant dishes, effoctively donating
their excoss wealth back into the belles of their neighbors.

The Lumas Festival Feast was a summer tradition unique to Solumbra, both a
vibrant display of the sland's wonders and a ferce point o cultursl pride. For Dae,
however, the evening's grand feast-  whishind of golden antern light and the rich,
briny scont of oasted sea-salt meats - passed as littlo moro than a blur. His world
narrowed to a girl stting thrae tables away who looked oddly familar,  figure who
scomed to draw every gaze in the hal.

Dae imagined he was being subtle, paering cautiously over tho rim of his wooden
goble, but his fascination s total and transparent. The colebratory roar of the
rowd faded into a dull hum a5 he remained transfixed. In the dancing candlelight,
sho looked like  vision; hor long, dari curls fel over hor shoulders with tho fluid
race af shadows caught in & oom. Whenever a laugh escaped he, her striking
roon oyos scome to ignito, mirroring the docp, pulsing bioluminescence of the
slants ovn wid flora.

“You know, if you stare any harder, you are going to set hor hair on firs,” Scott
‘muttered, nudging Dae's shoulder with a grn.
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“Im not staring, Dae lied, his face fushing a shado of od that rivaled the sunset.

‘Danny loaned in from the other sids, loaning back on his bench. "Man, you've
been  statue for ten minutes. Just go over there. The music i loud, the vib is right,
Just say hello.”

Fuellod by qual parts poer prossurs and a sudden, dosperate burst of courage,
'Da stood up. His logs flt ke they were made of soft sand - heavy and unstable. As
he swove through the dancing crowds and low.slung tables, the world seemed ta il

When he finaly reachod hor, the “cool” opening line he had practiced evaporato.
“Hey." ho managed. It came out a bit moro broathloss than intonded.

‘The beautiful girlturned. Up close, her beauty was disarming; she possessed
profound calmness that made the chaotic ostival around thom feel ike a distant
hum. Sho did not look annoyed at the interruption; she looked curious, hor groen
eyes scanning his face with a gentle, patient ight

'Da trid to tethor himself o roality. “The...the foastis good, right? The snapper
s vory...fishy.”

Fishy? He wanted to sink into the sand.

I 5" she replied, har vaice smooth and steady. °I think tho Lumas Bloom smells
battor this yoar, though. Don' you?”

Dae nodded ferventy, though his brain was currently a white-noise machine. Ho
e T e ———
actually being in he orbit that he forgot how to form complex sontences. Ho was a
stuttering mess, nodding at things that did not require nods and gripping his
hemline

‘Dospito his visible internal short.circuit, her oxprossion remained kind. She
scomed to sense the hurricana of norves boreath his surface and offered a small,
encouraging smilo that settlod his heart - at loas a tto bit

"My name is Daemond, but cal me Dac.”

“Nice to meot you, Das. I'm Leilai. It a bit loud horo to oally tal. she said
softly, loaning in so he could hear her over the drums.

"Yoah* Das agreed, Snally finding a shrod of composure. "I'm usually better at
words.

“Then let us find a better time,” she suggested. “The weekend i for the fostval,
butlet s try to catch up at school after summer. During lunch? Or after school near
the courtyard?”

'Da folt a surge of reiefso strong he nearl tripped over his own foot again
“School. Dafnitly. Il o you then.” As ho walked back to Danny and Seot, his hoad
was spinning, but for the irst time that night, ho was not just staring from the
sidelnes.
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quido, but a scorching weight. To save the sland trom a bloody rovolution, ha chose
to dismantle his own supromacy. On Decamber 12, 1952, trading his gokden robos for
a simple gray suit, ho dalivered the Sunsot Spocch. With the words, “Tha Crown.
rests; the People rise he signed the Charter of Common Savereigty, transforming
the nation into a democracy and himself ino is irt Executivo Prosident.

“This act of grace, however, oft the Cult of the Umbra - the underground.
worshippers of tha Void - n a st of paralysis. Having spent centuries defined by
their secret, vilent resistance against the Light,they found themselves i & world
where there was no longer a tyrant to fight. I the light of democracy, the
“robellious* Umbra were suddeny just a group of men in a basoment, facing the
territying prospect o irrelevance.

Faced with the threat of extinction in a fres society, the Umbra leaders executed
 mastarful pivot known as the Shadow Intogration. They realized that while
“Darlcness" was a hard sell in a demacracy, "Privacy” was a commodity. They shed
their occult aesthetics and robranded as the Libertarian Void Paty (LVP).

By stripping away blood rituals and replacing them with philosophical tencts, the
LVP redofined darknoss for tho modorn ora. They argued that Light was no longor.
divine radiance, but state surveillance and the tyranny of public scrutiny. Shadow.
they claimed, was the only place where the ndividual could truly exist. & esim of
privacy, deregulation, and quiet contemplation.

King Theron's billianco lay in his forcsight. He recognized that two great threats
Ioomed over his kingdom: the instability of extrome woalth inequality and the
inabilty of a single hereditary ruler to manage a complex, modern scology. As he
famously quipped, "A King can give an ordr, but only a thousand brains can truly
govern a sea

To addross these, h issusd the Royal Decre of Self Obsolesconco, later known
s the Mandate of Theron. This was not an abdication, but a surgical restructuring of
the state desigred to protect the people from the Crown - and the Crown from itsoll

King Theron nationalized the golden clam industry, stripping the monachy and
ity of it monopoly. All revenius was redicected into a sovereiqn wealth trust,
which distributed profits direetly to overy citzen. This established a permanent
Universal Basic Income (UBI), ensuring that the island's natural wealth served the
common good rather than a privileged fow.

Ho sbolished the old Royal Council of Nobles, replacing it with an slectd body
chosen through merst and distrct representation. Cracially, Theron locked the Glams
Trust, stripping the Councilof any power to amend or deplota i, theraby shiclding
the UBI from political corruption or short-torm maneuvering.

To maintain chacks and balances, the trustees of the Glams Trust wer required
o be roplaced every fivo yoars, enstring fresh oversight and proventing the
stagnation of povwer.
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King Thron did not merely step aside; he redefinod the pinnacle of power. Ho
transitioned from an absolute monarch to the nation’s firt Executive President. In
this now rol, he became a data-driven implementr of the Council's will -2 symbol of
the state with a fxed six-year term and no legisltive authority. By modeling the
prosidancy as a professional adminstrative offce rather than  divine right, King
Theron fundamentally altered the soul of Solumbra, moving it from a fragyl

theocracy to  stable, prosperous democracy.

“The final pioce was the creation of the Citizen Roview Chamber (CRC). King
“Theron understaod that his own wisdom was inite. He mandated that the CRC he
R —— N R —
the CRC. Although the executive presicent had pover o veto any CRC majority, the
prosidonts decre could bo overcomo if two-thirds of the CRC so voted. The rotation
of stato loadership allowed for the improvement of archaic laws and ostablished a
better way to adapt to changing times.

“The transition from the divine right of kings to the messy, beautiful reality of 2
republic was not a straight line. President Theron VI sat in the high-backed chai f
the Obsidian Office, the same room wher he had once signed equality laws in
gold-ecked ink. Before him Jay the Restoration Accord, a document drafted by the
old aritacracy. It offered him a title,  hneage, and absolute power. All he had to do
was dissolve the Senate and name himselt High Soversign.

‘Theron Iooked out at the harbor. Under the monachy, those docks had served the
king's navy. Now they woro crowdod with independent merchants, fishing boats, and
school vessels carrying the chidren of silors. He knew that to accept the crown
would bo to trade the progress of the many for the comfort of the fow.

o explain his refusal to the lingering royalists, Theron shared a story that has
since bacome a conerstone of Solumbran civi pride

“Imagino an island with a single, magnificent applo tree. For generations, ono
familyclaimed the troe, deciding who could oat and who would starve. When the fruit
was swest, the king took the best, When the crop faled, the peapla withered whie
the king ato the dried roserves.

“One day, the people took the secds. They did not merely eat them. They planted
ton thousand trees across the sland.

“Now somo argus we should chop down the ton thousand trees and return to the
singlo Groat Troe because it is asior to manage. But a single reo can ot from.
within, and when it fals, the island starves. A ropublc is not asinglo tree itis an
orchard. 1f ono troe fals, the othors sustain us. Wa do not noed a gardenar-king to
el us we are hungry. We need the right to tend our own soil.”

History is a harsh teacher, and Theron mado it cloar that  kingdom is not
governmont. Itis  countdown. Rule by a single bloodline always tends toward
corruption for three fundamental reasons:
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T Echo Chamber: Without a roprosentativo body, a King only hears what his
ourtiers want him to hear. Truth becomes a casualty af ego

The Prvatization of Fate: In  monarchy, the national treasury is the King's
pocketbook Publc ifrastructura is neglocted n favor of monuments t the ruler's
vanity.

The Succossion Lottery: Even if a King s "good,” his heir may bo a tyrantor a
fool. A Republic emsuros that a singlo bad leader is a temporary setback, not a
pr—————

‘Theron pushed the Accord aside and picked up his simple wooden pon. "I will not
trade our orchard for a golden cage,” ko said. Solumbra has loarned to walk. We will
ot craw back to the throne.

Today, the Democratic Republic remains steong a5 new members are elactad and
athers stop down. This rotation alows fresh minds to change leadership and adapt
the laws to the changiag voice of Solumbra

In the summer of 1990, Executive President Pauo of Solumbra recognized the
faling strategies o tho War on Drugs and convened with governing loadors to find a
Solution, Follonwing two months of intense deliberation with experts in economics,
law enforcement, medicine, and civil ights, the government passed the Hoalth
Hazards Law. This logislation placed doctors in control of high-risk substances,
datying tho prohibitionist standards of other nations.

“The law, which romains in effect, stands as Solumbrals most controversial
xamplo of drug roform. By legalizing and rogulating thesa substances through
‘mdical oversight, Solumbra sovered the financialifelines of criminal organizations
and caused crime rates to plummat. Under ths system, aduls can oblain
proscriptions for cortain substances oy aher signing strict non-sharing agroemonts
and accepting safety messures such as overdose.prevention supplics. Those who
violate their agreements face suspension of their prescription privleges. Because the
supply s requlated, drug qualit is monitorod and significantly safor than the
blackmarket alternatives.

Today the population of Solumbra has grown dramaticall. Its beautiful beaches.
of white sand, the warm climate, overall frendiness, unusual schooling, and ts ow
crime rate aro just somo of many things that make Solumbra unigue and an example
o the world.

‘Solumbra did not run on hope alono. 1t ran on a social contract as rigid as the
slandt's basal clifs, The architects of the new state dentifiad two monsters - the
black markot and the poverty trap - and systematically starved thom of powor by
erocting threo pillars oflaw that would have boen unthinkablo elsewhere.

Fiest, they endod the war on drugs by surrendoring it to medicine. In Solumbra,
the dealer woro a whito coat and held a medical degroe. Ifa citizon wastod to chase
a high, ho did not go o a back alley; ho went 10 clinic, signed a NonDistrbution

Agreement, and accepted responsibiliy for keaping tho dose in his own veins alone.
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To share was to be cast aut of the medical safety net,

Second, thoy treated homelessnoss as  glitch in the machine. No one slep in the
gutters bocause the floor stipend caught thom first. I person had nothing, the city
gave him  bod and a broom. In exchanga for urban gardening or ropairing the roads.
they walked on, citzens were guaranteed a stako in the island's survival, including
the Glam stipend.

Finally,they enforced the Winners Limit. Solumbra recognized that one husdred
millon dollars was mor than any one soul could spend in a ifetime. Anything
beyond that - every cent of the hundro-million-and-fist dollar - was harvested by
the Department o Commerce. It was 3 hard ceiling on greed, ensuring that the
xcoss of the few paved tho roads and funded the clinics for the many.

“These changes helped the isl of Solumbra become a light and an example to the.
world, at loastin the ey0s of those who belioved order could bo mado compassionate
e ———

Lumas Festival

‘Somo things in Solumbra stayed the samo, and the Lumas Fostival remainod the
heartbeat o Atlantacan culture. Hold annually on the Summer Solstic, it colebratod.
tho Great Light of the island and served as a day of communal renewal. The fostival

followe the sun's path: personal reflection at sunrise, public celabration at midday,
and a iory communal foast at ight.

The Lantorn Launch bogins at sunrise when evory citizon constructs a dolicate.
paper lantorn. Inside, they write two things: a mossage to the doceased and a
promiso to themsolvas. AL the momont the sun breaks the horizon, thousands of
lantorns aro roleased. The sight of a "socond dawn" rising from tho island's edges
symbolizes the collectve iatentions of the people taking figh.

'Das, Danay, and Scott woke early and mads suro thei lantern was roady o be
Sent off in remembrance of thei lost sister, Mis. As Dae prepared for the Lantern
Launch, ho could not help exprossing gratitude and love for his oiginal family as
well.

The boys'lantern was a mix of colors, shapes, and kind words, all created from
the love and gratitude they carried for their lost sister. The end result was boautiful
and unique, a lantern that floated up and out into the endless sky with the hopo that
it would resemble the great, kind. and powerful example Mia had been to them.

1t was quist o the ride back to Hanson home as each thought of their Iost loved
ones and propared for the romainder of the fostival

At midday, the Parado of Sweats bagan. As the sun reached its zenth, the
atmosphere shifted rom serene to elactric, The Midday Circuit, & vibrast island-wide
parad, wove through overy district Familios and businessos propared floats, and
Dae, Danny, and Scott could nat agree on & specifi float to suppert, 50 they settled
for giving ot sweats as the parade marched past their homs, siging the Lumas
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Theso memories were no longer just past ovents; they wora sacred relics the boys
carried in thei harts.

On the il night, the atmosphero shified from somber to solemn. "We tharik you,
Mia, for your example, your bravory, and the sacrifice you gave to us” Da said, his
voico steady and roveront. Danny and Seott ropeated tho words lio a itany. Daa
drow a small knifo, ts blade catching the dim light. With a quick. practiced moion,
ho prossod it into his palm. Ho passed the blade to the twins, and each folowed suit
[ET———,

“Wo swoar we will nover forgot you or dishono you. You will always guide us,
‘Dae declared. As the twins echoed the vow, the three boys pressed their bloodied
palms together - visceral, unbreakablo oath. To seal the band betwaen the iing
and the dead, each lot a ew drops of blood fall into the baso of the lantern, ensuring
that when it rose, it carrid a part of thir ives with Mia. Then Dae placed Kaclen's
silvor pondant inside. Afor a long silonce, ho unhooked Brayden's pendant and lid it
beside it "Please take this to my brother." he whispered.

A5 the ovening deepened, the boys gathered in the quit safety oftheir shared
‘company, the sir thick with & newound sense of brotherhood. No longer fusled by
the adrenaline of survval, they lsaned into the simple, human act of sharing their
worlds with one another.

“The conversation drifte through ther individusl passions and the futures they were
beginning to imagine.

Scott spoke with a restoss, bright-oyed intensity about his oducation. Ho was.
dotarmined to tear through his schooling at record spocd, his mind currently
captivated by tha intricate, limitless world of PC tochnology and the digital wonders
rp——

‘Danny loaned into his physical prosence, noting with a gin the steady growth of
his own strength. He balancod this display of toughness with a lighthoarted
confession of his groatest wealness: an unapologetic, deop-seated love for swoots.
and confections,

Dae took them back to bis roots, speaking softly and tenderly of his famiy. He
sharod storios of his mother, Sunny, her nam raflcting the warmth he stil carried
from his home in Solumbrs.

“The hours slipped away as they talked, the dialogue flowing easily from tachsical
drsams to childhood memories. For the first tim in years, the shadows of ther past
i o Toel ke a suffocating weigh. In that circle of shared secrets and quiet
laughter, the trauma of their journey began to rocede. Dospite everything thoy had
ndurod - the darknoss, tho loss, and the scars - they realized with a stat that they
wero experiencing something thoy had not felt n a long time: tho gonuin, glowing
embers of happiness.

‘That evening, the three gathered in the game room and spoke of everything they.
ould remember. When Da's turn came, he started quistly. "We are unique, and we
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aro stronger than bofore. This strength did not come freely, and it was not easy. But
now it s us togther. Lot us promise to use our strength to teach, to share, to help
those i need, and to be examples worthy of our fallon family."

From Sunny's Notes - The Old Kingdom and the Republic

Before the era of the Three Families - before the Great Unification stabilized the
rocords and gave the realm a singular voice - Solumbra was loss @ civlization thana
ghostly colaction of echocs. Daring this fractured epoch, history was not written. It
was carved into the walls of collapsing sea caves or whispered through the
bioluminosconce of doop-tronch floa. Thi is what romains known of thoso shadowed.
beginnings.

Before the families combined, the people of Salumbra lived n isolated, nomadic
clustors. There was o central capital, only cradis: small goothermal venis that
provided warmith and protection against the crushing prossuro of the abyss.
Communication between cradias was nearl impossible. The dacp currents woro
erratic, and the predators of that ago wer far moro numerous than they aro today.
Bocauso thero was no unifid language, the records from this timo consist mostly of
‘mnemonic carvings on whale bons and obsidian shards. Histarians call this period
the Long Sience.

“The modorn inhabitants of Solumbra rely on throe primary pieces of history to
understand this period. These aro tho anly known artifacts that survived the.
Saltdscay of the sarty millennia,

First was the Obsidian Pillr, discovered in the Midnight Zone. The pillar contains
a primitive celestial map. It suggests that tho early Solumbrans did not merely look
at the soa. Thoy wero obsessed with the stars, possibly using the rofraction of light
through the surface to track the seasons of the world abov.

‘Second was the First Song,  fragment of thythimic sequence found in ancient
resamance stones. Unlike the melodic music of the later Three Famiies, this was &
functional language: a series of lov requency pulses used to warn neighboring
cradlies of tectonic shifs or approaching laviathas

“Third, the sal-glass vials which were found buried n the sltof & large trench.
A [V ——————
civilization used these as  form of biological currency, trading light for heat or
pr—

“The most haunting aspect of this era is the realzation that Solumbra was already
lost befor it was ever found. Befors the dawn of the thres great famiies - Aala,
Makos, and Kamora - the island's inhabitants ived in small, disconnected groups
scattorod across the landscape. Thoy were a fragmented people, and today only the
Farost remaants remain to prove they wero ver there

“The recards do not describe a beginning; they describe an inheritance of uins
Theso carly wandarors seemo to beliove they wera the survivors of a much older
catastrophe - one that occurred baforo they cven entared the water. They wero not
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buiding a new world so much as they wero trying to remember how to survivo in the
ono thoy were given.

From these scatiorod survivors, three powarful ineages eventually emorged to
dominato the sland. Yot, oven their carly history was dofined by shadow. For
genorations, these rival familis ruled separate toritories, plagued by constant
warfare, torsitorial disputes, and intornal strfe. Tho peace of the sland was
shattorad by the very clans meant to protect it

Focognizing that only a singular, adaptablo govornment could ensure long torm
survival against the encroaching tides, the islandors looked for a way t ond the
blaodshed. They turned tothe House of Avala - the argest and most inluential of the
three clans - o ead them,

Under ATalas leadorship, the island was unifiod, ushoring in an ago of
unprecedented cooperation and peace. For conturics, the House of Alala held the
throne of Solumbra, their ineago strotching back as far as written memory, inally
providing a stablo foundation ovor the bonos of the ancient. forgotten past.

Apivotal change occurred under the relgn of King Theron Avala VI, a man loss
interested in golden crowns and more interested in islanders working and benefiting
together.

King Theron VI, known widly a5 “The Calculating One,” sscendsd the thrane just
s Solumbra staod on the precipice of both a golden age and a spiritual crisis. His
roign was dofined by the discovery of the Glams, massive goldon clams whose shells
and meat promised unimaginable wealth. While Theron focused on the economic
potential of these treasures, the cultural foundation of his kingdoms began to crack.

For thrao hundred yoars, Solumbra had been an absolute theocracy under the
Throne of the Sun. Tho Ordor of tho Luminary taught that tho King was the divine.
lons through which the gods focused their ight upon the world.

In this society, there was no distnction between sin and crime; to challenge the
‘monarch was to challongo the sun itslf. Yot by tho early 20th century, the Light
Foligion began to lose itsluster. Betweon 1920 and 1050, the faith suffered a slow
erosion. As ndustrialization took hold, the priesthood's ancient dogmas regarding
naturo and medicin wero dismantled by scientifc progross, leaving the Ordar
looking like an archaic rolic in a modorn world.

1 1045, the moral foundation of the Light Religion shattored. Whils the northrn
mining provinces withorod under the shadow of famino, it was rovealed that tho High
Priests had embezzled relet funds to construct a diamond-encrusted cathedral - &
transparent momument to their own groed. The spiritual bond between tho clorgy.
and the impoverished was not just broken; it turned tosic. Tha whole torritory was.
roady for war.

By the timo King Theron VI took the throne i 1950, the pows were flled with
ghosts - people who bowed out offear rather than faith. Theron, @ pragmatist
oducated in the wider world, saw the writing on the wall:the Light was no longer a
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springboard, Da launched into a spinning aerial. He delivered  lightning-fast
double-kick that caught both attackers in the chest, sending them spiraling into the
surt,

“The leader, seeing his friend fall, swung a desperate, heavy haymaler at Danny.
“Drop low!" Scalt barked from the ground. Danny ducked the punch, grabbed the.
oldor boy's load log, and hoisted it upwar. AL the samo timo, Da - landing from his
stike - delivered a precise palm-thrust o the boy's chest.

“The combined momentum of Danny's it and Dae's strike sont the leador fiying.
backward, landing hard in the wot slurry o tho shoreline.

Within minutas, the "dominance” of the older boys had complately evaporatad.
“They lay groaning in tho sand, gasping for breath as tho tide licked at their hecls.

Danny reclaimed their bundles with a grunt of saisfaction. Dae stood perfectly.
stil, s breathing steady, not asingle grain of sand out of placo on his skin. Scott
calmly wiped the it rom his spoctacles, slid thom back onto his face, and looked
down at the boys.

“In the Templo of Duality.” Scott said, his voico cold and lovel, "we loarn that age.
‘means nothing i the mind i not behind the fst. And our minds are always together.”

“The three students turned and walked back toward the mountain, lesving the
humiliated boys to explain to the locas how they had been dismantled by thrae.
younger students in their swimming goar.

The Lumas Games

As the humid sir cooled aver the shores of Solumbra, the island stirred with
rostioss enorgy. The Lumas Festival had passed. but the trus last hurrah was just
beginning: the Lumas Games. Held the weekend before the school gates opensd, the
‘Games wero a highistakos farewell to summr.

“The Games are stricly tiorod by age - 12t 15, 16 t0 21, and 22+ - and governed
by a singular, unyielling rule: You can only win once. To claim victory in any ovent is
0 be barred from the rest, 3 mandate that ensures glory is  shared community
rosource. Far the victors, the prizo s the sland's highest honor. a seat atthe Golden.
Head Table for the lagendary closing foast.

The frst phase of the Garmes pushed the limits of physical dexterity through three.
arucling events:

The Basalt Carry: A test of raw power. Competitors haul heavy volcanic spheres
through a sandy obstacle course. A single drop rosults in instant disqualifcation

“The Reef Runner Sprints: A 100-meter dash across the “Jagged Flats.” Spead i 3
socondary concorn o the balanc required to navigate slippery coral and Fazor sharp.
‘dal pools.

“The Ascont of Whispering Vines: A vertical gauntlet. Climbers scalo a 40-foot cif
of swaying, shifting tropical vines that roquiro fluid strength rather than static Grip.
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“The next part was the Trial of the Mind. Intelloct and charisma are tosted in
qual measure through two distnct challongos:

“The Echo Chamber: An "Oracle” rcites complex soquences of sland history and.
naturo sounds. Competitors must repeat the sequence perfacty, tosting the limits of
disciplined memory.

‘The Silver Tongiae: The ultimate tast of oratory. Participants receive a bizarre,
impromptu topic and have throe minutes to persuad a panal of elders using wit,
rhythm, and charisma.

‘Danny was the first to faco the gauntlet i the Basalt Carry. After a shaky start,
his rhythim became stable and fast. He was on a clear path to the podium until Luke,
dosperate to sabotage him, shoved a bystander into his path. Tho collsion sent the
basalt sphero thudding into the sand. Disqualified and surging with adsenaline,
‘Danny had to be physically restrained by Dac and Scott to keep him from retaliating
against Luke's blatant foul.

At the Whispering Vinos, Dae fought with a different kind of ntensity. Ho scalod
the chf with practicod grace, though a ingering arm injury slowed his ascont in the
inal ton foot While he did not take the top spot, his tenacity secured him a
respected finish n the top fiv.

Finally, Scottstepped up for The Silver Tongue. He swas handed a nonsensical
‘prompt:"Explain why chocolate milk can be found at the bottom of the ocoan.
Without a second's hesitation, Scott spun a talo of doop-sea thermal springs and
falon cocoa leaves creating a *sated chocolate current "

The crowd was captivated, and the eldors woro unanimous: Scott was the
hampion for his age. As he was crownod on of the Lords of the Summer, he was.
escorted to the Hoad Table to east on Solumbra's finest delicacies and receiva a
toast from the Governor. Despito their own narrow misses, Danay and Dao watched
Srom the sands, their prids for thei friend outweighing the sting of the day's trals.

Later that weokend, the Hanson household was  hive of quict industry as the
final countdown to the frst day of school bogan. Tho dining tablo was buried under a
colorful chaos of survival gear for the classroom: crisp notabooks, bundlos of
sharpened pencils, and heavy-duty baclpacks that felt ke armor for the transition
back into the world

For the boys, thoso supplies reprosented moro than just academic requirements;
they wero symbols of a norma lfe they had once thought impossible. Dac
‘meticulously organized his bag, his movements precise and deliberate. He tucked 3
now skotchpad into a sida pocket, a git from the Hansons o encourage his hoaling
‘Danny was double-chcking the scheduls, his finger tracing the room numbers as if
‘memorizing  map of & new territory. Scott adjusted the straps on his pack, ensuring
it sat comfortably even while he moved with his crutches. They had spent the
afternoon practicing the routa betwoen classes, ensuring Scott's mobility would ot
b barrier to his education.
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they had over seen. Residing within the breathtaking Temple of Dualiy, Master Bu
guided them with s temperament that was at once patien, kind, and unyieldingly.
direct. Hisclarity of speech matched the clarity of is spri, and as the weeks.
passed, tho boys'affoction for him doepened. Ho became moro than a teacher; he
was their anchor, a mentor they honored with the title of Master Bu out of a
profound and growing respect.
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“The Templa itsel was a marvelof architecturs and geagraphy, perched
precariausly on the jagged obsidian clfs of Solumbra. It was a place whers the
violont, crashing waves of the Atlanti collded with the immovable silence of the.
‘mauntains. I thisthin place, where the air hung heavy with saltwater and incense,
the temple's cora philosophy was etched into cvery stone: Balance or Fall.

‘Under the watchl eye of Master Bu -  man whose movements possessed the
‘paradaxical grace of flowing silk and the crushing weight of iron - Dae, Danny, and.
Scott bagan their initation nto Banjie Quan, tho Ar ofthe Halr Link. This was not
just about throwing punches. It was ahost internalizing the duslity of the temple
tsclf. Master Bu taught that strongth is useloss without a link to 0ne's contor. Banjie
‘Quan focuses on the transition btwoen movement and stillnos. 1t teaches that a
fighter is most powerful in the hal ink: the moment betwaen defonse and attack

‘The boys practiced on narvanw obsidian beams overhanging the cliffs,learming
that fear is merely an imbalance of the mind. For Dae, Danny, and Scott the martial
art bocame a metaphor fo their recovery. They wero learning to brdge the gap
batween their traumatic past and their uncertain futuro. Master Bu did not believe in
uniform training. Ho believed that the Templo of Duality should pull from a student's
matursl sssence fo create a complets fghter.

Al throa boys practiced differontly under Master Bu's instruction. For Dany, the
path was called the Crushing Tide. Hi training focused on internal power, or
Neigong. Because he was naturally strong, Bu pushed him to ground his energy. His
strikes were not just punchs; they wero siructural collapsos.

‘Danny spont hours striking heavy ston pillars wrapped in soaked homp. As he
practiced, he repeated, *Power with control " unti the phrase became  hythm in
his bones. He learned to channel his massive strength into & single point of impac,
turning a wild swing into a surgical strike.

For Dae, the path was called the Whispering Wind. Dao was fast, and when he
practicod he bacame a blur of motion. His mind processed combat like  stratogist
‘moving piocas on a board. Bu did not teach him to hit harder; ho taught him to hit
frstand hit everywehere. Master Bu blindfolded him while he sparred against
‘mliple wooden polos swinging on ropes. Das practiced Intarcepting Flow, using
dexterity ta redirect an opponent's momentum befora the opponent had even
Snisied the thovght. He was the nedle that found the gap in the armr.

For Scott,the path was called Calculating Calm. Scott lacked Danny's rav musclo.
‘and Da's twitch-rofle, 50 he became the Architect of the Fight. His art was rootod
in goometry and levorage. Ho studied prossuro points and joint locks. While the
others practiced forms, Scott practiced Tho Shortest Line. He loared that ho did not
nocd to bo strongar than Danny if he know exactly how much force was necded to
roach an olbow, a knce, or a balance point.

Later, tho throo boys practiced the Trial of the Dual Pillars. Master Bu led ther to
the centar of the temple, where two massivo pillars - one white, one black - rotated.
Slowlyin a pool o shallow water. The three had to defend the center of the paol
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against Mastor Bu himsolf. Danny acted as the shield, taking the brunt of Bu's heavy
o ——————.
lightning-faststrkes to keep him oft-balance. Scott watched from the edga of the
fray, shouting out timing cues and identifying the moment Bu shited his weight to
his back heel.

In that momont on Solumbra, they wor not just thrae students; they woro &
singlo, functioning weapon. Bu stopped back, bowod doeply, and vanished it the
mist of the temple, eaving thern dripping with sweat and newfound respect for the.
duslity vithin themsalves.

Much of the summer was spent building strength, endurance, and wisdom. Over
ime they grow in cach of theso areas. Dac's arm st hurt some of the timo but ho
was petting closer to moving without pain

Scott bacame quite good at cantrollng his prosthotic log and moved around
almost everywhere with asse. He was ot fastor the strongest, but he was smart, He
would help Dae and Danny practice corsectly and studied different mantras with
Master Bu. In addition to training with Master Bu, the throe boys exercised daily,
with long runs, climbing and swimming.

“The humid st of Solumbra's northers coast usually hummed with tranquilty.
That peace shaitered the moment Das, Danny, and Scott stepped out of the
crystal-lear cove to find three older boys scavenging through their belongings. The
intruders woro alroady mid-mockery, tossing Danay's boots and Dae's shirt back and
forth ik trophics.

When Dae approached to demand theirclothes, the laughter turned jagged. The
alder boys forme a predatory circle, playing & cruel game of keep-aay. Every time
Scott reached for his spoctacles, a taller boy lofed thom just outof reach, snoering.
at their frustration.

“You're a long way from tho Templo, kids,” the largost boy sneered. Ho did not
wait for  eply. He lunged forward and delivered a sharp, open-palmed stike to the
side of Scotts head.

“The crack of the hit ochoed offthe rocks. Scolt's glasses flow into the sand, and he
stumbled back, clutching his car.

In that instant, the air changed. Danny did o yol; e simply became @ mountain.
'Dae did not hositate: ho became a shado.

“Danny, 2 'lock - pivot and anchort” Scotts voice rang out, dazed but clinicl,
Ha was alroady on one knee, his hand sweeping the sand to find his frames, but his
mind was aiready mapping the counter-attack.

Following Scotts blueprint, tho fight bocamo a losson in the Art o tho Half Link.

s the two lackeys rushed in o capitalize on Scott' fall, Danny planted his foot
with the force of an iron pylon. "Now!" he grunted. Da did not run around Danny: ho
ran up him. Using Danny's lacked hands as a stirrup and his broad shoulder a5 3.
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As the night progressed, Dae periodically looked for Leilani, Danny and Scott
wwere tired and dscided to head home before him, Leaving Dae with the courage of
boy who had almost said the right thing and wanied one moro chanco to say it ottor.

Afto some time, sho was o onger at her ablo. Dae paced the aroa, his eyos
Searching the crow for & flah of her hair orthe specifc thythm of her stride. Bt
the girl was gone. Afer an hour of haunting the same stroet cormers, the hollow acho.
of disappointment set in, and ho fnally turned toward home.

Das mind was a mile away, stil racing the memory of the gil, when the world
suddonly tightened around him.

“Look who it i, boys." Tho voico was ike a cold splash of water. Da looked up to
find Luke swaggering toward him, flanked by two othors. Boforo ho could pivot,a
‘i of thick arms snaked around his chest from behind, pinning his elbones and
hoisting bim offhis feet. A sharp, hot bioom of pain erupted in his side as the st st
ST T ———————
world began to biur. Luka stood beforo him, wearing a jagged, cruel grin. "You are
ot 5o tough, are you?”

“The fest punch to the face brought the metallc tang of blood to Dae's tonguc.
Then came a barrage - dull thuds and sharp cracks, punctuated only by the boys"
Jagged laughter. When they inally dropped him, he hit the pavement hard, only to
ool the rain of heavy boots against his spine. Luke stapped ovor him, spitting in
disqust.

Dae pushed himself up to one knee, his vision swimming. He'd survived worse; he
had carried scars longer than Luks had bean a bully. He forced himsel to stand,
trembling, even s Luke's humilations reached a fever pitch.

“Then, the steol came out. A kifo glinted in Luke's hand. "You've spent enough
i on this carth, you Hlthy bastard. Time to end this.

Das braced hisself, his energy spont staring death i the ey without a whimpor.
Luke paused, almost improssad by the stoic silence. “Too bad you will ot 560 your
riends again,” Luka sncorod, closing the distance. "They'l just havo to wondor what
happened when they find your corpse.”

“Pardon me, boys. But could you give an old man a hand?” The voice was calm,
almost cheorful. An aldor man with a plain dari orange robe was strolling toward the.
carnage as i he were out for a morning walk.

"Gt out of hero, old man,” Luke snapped, nodding to one of his lackeys. The boy
lungod toward the ol man, shouting throats, but the old man did not evon flinch. Ho
just kept walking, his hand reaching into his pocket.

“Would you boys mind helping me?* e asked again, oblivious to the knife or the
blood.

Frustrated, Luke waved another boy forward. "Got him out of here! Use whatever
you noed!
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Da trid to shout a warming, but his throat was a uin of silent rasps. Tho old
‘man reached into his pocket and, with a Slick of his wrist tossed  small, round
abject. It shattered against the irst boy's chest, spraying a fine mist. The bay
paused, confused for a hoartheat, and then it happened.

(One by one, the old man pelted the group with the tiny spheres. The offoct was.
instantanoous. Luke opened his mouth to scroam, but his aca contorted in @ mask of
pure nauses. The fsst hoy doublad over, his dinner hiting the pavement with a
violent heave. Then the sacand. Then the third. Within seconds, the “posse” was
roduced to a choir of retching, their grips slackening as their bodies betrayed thom.

Da staggered away from his captors, watching in a daze as the tough boys
collapsed o pile of their own sickness. He stumbled toward the old man, the only
anchor ina spinning world, and throw his arms around him. But tho trauma and the

smell were too much. Dac's stomach turned, and ho was sick onto tho old man's robe.

"Wl the old man said, joining tho others i his own suddon bout of nausea, "t
Iooks le it worked."

"My name is Bu,” he said. "You ara Dacmond, is that corroct?"

A shor time later, aftor Luke and his fionds had fled, Bu looked at Dac and askod
i he would walk him home. Dac agroed and loft with the unusual man. To clear the
terrible smell from their minds, Bu began to tel story:

“The Weight of Iron and the Weight of Thought
“The Weight o Iron and the Weight of Thought

In the High Valley kingdom of Eldoria, King Solon ruled nio with a clonched fist,
bt with an open hand. While neighboring realms bull highor walls and forged.
heavior shields, Solon built ibraries and observatorios. Ho taught his people that the
sharpest blade in the world is a honed mind. But peace often invites tho onvy of the
proud.

From the rugged bordors came Ka, a warior of immense stature. Kacl had
Spent his youth lfing bouldors and sparring with bears. Ho belioved that wisdom
was a crutch for the weak and that tho only true law was the law of steel. Ho
‘marched to the palace gates, his body encased in tho iron skin - a sui of armor 50
thick and trusted that it had deflected  thousand arrows.

“King Solon!” Kasl bellowed, his voice shaking the birds from the trees. "Come.
down and face me! I your wisdom i 50 great, It it stop my sword. 1f you fall the
Kingdom is mine.*

King Solon looked down from the balcony, his oyos sad but calm. °f have no desire
o shed blood, young one. Strength is a too, ot a mastor

~Cowardica!” Kael roared. "Fight m, or surrender!” King Solon sighed and
nodded to bis side. "L am an old man. My son, Prince Elian, wil answor your
challenge.”
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‘T crowd of peaplo by tho king parted as Prince Elian steppod into the
courtyard. The peopls gasped. Elian was slender,  scholar who spent his days

‘mixing compounds in the spothecary rather than swinging maces. Worse, he wore
only a simplo linon tunic and sandals. Ho carried no shisld, no sword, and no spear.

I his Joft hand, he hold a smal, soaled clay pot. In his right hand, ha clutched
o sl jagged rocks. Kael threw his head back and laughed, a harsh, grating
Sound that cchoed off his helmt. I this a joko? You com 1o e in your
nightclothes, holding a jar of perfume?”

Elian did not smile. He stood loose and relaxed. " come prepared.” the Prince.
said sofly.

“The signal was given. Kasl roared. the sound of a prodator suro of s kil Ho
raised his massive greateword, tho blade scarred from a hundred victories, and
harged. The ground shool with the weight of his trusted armor. Ho was an
[ ————

Elian did not move until the shadow of the giant oll upon him. Then, with a flick
of s wrist, he tossod tho clay pot. I was a weak throw. The pot saled through the
air and struck Kal square on the chest plate. It shattered instantly, splashing a
clear,thick liquid al over the warrior's torso and vsor.

Kael did not even break strde. Ho laughed again, wiping the liquid rom his eyos
with 3 metal gauntlst. "You throw mud at me? You throw water?" he taunted, raising
his sword for the Lillig blow. "Your potis broken, ltle prince! And now, 5o are
your

Elian stepped back,just out of reach of the swinging blade. As the sword
whooshed past him, Elian raised his hands. Clack. Ho struck the two rocks - lint and.
steol-togathor. A singl, tiny spark loaped from his hands. 1t driftd on the wind, a
glowing spoci of orango against the groy stone of the courtyard, and landod gently
an Kael's wet armor. The air vanished in a thundsrclap of sound, The clear liquid
trom the clay pot was not watar; t was a vlatil spiit distild by tho Prince's own
hand - an ol that burned hotter than a forge. Instantly, Kaol was engulfed in a
forocious, roaring bive flame.

1f Kaol had boen wearing loather, he might have stripped it off. I ho had boen
wwearing linen, he might have rolled in the dit to extinguish it But he was wearing
his trusted armor. The iron skin. The metal that had protected him from his prison,
“The fro heated the armor in seconds, turning the suit into a sealed oven. The heavy.
bucklos and thick plates that ho had spent years strengthoning mado it impossible to
escape.

Kaol's roar of triumph turned into a scream of realization, and then, sience. Ho
£l smoking statuo of steel, dofeated not by the strongth of the blow, but by the
trap h had worn wilingly. King Solon walked down to the courtyard an stood over.
the fallen challenger. Ho looked at his son, then to his poople
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kel believed his armor mada him invincible, the King said quiety. “But he did
ot understand that strength without fleibility is a cage. Ho trustod the fron to keep.
the world out novr realzing i would also keep the fire in.

‘The people bowed, understanding finally that while the warrior carries the sword,
the wise man knows where to strike the spark.

Da stopped cold. Is that wher you got the idea? To make everyone too sick to
sghe?

“Maybo so," Bu roplied. I generally koep enough in my bag to deal with most
mysteries or threats. I try to anticipate a changing world with worls and deeds from
the past.”

“But was that story real?” Dae pressed.

“Well.* Bu sad, stroking a finger through the hair on his chin. "Daes it make a
difference?”

Da frosened. “Yes, it should matter. Othersvise, you are lying.”

“An interesting poiat, young man. But what do you really think?” Dag stood sient
fora long moment, thinking aloud. "l am not sure.. maybo it's both?”

Bu paused and locked sharply at Dae. "How could it bo both?"

o5 are the same.

quess it moans not al

“Very good,” Bu said,  twinkle in his oye."So, if there ara mora types ofling.
perhaps a lio can reveal a truth that facts aro too small to hold * Bu walked Das to
the gate o the beautifu templo and Lot him thero. Da spent the rost of the walk.
home taking in the old man's strange wisdom.

Master Bu and the Artof the Half Link

“The following day, Dac, Danny, and Scott mado the trok to meot the logendary
and slightly sccentric - OId Man Bu. The heavy atmosphere of the past woeks fnally
broke as Scott and Danny erupted into gonuine laughier, listoning to the tae of how
Bu had single-handedly humbled Luke and his posturiag posse.

Bu welcomed the trio into the sanctuary of his templo grounds, serving them toa.
that tasted of mountain herbs and anciant earth. For the first time sinc the rescue,
the boys flt the constant hum of anxiaty ade, replaced by the profound tranquilty
of the temple's sun-drenched courtyards and manicured stone paths.

What began a5 single vsit soon transformed into a itual. The boys returned.
again and again, drawn to the old man's wisdom and the safety of his wals. Before
Long, he was no longer just "Bu’ to them; ho had earned the title of Master Bu, the
‘mentor who would help them robuild their lives,

Throughout the summer, the boys established a now hythm, trekking daily to
‘moot with Master Bu. He bogan to ntroduce them to a discipline unlike anything
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Chapter 4: Knowledge and
Wisdom

Age of Daemond: 12-13

The Academy of Mastery

“The sun had barely crostad the horizon when Dac, Danny, and Scott finished.
broakfast and hoisted ther crisp now backpacks. The air was cool as they bogan the
trek toware the academy, the slence of the morming punctuatad by the thythimic
Sculf o their sneakors and tho nervous quiet of boys tying not to admit they wero.

T'm ot entirely sure what we're walking i, Da admitted, glancing at his
fiends.

‘Danny offered a noncommittal shrug, but Scott leand in with a mischiovous grin.
Forget the curriculum—what timo are you meeting your giririend?”

*Sho's not my gilfriend.” Dae countered, a slow smirk tugging at the comer of
his mouth. .ot

Scottlot out a short bark of a laugh, but the banter died down as Danny pointed.
toward a large sign directing the flow of students tosard the suditorium. Inside, the
room hummed with the norvous energy of hundrods of students. As the crowd
Settled, a tal,loan woman stepped onto the stage. She wore a simple, blue striped
business suit that complomentod hor striking foaturos, and her dirty blondo hair.
shimmrod under the stage ights. Small spactaclos sat perched on b noso, but
they did lttle to soften her piercing, confident gaze. She raised & hand, and the room
fllinto a respoctful hush.

“Welcome to Solumbra Acadermy," she began, her voice steady and commanding.
"My name is Principal Marnce.* Sho paused, offering a warm smil that reached hor.
eyes before her expression turnad serious. “Our educational model departs from the
rigid structures of most modsrn nations. We favor a School Famiy system over
traditional grad levels. In tis society, the journey o graduation is dofined by a
singlo matric: mastery.

St waited for the stragglers to find their seats beforo continuing.
P — —————————
takes them. This is a Solumbran philosophy.” Da, Danay. and Scott sat
Shoulder-to-shoulder, fesling the weight of her words settle ver them.

"W beliovo that while everyone must loarn the same fundamentals, no two,
‘peopls lsarm at the sama speed.” Marnes explained. “Todsy, you will join your
permanent learning familie. This family group is your support network. You will





OEBPS/images/page_227.jpg
scerat foundations required for the bullding of her kingdom.*

'Da ran his hand along the cold, rough wall o tho tuninel. He realized thon that
his path wasn't jus about porsonal power o academic scores. Ho was being shown,
the literal and figurative underwork of the ity he called home, preparing for
futura that was being bult n the shadows. A5 the man in iolet led Das deeper into
the subtorrancan silence, the air grew thick with the scont of azona and ancient
stone. The tunnel finally opened into a massive, hidden atrium located directly
bencath the heart of Lumas City. A low hum came from insida the secrot ontrance,
strangaly calming despite the darkness. As they progressed, Das could see the.
unusual bats clustered along the roof of the cavorn.

Da stood at the edgo of a vast, circular chamber. It was' just a cave: it was
geographic hub. In the center stood & black obsidian pedsstal that seemed to pulse
with the same cold thythim as the void stone in Dae's pocket. From this contral poin,
welve distinct tunels branched off ke the spokes of a wheol, disappearing into the
darkness.

“The walls wer otched with shimmring, bioluminescent maps of the city abov.
These maps didt show streots or buildings; they seemed to bo ley lines and showed.
energy flows - the movement of people, the pulse of the power gr, and the entropy
points whera the city's ordor was weakest. It was a command contor for a world that
it et exist. Tho man in violot stood back, lotting Dao absor the scalo of it This
was the "mothingness" the Goddess spoko of - the blank canvas bencath the surfaco
of reality, waiting for a master to drav upon it

When Da fnaly raturned to the Hanson home, the sun was beginning to crest
the horizon. Danny and Scott wero in the kitchon, nursing mugs of coffee and looking
significantly more human after thei long rest. They lookod up as Das walked in, is
clothes damp with tunnol mist and his eyes roflocting a depth they had't seen.
betore. Ho sat down t the table and dida't waitfor them to ask.

“The exams wero justthe surface," Da bagan, his voice low and steady. "While
e were studying the world above, the Goddess was preparing the world below." Ho
explained the underground paths - how they could move across the entie ciy.
unsoen, bypassing every gate and guard. Ho told thom about the "Twelve Spokes”
reatizing they ikely correlated to the Turelve Mysteries the Goddass had mentioned.
He doscribed tho chamber as a nexus of potential. “She's not just giving us secrots,
'Da said, looking at his brothers. "She's giving us tho ifrastructure. The city thinks
it buil on sold ground, but it's actually foating on s sea of hadows that wa can
control.

‘Danny loaned back, is eyos wido. "So while we're worried about school and the
next sparring match, you're looking at a blueprintfor  tota takeaver?”

“Not a takeover,” Dac correctad, romembering the Imany's words on honesty. "
roturn o the fundamental state. The kingdom isn't about ruling people i’ about
aligning the wrld with the truth o the dark”
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teach one another—a mothod that slidifies the knowlsdge of the ‘teacher” while
uplifing the ‘learner Thero is no prssura o keep up with a calendar; you engage
with the material until you aro truly confident.”

s she paced the stage, she outlined the logistcal framevwork. “To ensure a frosh
perspactive, students remain i their groups with a dedicated mentor, while subjoct
teachers rotate wekly. Exams aro available on domand.” Principal Marnee noted.
“You may attempt a subject tost as many times as ncossary without penalty. Once
al sub-tests are cleared, you si for the final Mastery Exam. Once you pass every.
Mastory Exam, you graduate.”

Her tono then took on a sharper edge. “Studying is a team sport, but testing is &
solo mission. That means no notes, no whispors, and no outside holp.” Principal
Marnee stopped conter stage. “Chaating is mot with a heavy hand. A firt offense
roquires you to retake overy romaining test for that subjoct beforo you can attompt
the fina. By the third offense, you Lose the right to privacy: svery exam will be
conducted under the dirct, unblinking suporvision of a teacher.”

St scanned the room, ensuring the gravity o her words had landed. *Communal
lunchies and daily broaks aro rowards for good behavior. Causo trouble, and you will
cat n isolation. Laptops are a tool for the disciplined. Misuso thom, and they will be
revoked. You will roceive your ockers and supplios today.” she concluded. her smile
returning while her eyes remained firm. "t is simple: follow the rules, and you wil
arn moro froedom. Broak them, and your world wil got smalor. Lot us havo a
productive year."

Learning Family 7-Delta

Afte the assembly, the students wers ushered into the central courtyard, where
the morning sillnoss had been raplaced by a flury of activity. Large digital iosks
Sckered to lfe, displaying names and color-cored icons that resemblsd family
erests.

“Tho assignment to a "Loarning Family” wass'* a random lottery. As Da, Danay,
‘and Scott approached their designated terminal, they saw the intricata logic behind
the system.

First, the academy's algorithm analyzed the entrance assessments the boys had
taken weeks prior. Families were constructed to be intelcctually diverse. Each group.
was 2 puzzle: i ane student excelled in abstract mathematics but struggled with
linguisics, that student could be paired with a poos whose strongths woro oxactly
the opposite. Within the family, thero was always meant to bo a natura teacher for
overy subjoct.

‘Second, each family was assigned a permansnt Staff Mentor, Unlike the subject
teachers who rotated woekly to provide frosh academic perspoctives, the Mentor
romained the constant. A Mentor acted as guidance counselor, lfe coach, and
arbitrator, monitoring the emotianal health of the group so peer-teaching remainad
Supportive rather than competitive,
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Scott gripped his coffee mug, his expression hardening. He looked at hs
temporary prosthetic, then back at Das. If this is what's coming, we're going to nsed.
more than just high test scoros. We'ro going to necd to know thoso tunels as well as
A ——

Dae noddec.

“The abnormal persoverance was back, but now it was shared. The throe of them
wora no longer ust students; they mad & pact to become tho architects of a silent
revolution,

“The victory ofthe triple-exam wok was sweet, but the boys knew it was orly &
reprieve. They spent the remaining school days of the week huddled in theie study
area and the cafeteria, not as students, but 2 strategists. Using the discipline
Master Bu had instiled i them, they moticulously outlined the fllowing woek's
schadula -3 gauntiet of advanced seminars and Iab practicums that would keep them
p———

The Academic Excellence Award

On Friday afternoon, just as the final bl was about to chime, a summons came
ver the intercom. Principal Mamee requested the presence of Dae, Danny, and.
Scottin her office.

Inside, the room was lined vith the schools historical trophies, bt the
atmosphero was one of quiet respect rathr than disciplinary tension. Principal
‘Marnce stood behind hor mahagany dosk. hokding throo gold-embossed cortificates.
o been the head of this academy for twonly years,” she began, her voice warm but
professional. I have nover seon a group of students take on the workload you throo
have, Lot alono dominate it You aro each receiving tho Academic Excellonce Award."

Sie handed the certiicates to Dansy and Scott, who accepted them with humble.
ods. "This isn't just for grades,” she addd. "IV for tho character and focus you've
Shown. T am incrodibly proud of the men you are becoming.”

s the boys turned to leave, Marnee held up a hand. “Danny, Scott- you're
dismissod. Dae, could  have just a moment of your tme?”

‘Danny and Scott shared a quick glance with Da beforo stopping out, the heavy
affice door clicking shut behind therm. The room grese stil, the late afternoon
Shadows stretching across the carpet, Principal Marnse leaned against her desk, her
eyes searching Dae's with & mix of admiration and a touch of profsssionsl concern.

“Dae," she said sofly. 'I've been looking at you transcripts. Not just the scores,
but the naturo of your work. You are currently carrying the schools all tima rocord
for succossive perfoct exam scores. 1V unprcedented.” She paused, as If trying to
o the right words. Most students at this level s fraying at the edges. They're
anxious, they'ra tired. But you...you soom moro focused overy day. How are you
doing thi, Dac? How are you sustaining this lavel of perfection without broaking?”





OEBPS/images/page_108.jpg
“Third, once the groups wero Analizod, the families wre lod to their Learning
Suites. Thesa wera not tracitional classrooms with rows of desks. They were modular
hubs oquipped with large round tablos for group teaching and Think Pai-Share
sessians, saund-proofed cubicles or students ready to take on-demand Mastery
‘Exams, and shelves of texthooks and tactil tools specific o the family's current
focus.

Da scanned the list and folt a surgo of relet—and a frosh jolt of nerves. “Group.
7-Delta” he road aloud. "Scott, Danny...looks like we'ro stuck togather.”

“And look at that* Scott nudged him, pointing ta dark haired giel n the group
right noxt to theirs. Da was momentarily awestruck as ho recognized hr.

‘Danny grinned. "Well
start brushing up on your p

Da. Looks like your notgirfriend s protty close. Better
teaching sialls.”

The boys wero then seated whera a bag of supplics sat on the desk in front of
them, Below the desk was 3 combination locker for their stuff. Next o the bag was
an outline and compass that made it sy to chart their progress.

“The boys were seated whoro a bag of supplies walted on each dosk. Bencath the
dosk was a combination lockor for personal materials. Next to each bag was an
outling and compass designad to holp studonts chart their progrss. As the boys
Settled in, Principal Marnes called the three over to speal with them privately.
have placed you threo in the same leaning group,” she said. "This is not typical, but
given your schoal exporience and situation, 1 beliove you can help on another. If you
misbebave, you will be separated. Nod if you understand. Scott adjusted the cane he
had brought to school. As the thrae made their way back to their assigned place,
‘Scott stumbled and went down hard. Several kids laughed a5 Luke mocked him.

“Whats wrong with you? Have s nice fall” Luke said mockingly. As Das helped
Scottto his foot, Danny was already gone. When Da looked up, Danay had driven
Solid punch into Luke's face. Luke droppod backward onto his butt, shocked as much
as hurt. Dac grabbed Danny and held him back hefors ho could mako the situation

“Just hold still, Danay. Let it go,* Dae said, stepping batween Danny and Luke. A
‘moment later, Principal Marnee instructed Luko and Danny o follow her o hor
affice

“We do not tolerate fighting of any kind,” Principal Marnee said once they were
inside. “Ordinarly, fighting means immediate suspension for the rest of the day, and
longr for opeat offendrs. Since  had not yot explained the discipline structuro,
oach of you roceives one warning. You wil roturn to your groups, and this will not
happen again" I was not forgiveness. It was noice.
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Dae stood perfecty sil is posture reflecting the balance Master Bu had taught
him. Ho thought o the Goddess's kiss, the resonance of the vid stone, and the.
nothingness that mado complos probloms soem ke simplo truths "I've stopped
trying 1o force the answrs, Principal Marnee,” Dao replied, his voice calm and
resonant."Ive learned that when you stop fighting the disorder around you and just
Sex things as they truly are, the work doesnt take energy -t ives it

Marnee loaked at him for  long beat, clearly not expecting such a philosophical
answer. She nodded slowly, though a spark of curiosity remained. "Well whatover it
5. keop doing it. Jus... make sure you stay grounded, Dae. Records are fine, but
don't lose yoursel in the pursuit of them.

“The Academsic Excellonco awards tucked safely in ther bags, tho threo boys didt
head straight hom to colobrate. Instead, they moved through Lumas City with a
sense of profound gratitude, acknowledging the three pillars of wisdom that had
supported them through ono of the most intense wooks of thei lves

“Their first stop was the Lumas City Library. They found Shelly deop in the
archives. When they thanked her for the baoks on entropy and the rare mention of
the void stones, she gave them a raro, proud smile. She know their academic success
was fusle by the unfindsble knowledge she had providec.

The Trap on the Library Road

“The road from the Lumas City Library wound gently downhil, its pale stono st
warm from the fading sun. Das, Dany, and Scott walked sido by side, thei voicos.
low and easy, the kind of conversation that came from long familiarit. The island of
‘Solumbra stretched quietly around them - light poles beginaing to glow in the
distance, the hum o evening settling in

None of ther noticed the thin wire stretched just off the path.

Scott nearly caught it with his foot but stepped over without roalizing. Danny's
attention was on a story ho was taling, hands moving as ho spoko. Even Das, usually
tho most observant, was distracted - his thoughts clsewhar, turning ovor somothing
unspoken.

“That was when the ar shifted.

Two Bgures burstfrom behind thom, fast and sudden, thei footsteps pounding
against the stone. AL the same time, three more stepped out from the path ahesd,
blocking the way forward. The boys froze instinctively, the trap snapping shut around.
them before any of them could resct.

At the centor of the group stood Luke Avala

H held an ol ifle - weathered wood, rust along the barrel - but steady in his
hands. His eyos burned with something sharp and long-hold as he aimed it directly at
them,
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Mrs. Rice

Once the buzz of the transition died down, Group 7-Delta gathered around the
ontral table to maet their guide for the yoar. Their mentor, Mrs. Rice, possessed a
prosonco that was both grounding and formidable. She was an oldor woman with
docp mahiogany skin and a kind, obsorvast gaze. A vibrant purple headdross coverod
hr hair, and whon sho spoke, i was with a melodic accont that hinted at a ifo lived
across many borders

“Before | dedicated myself to the ‘School Family modsl. she told them, " spent.
my years in the ield of engineering. | value precisian, but | valus patience sven

“Truo to hor word, sh spent the next several hours meticulously walking them
through the curriculum. She was tireloss, checking every backpack and tablot to
ensure no one was starting their journcy at a disadvantage. By the tim the midday.
bell chimed, tho boys fel loss like strangers in @ system and moro ike part of a

[ ——

Leilani at Lunch

“The transition to the lunchroom was & sea of chatter and clinking trays. Dae,
Danny, and Scott kept thei voices low as they navigated the line, eventually claiming
a comer tablo with a viow of the wide, sunit hall

“Woll, look who it i,” Scott murmured, nuging Das and gosturing across the
room. Dac's eyes folowed the movement, landing on Leilani. Sho was s striking as
ho romemberod, and he folt  sudden, uncomiortablo tightness in his chest."Got
anything smooth to say?" Scott joked. onjoying his fiend's sudden loss of composure.

“Not yet.” Dac muttorod, his nerves cloarly winning the battle. Ho sisked another
glance toward her, only tofind that this time, Leilani was looking directly back at
him. Dao frozo, caught n hr gaze liko a dear in headlights, untl Scottfnally
elbowed him out of the trance. Rememboring his manners, Dac managed to 1ift an
rm and offer a st slghtly awlarard wave. To his relef, Leilanis face it up vith
Smile, and she waved back.

‘Dae shook his head, trying to refocus on his food and his brothers, but Scott
‘wasn'tfnished. “Oh, ook at that he quipped, his grin widening. "She seems to be
headed right this way.” A flush crept up Dae's neck as ho starod intently at his tray.
trying—and failing—to ook natural as sho approached.

. Loilani sad, sliding into tho empty seat next o him with an easy grace. "Tm
Lelai. | think | remember seeing the three of you at the Lumas Festival dinner. Are
you brothers

“Vos,” Danny answored immediatey, his tono practical and blunt.
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Her goal was to banish ambiguity and fill the cosmos with a porfect, lawless
lumination.

Yo, oven the Light was subjoct o tho laws of existonce. With every act of
creation, a measuro of exhaustion was expolied; with every brillant thought, &
shadow of doubt was cast. As Liora poured hor eneray into the first galasies, a
residie bagan to pool behind her. This was the sum of everything Liors sought to
exclude - the sience, the hiddon, and the consuming void. It grow until it woke. This
was Umbra, the Goddess of the Black. She did not spring from evil, but from
nacessity. Sho was the rofection of Lira, inverted and absolute

‘The confrontation betwreen the twins was not a battle of swords, but s shattering
of reality. Liora pushod outward: Sho gathered light into the Groat Orb (tho Sur) and.
spun planets into prodictablo orbits. Umbra pulled inward: She became the ultimate
gravity. Whoro Liora placed a star, Umbra carved a black holo to roclaim the Acthor
St gave birth to the creatures of the deap ocean and the cold, whispering thoughts
af the migh.

For ages, mortal suffered in the crossfie. Caught betueen relentless, searing
light and suffocating, absolute darkness,lfe withered. Thera was no rost under
Liora, and no hope within Umbra.

The twins mot for  final, defining clash. Liora propared a wave o light to scattor.
Unmbra nto nothingness; Unbra prepare to inhale her twin into a silent siagulity.
But atthe procipice o destruction, they both hestated.

Liora saw that a world of total light would ba sterile - ixed and frozen. Umbra
roalized that without Liora's psh, the void would collapse into a meaningless zoro.
ey lowered their hands. "To be complote, Croation requires Usmaking," Umbra's
voice hummed like doop granite. "Light requiros Shadow to defineits form."

They struck a truce that governs all things. Liora granted Uibra the powor of
Night. For half o ovory cycle, Liora pulls the Sun into the heavens to nurtura. When
the day s done, she rocedos, and Umbra blankets the world in velvet darknoss. This
darknoss i the Refuge. It s the time for healing, for dreams, and for the hidden
things ta grow. When lfe ends, it i Umbra wh leads the soul through the quist
passage back to the Asther, o bo roborn again in Liora's light

Da looked at his friends, the tonsion in his own shoulders finally fading "Thoy.
ar not rivals,” he whisporod. “They aro a dance. And bocause of thom, nothing is
over truly lost - only transformed.”

Aftor thestory, Dae went back to his room. He was not tired, so ho continued
scarching through the box of his mothors journals and found a small notobook.
writton by his father, Rayden.

Raydn's Notebook - La Estrella de la Plata

Notes from Raydon: Journal Entry - La Estrela do Ja Plata (The Silver Star)
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it exist.

“The moro they struggled to keop their eyos open, the farther away Das soemod to
drif, becoming a figure of shadow and light that they could see but no longer fully
roach. The boys sat close as they waited for the second cxam on systems and logic to
start

Insido the quit, scratching atmosphers of the tsting hal, the proctor handed
ut the second major exam. Thi test focused on complex logic and organizational
structures - subjects designed to trp up even the most prepared students.

'Das looked at the paper, and the entropy-based porspective ho had cultivatod
overnight transformed the questions. Whero othors saw a wall of toxt, Da saw the
Vulnerabilities in the logic. Ho did just answor the questions; ho deconstructed the
systems described in the prompts, fnding the shadows where the logic faled and.
providing solutions that wor as clegant as they wero unorthodox.

Ha finished with a chythumic, steady hand, his mind operating with the "kinotic
efficioncy” Master Bu had taught, fused with the Goddoss's domand for absolute
honesty.

When the scores were posted afte the students turned in their exams, the results
roflectod tho boys'divergent paths. Danny and Scott celabratod their success with a
sigh of relif, knowing thoy wero outperforming nearly overy other student their age
But as they looked at Dae, who staod perfoctly stll n the crowdod hallway, they
roalized ho wasn'tlooking at his grade atall Ho was looking through the walls,
through the poople, and toward a mystery that a simple "A.+" could nover satisfy.

Balance Under Weight

“The academic high of the second exam had barely setlsd when the boys found.
themselves back at the stone gates of the Templo af Duality. The air here flt
difforent today - sharper, as if the realty within the tompla walls was vibrating at the
Same frequency as Dae's nowly awakened mind.

Mastor Bu was waiting in the contral courtyard, standing on a singla narrow
pilar. Ho didstoffor praise for thoi grades; instead, ho gestured to @ series of
Procarious wooden beams suspended over a shallow pool of wator. "Your minds have
xpanded.” Mastor Bu observed, his eyos tracking Dac's steady broathing. "Now,
your bocies must prove they can house that sxpansion without tipping over into
Chaos”

He lod them through a series of extrema balance exercises that pushed ther to
their absolute physica imits. They were required to stand an  single point, eyes
closed, and rotate their bodics based orly on the "foal" o the ar around thom.
Mastor Bu had them hold heavy iron weights in ono hand whilo balancing on a
narrow edge, forcing them to constantly rocalibrate thelr centor of gravity.
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Page 1: Located a copy stamped with the King's Seal. It confirms my suspicions.
the hul sa dangerously low in the water beforo & single sail was sven unfurled. La
Estrala did not "dance” upon the waves; sho plowed through them, suffocated by the
weight of a thousand mountains.

Local legends at the dacks claim that when the sun dippad below the horizon o
Jume 4th, the Star broke formation. She did not folow tho flct. She sought the
Northorn Curront alone - it seems she foared pirates more thas the browing storm in
the sky.

Page 2: To find tho Silver, one must folow the Star. Not the constellation in the
heaens, but the one carved in aged cak upon her storn. Sho fled to wharo the Gulf
Stroam turns cold, chasing the ghost of a wind that never arived.

A rescued scout’s report mentions  fina sighting. La Estrella was last seen
drifing where the deep indigo of the Atiantic crashes i the turquoise of the
shallows.

Positioned East of the “Threa Sistars" r

.

Page 3: The sheer density of the hold is staggering. If the hull was breached,
there wauld hav been 5o time fo lfeboats. She would have dropped ke a stons to
the seabed.

Estimated Cargo Inventory:
Sitver ingots: 1,200 unts

Platinum ingots: 400 units

loctrum ingots: 500 units
Mixed goms: 100 sachots
Last Known Date: August 12, 1690.

Status: Lost
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Nesxt they had to do @ rapid mavement exercisa where they had to transition from
 ull sprint toa dead stop on & surface o vider than a finger. Danny and Scott
strugglod, their musclos trombling from the wok's exhaustion. Thay fol ofton, the
ool water of the pool a constant reminder of ther fatigue. But Dae moved with an
eerie,frictionless precision. To him, balance wasn' sbout fighting gravity; it was
‘about accepting the entropy of his own weight and ltting it ette into the shadows.

By the time the sun dipped below the horizon,the boys were physicaly spent.
Even Das, though not tird in the traditional sense, fet a profound nood to
internalize the day's lessons. Master Bu dismissed therm with  sient bow, a glint of
knowing in his eyes as he watched Dae walk way. The journey back to the Hanson
house was quioter than usual. The abnormal porseveranco that had kept Dac wired
for forty-ight hours finally bogan to mellow into a doep, focused calm.

For the first ime since the encounter atthe cove, a collective sensa of peace
dosconded upon the trio. Danny and Scott barely mad it through the front door
betore their eyes hegan to grow heavy. The physical tol o Master Bu's training had
finally overwitton the stross o the exams. Da, acknowledging the wisdom i the
Imants lessons on honesty, admitted to himself that aven a vessel for the darkness
needs o rest o semain sharp. They didn't open their books. They didn't discuss the
third exam. By 800 PM, the Hanson house was plinged into darknss. As Das lay in
bed, the void stone sat on his nghtstand, ts rosonance now a sof, comforting hum
that ulled him nto sloep - a necossary slence.

The First Mystery

A5 the house setled into a raro, dop slence, Das drifted into a sloep that flt
Lo lke rest and mora like 2 descent. The familar world of the Hanson home
dissolved, roplaced by a vast, woightloss expanse. Ho was no longer in a droam of the
world; he was at the Center of Darkness.

‘e Goddess of Darkness stood waiting for him, o form less ike a shadow and.
‘more like the absence of alllight,yot radiant n its own torrifying way. She stcpped.
toward him, her prosence filing the void until there was nothing olse to perceive.

“Listen carlly, my young master;” she whispered, her voice resonating notia
his ears, bt in the very maros of his bonss. “As you have bequn to see the sdges of
the path 1 have set you on, remember this: Nothingness is the fundsmental state of
existence." Sho gesturod to the infinite blacknoss around them.

“Nothingness is that from which all things emerge and to which allthings must
roturn. Tt is the blank canvas of the cosmos, the ultimata reality underlying the
llusions o form and separation. This is the First of Twelve Mysteries hat you must
oventually sharo. But know this, Daemond: you must understand it fuly beforo you
an spealk ofit to others. Be calm. You have much growing to do.

Bofore he could sk how ono truly understands the nothing, sh leaned forward.
“Tho coldness o the void vanished for a spit second as she prossed a soft, athercal
kiss to his forohoad. Tho sonsation was like a spark of ice. Dac's eyes snapped open.
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1t was early - long before the sun had ven considered breaking the horizon - but
the room folt charged with a now enargy. The mark of the kiss seemed to tinglo on
his brow, alingering reminder of the "young master” title she had bestowed upon
him. Ho dida't foolthe grogginess of a suddon wake-up; nstea, he flta profound,
rhythmic pulse of eadiness.

He looked over at the beds where Danny and Scott were stil deep in their
‘much-noeded recovery. With the words of the Goddass looming and echoing in his
mind, Dae staod up. It was time to wake his brothers. They had an exam o face, and
also importantly, they had the morning's training to complota i they wero to survive.
the paths thoy were now treading.

The Third Exam

‘The morning mist was stillclinging to the grass as the three boys nished their
training session. The physical exertion was inenso, a blond of Master Bu's balance.
drils and the rhythanic broathing the Imam had taught them, but i sorved its
purpose; it burned away the last of their lingoring sleep and sharperid thei focus to
& razor's edge.

With the Goddoss's wards about nothingness stl vibrating in Das mind, thoy.
gathered their things and set out for the final hurdlo of the weok. As they walkod
through the school's main entrance, a quist murmur follower them. Word had sprad
among the faculty and the student body alke. By the tim they sat down for this third
‘xam of the week they were making history within the academy's walls. Taking three
‘major exams ina single week was unheard of for students their age; t put thom at
Ieast two full modules ahesd of their most advanced peers. They weren' just passing
through the curriculum - they were tearing throug it

“Tho third exam was a grueling synthesis of Ethcs, Advancod Mathematics, and
‘Theoretical Logic. It required not justthe memorization of facts, but the ability to sae
how disparate systems influenced one another. Danny and Scott fought for every
point. Their discipline held irm, and they navigated the complex logic gates of the
exam with the steacy hands of seasoned scholars. When they fnally turneel i their
‘apers, they knexw they had succeaded. Bath passed with high marks - sold,
impressive scores that cemented theirstatus a5 the top of their class. For Das, the
xam was an oxercise n the "First Mystery.” Ho looked at tho complex probloms and
Saw the nothingness bohind the numbers - the blank canvas whoro the solutions.
already existed before the variables were even written. He dida't rush, yot he
inishod with a luidity that looked like art

When the final talles wero posted, the results wore a tostament o their
incredibla week: Da had achieved another porfoct exam, @ feat that mad his
teachers vory curious and his brothers in awe. As they walked out of the school for
ono of the last times that waek, the sun was high, but for Dae, the fundamental state
of nothingress folt more roal than the light around him. They had succooded in
‘passing through another three-exam wesk and acadermic gauatlet, but as the
Goddess had warned. his growth was only Just beginning.
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Two Eyes

“The throe boys loft the school grounds with the weight of ther academic victory.
sl frosh, but the minds woro already turning toward doeper mattars. nstead of
heading straight for the Hanson home, they made a final stop at the Mosque of Light
o find Imam Rashad.

Inside the cool, geomstric shadows of the mosaue, the Imarm listened as the boys
described their week - the exams, the sense of entropy, and the larity they had
found. He nodded slowily, his eyes reflecting the soft glow of the hanging lamps.

“To s00 things as they are, and not as we want them to bo, i the hardast task for
any soul.”the Imam told them. Ho explained that using both light and darkness is
ke having two eyes.

“The light roveals the detals, the forms, and the immediate truth of the surface.
“The darkness reveals the space between things, the hidden motivations, and the
inevitable end of all structures,

“When you balance both,” he said "the ilusion of your own dosires fades. You no
longer see a fiond or an enemy as you want them to bo, but as they truly aro in the
oyes of the Creator.*

Back at the Hanson home, the exhaustion of their record. brealking wask finally
claimed Danay and Scott. Ater a quick, silent meal, they collapsed into their bods,
the physical and mental toll of the three exams and Mastar Bu's training finally
winning out

The Twelve Spokes

Da, howovr,folt the tingling on his forchead whero the Goddess had kissed
him. Rost was impossible. Ho laced up his shoes and vanished into the night As he
roached the edge of the Lumas City cove, he saw him - the man in the docp violats
and purples. This time, the man didn't just stand still ho moved, oliding across the
round with such fluid grace it semed his feet never truly broke the surface of the
sand.

“The man gostured for Dao to follow. Ho lod him to a concealed entrance near the
rocky clifs, a heasy ston door that blandod perfoctly into the natural landscape.
Boyond it lay an underground path, @ sprawling notwork of tunnels that cut beneath
the foundations of Lumas City. As they walked through the cool, darap passags, the.
‘man's voice achood offthe stone. “Theso paths cross under the hanks, the schools,
and the govornment hals. Thoy aro th hidden veins of the city.” he explained.
“Thers are many such paths - some anciont, som forgotten. 1 do not oven know
whera all of them lead.

‘The man stopped and Iooked at Dae with & newfound solemsity. ° el inspired by
the Goddass hersel to evel these to you. Sh has dsemed you ready to see the
infrastructure of whatis o come. Those paths will be crucial, Dacmond. They ara the.
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“The tmam led them to » sun-drenched alcove where light itered through intricate
latticework, casting a complex web of shadows across the floor.

“You speak of darkness.”the Imam began, his voice ike velvet. "And you have
scon tho brillance of the light. But many travelers loso thoir way bocauso thoy.
believe light i a synonym for ‘good and dark i a synonym for ‘evl This is the irst
voil you must pierce.” Ho took a small break to adjust his robe. "Evi can hido in the
glare of the sun just as casily as good can floursh in the doop of the night." Imam
Rashad explained. "Light and dark are merely conditions of the world. They are not
the moral compass itsall

Scott, adjusting his temporary prosthtic, ooked puzzlod. Ifthe light doesn't
show us what's good, then how do wo know whera wo stand?

“The tmam leaned forward, his exprossion turning solemn. "Through Honesty. Not
just the honesty of the tongus, but the hanesty of the soul. When you are open and
[P ————

Ho explained that honesty in the light prevents the blinding glare of pide from
hiding you laws.

Honesty in the dark prevents the fear o the unlown from turning into malice. “If
you aro honest about your intentions,” the Imam concludd, looking directly at Dac,
“th darknoss will not swallow you, and the light will ot blind you. You will see
things as they truly aro, not s you wish them o be. Only then can you move
efficienty i pither realm."

A the boys left the mosqus, the setting sun was painting the sky in oranges and.
docp purplos - the very colors of the man in violet. Tho Imans words ochoed the
Goddess's command to “sea what i " Das fot  strange sense of slignment. The void
ston in his pocket romained still, but ts coldnossfot less like a threat and more like
a ool -a mirror for the honsty the Tmarm described.

Shelly and the Fragmented Ledger

“The transition from the spiitual stillness of the moscus to the busting streets of
Lumas City flt jaring, but the boss moved with & new sense of purpose. The lmar's
words on discornmant acted as a filter, allowing them to navigate the afternoon
crowds without losing thelr focus. Their next dostination was the Lumas City Library,
R T —————

nside, the air smled of aged paper and foor wax. They sought out Shelly, the
head librarian known for hor uncanny abilty o find the *unfiadable.

Shelly peerd over her spectacles as the three boys approached. She had known
them since they wero childron, but sha noted the chang n their postura - the way
Scott moved more confidently on his temporary limb and the intense, quict i in
Dae's eyes. “Entropy and the nature of shadows?" sh whispered, her voice echoing
Slightly in the vaulted cailing. "That's  heavy foast for a Tuesday afternoon.” She led
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There was a nervous, eloctrc energy in the air - the kind that comes from
standing on the edgo of a fresh start. They wer not just studonts anymore; they
were 3 unit, meving into the light of public e together.

Once the lving room was cloared, Dao desconded tha stairs o the basement
level. 1t was  walk he had done a thousand times, but tonight, the atmosphere was
difforont. Thoro were no locks, no fear - ony the soft low of bedsido lamps loaking
into the ballway.

Ha stepped into the twins’ combined room, a space that had become a sanctuary
f shared whispers and late-night plans. Danny and Scott wers aireacy settled into
their bods, the soft hum of a fan providing a thythmic backdrop to their conversation.
“They were talking about the morning - about what to wear and who they might meet
[ p——

Da leaned against the doorframe, watching them for @ moment. Tha Artof the
Half Link that Master Bu taught them was about finding balance betwoe the
intornal and extornal world. Hore, n this room,they were perfoctly balanced. “Good.
night." Dae said, his voice 3 warm anchor in the quiet room.

“The twins looked up, ther faces softening with a shared smile. “Good night, Dac,”
they echoed, the words a gentle seal on the day and a bridge to the new beginning
waiting for them at sunrise

“The Children of the Shore

Their bond had its own history. On the shimmering, sechudsd island of Solumbra,
the line batwoen modern lfe and ancient myth was often blurrod by soa mist. This
was whoro Danny and Scott bogan their ives, bor nto a mystary they wore t00
young to understand.

‘Danny and Scott wers borm to Elena, a woman whose heart was as vast as the
cean but whoso mind was often clouded by a fading memory. Elona sufferod from a
rare, early-onset neurological condition that caused he to lose “anchor paints” n her
e

When it cam tima to ragister the twins' bisth, sh was n the midst of asevere
pisods. Sho remembered thei first names - Daniy and Scott- but when the clork
asked for a sumam, her mind went blank. Sho did not wan o uso her own family
name out of a misplaced sonso of shame, and sho could not romember the father's.
‘She told the nurses she would “bring the paperwork later.” She never did

“Their athe was a ghost. Ho nover tied 10 b part of their lives and loft the twins
0 question where they came from. He was consumed by a high-stakes, ancient duty
that kept him st sea or in hidden councis. He s too busy for a family - not aut of
‘malice, but because h believed his lincage demanded service to the island's spirts
above allelse. He never aven knexw the twins existed.

Lifo was stable, i accentric, until the boys turmed thrae. They wero being raised.
by Elons and her sster, Aunt Mara, in a small cottage near the Coral Chffs
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them into th restricted stacks, a section o the library where the light was dim and
the shalves roached toward the celing ko wooden towors. Afer a few miutos of
scarching, she pulled down throo distinct volumos:

“Th Thermodynamics of Dacay: A dense, scientific ext that oxplored entropy not
just as alaw of physics, but as a cosmic clock. Shadow Theary & Perception: Az
umusual manuscript that delved into ho the human eye and mind interpret the
absonce of light. The Fragmonted Ledger: A weathered, leathor-bound book that
Iooked older than the library itsel.

Shelly laid The Fragmentod Ledgor open on a mahogany reading tablo. Her fingor
traced a fadod. nkstained paragraph near the back of the book "This is the orly.
‘mention I'v over encountere i all my yoars hore, Sholly said sofly. The text was.
briet and cryptc. It dida't explain how t0 uso a Void Stone, nor did it detal it origin
1t ssuply noted that such stones were “anchors for the weight of the universe” and.
warne that they were “not meant to be carried by those with divided hearts."

“The Stone doos not croate the dark; it merely remembers L. It esonates only
whon the scoker ceases to look with thei eyos and begins to sce with their intent.

Da starod at the short passage. It was frustratingly vague and verging on
suporstition, yot it scemed to mirror part of what the Goddess had told him about
being “open and honest." The book confirmed that the stone seemed to ba partially
roacting o his intornal state, notjust his physical prosence.

st much,” Shelly apologized, sensing their hunger for more. “The records on
the Void are... missing. Not lost, mind you. It foals moro ike they wore romovod.

Danny and Scott exchanged a glance. Th lack of information only mado the stone
in Dac's pocke fool heavior. Thay woren't just studying for exams anymoro: they
woro uncovering a history that someone ha tried very hard to erase,

The Stone Remembers

‘T walk back to the Hanson home was quiet,the weight of the library's ancient
knowledge setling ovar the trio ko a heavy cloak. Once inside the familiar safety of
theie living room, they sproa tho books and notes across tho large oak table,
dissecting sverything Shelly had uncovered. They discussed the cryptic warning in
‘The Fragmented Ledger -the idea that the stone was an anchor and required an
undivided heart.

Danny was fascinated by the scientifc side, trying to bridgo the gap betwoen the
entropy in their physics textbooks and the "cosmic clock” Shell's books describe.

Scott, always the pragmatist, focused on the “intont” aspact. Ho realized that if
the stone respondsd to his brother's state of mind, thei training with Master Bu and
the Imam wasnt just supplemental -t was sssential for the direction they were
scarching for
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One aftornoon, Elena and Mara went on a routine scuba dive to colloct raro sholls
- hobby that helped Elena foel groundsd. A freak underwater currant, known to the
tibes as a"Siren's Pull” trapped them in a sea cave. Neithor woman roturnod.
‘Suddenly, at just three yoars old, Danny and Scott woro alone in the world, with no
record af  father and no last name to claim.

For the next four yoars, tho boys became the "Children of the Shore.” They wore
‘moved through a series of tomporary shelters and short-torm emergency placements.
across Solumbra. Because they had no logal surname and no identified father, the
sland's buroaucracy strugglod to placo them permanontly.

‘Danny and Scott becams inseparable. Danny became the protector, while Scott
became the observer, both unknowingly exbibiting the heightened intuiton that
would later define thes. Despite the sforts of social workers, no family felt ke the
right i, and the boys grow wary of adults, rusting only each othr.

Shorly beforo the boys tured seven, the island was rocked by a tragic accident:
a highspood vohiclo crash involving the Kaloi family. The only survivor was a young.
by named Das, who was rushed to the hospital i criical condition.

‘The social services dopartment, roaizing that Dao would noed a supportive
environment with children who understood loss, finally processed the twins'
paperwork for  long-term fostor home. They woro placo i a quiet, sun-dronched
house on tho edgo of the capital, waiting for the day Dae was strong enough (o loave
the hospital nd join ther.

When Da finally arrived, scarred and silen, ho found Danny and Scott waiting
w0 boys who did not know whero they cam from, roady to welcoma a boy who had
nowhere lef o go.

s the welght of schaol nduced anxiety setted over the group, Da tried to
‘anchor thom, Ho spoko n the low, rhythmic cadance of his mothor, Sunny.
rocounting a story that fot Less ke a myth and moro like a blucprintfor the

“The Song of the Cosmic Twins
“The Song of the Cosmic Twins

In the beginning, thora was only the Acthr -a formiess, silent expanse of pure
potential From this swirling mist, the frst consciousness coalosced: Liora, the
Goddess of Light. Liora was glorious. Her form utshone a thousan suns, and her
thoughts became structured. She was Ordor, Warmth, and Creation. With a colestial
song, she wove the Acther into the first colors:

L —
Green for the pulse of nascent lfe.

Gold forthe etornal promisa of dawn.
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As the hours ticked toward midsight, the dynamic in the room shifted, Despit the
grueling schodulo o tho last orty-cight hours, Dae showed no signs of atigue. His
brothiers watched with a mix of awo and concern as ho moved with a focused, almost
clinical enorgy, his oyos scanning the texts with a spec that didu't seem possible.

Eventually, the physicaltoll of the exam proparation, physical training, and
spinituality caught up to Danny and Scott, They rotreated to & corner of the table,
Tocusing their remaining energy on cramming for ther second exam the next
morning.

‘Danny and Scott worked through practice problems and historical timolnes, their
heads occasionally nodding as they fought off sieep. Thoy wero determine to keep
pace with the accolerated curriculum, oven if they didt havo tha supernatural
Stamina Dae was currently exhibiting.

Dae was in  world of his own. He scoured the information from Shelly,
cross.roforoncing the "shattored ledger” with his new understanding of entropy. Ho
wasn't just memrizing, he was integrating the Goddess's voice vith the Imarm's
lossons on honsty and the Hbrary's sciontific data

When the sun began to peck aver the horizon, painting the room in  soft, grey
light, the contrast between the brothers was stark. Danny and Scott woko from short,
il naps on their books, feelng the familia acho of a long night. Das, however,
stood up and stretched. Ho looked as though he had just woken from a full cight
hours of restorative sleep. His skin was clear, s eyes were sharp, and the abnormal
persovaranc he had fel at the cove was now a permanent part of his consitution
Ha was moro than ready for the upcoming exam; ho was vibrating with aclarty that
‘mado the academic challenges ahead look liko childs play

A5 they gathered their bags to head hack to school, Scott loaned over to Danny
and whisporod. "Ho's not just shead of us anymoro, Dan. Ho's playing a different
game entiroly."

A Different Frequency

“The three bays stepped out of the Hasson homs into the crisp morning air, the.
second day of their high.stakes cxam week begianing in garnost. Though thoy walked
sido-by-side, tho physical prosimity couldn't mask the growing metaphysical distance
between the.

As they navigated the streets toward school, Danny and Scott el a heavy,
lingering fog from their late-night study session. They were moving on coffee and
shoer willpowar, thei foiats stf and their minds cluttered with tho offortof

Das, however, moved with a terrifying, luid graco. His abnormal porseverance.
' just keep him awale; it seemed to have refined him. Ho wasnt panting or

dragging bis feat; he was centered and unnervingly calm. To Danny and Scott, it flt
as though Dao was slipping into a difforant froquency - one whore fatigue and doubt
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ke a living velvat curtain

A5 they bogan their tok toward the North Shore, the atmosphor folt heavy, yet
strangoly eloctrifiod. The fog wasi't just a color; it was an experionce. It didn't
obscuro the world so much as it reinterproted i. Every step they took sent ripples of
faint, neon purple ight through tho mist as if the ar itsef were bioluminoscent. A
low, shythic thrumming vibrated in their chests—the sound of the "Singing Sands"
P —

"My arms foel ke they're covered in ants* Danny whispored, rubbing his
foroarms. The static oloctricity was 5o high that their har stood slightly on end, and
smal, harmless sparks danced between their fingortips when they accidentally
brushed against one anothor.

“They cut through the grove of Spiral Troos, the anciont trusks twisting upward in
impossible corkscrows. In the violatlight, tho treos looked iko frozen obsician
waves. Bocause of the Lunar Wells nearby, the boys fol a disconcerting lightnoss in
theie stride. A simplo hop fot ko a leap; they found thomselves gliding over roots
and rocks that would have normally tripped them up.

1’ ike walking on the moon,” Da muttered, his voice sounding odely mufied
by the thick air."Do you hear that? I¥s not just the sand anymore.”

s they reached the Jagged ridga overlaoking the covo, the fog bogan to thin,
rovealing tho black expanse of the Atlantic. But the water was not black tonight_Far
below, bonsath the crashing waves, a massive structurod light was pulsing. 1t
roached too doop and hold to0 steady to bo simplo algac. Then a pebblo skitered
down the clifsids bohind thom. They were not the only ones watching the wator

The Floating Man

“Tho boys froze. The rhythmic thrumming of the island seemed 1o skip a beat s
they turned toward the jagged silhouette of  basalt crag. There, framed against the
Swiring violst mis, stood a figure that dic' belong to the world of cozy dinners and
lbrary books.

At first, e looked ke a rick of the light -  tall, spindly shadow draped in @
heasy, weather-worn cloak that appeare to be woven from seaweed and dark silk
But as the static in the air flared, a pulse of purple light rovealed the sharp, angular
datails of the man. Ho looked gaunt, with skin the color of weathered driftwood and.
hair that lowed lika white foam n a gale. He did not soem to shiver despite the
biting salt spray.

Most unsotting wor his eyes. Thoy woro not reflocting the viclst fog; they
glowed with a faint internal amber light, the same hue as the ight pulsing bencath
the waves. Ho loaned on a stalf mado of strango translucent material - perhaps glass
or polishod hone - that hummed in perfoct harmony with the Singing Sands. Ho did
ot move toward them. He did not retceat. He simply watched with & teritying,
ancient sillness. Scott gripped Danmy's sleove so har his knucklos turned white
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that...a person?” Scott issed, his voice trembling
“He looks like he's par of the isand,” Dae whispered back. “Look at his foet

“The boys folowed Dac's gaze. The figuro wasn' standiag on the sand: ho was
hovering barely a fraction of an inch sbove it, b weight seemingly ignared by the.
Lunar Well gravity that plagued the rdge.

“The figure raised a hand-—long, thin ingors tracing a symbol in the eloctrified air.
As he i, the vioet fog hegan to swir violently around him, forming a locaized
vortes. Ho didt speak, but a voice scemed to ocho directly inside their heads,
Sounding like the grinding of tctonic plates.

“The tido does not jus bring things back. the voice resonated. °It demands a
trade.

With a sudden, blinding flash of stati, the figure vanishad, leaving only the scent.
of 6200 and the heavy, lingering feoling that thoy had just been judged

The Mystery Medallion

Where the figure had stood. the vilot fog pooled in a low, swirlng eddy, as f the
round iself wera rehuctant to Lo go of his presence. Scott stepped forvard, boots
crunching on the singing quartz sand, and knelt beside a small glowing indentation.
Lying in the center of a perfectly circular patch of glass - sand virified by a burst of
heat - was an object that defied the logic of the modern world

It was a coin, or perhaps a medallion, roughly the size o a pocket watch, but it
lacked the welght of common gold or ilvr. 1t ooked as though i had been forged
from the sama miraculous metal Imam Rashad described, @ substanco that flt
neither cold nor warmm but pulsed with a faint shythic vibration. The face of the
objoct did not featuro a king or crost.Instead, it bore a high-roliof map of the stars as
they would have sppeared in the night sky aver the Atiantic

“The mtal was & pale, honey-gold that ssemed to drink in the violet light of the
fog and exhalo it as a stoady, amber glow. In the centor of the medallon, a small,

erystalline needl floated froely in a vacuurm-sealed chamber. It didu't point North.
Instead. it spun slowly, eventually locking onto the position of the boys themseives.

s Scott reached out to touch i, a spark of satic jumped from the metal to his
fingertip. The moment ho picked it up, the humming i the sand grew slent, replaced.
by a clear, melodic chime that soemed to come from tha coin iselt

“It's a koy." Dao whispered, loaning over Scotts shoulder. "Or a compass. Look at
the edges.”

Around the rim, tiny inscriptions wers etched in a language that looked ike a mix
of Spanish and geometric symbols, the same symbols tho fgure had traced in the air.

“How did this appear here?” Danny asked cautiously., his voice shaking, I could
Swear that wasn't roal guy but some offect of the odd biolumincscenco and tide
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It he wasnit real, why do wa now hava this odd compass?”
L dortt think ho dropped this by accident” Dag commented.

As Scott gripped the object, the needle suddenly stopped spinning and glowed 3
ferce, blinding white, poining direcly down into the dark wators of the covo whero
the golden light below continued to pulse

“The boys spent the next fow hours trying to got the odd compass to provide s
diraction but it only seemed o slowly rotate around. Feeling frustratod by not
understanding what was going on, the boys started to walk home.

“The trok back from the cove folt difforont. Tho lightnoss in their steps from the
Lunar Wolls was gono, roplacod by a heavy, magneic drag that scomed to radiate
from the medalion in Scott's pocket. Tho violatfog had thickened, turning the
Samilar path into a abyrinth of shifting shadnws

s they hurriod toward th safoty of the Hanson house, the silonco was brokon
iy by the frantic crunch of ther boots on the quartz sand.

“Wo should not have taken it” Danny hissed, glancing nervously over his shoulder
at the swirling purple mist. "Did you see his eyes, Scott? Poople do not have eyes that
glon like Lanterns.” Scott squeezed the medallion tightly 2 they walked, wondering.
what had happened. Ho thought he could feel the metal vibrating against his hip, a
steady thrum-thrum throm like his own heartbeat."Ho said the tide domands a trade.
Maybo thisis the frst part of tho deal *

'Da stopped walking, forcing the others to halt. Tho Spiral Trees around thom
scomod to loan in, their bwisted branches groaning in the wind. °A trado for what?
“Think about it,” Dac said.

I it just me,” Scott asked, his face palo, "or is this thing gotting heavier? Not ike
a rock...like i's pulling toward the ground.*

A stray spark jumped from Danny's jacket o a neaby tree, iluminating the air
“Look at the fog," Danny whispored. They turned around. Behind them, tho violot
mist wasn'tjust swiring; it was being sucked nto @ narrow, glowing trail that
followed their exact footseps.

¢s not just a compass,” Das realized, his eyes widening "IV’ iko a tother.
‘Whatever that figure was, he croatod a way for whatevor that was to follow us
home."

As they turned the corner toward the Hanson home, the violststroetlamps
flickered and diod one by ono a5 the boys passed under them. Tho air grow cold - not
the crisp cold of a night breeze, but a deep, pressurized chillthat smelled of ancient
dopths and rusted iron

~Onco wo aro insido the house, wo can figure out what wa have.” Dac said,
hurrying them toward home.
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“Ms. Shely from tho library told us o stop by." Scott answered, shifting his
woight. "She told us o ask for Imam Rashad.

Imam Rashad's smile deoponed, though a flcting shadow - somthing ike gontle
sadness - passed through his oxprossion boforo vanishing. "Ah, good. You have found
me. Plaase, come share some tea with me," he said, gesturing toward a room across
the sun-drenched courtyard where the sound of trckling water echosd softly. "How
s Ms_Sholly? It has boen far too long since I last saw hor. Pleasa sond hor my
warmest rogards."

His prosonce was a sedalive to their norves; the boys folt an immediate, unforced
comfort as they followed him into his ofice. Though the room was small it flt
xpansivo, packed from floor o coiling with the weight of history. Tha walls were
lined with soveral leather-bound books, ther spines cracked and gold-leafed,
alongsido cubbies overflowing with anciont, yellowed scrollstied with twine. The air
smelled of old paper, codarwood, and a faint, sweet hint of rosowater.

In the center of the room sat  low wooden table where a steaming brass pot
waited. Imam Rashad poured the toa with practiced grace-—a rich, amber-calored.
mint toa that smelled o frosh horbs and honey. As the stoam curlod ito the air, the
warmth o the cup n their hands seemed to seal the invitation. This wasn'tfust an
offico; it was a sanctuary of shared knowledg.

tmam Rashad sot the brass pot down with a sof clink and settled into his chair,
watching the steam risoin thythmic swirls. The Hbrary is a place for questions.” he
began, his voico barely louder than the broozo i tho courtyard. "But a mosque? A
‘mosaue is often & place for answers—or a least, the patience to wait for them. What
i M Shely tll you about why you are hero?

Scott took a sip ofthe tea. 1t was hot, sweet, and tasted of crushed mint and.
Somsthing earthy. “She said yos knew things others did not. About the island's
history. And maybe about why things fool.. difforent * Tho lat word fot too sm:
[N ———

o

“The Iman's smile didst reach his ayes this time. Ho stood slowly and walked
toward a heavy, dark wood cabinetin the comr. Unliko the open bookshelvos, this
was secured with a brass padlack. He produced a small silver key from his robe,
clicked it open. and withdrow a shallow glass case. Inside lay a map, but it wasn't
ke the topographical charts the boys had seen in school,

“Look closely,” Rashad whispered, placing the case on the tablo between the tea
glasses. The parchmant was dark, the color of scorched oarth, and tho ink

Shimmered with a faint, oiy iridescence. It depicted the coastine of Spain, but the
lines stretching across the Atlantic did not end at  known port. They converged on &
blank space in the ocoan - right whoro Solumbra sat

“The map supposedly traced the path of a heavy Spanish galleon that disappoared
from the records in 1690, one of several dates Rayden had circled n his own
disputed notos
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Knowing Ethan's hand was constantly roaching into his pocket, Dac suspected ho
might bo carrying a hiddon recording dovice or a mastor key or maybe somthing
else. Das went to the household's central router and masked their internal signals,
ensuring that any romoto smiffing or digial ntrusion Ethan might attempt would hit
 wall of scrambled data - an electronic version of the nothingness he had learned.
from the Goddess.

He placed a single, nearly invisibls hai across the frames of the boys' bedroom
doors. It was a classic but effective measure to check for entry, but Dae added &
‘owit: ho dusted the foorboards with a fine, dark powder from Mastar Bu's templo
that would cling to the soles f shoes, invisible o the naked eye but fluorescent
‘under the specific violot spectrum of the "Moating man's® light.

As e inally sat on the edge of his bed, Da didn't close his eyes immediately. He
practiced the Void-Flow meditation, keeping his heart rate low while his senses.
expandd to il every corner of the Hanson home. He was no longer just a resident;
ho was the silont guardian of the "underground kingdom starting right hero in their
halhway. Dae folt cold satisfaction. Ethan might be living n tho spare bedroom, but
ho was now caughtin a web he coulds't oven see

“The following morning, the sun had barely touched the kitchon windows when
'Dae gathered Danny and Scottin their shared lving space. The smell of Mrs.
Hanson's coffes was beginning to drif through the house, but the atmosphere
batwean the thre brothers was clnical and sharp. Dac didt use words at irst. Ho
simply hld up a smal ultraviolot light he had fashioned from a laboratory penlight
Ho shane it at the floorboards near their door, revealing the faint, glowing footprints
of the dark powdor he'd laid down.

“Ethan tried to open this door at 3:14 AM,” Da said, his voice devoid of emotion.
“The rosonance alarm on the stone tripped beforo ha oven touched the handle. Ho
stood thoro for sixty seconds, then retreated.” H walked them through the rost of
the security not: the balanced ibration sonsors on tho windows, the dead-bolted
digital logic of the router, and the dead zones of shadow he had engincerd in the
halvay.

‘Danny loaned over, inspecting the noarly invisible hair across tho doorfram. Ho
Iooked at the glowing footprints and then bacl at Da. L knew he was acting twitchy
at dinner, but this?” Danay rubbed his face, the weight of the pravious weok's exams
‘momentarily eclpsed by this new reality.°If he'string to get into our room while
welro sloeping, he's not just troubled." Das. Ho's hunting for something. You think
he's working for someone, or is ho just. broken?”

Danny’s mind immediately began calculating the logistics. He started thinking
about how to intograte theie school-taught systems theory into Dac's more osoteric
traps. “We need to keep our research notes on a closed loap. No cloud storage, no
physical paper loft out. 1F he's a scout, we have to troat this housa like a contested
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According to legend, it wasr' just troasure; it carried "Tho Sux's Reflection.”a
T O ————

There are no rocords of the ship docking in the Amricas, nor any logs of a wrock.
found by contemporary salvagers. It simply ceased to exist."Historians cal it a ghost
story.” Rashad said, his fingor hovering over tho glass. "They say that the ship is a
myth because no manifost exists in tho Spanish Archives. But this map... it wasn't
draven by a cartographir. 1t was drasn by a supposed survivor.”

“A survivor?” Scot asked, hs heart hammring against his ribs
did he survive?”

it sank, how

“Bocause,” Rashad roplied, ooking up with a piorcing gazo, "some things don't
sink to the bottom of the ocoan. Some things find thoir way hore. This map doosnt
show whoro tho ship went down; it shows whero the tide o history ntende for it to

Ha leaned in closer, the scont of mint tea suddenly roplace by the sharp, metallic
tang of sal air. M. Shelly sent you because the ‘Sun's Reflection' is a0 longer just a
legend. The sland is rescting to something waking up beneath the waves.

“What else is in there?” Scott asked, pointing to the books and glass case.

“Besides this unusual map, there are mostly texts, some of them rare,” Rashad
explained, pointing to an aged, covered volume i the center. “That is the Quran. For
Muslims, it is sacred revelation - the word of God a5 revealed to the Prophet. It is my.
most troasurod possossion. It always scoms to have the right words for the right
moment.”

Scott gestured towar a protective tube nearby. “What about that?”

A gift from my fathor,” Rashad said, bis voice softoning. "It s said to bo a map.
containing vritings of the first inhabitants of Solumbra from ages ago, though its
true purposo is not known. That map is oldor and far moro fragile than this route
hart. Today our tima is short, but if you roturn,  ill show it o you whon it can bo.
handled safely.”

Aftor inshing their tea, th boys thanked the Imam and stopped out into the
vening air, finally making thoir way home. Tho heavy wooden doors of the Mosque
of Light swang shut behind them, mufling the peaceful trickling of the courtyard
fountain. The thre boys walked in ilonce for a moment,tho tasta of honey and mint
st lingaring on their tongues, bofore Danny finally exhaled a broath he seemed to
have been holding since the map caso was opencd.

~Okay.” Danny said, his voico low and urgent. “Can wo talk about how that map.
iterally loaked like it was blseding? That ink was moving, right? ['m not the only one
o savw that?"

It wasnit bloeding, Danny." Scott ropliod, though his own hands wer stuflod
dacp into his pockets o hide a sight tromor. "It was... rdescont. Like ol on water.
But Rashad was serious. Ho didn't look ike a guy who spends his Tuosday afternoons
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Scott, howaver, sescted with a mch darker enersy. He stood up, his hand
refleivaly tightening nto a fist. Tho discipling of Master Bu was visiblo in his
posture - balanced, grounded, and ready for a srike. "He's iving under our rocf
eating the food our foster parents provide, and he's croeping around our door at
night?" Scott's voice was a low growl. L don' care f h's family. If he touches that
handlo again, I'm not waiting for a rosonance alarm to tell mo what to do. Ho's a
throat to the halance, Dac. Master Bu taught us that a compromisod foundation will
bring down the wholo templa."

Scott ookad at the UV footprints with genuine disgust. "Mom and Dad won't s¢o
. They want ther son back so badly they'ro lotting a walf nto the nursery.”

Da placed a hand on Scott's shoulder, a gesturo of grounding. "That's why wa
don't toll thom. Not yet. Wo act with honesty among oursclvos, but we maintain the
Shadow for everyone lse. We continue our school schedule 85 planned. We sxcel.
But at ight, we rotate the watch.”

“The three boys stood in a circle, a silent pact forming that went beyond
brotherhond and academic ivalry. They wero now a cellof threo, operating within a
home that had become a frtress of secrets. "We stay focused,” Da concluded.
“Ethan is ooking for somothing, maybe tha stone, but ho doesnt oalize that we are
the ones watching bim.*

A Man Who Smiled with Teeth

Sunday morning arrived with a crisp, unoasy stilless. As was tradition, Mrs.
Hanson prepared for the morning service, but the house fltlopsided. Mr. Hanson,
had stayed bohind to "catch up on work." and Ethan retreated in the spare bedroom,
the door shut tight against the morning light

“Tho chapel was filled with the usual scent o floor wax and old hymnals. Pastor
Pote delivered  sermon on the virtues of community, but the boys' attention was
systematically drawn to tho back of the pulpi. Sting in a high-backed velvet chair
was an older man they had nover soen before. Ho was dressed in a suit o such dark
eharcoal it looked like  tear i the fabric of the room. He dids'tspeak; he simply
watched the cangregation with eyes that seemed ta absorb the ight rather than
reflect it. Dae noticed that Mrs. Hanson's hands were trembling as she held her
Bible. Sho wasn't looking at the pulpit; she was staring fxedy at the back of the pow
i trant of he, hor broathing shallow and jagged. Th "discornment” the boys had
been practicing screamed that sh wasn't just uncomfortable - she was terrified

“The moment Pastor Pete uttered the final “Amen,”the typical social atmosphers.
of the church vanished forthe Hansons. Usually, Mrs. Hanson lingared for twenty.
minutes to trade recipes and gossip, but today, she gripped Danny and Scot by the.
elbows.

“Wo're leaving. Now.” she whispered, hor voice tight and britle. Sho ushored
them to the car with a rantic pace, ignoring the confused wavs from their
neighbors, She did't wait for Pastar Pet to make his way to the door for his ususl
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pranking teonagers with ghost stories.

Da, who had boen unusually quict, stopped near a weathered stone wall
overlooking the Atlantic. The sun was beginning to dip, casting long, jagged shadows
across the sland's peculia tarrain.

“1690," Da whispere, looking out at the horizon. “Think about that. A Spanish
galloon fillod with The Sur's Reflection just vanishos. No wrockage, maybe ono
survivor, no rocords in the Spanish archivos. 1t iks the ocoan opened its mouth
‘and swallowed the whole thing."

“But that's the thing,” Scottsaid, turning to aco thom. "Rashad said the map
shows whera it was intended to arrive. Ho didn't point to Spain or the Americas. Ho.
pointed right here. Undor us."

“They huddled closer as the wind hegan to pick up, the sal spray stinging ther.
chooks. "What if Solumbra s not just an sland?” Danny suggosted, his oyes wide.
“What i it s & magnot for things that gat lost? Like a cosmic lost-and.found. Tho ship.
il not sink it got pulld into whatever enorgy this place has."

“Ho caled it The Sun's Reflection.” Dac reminded them. "f that metal really
never tarnishes, it has to be worth a ot

“Ho looked sad.” Scott added thoughtfully "When ha mentioned Ms. Shelly and
the ship, ho didn't look excitod liko a troasuro hunter. He looked like someone who
knows a storm is coming that he can't stop.

“We have to.go to the cove,” Danny said suddenly, looking between Scott and
Dae. “Maybe wa can find something."

ot looked back toward the Mosque, then out at the darkening sea. “Rashad
gavo us the tea to calm us down, but I think the map was the roal message. It like
he is motjust teling us history. He's telling s to get ready.

“The boys reached the Hanson house just as the stroetlamps bogan to flicker with
a soft, pulsing violet ligh, 8 peculiar feature of Solumbra's power grid that relied on
the island's unique mineral doposits. Inside, the air smelled of roasted root
vegetables and sea-sal broad.

Dinner a the Hansons' was nover just about food. 1t was a dabrief. M. Hanson
Sat at the head of the tabl, sloovos rolled up, whilo Mrs. Hanson ladled thick, savory
Stew into ceramic bowls

"You throa look like you've seen a ghost” M. Hanson remarked, his oyes.
winkling with  mix of amusement and curiosty. “Or did Imam Rashad just give you
the extra-strength mint toa?"

Wo saw the map, Mr. Hanson,” Scott sak, leaning forward, his stow cooling
“Tho ane of the lost ship. Ho said the ship dida'tjustsink—and it might have
intended to arrive here.
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roctings. She drovo in a stony, white-knucklod silonco untl they reached the
familar gatos of the Mosque of Light. Tl be back in an hour." was all she said
belore spocing of, leaving the thro boys standiag on the sidevialk, the shadow of
the strango man still ingering in their minds.

“They found Imam Rashad in the courtyard. Scott, unabl o contain his unoase,
stepped forward first. "Imam, there was a man today. At the chapel. Ho sat bohind.
the pulpt ke he owned the place. Our foster mothor...she looked ike sho'd seon a
ghost.

“The Iman's expression darkoned, his usual sorona smile fading into a line of
rave concern. Ho looked toward the horizon, choosing his words with extrem care
It is not my place to tellyou the secrets of another house of worship,” the Imam said
Softly. "But 1 il tell you this: be wary of him. Especially his smile. Somo smiles are
ot meant to show Joy; they are meat o show toeth. Ho is a man who deals in the
dabts ofthe past, and ho has come to Lumas to callact

Shalen by the Iman's warning, the boys began to lsave the meeting house when
they saw Sholly getting ready to ext the mosquo. Usually, Shelly was a woman of
‘muted exprossions and quiet academic rosorvedness. But as she turmod to greet
thm, she woro an unusually large, beaming smilo. 1t was 50 wido it looked painful,
strotching her features into a mask that didn't match the cold, calculating
intaligonce they know lived behind har eyos. Sho didn't speak. She simply nodded to
them, her oversized grin continually looking in Imam Rashad's dircction. The boys
stood curious, wondering what could have given Sholly such a largo authentic smile

A the car pulled back to the curb outside the Mosque, the boys could stil feel the
engine’s vibration through the pavement - a frantic. idling hum that mirrored Mrs
Hanson's intornal state. Sho looked straight ahoad, hor hands stll ocked at ton and
o on the staering wheel. Danny leaned into the window, his voice gentle but irm.
“Thanks for the rde, Mom. Bul wa've got an extra session with Master Bu. Balanco
[ S —————

Mrs. Hanson did't ook at thom. She just nodded, a quick, jorky motion. "Master
Bu. Right. Good.” sho whispered. *Just.. be home by six. ' making a roast~

“Wo will” Scott addod, leaning in beside Danny. "Ara you okay, Mrs. Hanson?
“That man at the church -

“Bo careful.* she interrupted, her voice suddenly sharp, cutting through Scott's
question like a blade. Sho fnally turned her hoad, and for a split second, the boys,
sawa flash of the same nothingriess Dac had been studying - a void of hope. "Just bo
careful Don'.. don' mention anything else.”

Without another word, she shifted the car into drivo and spe of, the tires
chirping against the asphalt. Sho didit look back in the rearview mirror.

“The three brothers staod i the silence letin her wake. The atmosphere of Lumas
ity had shifted; the “normal” Sunday peace had baon roplaced by a heavy, oxpectant
tonsion. "She's tervified,” Scottsaid, is voice low. *And Shelly's smiling ike a
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Mes. Hanson paused, her ladls mid-sir. “The 1690 alleon? That s an old saul's
tale, Scott. But in Solumbra, tales havo a habit of growing teoth.”

“The boys shared their theorics, but the conversation quickly shifted 1o the island's
natural—or porhaps supernatural —oddites that seemed o bo intensifying

“Did you notice the mist rolling in off the bluffs?* Danny asked. "It wasnt gray. It
was almost..glowing.”

“Tho Static Bloom,” M. Hanson explained. "I only happens whon the
atmospheric pressuro drops n a specific way. I’ harmloss, mostly, though it make.
your hair stand on end and scramble your phone’s GPS.”

'Dae mentioned the way tha tide seome to "hover near the jagged rocks of the

“Those are the Lunar Wolls,” Mrs. Hanson said softy

I some spots on the island, the gravity is about 5% wealer than the rest of the
world. 115 why the treos on th north shoro grow in those strange, swoeping spirals”

T've hoard the beach somstimes making a humming sound.” Scott addod

“That's the quartz singing,” Mr. Hanson replied. “Though some folks say i’ the
vibration of the machinory buried deop in the island’s core. Whatever itis, the
‘singing’ has been gotting loudr since the last full moon.”

“Everything on this island is connected," Mr. Hanson ssid, his tons tarning
serious as he Loro fF a piece of bread. "Tho weathar, the glowing tides, aven that
map Rashad showed you. Peopls think Solumbra s just & rock in the ocean, but itis
‘more like a living thing. And right now, it feels lika it s holding its breath

I that why Ms. Shelly sont us to Imam Rashad?” Dao asked. "Bacause the island.
... waking up?”

Mrs. Hanson reached over and patted Dac's hand. "Ms. Shly knows that history
5 not ust in books. Sometimes it under our feet. Eat your stew, boys. You will need.
your strongth f you are planning on chasing ghosts at the cove tonight

“The boys exchanged a ook. They hadivt told the Hansons they were going to the
covo yot, but on Solumbra, secrots wero as thin a the violot mist

The Static Bloom

After dinner, the boys put their school materials sway and decided they should go
on.a trok whilo the information they had gathered was il frosh. Knowlodge had
been handed to them; wisdom had not yet told them what to do with it

“The boys slipped out of the Hanson house, the scraen door clicking shut with a
fnaliy that mado Danny Jump. The world outside had boon transformed. Tho "Static
Bloom? had descended i ful orce, a thick, violet-hued fog that chung to the ground
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lunatic. Something is moving through the ight, boys.”

“The Tmam said to be wary of the smile,” Da reminded them, his hand
subconsciously brushing the void stone in his pockot. It was cold - colder than usual
“Mastor Bu told us that when tho wind changos, the mountain docsn't move. Wo noed.
to find our conter bofore wo go back 1o that house.”

Toward the Temple

“They turmed and began the long walk toward the Temple of Duaity, moving in &
‘gt formation. They were no longor just walking to  lesson; they were moving
toward the only placa lef n tho ity that felt ik it held the truth

s they climbed the stone steps, Dao folt the irst mystery echolng in his mind.
Nothingness is the fundamental stat. 1f the world they knew - the chorch, the
Lbrary, the mother who hid taken them n - was starting to fracture, then the
nothingness was simply tho realty undorneath finally showing through.

‘They noodod Master Bu to help them sharpon thei "discornment” into a weapon.
1fa dobt was being collocted in Lumas City, they noeded to maka suro they weren't
the onos paying it
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“Well” Luko said, his voic tight with a kind of triumph, "looks ike 1 inally
caught the do-gooders.

e ——
through him.

. but Danny grabbed his sleove, tension already coiling

Luke's grin widened, though it did not reach his eyes. "And it's about time you
loarned somothing." Ho lifted the rifle just a fraction higher. "Time to die."

For a moment, no ono moved.

‘Then Das did somothing small - so small it might have been missed by anyone
who did ro know him. H ilted his hoad slghtly toward Danny. Just a glance, just
enough

Protect Scott

‘Danny' grip on Scott tightened instantly, pulling him balt  step back without a
word,

Da stepped forward.

Slowly at st his movements deliberate, measured. His eyes never loft Luke. The
others shifted uneasily, glancing batween oo anothor, unsure whethor to close in or
[pep—

“Stay swhere you are, Luke snapped, adjusting his aim. " mean it
But Das did notstop.

Each stop was calm, controlled, as if ho wera walking into something alroady
decided. The distance between them shrank - ten feet, eight, six.

Luke's ingor tightonod on the trigger.
A sharp click splt the ai.
Nothing happened.
For just a fraction of a second, confusion Hickered across Luke's face
It was enongh.
Dae movad,

Ho surged forward ina blur, dropping low as ho closed the final distance. Tho.
riflo swng nstinctivel, but Dao sld past it his shoulder driving into Luke's
‘midsoction. The impact knocked the broath out of him, sonding him crashing hard
onto the ground.

The rifl clatered aay.

Bofore anyona elso could react, Da was already up, standing over Luke, one foot
planted frmly near his chest. His eyes snappe to the others - sharp, unyielding
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“I'm Scott,”the othor added, stopping in o smooth things over, This is Danny,
and you abviously know Dac.

“Ploasuro to meet you al,”sho roplied warmly.

“The tension in Dac's shouldors finally began to melt as the four of them follinto
an easy chythm, trading stories about thei hives outside the academy walls. For a
‘moment, the weight of the mastery systom and the pressure of the new school year
faded ino the background. Then the afternoon bell cut through thei convorsation,
and Lolani loft with a smilo that stayed with Da long after she had gone.

Shelly and the Library

“Tho rost o the school day passed in a blur of orientations and rulobooks—plonty
of questions, but nothing that folt ke a revelation. When the final bell rang, the boys.
began the fow-mil trok home, taking in the sights o tho city. As they walked, Scott
Suddonly cut offtheirchattr, poiating toward a towering stono structure. A brick
[

“The sky over Lumas Gity had not merely turned gray: it doopenc into purplo and.
opened into a torrential downpour that turned the streets of Solumbra into rushing
streams. Hoping to find shelter, the boys entered the large, beautiful building.

Dronched and shivering, Dac, Danny, and Scott ducked into the heavy oak daors.
af the Lumas City Library, the scent ofold paper and beesax acting as an
immodiat balm against the storm.

Behind the mahogany circulation desk sat Shelly, a womsn whose sharp eyes held
the depth of the ocean surrounding their island.

s the boys camo in, Shelly looked up, her gaze softening the moment it anded
on Dae. “You have your father's brow, Dac,” she remarked, her voice ike velvet. She
hadnt just known his father; she had ben a confidante in his lfelong obsession

Shelly was a pette woman with Long gray hair held togethor by a pencil. Her bluo
oyes looked large behind her glassos. "It s nice to fnally meot you, Dae. Who have
you brought with you?

“Those are my brothers, Danny and Scott. We wero walking home from school
and got caught in the rain.

“Well I'm glad you chosa to come in here,” Shlly said kindly. °Is thero anything [
can recommend for you three?”

I would realy ike to oo what my dad was working on,” Da said."He did not
spealc much about is interost, and 1 did not ralize you knerw him "

“Follow me." Shelly beckoned Dae toward a restricted archive behind the desk.
“He spent years at this very table searching for the Estrela de a Plata,” she
whispered, referring to the legendary Silver Star, the ship that vanished from the
rocords conturios ago. Shelly pulld a loather-bound folo from a locked draver and
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“Go ahead.” Dao said, his voice steady but carrying a dangerous edgo. "Move."
“The four ather chidren hesitated.

‘Daniny shifted slghily beside Scott, roady, but it was Scott who mado the next
move. Ho raised a hand just a ltla - subtle, practiced.

Stay and hold.
1t was a signal they all know.
The tension broke.

Like beforo - like overy other ime they had pushed oo ar - the others backed off.
One stop, then another, befora turning and ranning, disappearing into the dimming
light without another word.

Silence setled again.

Luke groaned beneath Dae, struggling weakly, but it did not las long. Danny.
stepped forward, already pulling off Luke's own belt.

“Dort ight it,” Danny muttored, Bipping him over.

Within moments, Luko was hog-tied, wrists and anklos bound tight with his own
belt loft sprawled awkwardly on the path ha had triod to control.

Da stepped back, breathing steady again. a i nothing had happened.
Scott looked down at Luke, then up at Dac. “You knew that gun woulda'tfire?”

‘Dae shaok his head once. “Did't need to."

‘Danny lot out a short breath, glancing toward the dircction the others had fled.
“Same as always.”

"Yeah* Scott said quietly.
“They did not stay long.

“The three of them turned and continued down the path, saving Luke behind
undor the growing glow of Solumbra's night - caught n his own trap, alono with the
silence.

Next they vsitod the Mosdque of Light. Imam Rashad accepted theirthariks with a
humblo bow. "Gratitude is the highest form of honesty. ho told them. Ho was.
ploased to seo that theirhigh scores hads't inflated their ogos, but had instead
decpened their discomment

Finally, thoy climbod the staps to the Tomplo of Dualiy. Mastor Bu was silent as
they thanked him for the mastery training. He merely nodded. his eyes lingering on
Scotts improved gait and Danny s confidence and strength, and Das's unwavering
balance. To him, their porfoct scores wero simply a natural byproduct o a disciplined.
spirt.
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stid a cllection of hand.drawn maps and brittle parchments toward him. “Those aro
coordinates your ather suspected but could never prove. Perhaps your eyes wil see
what he could not "

Shelly was not ona to leavo the others empty-handed. She moved through the
stacks with uncanny grace, selecting volumes as i they wero calling out to her. "For.
you, Danny, how about this2” She handed him a heavy, iron-clasped manual titled
The Kinetic Flow. It was not merely a guide on strength and agiity training; it
P —————

“Truo strangth,” she told him, “is knowing exactly where to apply it

“And for you, Scott, how about this?" She handed him  slm, silver-leafed book on
the Mothod of Loci and explained the art of building  mind palace, a mental
architecture used to stare and recal vast amovnts of information with precision

As the thunder rolled outsids, the trio ealized they had't just escaped the rain:
they had stepped into a logacy. With the maps of the Estralla in hand and their now
quidos for seltimprovement, the rainy afternoon had turned ino the start of a
genuine expedition.

“The bays spent an hour los in their new discoveries before their stomachs began
to complain. As Da gathered the stack to return i, Sholy stopped him. “You do not
havo to leavo those hore. 1f you sign them out, you can take them with you. Just be
sure o bring them back.

A5 the boys woro leaving, Shelly rocommendod that they stop by the Mosque of
Light and ask for Imam Rashad. She explained that he was a groat man and could bo.
a great sourca of information. The way Shally smiled when sho spok his namo told
the boys that the recommendation carried more than academic purpose.

Shelly's smile grew a tiny bit when she spake of Imam Rashad.

Imam Rashad and the First Map

Afte the storm calimed and they finished checking out their treasures, the boys
resumer their tek toward their new home, 1t wasn't long before the beautiful spires
of an even moro beautifu building could be seon. “That looks lie the mosqus Shelly
Spoke of” Scott said, pointing up to the incredible architecture in front of them.

“Tho building was 5o striking they couldst help but step inside, drawn in by the.
way the sunlight danced off the polished stone. There, they wero greeted warmly by
an older man with dark hair shot through with clegant stroaks of silver. Ho woro a
simple, breathablo white robe that soemed to radiate the samo cleanlinss as the hal
itsolf. Ho spoke with a rhythmic patienc, his voice carrying a groundod kindnoss
that mads the air feel st

“Welcome to the Mosque of Light,” he said, his eyes crinkling at the corners
“What brings you here today?"
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The Divided Heart

When the boys finally arrived at the Hanson home, tho smell of a home-cooked.
foast gractad them. The atmosphere was light - a stark contrast ta the heavy,
shadow-fled tunnels Dac had oxplored the night beforo. The dinner tablo was
erowded and lvely. Mr. and Mrs. Hanson were besming, having already heard news
of the boys' unprecedentod Academic Excllenco awards.

Joining them was Ethan Hanson, who had offiialy transitioned from a guest to @
‘permanent fxturo of the household. Having made the spare bedroom upstairs his
‘permanent home, Ethan addsd a now layer of intriguo to the house. Ho listencd
intently a5 Danny and Scot recounted the difficulty of th trple-exam week, offering
tho kind of grounded perspectiva the boys needed after dweling so much in the
abstract worlds of entropy and shadows.

Mrs. Hanson had pulled out allthe stops, preparing a meal that felt Lie a reward
for a long-fought batte. For a few hours, the “Myseries af Darkness” and the
“Underground Kingdom® were set aside. As thay laughed and passed plates of food,
Dae looked around the table. He realized that whie the Goddess was buiding her
kingdom in the shadows, those moments of ight and family woro what kept thom
human enough to lead it

Despits the warmth of the celebration and the presence of the Academic
Excellence awards on the mantel, a cold draft seemed to blow through the dining
[ S — - —
discernment - sharpened by the Imam's teachings and the Goddess's kiss - began to
pick up on jagged edges n the family dynamic

'Dae watchod Ethan closely. To Mr. and Mrs. Hanson, Ethan looked like a man
finally finding his ooting, but to Dae, the performance was leaking. Ethan's laughter
s fraction of  sacond too late and a v decibels too oud. It dide'treach his
oyes, which romained darting and rostloss. Sovoral timos throughout the meal, Dac.
noticed Ethan's right hand twitching toward his pocket, his fingers curling as if
chocking for somathing - or reaching for somthing that wasn't thero. It was a
compulsive, secrotivo movemont that spoke of a hidden agenda. Dao realized that the
“nothingaess” he had studied was manifesting hero as a void in Ethan's honsty.
Ethan wasr. just staying in tho sparo bedroom; he was occupying the house ke a
Scout n enemy territory.

Aftor the pltes were cleared and Danny and Scott had drifted toward their
bedzoom, Ethan intercepted Da in the dimly It hallway. The mask of the grateful
relative dropped instantl. Ethan's posture was agaressive, his eyes narrowed with a
sharp, hungry curiosity

“You're acting diffront, Kid,” Ethan hissed, stepping into Dac's porsonal space.
“The perfoct scores, tho way you're walking. . something's changed.” Ho gestured
toward Dae's jesns. “Show me what's in your pockets. Rght nov."
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Da fol the void stono resonate against his thigh, ts cold pulse a warning. He
. Ethan's gaze with the terrifyingly calm stillness he had mastered at the Temple
of Duality. "No," Da said, his voico flat and immovable. "There's nothing for you
there, Ethan.

Ethan's Jaw tightoned, a flash of genuine malice crossing his faco befor ho forced
ajagged similo and backed away. "Fino. But I'm watching you."

A5 Dae watched Ethan walk back toward the spar bedroom, he roalized the
complexity of the situation. M. and Mrs. Hanson wera o desperate to believe in
their son's rocovery and invalvement that thoy were willuly bind to the cracks in
his behavior. They wouldn't lsten to accusations; they would see it as Dae being
“diffcult.

Dae mentally noted that the Hanson home was no longer a total sanctuary. 1f
Ethan was looking for the stone, h was likely laoking for more.

Dag know ho neoded o set up safoty measuros - physical and metaphysical
within the house immediataly. Ho couldn' lat his brothers bo compromised while
they slept, espocially now that the Goddoss was bullding a kingdom that Ethan,
Seomed far too interested in infiltrating.

The House as a Net

“That night, while the rest of the house drifte into a valnerable sieep, Dae maved
through the hallways ks  ghost. He knew that physical locks wouldn't be enough to
doter someone with Ethan's orratc dosporation. Ho needod 1o combino the.
‘mochanical with the metaphysical, using the "Kineti effcioncy” of Master Buand th
“discernment: of the Imam to craato  layered dfense. Das began by applying the
oncept of entropy to the house's entry points. He didn't just lock the windows; he
rigged thom with subtl, ow-tach acoustic triggers.

Ha placed small, balanced objects - similar to the ones used in Mastor Bu's
exquilbrium drills - o the sils. 13 window was even slightly nucged, the object
would fall nto a soft surface, creating a specifc frequoncy of sound that ol
Someone trained in "Void-Flow” would catch, He adjusted the angles of the
nighilights and hallway mirrors. This croated "dead zones” of shadow whero Ethan
would expoct light, and cast clongated reloctions that would alort Dao to any.
‘movement in the corridor boforo a person oven rounded the cornor. Dac roturned to
his room and took the void stone from his pocket. Recalling tho "First Mystery” of
darknoss, he focused his intent on the stone. He did't want it to glows he wanted it
10 act as a tothor. Ho placed the stone on a wooden surfaco that shared a structural
beam with Ethan's sparo bedroom. By "honestl” projecting his dosio for protaction,
he set the stone to act as a silent proxinity alarm. 1 anyons with a ‘dvided heart” or
‘malicious intent - ik Ethan - spproached the boys'sleeping quarters, the stane
would vibrate at froquency that would wake Dag instantly, bypassing the heavy
sloep of the others.
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“The praise did ot feel warm. It flt heavy.

“The Generalknew the clock had started. A bttle involving experimental stealth
technology, biological cargo, high explosives, and a romote fortress would light up
sensors and intaligence networks far beyond Solumbra.

“This fortrossis socura,” ho told his remaining guards. "Hold the perimeter. No
one entors without my personal authorization.”

“Then e gesturod for one trusted guar to prepare a transport

“The boys expocted an interrogation, or perhaps a hospital. Instead, Anauye led
them to.a nondescript armored vehicle hidden insido a side hangar. Ho drova them
himself through the mountain pass toward Master Bu

A5 the vehicle wound away from the fortress, his voice grow hoavior.

“What you saw tonight - what you did tonight - does not exist. You spoak of it to no
ne. Not your fionds. Not your families. Not even to cach other once you leave this
vehice."

Ho oxplained the cold realty. Intlligonce agencies, government investigators,
and whoover had builtthe cold-ghost suits would descend on his fortress. They would
ook for data, witnesses, and targots. By sending the boys back undor Bu's protection
betore sunrise, Anouye was srasing ther footprints. If they were notat the ortress,
they could not be nterrogated. 1f o one knew they swere involved, no ons could
easily come after them for what they knew.

I am the lightning rod,” ha sl I il hancle the vistors. You need to bo ar
away, undor Bu, whera the world cannot find you. Somotimes the best way to win a
gt i to vanish before the investigators arrive.

“The boys sat in the dim cabin light, the weight of their secrot sotling over the.
Ty had started the day as students. They woro leaving as survivors of a shadow.

When the vehicle reached Master Bu's secluded training hal
almost gone. Bu waited on the porch, a lone sillouette in the dim yallow light.

the moon was

Anouya stopped out frst, his uniform stll smling of spent rounds and
supprossion foam. Ho gave Bu a s, rospoctful nod.

Bu's oyes moved across the boys. He did not look for trophios. Ho looked at how.
they carried thomsolvos. Ho saw Danny stil processiag the fight. Ho saw Scatt's
steady hands and broken prosthotic. Ho saw Dac's balanced stance and the
dangerous new stillness behind his eyes

“The ghosts came,” Bu said simply.

“And the ghosts staye.” Anouye replied.
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Ha turned o the bos, then back to Bu. "These throa did not just survive. Thoy.
xecutod. Scott took their oyes. Danny took their lead. Dac broks their ine. You did
ot only teach them how to move, Bu. You taught them how to think undor fire.”

A rare smile croased Master Bu's face. He placed a warm, heavy hand on Scat's
Shoulder, then looked at Danny and Dat.

“To have skl is common,” Bu said sofly. "To have clarity when the worldis
Screaming around you - that i the mark of  true student, 1 am more than proud, You
have honored this hall.*

Anouyo, rarely one for sentiment, spoke with profossional respoct. " have soen
olite squads fold undor tachnology lie that. Their training gave them the foundation
toignora the magic of invisbility and treat the enemy like any othor target. You have
turned these boys nto something formidable

“The two old men shared a look of mutusl understanding. Both knew the word was
becoming more dangerous. But fo tonight, the boys had earnd their safey.
Aftr the dabrief, Bu served toa and rice o setlo their bodies. Anouye dopartod

beore dawn to meet the visitors he knew were coming. The boys walked back to the
[ ——————

Da callapsed onto his bed, staring at the coiling. Danny fll asloep almost bofore.
his head touched the pillow. Scott lay still despite the missing prosthetic, his face
turned towvard the dark.

For a ltle while, the rod:stained foam and white-hot lashos fadod. They wore
safe. They woro silent. They wera whero they were supposed to bo.

The Lady of the Deep Night

In the deop slence of the Hanson house, the exhaustion of battl fnally pulled the
boys into slecp. For Dac, the void did not remain empty.

“The darkness of his room did not fee ike absence. It began to thicke, gathering
into an obsidian mist at the oot of his bec. From that iving shadow emerged &
woman of othereal, hauating beauty, hor orm woven from the very night itselt

e moved without sound. Whon she spoke, the words did not srike his oars.
‘They rosonated directly insida his spiit, sharp and cold as a blade.

“You have sorved me well, young mastor,” she whispered. "You must remombor
this night, though 1 vill ensure that no adlitionsl person will”

St loaned closer, radiating a paradoxical peace: absolute power and protective
calm bound together_ Sho oxplained that she would act s his silent quardian during
the coming days of scrutiny.

L will lock any attompt to spread information that could point back {0 you.” sho
said. "You will ot be distracted from the path 1 have set before you. You are closer to
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understanding the mysteries of darkness. Be calm, my young roprosentative.
Continua to learn and grow. Soon, you will be needed.

In the dream, she reached out one shadow-veilad hand and pressed a finger o his
brow.

“The contact was not cold. It was ice and firs occupying the same point.

When first light filtered through the Hanson windows, Da bolted upright Danny
‘and Scott were still dsep in recovery sleep, the previous night blurred for them into.
xhaustion, foam, gunfire, and escape. For Dac, the dream was more real than the
floor beneath his et

His fingers touched the center of his forshead. The skin ingled with a persistent
clectric hum. It was ot a wound, but it was a mark - an invisiblo seal loft by the
Goddess of Darkness

Ho undorstood then that whil the world might forgat his nvolvement at Anouye's
fortross, ho was now tothered to something older and more domanding than the
General's war,

“The visitors would ind mothing. The shadows themselves wero working to keop Dac's
secret.

A Loaner Leg

Da slipped into Scotts room and found him already awake, gingerly massaging
the stump whora his prosthotic had overcompensated and failed. Danny was still
Tt ———

“How's the leg?" Das asked sofly. “You pushed it too hard st night.

“Sore,” Scott admitted. “But nothing a ittlo downtime won't fix. Als, 1 hate
downtime.

'Da leaned against the doorframe, guil darkeniag his exprossion. “You were
incrediblo. When you went down at the cove, Danny and 1 lost it Wo charged into a
fght we should have lef alons and drew the attention af something we should have
stayed far away from."

“You can say that aqain.” Dasny mttered from the other bed, voice thick with
sioep. Ho sat up and rubbed his oyos. I am glad you aro okay, Scott. You scarod the
e out of us.

“And you?" Dae asked. "How aro you holding up?”

“Good encugh. SHIE, Hungry. Mostly hungry.” Danny stretched util his spine
popped. "Lets find food before morality makes me do chores.”

Scott bagan puling on fresh clothes, thon paused. "What happened to the digital
drive? The injector device?
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“Ancuye kept it* Danny said. He wanted to analyze it and see exactly what kind
af hornets'nest we kicked over.

‘Dae stared at nothing for a moment. I think that driv is how they tracked us.
would love to know what i on i, but we should give tho General's place a wida berth
for a while.

‘Danny nocided, then picked up a crutch and handed it to Scott. "First things first
We noed to get you a new log.”

“The next forty-cight Hours became & blur of recovery. The trio stretched out sl
‘musclos, rocalibrated their basolino, and tried to shaks the physical and mental toll
of the cave, the fortress, and the dream Dao did not mention.

When Monday arrived, thei fest stop was Blue Fin Orthatics.

Scott limped in on  crutch and left with & chunky adjustable loaner - the same
starter log he had used aftor his hospital discharge. It was not sleck. It was not fast.
It was, however, better than dragging carbon fiber wreckage bebind him.

Dr. Hall was notloting therm loave without questions. Ho oxamined the shattored
prosthotic, squinting through his spoctacles.

“I have seen these survive car accidents and mountain
“Exactly what kind of stross did you put through this pylon?”

. Scott.” he said

“The bays traded a quick, silent glance.
“Rough terrain,” Satt offered.

Dr. Hallsighed., though a small smile tugged at his mouth. "Well luckly, it is
undor warranty. 1 can ordr the roplacement, but it will be a fow weoks. Try not to
ght the terrain until then.

"L will enter nogotiations with the ground immediately.” Scott said.

With the loaner strapped on and Scot back on two foet, the boys headed toward
campus, roady - or s roady as thoy could bo - o slde back into the mundane rhythn
af schoal.

But somthing had changed. Their bodies wore stronger. Thelr minds wero
Sharper. Their family had growen. Their secrets had moltiplied. The tree had grown
taller, yos, but so had is shadow.

And somewhoro beneath that shadow, Dac could stllfel the mark on his brow.

humming lke a warning
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blind."

He pointed at Scott. "You have fast hands and a faster oyo. Sit at that console.
Watch the therma fecds. If a heat signature moves faster than human, you shout.”

Finally, ho looked at Das. "You saw them irst. You have the eyes. Get on the
omms with the gatehouse. Help my guards identiy the shimmers you saw in the
woods."

“The boys scrambled to their stations.

A muffled thump achoed from the valley. One of the perimtor tip-lares had
ignited, bathing the treeline i harsh magnesium-white light. On the monitors, five -
0, sx - shadawy figures moved with unnatural coordination towar the first gate,

They were not smugglers.
“They wero a professional hit squad.

“Target confirmed." a voice crackled over the radio. “General, they ara not
slowing down for warnings "

O course they aro not,” Anouye said, chambering a round into his sidearm.
“They have no idea whose hause they have chosen.”

“The study erupted into tactcal noise. Outside, the gravel stretch before the
gatehouso becamo a strobe of muzelo lashos. Dae's vaica moved over the comms,
steady but strained, callng out positions fo the gatehouse guards.

The automated sentries began thei rhythmic thunder, pinning the main assault toam
against the perimeter wall

Insid tho command centor, Scott stared at the thermal monitor until his eyes
watored.

“The loud attack at the front gate burned white-hot on the display:six iguros in
heavy goar, using ballstic shields and disciplined movemont. But wast of the manor,
along a ciffface that should have boen impossiblo o clmb, Scott saw something
colder than the stone around i,

[ —
Itwas a cold spot.

“Goneralt” Scott shouted over gunfire. "West ridgo! Somthing is wrong with the
fooar”

Anouye glanced over his shoulder. “The west rdge s a sheer drop. Nothing
climbs that n the dark

“Then the cliffis moving." Scott snapped.

His ingor traced a aint blurred ripple on the scroen, like a smear of il o water.
Ajagged man-sized shape was crawling up the vertical rack face, sucking heat rom
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the air around it. Then another appeared. Then a third.
“The General leansd closer, and for the first time his face went pale.

T —_
[ —

Hat s not smuggler tech. That is black ops

While Dae and the guards remained occupied by the loud distraction at the gate,
the cold shapes wers secands from reaching the balcony shove the study.

“Dac, do you copy?” Anouye roared into his headset. “The front is a feint. Break
off and swoep the west terrace. Now.”

Static shrieked back.
The cold ghosts wors jamming communications.

Anouya grabbed a heavy shotgun from th wall rack and tossed a smallor sidearm
toward Scott. Scott caught i badly, nearly dropping it His broken prosthetc lay
discarded near the consola ke  faled promise.

“Stay on this scroen,” the Gonoral odered. I any cold spot moves toward the
armory whore Danny i, use the internal alarm. Do not loavo that seat unloss the
room burns around you."

‘Then the General vasished toward the terrace.

The Cold Ghosts

At the front gate, Dae crouched behind a reinforced pillar, the ai thick with
pulverized stone and the hot motal smell of gunfre. Every timo ho tried to relay
coordinates, bis headset screamed. The main sssault team used deployable shiclds
that shimmered with kinetic encroy, absorbing rounds from the sentries and
returning fve with disciplined efficiency.

Da roalized with a sinking cortaiaty that the attack was not designed to broak
through

1t was dssigne to make everyons look outward.

“They are not trying to get in," he said, voice lost tothe wind. “They are trying to
keep us looking aut"

“Throe floors below, the armory was a tomb of coldsteel and humming machinery.
Danny sat near the backup generator, slbow-deep in wiring beside Anouye's lsad
technician, Julo. He had successfully bypassed a damaged primary fuse, and the
gonerator had bogun to purr.

He did not hear the vent cover sl open above him,

“Tho cold ghost descended on a slent line, wrapped i interlocking hexagonal
platos that blurred the air around its body. The temperature in the armory dropped
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50 quickly that Danay (ol the chil before he sav the attacker. Tha hair on his nock
lited,

1n the relaction of the generator's chroms casing, he saw a jagged blue-tinted
houette hovring inches bohind hirn.

A blade unfolded from the intruder’s hand, fsint ultraviolat along is edge.
‘Danny was trapped hetueon the generator and the workbonch.

In the command conter, Scott saw the cold spot enter tho armory foed and folt
[ —————

H could not run there. H could not Bght with on working log and a weapon he
i ot knonw how to use. But he could see.

Ho slammed the internal alarm and shouted into the hardline, “Armry breach.
Armory broach. Cold signaturo inside ith Danay.

Anouye's voice snapped back through the emergency channel."Foarm systom.
Zone Four. Now.

5 locked,” Scottsaid. fingers fiying over the console. "It wants dual
e —

“Override panel. | am sending authorization.”

A string of commands flashed across tho screen. Scott did not understand all of
them, but ho understaod enough to ollow the General's rhyth. He salectod Zone
Four. Ho isolated the armory. He confirmed emergoncy discharge.

“The celling nozzlos opened.

‘Densa white fire-supprossion foam erupted into the armory, swallowing
quipment, crates, Danny, Juli, and the invisiblo thing between thom. The cold
ghost's greatost advantag worked agaiast it. It could hide from hoat and hght, but it
stil displaced air. As t moved, it carved a human-shaped absance through the foam.
Moisture froze around ts suit, crystallizing into a jagged frosty shel

“The invisible monster became a target.

Julio did not hesitate. The moment the iguro appeared, ho fred. Tha ghost jerked
i the foam, lost balance, and collapsed into the white flood. s body, sult, and.
weapon faied togother.

‘Danny stared, broathing hard, on hand stil locked around a wrench he had boon
ready to use against something that should not exst.

“Danny1® Scott shouted through the intorcom.

Danny looked up, coverod in foam and grease. " am aliv,” he barked back. "I am
extromaly gross, but alve.
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Qutside, two remaining cold ghosts sensed the failed breach and attemptad &
retreat along the clif. They reached the summit just as the estate's security scquired.
theie disrupted signatures against tho cold rock. A compact explosive round struck
near the rdge, and the concussion threas both figures out of stealth and deven the
slope in a shower o shattered tech.

At the main entrance, the gate guards remained pinned by the shield team. Dae
saw the stalemate from a flanking position. Ho pulled a thermal carister from the.
quardhouse, measured the arc in on breath, and throw.

“The canistor landod bohind the daployable shiclds, whera the men had 5o armor.
facing. The white-hot bloom force them apart and openod the line. Tho guards
rotook the perimeter

“Then, fnally, the shaoting began to stop.

Smoke, Foam, and Silence

With the immediats ghost threat neutralized and the kil team broken, Anouye
emorged to take comman of the aftermath. Ho moved with calculatod calm,
prioritizing people before property. Ho chocked guards for shrapnol wounds and
concussions. He looked at Dac, Danny, and Scott with the grim attention of a man
e

No losses.
That was the only victory that mattered.

‘T armory was a ruin of foam, shattered equipment, rod-stained whito suds, and.
‘Danny yoling at Juli for laughing at the way foam clung to his eyobrows. The
gatehouso walls bore scars from tho assault. The west terrace smelled of sat wind,
hot metal, and bumt circuitry.

Anouyo audited the structural intogrity of the gate, then the armory lockdown
Systems, then the perimeter. His home fortross har proven what he already knev it
was more than walls and sensors. It was a functional death trap for anyone foolish
enough to knock without invitation.

Bofore the dust fully setted, ho gathered Das, Danay, and Scott i the armory's
foamslic centor. His gaze lingerec on the shape in the white suds where the st
ghost had fallon

“Listen up,” ho commanded."Every quard s standing, and you throo aro ntact.
“That s the only victory that matters today."

Ha thanked his guards briefly and personally. Then, o the boys' surprise, ho
thanked aach of them.

“You did not merely survive a raid he said. "You helped defeat a state-of the-art
Stealth infiltation nit. Veteran soldiers have died without ever seing what you saw
tonight
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‘Scott pointed toward the drive. I found that inside one of the imjectors. It wasa't
just torage. It looked like  dead drop. Someone was using the truck as a rolling
hard drive.

Anouye's expression did not soften. He liftd the drive with a pair of tweezers,
holding it under the desk lamp.

50, he said, “threa boys with no formal tactical training incinerated  Tier-One
biclogical asset and a localized data node because they were worriad.*

“The word worried was st disbelie. It was an accusation.

His ayes snapped to Dae. "Or is ther something you have not told me sbost sho
folowed you here?"

Dae hesitated. He remembered the shimmer in the woods, the dark shape
batiween trocs. "I saw somathing on the rai, sir. Someona fast. 1 couldn confirm it
but wa were not alone.”

“The Genoral's oyes narrowad. Ho tapped a sequence into the consolo on his desk.
A holographic map of the estate flare to 1o, showing heat signatures moving
through the brush two miles out

"W~ Anouya said, his voice dropping. "Yous confirmation i currontly breaching
my outer sensors. You have brought a frostorm to my doorstep.”

He did not panic. 1f anything, his eyes lit with a cold, prodatory spark - the look of
a man who had spent forty years waiting for the world (o give him an honest reason
o fight again.

The Fortress Wakes

Anouya stood, and the room changed with him. His posture bocame the rigid
command-stance of the Solumbra Army's finest

Ha tapped tho holographic map, highlighting jagged clifs and the single
rointorced drivoway leading to the manor. "Tho terrain i our graatost ally. They
think they are hunting threo boys. They do not oalize they have walked into a kil
box”

H ordered his guards to kil the estate's external lights. He wanted the attackers
o rely on their own night vision and flashlights, making them wsibla to the manor's
hidden sensors. Ho activated remote sonic emitters along the chifs to disorient.
anyon approaching on narcou paths. Beneath the eaves, automated sentry hosings
Slid open with a low mechanical grow.

“Then he turned back to the bays.

I do not have time to babysit.” e barked. “If you cannot fight, be useful. Dasny,
armory. My lead toch i there. You know engins and mechanics woll anough for B
o trust your hands. Holp calibrata the backup generator. I the powr goes, wo are
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“The fest light of dawn was Just beginning to grey the edges of the curtains when
‘ot stirred. His leg - the temporary prosthetic - was propped against the
nightstand, and his body fel ike it had been through a centrfuge. Thirsty and
scoking tha kitchen, ho hobblod out af his room, only to stop dead in his tracks as ho
passed the open door 1o the study area. Dao was stll thero. Ho hadn't moved sinco
they arrived homo hours ago. Ho was hunched over a serios of open tabs and a
‘notebook filled with dense, erratic scribbles. The biue ight of the monitor relected.
offhi iises, making them look like cold lint.

Scott loaned against the doorframe, rubbing sloap from his eyos. “Dac? Man, did
e r——

Dae dide't jump. He didn't even startle. He simply turned his head with a slow,
deliberate grace - & remnant of Master Bu's training - and looked at Scott. There.
wora no dark ciclos under his eyes, no signs of the "alnightor” fog. Instoad, ho
looked terrifyingly awake. "There's a pattern o i, Scott,” Daa said, his voice low and
raspy but steady.

A pattern ta what? The physics inal?” Scott asked, stepping closer to ook at the

“Everything." Dac poiated to a complex diagram on the scraen."Entropy. Most
‘people think it's just things falling apart. But t's the only constant. s the trth.
bekind the shadow.

‘Danay, awakened by the low murmuring, shuffled into the doorway bohind Scott,
e Y S ————E T ——
notes on the desk and lot out along whiste. You look ke you'ro wired on a gallon of
sprosso, but the kitchen's untouched,” Danny noted, his voice thick with slocp.
“What happened out ther on that run?”

Da lookod back at tho scroen, his fingers twitching slightly as i stl foslng the
resomance of the void stone. " realized we've been looking at aur sxams - and our
ights - the wrong way. We've boen trying to build order. Wo should be looking for
where the order i already filing."

“The brothers shared a concerned, silent look, Ussaly,they were a trio of equsl
footing, but this morning, Do folt.. different. Ho folt ks ho had climbed a mountain
during the night while they woro sill at the base, and he had brought somthing
back with him that wasnt entirely human.

The First Exam

“The walk to school that morning fel fundamentally differont. While Danny and
Scott were mentally rohearsing formulas and historical dates, Dae moved with a
prodatory stilncss. Evary crack in the sidewalk, overy withored leaf caught n a gust
of wind, and evory rusted blt on the school's perimeter fonca stood out to him. Ho.
‘wasn't socing objects; he was seeing systems in various stages of novtable
breakdown,
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s they entored the testing hal, the atmosphere was thick with the collective
anxioty of thei pors. The thrca boys took their seats - a formidable row of focus. For
‘Danny and Scott, the goal was mastery of the material For Do, the goal had shifted
to deconstruction.

When the proctar placed the first exam of the week - Advanced Physics and
‘Systoms Theory - on his dosk, Dac did' ool the usual spike of adronaline. Ho looked.
at the complex probloms ragarding heat transfer and energy loss. Normally, Dac
would have struggled to romember the rigid, rdered proos roquired for the
answers. But as he looked atthe questions, he applied the Goddsss's directive: "See
what s, and not what you want " He bogan 1o spot whero tho thooretical problems.
ignored real-world dacay. Ho did't just solve for the variables; ho explainod whero
the enorgy would "ealc” into the shadows of the system.

Instoad of ighting the comploxity o the math, he looked for the path of least
rosistance - the point wher the system naturally wanted o settl into oquilibrium.
He stopped *hearing- the frantic internal monologue of & student trying to remember
a textibook. Instead, ho watched the equations move i his mind ko the dark purples
of the man in vilot, flowing toward their most stable, disordorod state
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From two seats over, Danny glanced at Das. He noticed his brother wasn't
fipping through his scratch paper or chewing on his pen. Da was writing in long,
uid strokes, his hand moving with the Kinetc officiency Master Bu had taught them,
but povvered by a cold, intellsctual ie. While other students were hitting walls of
‘mental fatigue halfway through the exam, Dac seemed to be gaining momentum. The
‘moro complex the system described i the test, the casier it was for him to find the
“shadows" within - the poiats of entropy that mado the solution obvious.

By tho time the proctor callod for pens down, Dao was alroady finished. Ho wasn't
drained; o looked Lo ha as ust getting started, his gaze already driftng toward
the window, searching for the next mystery hidden in the light and the dark.

s theirtests wero rocorded and given back both Danny and Scott were quite
happy with their grados which wera both over 90%

“How did you do?* Scott asked.

‘Danny looked over to Dac's report and saw another perfoct 100%. Once they were
ut in the hallway, Danny and Scott crowdsd around Dae, snatching the paper to see
for themselves.

“Da, you wrote here that ‘the shadov is the anly true equibrium because it
roquires mo enorgy to maintain. Man, that's notin the textbook.That's not even in
the extra credi reading."

Scott looked at his brother, noticing how Dae wasn't oven celsbrating the perfact
Score. You're scaring the faculty, bro. You'e talking about physics ke ¢
relgion.”

'Da simply took the paper back and folded it neatly. "The textbook treats
darknoss as a lack of something. But the exam was easier once | realzed that
darknoss is the foundation. Tho light is what's temporary. The entropy is just the
light getting tced.

“The brothers shared a lok of growing unease. They wera proud of him, but the
gap botwoen Dac's perspective and their own was widening. While they wore
studying to pass a grade, Das was studying to understand a fundamenta force - one
that saemed to be changing the very way he breathed and moved.

Discernment

‘T heavy academic fog o the day bogan to it as the threo boys stapped out of
the school gates. The weight of their exam scores folt secondary to the restless
energy buzzing in their veins. By slent agreement, they turned avay from the path
home and headed toward the Mosque of Light. a place of geometric perfoction and
rep———

“They were ther o seo their spiitual mentor Imam Rashad, a man whoso wisdom
was as cloar as tho spring water i tho mosque's courtyard. Ho grocted thom with a
knowing smile, his eyes lingoring briofly on Dao, sensing the shiftin the boy's aura
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The Man in Violet

Despite the long day, Dac's onorgy remained restloss. While his brothers siopt, ko
laced up his shoos and slipped out the door. Under the cover of the dark, Dao took to
the stroots for a run. The thythmic striko of his oot on tho pavoment served as his
own personal meditation, a way Lo process th sheer volume of information and.
training thoy had absorbed.

s Dac's lungs burned with the cool night air, he pivoted toward the cove, his
sneakors hitting tho soft, damp sand. It was thero, ramed by the moonlight
roflecting off the tide, that he sav him: the man who sceme to defy gravity

From a distance, the igure appeared to bo foating a fow inches off the ground,
drifing through the salty mist ke a phantom. Dae slowed his pace, his heart
hammering against his ribs - no from the run, but rom tha sheer impossibility of the.
sight. However, s the man stood still and waited for Dae to close the gap, the
supornatural aura shifted into something more calculated. As Dae got closer, ke
roalized the man's oot wers firmly planted on the earth. The hovering offoct was &
briliant visual deception; the man wors deap, shimmering purples and layered
violots that absorbed the shadows around his ankles and bled into the darkness of
the night 1t croated a porfect illusion of suspension, a silhoustto datached from the
world,

“The man didn't flee this time. Ho stood his ground, his eyes locking onto Dae with
an intensity that et like & physical weight,

"I havo been waiting for you to be ready,” the man said, his voice cutting through
the sound of the crashing waves. "l have watched, and 1 have dtermined that the
i is no.

‘Daes mind lashed back to his dreams - the vivid, haunting imagery of the
Goddoss of Darlnoss. Ho folt a sudden, clectric jlt of recognition. This man wasn't
stranger; he was & travelar on the same obscure path. They were both chasing the.
Same ink black horizon, hunting for the Mystories of Darknoss.

'Das took a stop forward, the sand shifting bonoath him. Ho didu'tload with a
grocting or a challengo. Instead, he asked tho one quostion that had boen burning in
his mind:

“Do you know the Mysteries of Darkness?"

“The man recoiled, genuine astonishment washing over his face. He had clsarly
ot expocted a boy on a night run to speak of such anciont, esoteric socrots. Aflor
Long silonce, he slowly shook his head.

"I do not.” the man admittod, his oyes filing with a new kind of roverance. In
fact.. 1 beliove it is you who will show me what they are.”

Bofore Da could answer, the man reached into his cloak and drew out a dark
stone. It was black, smooth, and almost unremarkablo at Arst, but whe it crossed
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into the moanlight,the liht bent around it as if the stons were drinking from the
world. "You will need this,”the man said. Ho placed it in Dac's palm, then stepped
back into the mist and secmod to glido away without touching the ground.

Da fol the void stono nestle in his palm, and as his ingers closed around its
cold surface, it began to resonate, pulsing i rhythmic cadence that mirrored his
‘own heartbeat. The sensation was heavy with an anciont graviy; ho flta sudden,
inexplicable obligation t seok guidance beyond the physical ealm. Moved by an
instinct he couldnt name, Dac knelt on tho damp sand. Ha closod his eyos and
offered up a sincere, silent plea - a raw desice to understand the power he was
beginning to touch. Unliko the vivid imagery of his droams, no figure appearcd
before him. Instoad, the world fol into a profound, heavy silence, and a familiar,
penctrating voico ochoed within the chambers of Hs mind.
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“Vou must soek understanding of darkness and shadows,” the voico commanded.
“These will help you to see the dark as it trly i, without fearing it ike most othors
do. You must soe whal is, and not what you want. You must bo open and honost -
especially with yourslt - to lear of the darkness.”

When the voice faded, Das stood up. The exhaustion from his run had vanished,
roplaced by an abnormal desio to seck answors and a suddon, iron-clad
persexerance. The path ahead was 1o longer just a curiosty; i was a mission. He
would master tho mystorios of darknoss, starting with tho goddoss's command to
study the nature of entropy before the week roached its ond.

Study Entropy

“The cool night air stil clung to Dac's skin as he slipped back into the Hanson
home. The silence of the house was absolute, broken only by the distant, thythmic
hum o the Fofigerator and the soft breathing of Danny and Scott from their room.
‘Under normal circumstances, the day's grueling schedul - the proparation for
xams, the tomporary prosthetic iting, and Master Bu's moditation - would have loft
him harizontal and unconscious. Butas ho looked at his hands, he could stil ecl the
phantom hum of the void stone. The Goddess's voice remained a sharp, cold tather in
[ ——

'Das bypassed his bed ontiely, moving with the proternatural eficiency Mastor
Bu had coached inta them earler that afternoon. He sat at his dsk, the glow of his
laptop screen cutting through the shadows ike a blade. He didn't fel tred: ho flt
calibrated. Ho began his search, his ingers flying across the koys. Ho bypassed the
[ - p—

“The Second Law of Thermodynamics: Th realzation that n any isclated syster,
the total entropy - the dogroe of disorder or randomness - can never docroasa over
A A T ——— S ————
neray to inovitablo docay. Ho bogan to see the "Mysteries” the Goddoss hinted at
Darkness wasn' just alack of ligh; it was the final stato of all things. It was tho.
ultimate aquiibrium.

s he read, the words of the Goddess bogan to click into place. *Seo what s, and
ot what you want.* Most people sau entropy as something to be feared - the
breaking of things, the roting of wood, the cooling o stars. But through the lons of
the darknoss, Dac began to see it as a form of iberation. To undorstand entropy was
0 understand hov to move within the natural dacay of the world. 1 he could
understand how systoms brok down, h could understand how to navigato a ight by
targating the poiats of greatest disordr in his opponents.

Hours bled into ane another. The sky outside began to shit from an inky black to
a bruised, pre-dawn purple. Da cid't blink. The perseverance that had settld into
his bones was lie a physical weigh, keeping him anchored to the chair. Ho wasn't
just proparing for a tost anymore: he was docoding tho blugprint o the universe.
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Chapter 8: Void Stone

Age of Daemond: 15+

A Week Under Pressure

“The mid morning sun caught the glint of Scott's tomporary prosthetic a tho throe.
boys made their way toward schoal. It wasn the high-tech, custom-fit model Scott
was waiting for, but it was sturdy enough to got him through the halls. Danny and
'Da lankod i - party out of habit, party out of a slent, protectve brotherhood -
as thoy navigated the familiar path to the campus gates.

Upon arrving, the day's weight became cloar. Th boys weren'tjust balancing
physical recovery: they were under an immenso acadamic load. Their mentor
confirmed that the boys wanted to attampt throe exams for the woek and scheduled.
them with some reluctance.

“Three more exams would bring their total o a level far exceeding any other
students their age. While their peors wero coasting through standard curriculum
blocks, Das, Danay, and Scott woro effactively complating an accelerated track that
pushad their cognitve limits. Tho pressure was intense, bt they handled it with the
Same synchronized disciplng they applied to overything clse.

Afto the final bel, the boys headsd to @ place far removed from the sterile
environment of classrooms: the Temple of Duality. Ther, Mastor Bu awaited thom.

Mastor Bu didt offer a standard locture. Instead, ho led them into a unique form
of meditation he called Void-Flav,

Unlike ordinary mindrulnoss, Void-Flow roquired split-consciousnoss: silnoss at
the contor, motion a the cdge.

“The practice taught them to keop tho hoart ate low under oxtromo stross, to
‘move without wasted energy or talographed motions, and to find the point whore
stillnoss bacomes motion. It ensured that i they over found themsalves in another
ight, they would move like water - impossiblo to pin down and deceptively powerl.
Master Bu's voice was a low hum in the quiet templ, guiding thom to find the
Stillnoss within the chaos. By tho tima they roso, thei movemonts folt lighter, the
minds sharpene, The boys thanked the master and bowed low a5 they letfor the
Hanson home. When they finally returned to the Hanson rosidence, tho exhaustion of
the day caught up to them. The houso was quie, the ar cooling as evening took hold.

Battored by the day's preparations and the mental strain o the templ, they
headed straight to their ooms to recover. Scott unstrapped his temporary limb, and
both ho and Danny foll into a much-ncoded rost
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“The night before had been s frantic blur of whispered strategies and grand
ambitions. Sunny had toased thom with logends of hiddon waterfalls and jagged
‘eaks, promising that the island's rarest crestures might reveal themselves to those
quiat enough to liston. In the midst o packing, Dac's fingors brushod against a
Somilar red rubber bal a the back of the closet. Ho spun around, reads to launch a
surprisa attack, only to bo mat squarely in the face by a iying pillow.

“You woro literally just asleep!” Da sputtered, the bal bouncing uselossly away.
“How did you ovon see that?”

Brayden stood and stretched, wearing a smug, older-brother grin. "Age and
wisdom, little brother. Maybo you'l land a hi next year

Midway through the morning, the tail hugged the bank of a crystalline mountain
straam. Unable to rosist, Das pulld his fishing kit from his pack. “Justten minutes.
ho pleaded.

Ha cast his line with a focusod squint, the colorful luro dancing over a swirling
ddy. For  fow hoart pounding moments, a dark shadow darted benoath the
surfaco—a flash of slver lunging for the hook. Dac's breath hitched, but the fish was
Cleverer than the boy, with a fick of ts tal it vanished into the depths, leaving the
line snagged on a submerged oot

“They spont moro time untangling the mess than actualy fishing, laughing off the
dofeat s they wiped the spray from their faces.

‘They stopped to refuel on a flt rock overlooking a valey. Their mother had ot
‘merely packod a meal; sho had packed a morale booster. Their lunch consisted of
thick sourdough sandwiches layored with smoked ham, sharp local choese, and
sweot mustard. She had included crisp Solumbra appls, tart enough to make their
yes wator and perlectly rafroshing, along with honey-glazed nuts that Brayden
Shared generously. Thera was also cold herbal tea steeped with mint tocut through
the midday heat

“The trouble bagan shortly afer lunch. Buoyed by thei ful bllics and a sudden
burst of overconfidonce, the brothers voarod of the main path to chaso the sound of
a distant, crashing waterfall that wasn' on their map. 'IVs ust over this ridge,
Brayelon insistod, chocking the sun instead of the compass. But the ridge led to.a
dense thicket o unusual-barked trees that looked identical in every direction. As the
excitoment of the detour faded, a heavy, disorienting mist bogan to oll n from the
coast, swallowing their footprints and blurring the horizon.

When they turned back to find the trai,the familiar landmarks had vanished. The
vibrant energy of the morning was replaced by a cold, sinking realization: the map
was in tho bag, but the path was gone. The trailstartod out as a quest for the
“ultimate lookout point,” but by the time the sun began dipping behind the jagged
ridgeline, Brayden and Da realized the trail markers were very difficult o see and
now as they look back, the trail seemed to have vanisho in the unusual trees.
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“That's exactly the problom,” Ethan said, finally turning, his eyes flashing with a
cold, sharp clarity. "You 'mova the page’ beforo the last chapter was fnished. You
Spealcof Pastar Pete ke his presence is 3 magic eraser. But | remember when the
“previous man' was found out. 1 remermber the day the truth of what e did to
Frw R S —————————

Ethan's voice dropped to a jagged whisper. "He did't face a trial. He didn't face a
el Ho continued to stand behind that pulpit, breaking bread vith trembling hands,
and you al at there and took i from him as i t wer holy. I that man could serve
without ropercussions, then the god you worship isn't benevolent. Ho's other blind
ar he's an accomplice.”

Mr. Hanson winced as fstruck. Ho locked sadly at Ethan, his expression shiting
trom persuasion to a desperato kind of plea. Ho wasn'tjust arguing for the church;
h was arguing for his own domestc peace.

“Ethan, think of the family.” Mr. Hanson urged, his voice cracking. "My wie.
Mrs. Hanson...sha carries this weight on her hoart every Sunday. She told mo
horsolfthat sho will nover be fully happy until you return o the fold."

Ethan folt the sting of the guil-r
his rosolve did't waver. To him, the
paint over dry rot.

a familiar weapon in the church's arsonal, but
v face® of Pastor Peta was justa coat of

“Llove mom," Ethan said, stopping back toward the strect. “But it her happiness s
ied to ma siting in @ pow that fools like a crime scono, then sho's asking for a
sacifice 1 can no longer give. I'm ot lost. | just fnally found the exit."

A Ethan walked away, Mr. Hanson remained in the gravel, a small figure n the
Long night without knowing what dicection 10 go.

The Harmonic Fissure

‘Several days lator, after school and training had settled into a punishing rhythm,
Mastor Bu sent them on a perimetor endurance routo across the Eastern idge. It
s not supposed to be a treasure hunt. It was supposed to be & esson in attention
run unti the body wanis to quit then notico what the body missed when it was tired.

“The sun was high, and the basal clifts threw long, jagged shadows across the
sland. Da, Danay, and Scott moved beyond the safor trail and into saltcrusted
stone and whisting wind. That was when Danny stopped. Hidden benoath a sholfof
oy rock was a nearly circular opening, slick with glowing moss and pulsing with a
it blus-violet thythn.

A low hum rose throvgh the soles of theie shoos. ¢ did not sound mechanical. It
Sounded as if the sland itself wera singing under ts breath,

The aperture was tight, Scott, sil the tallest and lasst able o move quickly
throwgh nacrow stono, voluntoered to anchor the entrance. “If | tug the line throe
times, you got out fat,” ho sad. Dac did not ike leaving him alane, but Scott's face
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The Library Hidden in the Light

“The transition from the austere stons of the Temple of Duality o the vibran,
shimmering glass of the Mosgue of Light fol ike stepping into a difleront dimension.
“The mosque was a local landmark, famous for is intricate tlowork and a dom that
Seeme to catch the sun at every hour of the day.

“The boys found mam Rashad in the courtyard, tending to a smal garden of
jasmine and sage. H was a man who radiated a quist, intellactual warmth—a stark
ontrast tothe cold stoiism of Master Bu. When the boys approached and asked
about the hidden library, the Imam paused, his pruning shears hovering mid-ir. Ho
stood slowly, his oyes soarching thei faces with a mixturo of curiosity and.
quardedness. “The library?” he asked softy. “That s not a name spoken by man.
Tl me, how did three young men com to hear of aplace that fst on any map’

'Dae spoko up, choosing his words carofully. “Master Bu dirceted us here. Ho told
s that if we wanted to understand the true foundation of this island—the veins and

the Hollows—tho Kooper of the Glass would have the racords."

‘Danny stopped forward, trying to keop the desporation out of his voice. "We'ro
locking for mining maps, 1mam. O rosource chars. Anything that explains the
geological layout from bofore the town was built. We've seen roforences to tellusium
‘and siver, but the official manuals ae... ncomplets.

“The Imam sighod, his gaze drifing tothe glass dome above. "You seok the Codex
of the Substratum. 1t s a dangarous thing to want, not bocause of what t says, but
because of what it invites.

tmam Rashad evontually nodded, but his exprossion remained grave. T will take
vou thore. But only if you agroe to two conditions, bound by your honor: no book
leaves its room, and no ono learms of this placo from you. You may read, you may
skotch, but you will ot take. The library books stay i tho library. You will nover
Speal of it existence to anyone - not oven the Hansons, not evn the authorites |

“The throe boys noddsd in acceptance of the oath and folowed Imarm Rashad into
tho hiddon library. As ho lod them toward a heavy, unmarked door behind the prayer
hall the Imam explain his hesitation. "l worry,* he whispered, "that the
information in thesa texts could bo a poison. Pegplo hear of‘oros’ and 'procious
‘mtals,”and they bocome blinded by grood. They would tear the very roots of this
island out to ind a fortune that, in truth, doos not exist”

Ha stopped at the door, his hand on the handle. "The mining manuals you saw
wora bai, written by men who wanted to sel stock i a e But thero is value down
thero—just not the kind you can spond ata bark. If the wrong people com looking
forsiver, they will only ind a way to destroy our home.”

With a softcick, the door swung open, revealing a spiral staircase that
desconded deap into the cool, dry carth bonath the mosque. The cool,dry air of the
Subterrancan library fol heavy with the scent of aging vellur and ink. For hours,
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“The relationship is & biological clockwork. As slt spray from the Solumbra coast
throatens to choke tho tree's metallc pores, the Cindor-Tails spend their lives.
buffing the silver bark with their velvet belies. They hunt the rust-boring beetlss
that would othersiso invita "Metal Rot” nto the silvor woed. In returm, tho tree
provides a liquid-mercury sap for hydration and an eloctromagnetic shield to ward
off prodators. They aro two halves of a single engina—if the squirrel vanishes, the
silvor tumms to brittle rust; if the troo fals, the squirrel's nervous systam fals. They
aroa shimmering testament to a lost ago, a colestial anomaly that fellfrom the stars
during the Great Submergence to bridge the gap between the physical and the
ethereal

o harvest a leaf from the Argentis Maximus is a featof legend. Those who
succoed describo a panacea without oqual. Whon staeped, tho loaves produca an
iridescent tea that knits bone, purges ancient curses, and restores the fading vitaity
of the elderly. It raw oils are a woaver of flosh, erasing scars as if they nover.
existed.

Yet, the troe's greatest defense is not steel, but peace. I radiates a "meurolagical
lock'—a rhythmic, pulsing hum that traps the mind in a Loop of blissful apathy.
Explorers, overcomo by a supermatural trance,sit to admiro ts beauty only to realize
days havo passod in a heartboat. The people of the deop belove th troo is the living
broath of Solara, the Goddess of Light, and her siser, the Goddess of Dark.It is
bridge of balance: a radiant shicld by day and a violot hued sanctuary by night When
the sun dips, the "motal” bark soRtens Lo liquid mercury. and the Cinder Tail squirrels
transform into "Star-Watchors,” thei fur spocklod with stardust as they guard the
Ley Lines of the grove.

Faydon's ournals carriod a quieter version of the egond. While the Silver Tree
stood as a radiant ribute to Solara, its deepest purpose remained buried: its roots
were sai to feed the Heart of the World, a secret cavern hidden far beneath the
slandt's surtace.

“The gateway o this heart is whispered to bo the Whispering Grotto, a imestone.
sanctuary tucked behind the Old Quarry. It is a geological anomaly where the.
slant's spisitusl veins rise to touch the eath, marked by ancient symbols of heat and.
frost. The path has been lost sinco the early days of the Afala family rul, back when.
Secrots were kept o wellthey were eventually forgotten. For generations, the Avalas
helda single, strango key, never suspocting it was only half of a wholo. Only whon its
opposito i found will the two pioces snap together with a unique chime, rovealing a
lock invisible o the nake eyo. Legend says only a hero who embodios both Light
and Darkness can unite these warring forces and open the path for the worthy

“The salt-heavy air hummed with tho shythm of the surf, nearly drowned out by the
rolantless chattor of two impatient boys. For Das and Brayden, this was moro than a
‘morning out; it was their frs offcal it of passage. While Brayden had spont the
night obsessivaly perfocting his casting with a stray stick, Dao had meticulously
curated s collsction o lures that shimmered like the Silve Tree's saves.
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carriod th stubborn calm that meant arguing would wasta tim.

Dae and Danny slipped into the carth. The passage twisted dowward,its walls
polishod smooth as sea glass. After sovoral sharp descents, it opened intg a cavern
that saemed toa large to exist beneath the ridge. Crystals sprouted from every
surface - some clear as diamond, others dark violet and faintly alive with light. The
hum was loudor there, a physical prossure that sottled in the bons

“The sound did not huet. 1t steadied them. Da fel a clarity he had never knows,
‘and Danny's movements grow fluid, as if the ai wero helping him romembor whero
o place his fect. Thoy found no answer, only the certainty that the island had
chambors beneath chambers, and that some of them wero awake.

“Scott has o feel thi,” Danny whispered.

Ty climbed back fast, still buzzing with the cavern's osonance. But when they
emorged into the salt ar, the world fol suddeny cold and empty. Scott was gore.

“There was no sign of a proper strugglo, only scuff marks in the i, a broken rood,
and a fant dragged line loading iland. A dark, procise fury movod through Dac.
beoro ho could namo it Danny's jaw locked. They did not speal the decision aloud.
ey followed the trail

1t onded at a brackish pond st low in the rocks. Luke ATala and two older boys.
woro huddled over the water's edge, using their combined welght o hold Scott
beneath the surface. One of them had Scotts orthoti i his hand, waving it ke a
trophy. Scott's arms thrashed once, then weakenod.

Dae and Danny did not shout. They did not warn. They hit.

‘Danny struck first,  blur of motion that took twa hoys off their ft before they
‘ould turn. Dae movod with colder procision, each strike landing whore Master Bu
had taught him loverage lived. The fight ended in soconds. Luko and his frionds
stumbled backward, coughing, crying, and suddanly awaro that the boys they
‘mocked were no longer harmloss.

Da reachod into the wator whilo Danny shoved the others away. Togethor they
pulled Scott onto the bank. He coughed up bitter water and clutched at the mud until
air fnally returned to him.

“We've got you.” Danay said, hand locked on Scott's shoulder. "We've got you"

Scott's eyes found Dae’s. e had seen what moved through his brother in that
instant, and Da knew it The esson of the fissura ollowed them home: the island.
ould awaken strongth, but strongth without dscipline could become something
almost indistinguishablo from cruoly.
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Dae, Danay, and Scot pored aver handswritten ledgers and britls geological surveys.
their oyos scanning for any confirmation o the tollurium and silver mentioned in the
old mining manuals. The mor they Fead, the more the treasuro bogan to issolve.
“They found rocord aftor racord of failed excavalions and debunked claims from the
ats 1800s.

One lodger detaild a 1922 expedition that found nothing but common iron pyrite
(fool’s gold). Another document explained that the magnatic nterforonce Shlly had
scn in her rosoarch was actually caused by the unique basaltic composition o the
slant's volcanic core, not precious are. They found a st of over 1 dozen mining.
‘companies that had gone bell-up tying to find a fortane that simply wasn'tthore
Frustrated, Danay turned to Imam Rashad, who stood quietly by a shelf o celestial
maps. " there any truth to t? Is there anything of value down thera?”

“The Imam shook his head slowly. As a matter of goology? It s very unlikely. But
5 matter of human nature? The idea of the ore is 2 ildfire, If peopls believerd
ther was gold beneath their floorboards, they would tear down their own houses to
find it Gred can siak an island faster than any carthquake. That is why this lbrary.
romains a secrat —to protact the island from it own shadow.”

The Foundation for Island Stability

Whilo Danny and Das wero focused on the geology, Scott had boen digging fnto a
difforent section: The Social Records of the Foundational Families.

He sat at » smal oak desk, his finger tracing  lins of cursive n a dusty journal
that had no tite.

“Guys. Scott whispored, his voice tight.Forgot the silver. Look at this. Ho
poited to a et of minutos from a secrot meeting held n 1954, itled Procoedings of
the Inner Circla. The toxt described a fation of the old famles - Aala, Makoa, and.
Kamora - mooting in the Hollows, the vory caves they had boen rosearching, to
discuss a torrifying objoctive.

“The documents revealed a long:standing plotto subvert the island's acal council.
“The faction belioved domocracy had mado Solumbra woak and unfocused. Thoy.
planned to transition the government back into a dynastic dictatorship, using the
underground tunncls as  securo headquarters to move assats and peoplo without
oversight.

Scotts face was pale as hs beckoned Dae aver. He tapped a specific signatura at
the bottom af & page detailing the transition of power. "Look at the name of the lead
A

Dae leaned in, squinting at the slegant, loopy handwriting. The name was Makos.
A cold pit formed in his stomach. Makoa was the surname of Leila, one of the few

‘peopls in Solumbra who stil mads the island foel human to him. If the Makos family
had been part o a gencrational plot o overthrow the island's governmen, the keys
they held wera not just for a vault of re. They were keys to a politcal coup that
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By the time they roached the wooden pier, the boys wero vibrating with energy,
swallowe by ovorsized hats and clutching bamboo polos. When Dac's ine inally
went taut, the silonce shatterod. "o got somothing! Dad, s huge!” he yeled, boots
sliding o the damp wood. Together, they hauled a vibrant, emerald-scaled fih onto
the pier—a masterpioce of lving color. But as the boys reached for thei bucket,
Faydon's hand moved not for the catch, but for the hook.

“Ho's a boauty.” Rayden murmured, his voico as steady as tho tide. "But in
‘Solumbra, we only take what the belly requires.1f we do not honor a fe by lettng it
Sustain our own, we have no right to claim it With a gentle nudge, he returmed the
emorald fish to the blue, eaving a esson in mercy that would lingor long after the
Sal dried an the boys' siin

s the afternoon matured, Raydon's tone shifted from philosophy to practical
stewardship. Ho allowed Dac to koep a later catch, carofully explaining the markers
of a matura male that had alroady contributed o the sea's futuro. By the tima they
packed their goar, both boys had soon many flashes of silvr, yot only two fsh lay in
[ R ———

“The trek home was draped in  thoughtful silence. Da looked at the catch in his
creel with a new sense of gravty,realizing the weight he carried wasn't just meat for
the tablo, buta profound rosponsibility. Ho glancod at the brush wharo the land-crabh
had vanished and flt a sudden, cooling peace. They woren't merely learning to be.
ishormen; they wer being shaped into the living conscience of the fsland.

1n the vibrant culture of Solumbra, the Summer Solstice is the pinnacls of
dovotion to the Goddess of Light. Known as Lumas Day, it was a tima for Raydon and
‘Sunay to pause their labors and lead their family through & marathon of gratiuce,
While the day was holy, it would remin stche in Dae’s memory for  different
roason: it was tho day he Grst saw hor

As the first amber sliver o the sun breached the horizon, the family gathered on
the Eastern Bluffs. The morning air was cool, but the atmosphre was hushed. Tho
first colobration began with tho Making of the Lamps. Raydon had shown the boys.
how to fold the delicate, translucent paper, whilo Sunny inscribed prayors of
protection in gold ink. As tho sun cleared tho ocean, hundreds of familes reloased
their lamps. The sky illed with floating gold boxes, drifting upward ike reverse
raindrops, carmying the island's hopes toward the Goddess

By tho tima the sun roacho its zenith, tho quiot reverence of dawn exploded into
the Solstice Parade. The city became  sea of biue, gold, and white, anchored by
huga efigios of the Silvor Troo draped in shimmering slk. The strocts filled with
Kaleidoscope of traditional costumes:

‘Sun-Weavers: Dancers moved in robes made of spun golden fiax that triled
behind them like solar flaros;

Cloud Walkers: Childron balanced on low stilts, dressed in billowing white
gossamer-silk to represent the spirts of the upper air





OEBPS/images/page_148.jpg
Discipline After Violence

“The days that followed settled into a basder thythm. The boys balanced early
training, focusod study, and the quict work of recovering from Scotts attack No one
callod i foar. They called it preparation.

Scott remained the group's weakestlink in terms of composure, though not in
‘ourage. Around Mrs. Benson, ho still turmed into a wide-eyed mess, but i training.
he became increasingly precise.

“The worlk at-yous-own-pace schooling systom was still a cultura shock, but when
the trio sat down for their first math exam, the discipline they had learned from By
began to show itselt in ordinary ways.

“The Compass' digital interface was slosk and unfamilar, but the logic was sound.
Bocause they had spent thoir mornings layoring new concepts onto their existing
knowlodge, the probloms el losslike puzzlos and moro ike a natural progression of
thoughts

‘Dany worked with a franic, focused onery, tapping his poncil against is chin
as ho crunchod through the variables.

Scott managed to keep his "googly-eyod distractions at bay, his brow furrowed in
[ ——————

'Dae moved through the equations with a thythic, almost meditative pace, his
mind seeing the patterns in the numbers as clearly 85 the forms in his martal arts
Jatas,

(One of the perks - and terrors - of the now systom was immediats foodback. The
‘moment they clicked Submit, the Compass calculated their performance. A soft
chimo sounded, and the scores appeared:

Da: 100%. A perfoct score, with zero errors in logic or calculation.
Scott: 94%. Strong grasp of the materia, with minor clorcal slips.
‘Danay: 88%. Passed comfortably dospite some distractions.

‘Da looked a his scroen, & smal,tred smile tugging at bis ips. He hadn't just
passed; he had mastered it. The boys exchanged silent, high-fives as they exited the
hall, the weight of the academic unknown finaly ifing from their shoulders.

The Library Map Session

Elated by their success, the throa made a bealine for the library befora heading
home. The scent of old paper and wood wax groeted thom, along with Sholly, who
Iooked up from e desk with a knowing spark in her eyes.

Scott immediately stiffencd, his newfound academic confidence evaporating into
his usual awwardnoss. “Hoy, Shlly” ho stammered, loaning a bit too heavily
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‘might still bo in motion.
“The cool ai of the mosque’s subtorrancan libray folt suddenly stiling

Before they lof, Scott found a collection of drawings from an unsamed architect
who had lived generations carlier. The dravwings wero o decorative. They wera
practical, prociso, and dangerous: sido entrances to the Hollows, ventilation shafts,
servico corridors, and litlo ways o enter places a government would nover think to
quard.

‘T boys moved toward tho exit, their minds racing as they processed the duality
of tha threat they had uncoverod: a fake fortune n ore that could invite external
destruction, and a very real conspiracy that could erode the island from withn.

s they climbed the spiralstais back toward the main hall, Danay looked at the
others, his faco grim. “The lmam is right. 1f word gots out that thero'stellurum or
silver down there—even if t's  le—this island becomes a target. Corporate
Scavengers, llegal driles...they'd turn this place into Swiss cheese before they
roalized the maps wero fakes.”

“1ts the perfoct cover.” Scott added, his voice low. “The Makoa facton could use
the rumor of oro t justify digging those tunels, whilo they'ro actually building a
command centor for thei coup. They got to destroy the democracy under the guise
af economic development.”

T boys stood in the sunlight of the courtyard, roalizing they were holding a
secat that could ither save or sink their home. They needed o move, but thoy.
necded moro ovidence before they could sound the alarm. They docided to split up to
‘maximize their reach before the sun set

‘Danny and Scott headed back toward the Hasson house. They had a collection of
books, maps, and scanned blusprints they had gathered over the past few weeks,
many of which they hada't oked at theough the lens o a poltical conspiracy.

“They nesdsd to cross reference the name Makoa with the modern property deds
and citycouncil rocords they had on their hard drives. While Danny used his toch
skils to soarch for digital fotprins of the nner circl, Scott would uso his nowfound.
knowlodge of the Hollows to see if any of the modern construction permits i the city
‘matched the old cave locations

Dag opted for a difforent route. Ho headed back toward the town's central ibrary
o find Shlly. Ho nooded to know if Shely had soen any other mentions of tho Makoa.
family in the estricted Spocial Collections that sho hadn't mentioned boforo. Ho
‘woulds'ttell her about the mosquo or the Tmar's warning, but ha would push hor to
find rocords o tho 1954 era—specifically socal galas or prvate land sales that
N ——

Before they parted ways, Dac grabbed Scott's arm. "Be caroful at the house. I
M. Hanson s as reliovod as ho seomed about that pastor's death, thero's no telling
what he knows about these Foundationsl Familes. Dot et him see what you're
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and Deep- Guardians: Warrors donned ceremonial armor of polished cobalt
plates, otched with silver iligree to honor the protection of the Goddess.

“The air weas thick with the spiitof the Lumas Gesture, a thythnic pulse that
transformed the city into » siagle, breathing entity. To perform it one would raise
their hand, oxtending only the forefinger and piaky while tucking the middlo fingers
down—a sillioustte mesnt to show their alignment with the Goddess.

Strangers became family through this simpla gesture. A merchant would pause
midshout to offer the sign to a passing child:  Sun-Woavr, robos trailing lika soar.
flares, would brask the flow of her dance to return the gesture to an elder.
Everywhere Dae looked, this "sign of alignment- was exchanged—a sient,sacred.
Language of love and gratituds that bound every soul in Solumbra to the light above
and the ifo beside them,

“The air thrummed with & dusl hesrtheat: the thundsr of havy drums and the
triling birdsong of barmboo flutes. Rayden hoisted Dae onto his shoulders, iftng him
ahove the ses of blue and gold silks so the boy could join the city’ callective pulse,
From his high vantage point, Dac raisod his hand, tucking his middlo fingers to form
tho Lumas Gestaro—his tiny forofinger and pinky roaching upward showing his
alignment with Solara.

Amidst this chaos of color, Dac's gaze drified o the edge of the central fountain.
‘There, framed by the mist stood a girl ho had nover seen befora. She wore a wreath.
of wild biies wove into her hair, and for a heartheat, the roar o the parade faded
into @ distant, dull hum. Their oyos met; sho offerod a shy, fleeting smilo beforo the
surging crowd swept hor away, leaving Das staring at the space whero sh had beon.

As the sun began its slow descent toward the Serpent’s Tail the colebration
migratod to the Graat South Boach for the Tuilight Luau. The scont of roasted pig,
glazed pineapple, and spicy island tubars hung heavy over the sand as families aid
ut communl tables for 5 massive potluck.

When the purple hues of dusk finaly settled, the Fire Dancers took center stage.
“They spun batons of lving flame, tracing streaks of orango and crimson against the
darkoning sky—a tributo to the Goddess's lingering warmth and a promise that her
light would endure through the night,

Da sat on a weathered driftwood log, his plate of ood untouched. His eyes
scannod the flickering firlight, soarching the hundrods oflaughing faces for the girl
with the bly wreath. Though he dida'tfind her, the warmth in his chest had nothing
o do with the bonfire. Sunny leaned over, tucking a stray hair behiad his ar as she
caught his distracted gaze.

“The Goddoss brings many things to light, Das,” sho whisperod with a knowing
smile. "Sometims, she shows us exactly wht wo didn't know wo wero looking for.~

“The air in the houso cracklod with the quictintensity of two brothers proparing
for their first tru tost. Whilo thoy knew the loca trails really wl,this was th first
time they would navigate the wilds of Solumbra without Rayden and Sunny acting as





OEBPS/images/page_149.jpg
against the mahogany counter. "We... uh...did the math thing. Passed.”

I novor doubted you.” Shelly roplied, her voice warm. But they had not come orly
0 brag. Following the strange occurrences at the Hanson house, the sightings on the
road, and Scott's atack near the ridge, thoy necded moro than textbook knowlodge.
“They spent the next hour gathering a specific et of resources.

Topographical Maps: Dotalled prints o the localtorrain and the outskirts near
Master Bu's dojo,

Historical Records: & fow dusty volumes on the "0l Town" foundations, looking
for any mention of the strange figure Das kep. sceing.

Advanced Goomatry: A fow extra toxts o koop their momentum going for the next
msle.

s they chacked out their haul, the camaraderio betueon them fol strongor than
over, though the maps tucked undor Dac's arm sorved as a silont romindor that theis
training was far from over.

Back at tho Hanson house, the bays cloared the dining table, spreading the
topographical maps flat undor the ambor glow of the chandler. Tho academic.
victory from earler that morning fet a lfetims away a Das bagan marking the maps
with 3 charcoal pencs

Da traced the winding path from Master Bu's dojo back toward the residential
distict. Ho placed a small X" at tho throe spocific spots whero ho had sensed or
soen the flating Bgure. "Look at the elevation,” Dac whispered, pointing to the.
contou lnes.

“The fest sighting oceurred right whro tho old irrigation canal intersects with the
main road.

The second sighting, at the edgo of the abandoned quarry.
“The third sighting, fust outside the Hanson's property line

When they laid a transparent historical map of the “0ld Town? foundations over
the moden topographical map. a chiling pattern emerged.

“The X" marks didn' just fal randomly along their walk home. Each one alignod
‘pesfectly with  series o subterranean limestone veins that ran deep beneath the
R ——— R ——————
underneath the torrain whero the guys loading guns were.

s following the ly lines,” St noted, his voice trombling slighty. "Shally
‘mentioned these i one of the folklore books, Some things can't manifest on solid
round—they noed tho conductivity o the minorals in the earth *

s they studicd the convergonce point, Danny naticed something else. The place
whora they had seen the loating figure sat directly atop a vertical shaft marked on a
16205 mining survey -a shaft that had supposedly been capped decados ago.
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‘The transition from the hospitl tothe family home felt less ke & commute and
‘more like a procession. The strange weather from tho night of his birth followod.
them; the air remained unnaturally still, held in a brathloss hush as if the world
were waiting for Dae to take his frst steps into his terrtory.

When Rayden carried the car seat across the threshold, he paused. Ho didn't just
walk i h stopped to lot Das foel the change in the air—from the sterle scent of the
hospital to the smell of home: woodsmoke, Sunny’s perfume, and the faint, lingering
scont o Brayden's crayons.

“Tis i your kingdom,” Rayelon murmurod, bis eyes roflecting that quiet cortainty
of a grand future."Start woll."

Brayelen took his rolo as protector with immediate, somber seriousness. Ho didn't
want o play: he wanted to guide. Ho walked besido Sunny as she carried Dae
through the hallway, pointing out the landmarks of their life

When they got homs, Brayden was eager to show Da his collection of toys. "You
an use my trucks,” Braydlen said, digging through the bucket in b room, but do
ot eat the wheals.”

Brayelen poiated to the notches on the doorframo.
vou got up to whero 1 am.

Youre down here now, but Tl
bel

Throughout the afternoon, Brayden sat on the rug nesr Das's bassinet, acting as 3
iy sontry. Whenever th baby stirrod, Brayden was the frstto alort the “command
conter,” ensuring his brother was never without an advocats.

A5 the afternoon sun hit the living room floor, Sunny sat with Da, watching the
dust motes danco i the light. She began the first of what would b many "reallty
lossons.” Sho dida't use baby tlk; she spoke to Dao as the man he would become.

“Look at the light, Dac," she said sofly. "IV beautiful, but t's fleating. Your
strangth won't come from things that look pratty in the sun. It will com from the
work you do when the sun goos down. We'ra going to teach you how to sco things as
they truly are, not how you want thom to bo."

A evening rotured, that same extended twilight stratched across the sky—a
ribbon of violet and gold that refused to i, Raydan sat i the rocker, the weight of
Das "grand purpose sottling comfortably on his shoulders. Ho didn't noed to know
the destination ot he just know the quality of the boy ho was raising. Ho looked at
‘Sunny, then at Brayden curled up on the rug nearby, and finaly at Dae. The
foundation was set and salid. The sand was nowhers to be found.

In the sun-drenchod, sal-aired cradlo of the isand of Solumbra, Dac's aarly years
wera loss ofa childhood and more of a guided immersion into the cloments. Lifa on
the island wasi' just about survival it was  thythmic education providod by a
fomily that treated the natural world like & sacred dislogue.

For Daw's mother, the day began and endsd with the horizon. She taught him that
the sun was tho island’s Grst and most honost compass. Whenever Dao flt small or
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‘Danny walked with his shoulders hunched, bis breath hitching i shythmic clouds,
Scott kept his eyes fixed on the path ahead, his hands buried decp in his pockets.
'Da trailod slightly behind, his sonses still hyper-tuned from the meditation

“Do you think he nticod?” Danny whispered, his voice barely carrying ovor the
wind. "Tht Scott almost broke during the transition?”

T did't broak”
just.. rocalibating.

Scott shot back, though his voico lacked its usual bite. T was

'Dae wasntlistening to theie bickering. His focus was anchored tan yards bokind
them. For tho third time in as many minutes, a fickor of movement caught the cdge
of s vision. 1t wasn'ta sold shapo—more ike a ipple n the dark, @ floating
silloette that defied the way shadows were supposec to behave. It looked exactly
ke the figure they had encountored weoks ago, the on that seemed to drift ather
than walk

'Da stopped in his tracks and spun around. Tho path was empty. A lone
straetlamp fickered in the distance, illuminating nothing bt dead leaves and
dormant grass.

“Dac? Are you coming?” Scott called out looking back with a frown.
"I thought T saw it again,” Das said, his voice tight. "The floater:

“There's nothing there, man,” Danny said, though he instinctively moved closor to
Scott, "Bu said the training can moss with your equilibrium. You're just seeing
tracers from the meditation.”

'Dae nodded slowly, waniting to beieve him. But as he turned to follow his frionds,
h folt a cold draft—colder than the winter sir—brush against the back of his neck.
Ho didn't turn around again. Ho just quickenod his paco until he was walking right
between ther.

Ethan on the Couch

“The transition from the oppressiva silonce of the road to the familia sights of the
neighhorhood should have boon a rliof But as the trio rounded tho corner toward
the Hanson house, the porch light revealed a silhouette that broke their routin.

Parked bohind Mr. Hanson's donted sedan was a dark, late-modol SUV they dida't
rocogize. Its hood gave offa fain, tcking heat, suggesting it had only recently
arrived.

‘Danny glanced at the plates. "Company’

Scott shrugged, wiping sweal from his forehead. "Maybe a relative. Or a work
friema.”

Dae stayed quiet, His eyes moved from the car to the darkened upstairs windows.
Aftor the sightings on the road, a strange car ol ike just another piece of a puzzlo
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verwhelmed by the vastness o the ocean, she would turm his face toward the light.
“Trust the sun, Dac,”sho would whispor. It doesn't just show us whor the land
nds; it reveals the path forward. s light is a promise that clariy i always available
i you'e willing tolook up."

o hor,the sun reprasentod purpose and dircction. Undor her guidance, Dae
loarned that as long as thero was light, thero was a way out of any thickot ora route
back to the shore,

While his mother champloned the day, Dac's father was the guardian of
‘Solumbra's nights. Instas of fearing the shadows, Rayclen taught Dae to embrace
the stillnoss that comes whe tho sun dips below the waves. Ho beliaved that the
loudest truths wero often whisporo in the dark. Ho taught Dae to sitn pitch black
until his oyes adjusted., proving that rushing only leads to stumbling

Ho oxplained that darknes strips away distractions, forcing one o lsten to the
heartheat ofthe island—and to ane’s own heart. "The sun tels you whers you are,”
his father would say, "but the darkness tlls you who you are.*

1£his parents provided the philosophy, his older brothor provided the map. Being
a fow years ahoad in his exploration of Solumbra, his brother becamo Dae’s bridgo to
the physical world. He was the one who pulled Dae through the tangled mangroves
and showed him the hidden tde pools whero the water shimmerod liks liquid silvr.

His brothor didn't ust show him what was there: ho showed him how to interact
withit. He taught Dae how to read the ripples n the sand to find buried shels and
how t climb the ancient basalt cifs to see the entire islan at once. Through his
brothiers eyos, the world wasn't scary, vast place—it was a playground of endloss.
discovery.

'Da grow up in this perfect equilirium: balanced botwoen the guiding light of his
mather, the relactive ilence of hi father, and the vibrant exploration led by his
brother.

Da dirifted avake in his twin bed, the familiar marrow space of the raom bathed
i the energotic glow of the morning sun. Across tho small gap, his brother's
‘matching bed sat neatly, a constant anchor in thei sharod world. Though the
quarters wore cramped, the room felt expansive to Das—a sanctuary that seemed to
row alongside him, illed with the quiet comort of thei shared lives.

To Dae, Brayden was moro than just  brother; he was a blucprintfor the man
'Dae hoped to bacome. Ha watched his brother with s quie, steady admiration,
constantly drawn to Brayden's natural strength and the sharp, effortless way his
‘mind worked. There was a gravity to Brayden that Dae longed to possess, a billance
that made him certain he never wanted to be anywhere else but by his side.

Somo of the best momonts happencd in the stillness of the night, when the world
outside narrowed down to Just the two of them,. Thay would talk. for hours, their
voicos low as they navigated the complexitios of life and the unknown. In thoso
late-night dialogues, Das fot himself expanding, absorbing his brother's wisdom and
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that wasn' tting together. They pushed through the front daor, expecting the smell
of dinner o the low hum of the ovening news. Instead, the house was unnervingly
sl

“The living room was lit nly by a single floor lamp in the corner, casting long.
dramatic shadows across the walls. Siting dead centar on tho sofa was Ethan. Ho
wasn't scrolling through his phon or reading; ha was just iting thero, hands flat on
his knoes, staring at the blank telovision screen. Ho looked smaller than usual, o
perhaps just more hallow.

“Hey, Ethan." Scottsaid, tossing his gym bag near the stairs. "Whose caris—
Ethan's head turmed. 1t wasn't the quick, casual movement of a toenager interruptod.
1t was slow, daliborate, and hoavy. Ho looked up at tho three of them, his eyes
lingering on Dae a fraction of a second longor than the others. Thero was no

o smirk, ot evon a nod of racogaition. He just looked at them—cold and
unblinking—before dropping his gaze back o his own Iap.

“The atmosphere i the room changed instantly. The physical exhaustion from
Master Bu's training was roplaced by a sharp, nstinctive prickl of unease. It wasn't
just that Ethan was being quist; it was the weight of his presence. He sat with 3
rigid, unnatoral stilluess tha rominded Da painfully of the figuro ho'd seen flating
inthe dark just minutos bofore

“You okay, man?* Danny asked, his vice losing its usual confidence. Ethan didu't
rospond. Ho dida't oven acknowledge that Danny had spokon. Tho boys exchanged a
Iook—a silent agreement that the safety o the house had been compromise by
Somothing they coukdn' quite name.

1t was Scott who finally moved. Being in the familiar house gave him a sense of
obligation—or perhaps ust a desperate nood o break the sulfocating tonsion. Ho
ook v steps forward, the floorboards crealing under his weight, and stopped just
a fow fot from the couch.

“Ethan? Seriously, what's the deal?” Scott reached aut, his hand hovering near
Ethan's shoulder. "Did something happen? Whoro ara Frod and Julie?"

As Scott’s hand moved closer, the s around the couch ssemed to thicken. Dae
‘and Danny watched from the doarway, held back by a suddon, irational foar that if
Scott actually touched him, something irroversiblo would happen. The moment
Scotts fingrs brushed the fabric o Ethan's hoodic, Ethan dida't finch. Ho didn't
pull away. Instead, ho tited his hoad at an angle that looked justa bt 100 sharp o bo.
comfortable.

Ethan looked up again, but this time his eyes did not merely see thom - they
Seeme to ixate on a point ust behind Scott's head. When he finally spoke, his voice.
was  fat, toneless rasp. “You should not have stayed out past dark.” he whispered
“Training makes you brighter. It makos you casy to find."

A visible shiver ran through Ethan, but it wasn't a normal chil. It looked like a
ripple boneath hisskin, starting at his neck and disappearing into his chest. His
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Chapter 10: Splitting Light and
Darkness

Age of Daemond: 1617

Breaking News

“The boys fnally decided to call it a night. The physical exhaustion of the beach
gt and the mental drain of the failed research had Jet them hollow. They needed
0 rogroup, and they know they could not mako another move without further.
considoration. They went to bed and dropped into the kind of slaop thatfelt moro like
surcender than rest

“The next morning, the hoys went upstair to get food, hoping there was cereal lef

A5 they roached the top o the sairs, the atmosphero in the lving room stopped
them dead. The lights wero dimmed, and the bluo flicker of the tlevision lluminated
the faces of Mr. and Mrs. Hanson and Ethan. Thoy were siting in a tigh row, oyos
glued to a Broaking News bullotin

“The reportor stood on tho very steatch of beach Dac and Danny had just flod
Yellow polico tape snapped i tho wind bohind her. The roport stated that longtime
local Lutheran pastor Donald - the man tho boys knew as the Smiling Priost - had
been found dad on the shoreline. Not merely dead. Beaten to destb.

Investigators had followed  trail of blood spatters and dragging footprints away
trom the bay, leading directly to the Lutheran Church in the centor of town. Insido.
the darkened sanctuary, police found the two young men who had been with Pastor
‘Donald. They wora siting siently in the pews, their hands bruised, swollen, and.
stained dark with ried blood. When the offcers confronted them about Pastar
‘Donald's murder, the two did not deny it They calmy confessed to the klling,
claiming ful responsibility.

Dae, Danay, and Scott stood frozen in the hallway. They knew they had lof Pastor
‘Donald alive and bound. The timeline did ot fit - unless the twa folowers had turned.
o him the moment tho boys wore outof ight, or unless someono elso had artived to
inish the job. Shortl after the boys arived, the nows anchor bogan o rocap Pastor
‘Donald's docades of service to the community. A low, rasping sound came from the
armehai.

M. Hanson lot out a breath he seemed to have been holding for years. He didn't
ook at the boys, but his voice was steady and cold. “Good riddance,” he muttered
under his bresth

Mes. Hanson did not scold him. She did not even linch. She jus reached aver and
took his hand, her faco a mask of grim relief. Ethan sat strangoly still, his shoulders
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perspactive It was simpl, raaly: Braydon didt just sharo a room with him—ho
made the life within it bettor.

Their shared room was a cavern of soft blus shadows, the only light the thythmic
blink ofa digital clock. Dac lay on his back, staring at the cellng, istening to the
steady breathing from the othor twin bed.

“Braydon?” ho whispered, his voice barely a rippla in the quiot."Are you awake?”
A mattress spring groaned as Brayden shifted. "Yeah. Can't slecp?”

“Just thinking.” Da said, turning onto his sido to aco the dark sillouetto of his
brother. "About the stuff you wrote in that notebook today. About the darkness.Is it
[tsp——ra—

‘There was a long pause, the kind where you could almost hear Brayden's mind
Sorting through a thousand different answers to ind the right one. “People think
darknoss i just a holo whoro things go to disappear. Brayden said, his voico low and.
Steady. "But ts actually a container. It's whers things stay safe until they re read to
be seen. Think about the Estrela ship dad speals about. Everyone says she's lost
because she's in tha dark. 1 tink she's just waiting. She's at peace bocause the.
RT———

‘Dae chewed on that, his brow furrowed. “But don't you get tired of waiting for
things? Like, for th ship or... for anything?”

“Pationce isntjust sitting around, Dae. IV’ a form of strength. s ke holding
your broath underwater—the longer you can do i, the decper you can go. Most
‘people give up because they re afraid of the quist. But if you can handle the quiet,
you can find things no one else even knows aro there.”

Da felt a surge of that familar, quiet awe. Brayden made the world el less ike
a series o accidants and moro ike a map that just neoded a caroful e to road.

"I want to bo lie that,” Dao admitted, his voico small. "I don't want to be afraid of
the quiet.

“You're already gotting there,” Brayden roplied, and Dae could hear the faint
smilo in his tone. "Most kids your age are making roise ust to hear themselvos.
You're ying horo asking why the light went out. That's the difference. Just
romember. the light tals you what's already there, but the darknss tels you what's
possible.”

Da liked that; hs s tying to see all that was possible in their dark room. Dae
Settled back into his pillo, the weight of his brother's words acting like a heavy,
warm blanket. The small raom dida'tfecl cramped anymore; it folt ke a kingdorn.
Ha closed his eyos, no longer searching for the morning sun, content 1o wait in the
dark until he was ready to see.

Dae could ot quite remember the first time he hieard of the graat silver troe,
Brayeon and Sunny both spoke of it beauty, and of the beautiful strangeness that
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‘pupils woro blown wide, nearly swallowing the irs,roflocting the dim lamplight ike
polished glass. Scott yanked his hand back as if ho'd boen burned. "Your skin... man,
you're frooring. You're ke ce.”

Etha's gazo suddenly snapped back to the floor. The heavy, pressurized focling
in the room didn't disappear, but it shifted, becoming a dull, throbbing ache n tho.
back of Dac's skull. "I'm just tired,” Ethan muttored, his voice roturning t0.a moro
human, albeit exhausted, registor. He leaned back into the cushions, but he didn't
relax; he remained a statue, staring into the dark.

'Da stepped forward, his heart hammering against his ribs. "Ethan, we saw
something on the walk Home. A figure. It was following us.*

At this, Ethan's hands tightoned on his knoes until his knuckles turnod white, but
he rofused to look up again. The three boys grabbed what food they could and.
retreated downstais to thei roamms. They were exbausted, and they agreed to keep
[ — g —

The Silver That Was Never Lost

Dae mado it back to his room and lay down. Ho reached for  journal but instead
pulled out & small satof pages Rayden had ritten abast an old kingdom of wealth
He lifted the first page and began to read.

Onco upon a time in  distant kingdom, thero ruled a wisa queen named Flara.
Fonowned for her ntellect and compassion, sh dedicated herself to the woll-being
of her peaplo. Among her many treasuros, one stood out—a vast fortune of silver,
Stored in a hidden chamber beneath the castle. This silver reprosented not aly.
woalth but lso the promiso of prosperiy for the kingdom.

(One atoful day, nows roached the queen that a band of ruthloss thieves planned.
o invade the castl to soize her silvr. Elara know that f the thiovos succoedad, hor
kingdom would suffer greatly. Instesd of succumbing to fear she devised a clever.
plan.

Calling upon her trustod advisors, she announced that the ilver had been lost in
 great flaod that had swept throvgh the castlss lower chambers. The qusen ordered
the floors to be filed with sand, and sho instructed the townsfolk to sproad the talo
of the vanished fortune. To the outsido world, it seomed the slver was truly gone
forever.

“The news of the lost fortuno sproad far and wide, roaching the cars of the
ol thieves. Beleving that there was o longer any value i the castle, they
abandoned their plans, thinking it wiser to sock easior prey lsewhere

With the thieves distracted, Elara took the opportunty to secrotly rinforce the
castle's dofonses. Sho stationod loyal guards and set ntricate traps arouad the
hiddon chambor, ensuring that e trus treasure remained safo from prying eyes.
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o longer hunched the way they usually were. A small, involuntary smile tugged at
one cornor of his mouth baforo he prossed his lips togother again, as if ho had not
‘meant for it to show. It was clear that Pastor Donald had 2 history in this own that
wont far dosper and darker than the boys had realized. The boys rotreate to their
room in a daze.

“The basement el colder as the hoys rotreated, the blue liht of the talevision still
fickering in their minds. They moved with the weight of ghosts, closing the door
belind them and gathering in the center of the raom. The transition from street-fight
Survivors to witnesses of a murdr scens was jarring.

Dae paced the smal rug, his voice a frantic whisper, “We dida't kil him. We tied
him up with belts. Ho was breathing when we loft—angry, but broathing. There
wasn't anough blood on that beach to justify whal that Feportor ust said "

“And tho kids,” Danny added, shaking his hioad. “They were out cold when we lof.
For them to wake up, unto themsolves, beat their own mentor to death, and then
walk to the church t wait for the cops? It doesn'ttrack. They looked ko thoy.
worshipped the guy.”

Scott sat on the edga of his bed, his eyes fived on the door leading upstalrs. The
rosearch ho had boen obsessing over moments ago now fol like a rivial hobby
ompared to the raw, persanal reaction they had fust witnessed from M. Hanson.

“The roal question sn't just about the boach,” Scott said, his voice dropping to @
low, somber ton. "Its why Mr. Hanson said 'good riddance.”

Ho looked at Das and Danny searching for an answer they did't have. “Think
about it Mr. Hanson is the most level-headed, quiet guy wo know. For him to react to
the murdor of  local pastor with that kind of. . cold satisaction? Tha's not a
reaction toa stranger’s dsath. That's a reaction to & manster being put dovn.”

“The boys began to realize that their investigation into the Hollows and the mining
maps was overiapping with a much darkor social fabric I Pastor Donald had
history with the local families, the church might have been a frontfor something far
‘more sinstor than secrot tunsols Ethan's changed posturo and the Hansons' sudden,
exhausted rlief suggested that this house had been touched by that darkness long
before Dac, Danny, and Scott arrived.

1 the two followers dida't kil him, someone else did—someone who knew exactly
where the boys had Ieft him helpless.
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‘made it unique to Solumbra. A tree that could only be found on thei island madi his
anxious and exctod at once. They promiscd thal s Dae grow, they would make
yoarly trips to see its majosty. Dao looked forwar to understanding the troe and how
it servad the islanc.

‘The Argentis Maximus is loss  tree and more a living monument of polished
chrome. It crystal leaves don' ruste: they chime. This melallic titan i the
hoartbeat o the sland, yot its survival hinges entirly on a rostless spark: the
Cinder-Tail Squireel. Charcoal-furred with tails that glow like banked embers, these
iy quardians aro the tree's ifo support.
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Months passed, and the kingdom flourished dospito the whispers of loss. The
‘people, inspird by their queen's wisdom, began to beliove that rua wealth lay not in
Silver but in uniy, kindness, and hard work. They invested their efforts in
agriculture, craftsmanship, and trade, croating a thriving economy that flourished
without siver.

Eventually, the thiovos roturned, but this time, thoy found a kingdom bustling
with lfe and prosperity. They realzed that the peopls were no onger vulnerabe;
they wro strong and sel sufficient. Defeated and disheartoncd, the thieves lof the
Kingdom for good.

One day, afte the threat of the thieves had passed, Quoen Elara called a grand
foast o colabrate the rosilionce of hor people. As the fostivitos unfolded, she.
revesled the truth about the silver. The chamber was opensd, and the fortune was.
displayed, glimmering in tho light of the torches. Tho peopla gasped in awe, but
Elara smiled gently.

‘Doar frionds,” she said, “this silver was never truly lost. It was a test, a moans (o
show you that the groatost wealth is not in gold orsilver, but in the strongth of our
hearts and the bonds we share. When we believe in ourselves and support one
another, we can withstand any storm.

“The kingdom thrived not only because of the silver but becausa of the unity and
‘wisdom that flourished within its poople. And Queen Elara, the wise protector,
became a logond, remembered for hor cleverness and her unwavering belief i the
pes——

Ethan's Refusal

A5 Da finished the story, h heard voices outside. Ho wont o the window and
saw Ethan and Mr. Hanson speaking n low, frustrated tones.

“Ethan, wait a moment,” Mr. Hanson called out, his voice straining with a forced
kind of gontloness. " saw You hovering by the door. Why wor'® you juststep back
inside?”

I have mothing to say. T went to your o
need from me”

church on Sunday, what else do you

“Pastor Pote... h's not like the man before him. He's 3 good man, a family man,
He wants to speak with you.”

Ethan stopped, but b dids'tturn around. His shoulders were a rgid line of
defianco against the backdrop of the church's shadow. °A new faco docsn't mean a
now hoart, M. Hanson. And i certainly doess't ix a brokon foundation.”

M. Hanson stepped closer, his brow furrowed. "That's unfalr, son. You can't hold
Poto rosponsible forthe sins of the past. The church has turnod a page. We've moved.
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The Temple After Blood

“The fest light of dawn was a doep purple against the horizon as the threo boys

ipped out of the Hanson house. Tho air was heavy with the smell of sea salt and the.
lingering tension of tho nows report. They walked i a tight formation, thoi footsteps.
ehythmic and purposoful, heading back toward the Templo of Dualit. They didu't
need ta speak; the shared weight of the Smiling Priest’s death and M. Hanson's
roaction hung betwoen them ke a physical cord

Mastor Bu was waiting in the same spot, seemingly untouched by the passage of
ime. Ho didn' ask thom why they had returncd so soon. Ho simply gestrod for
thom to ake their places in the triangular formation. Tho meditation ho lod them in
thistime was far moro grueling than tho last. Ho pushed them to visualize the.
Hollows bencath the island, but every time their minds drifed to the violence on the
beach or the biood on the penws, he struck a heavy bronze bowl. The vibration rattled
theie tooth and forced thoir wardering thoughts back o conter

It was a difficult, jagged process, but as their heart rates slowed and their minds
inally settld, the noise of the murdor bagan to separate from the signal of their
mission. They saw the connoctions again—the keys, the posibilty o ora beneath
them, and potentialy a hiddon underground socrot infrastructure. Onco moro, they
folt & wave of profound gratitude for the old man's ability to anchor them in the

Aftor a grueling time, the meditation endod, tho boys remaine seatad, their
breathing doep and synchronized. Da took the lead, recounting the events of the
prvious night: tho encountor with the loating man, the ambush on the beach, the
hog-tying, and the subsequent nows of Pastor Donald's death and the folowers'
confessions.

“Wo aro trapped in a story we don't fully undrstand, Master.” Dae admitted.
“What do we do now

Master Bu romained silent for a long moment, his eyes fixod on a distant poiat on.
the ocean. To understand the prosent, you must look wher the light is most
concentrated, yot most ignored, e s softly. ‘Go to the Mosqus of Light. Seck the
lbrary hiddon within its shadow. It holds the records of tha silon architects who.
‘mapped the veins of thisisland baforo the first stone of tha church was ever laid.

“The boys exchanged a ook of pure bewilderment. They had boon to the Mosque
of Light dozens of times and spoke with Imam Rashad about the mosque's grounds. A
lbrary? "The library of the mosque?” Danny askod, leaning forward. "Master, we've
been there. We've never seen a library.”

"You did not see it because you were looking with your oyos, not your intent,” Bu
roplied, closing his eyes to signiy tho end of the losson. "Ask for tho Keeper of the
Gass. He will show you what the mining manusls chose to amit.~
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the sand, unconscious and neutralized by the thythm of the waves.

“The priost stood alone, his eyos narrowing with a veriomous glint. "Foolish boys.”
he hissed. With a sharp click, he pulled the omate siver handle of his walking cane.
froe, rovealing a gleaming, spear-like tip.

He lunged, bt the years had ot been kind to his agiity. To Daa asd Danay, his
‘movements wore like waiching a film in slow motion

Every shift of his weight signaled his next move seconds bofor it happencd. As
the priest thrust the spear forward, Da slipped to the of, catching the old man's
wris, Danny moved in from the blind side, twisting the cane from the priest’s grip
whila Dao delivered a firm, grounding strike to the midsection. The priost collapsed
s tho wicked authority the man onc held dissalved into gasps forair

“The boys did not leave anything to chance. Working with practiced oficiency.
they dragged the priest beside his fallen protectors. Using the belts o the priest and
quards,thoy lof the Smiling Man in a tight, humslating bind.

“The trio - the two guards and their master - now lay in an usconscious row on the
beach, a slent testament tothe boys' victory as the moon began to rise over the
dunes.

‘Dany laoked dorwn at the man who had stalke them to a sacred place of worship
and then through the dark of the night. Without a word, Danny delivered on parting,
sold kick to the pries'sribs -  final roceipt for the foar h had tried o instl

'Dae and Danny did notlook back. They left the three of them - the broken can
the two unconscious boys, and the helpless, panting man - o the rsing tide and the
old wind. They turne and sprinted back toward the Hanson house, ther pac faster
than before, knowing the game had officially changed. The adrenaline was still
humming through Dac and Danny's vens when they burst back into the basement.
“They were winded, theirclothes dusted with salt spray and sand, but their eyes were
wido with the shoar intensity of the confrontation.

Scott's Dead End

In the centor of the room, the atmosphara was jarringly differont. Scolt sat
hunched over his laptop, the blue light of the scroen roflecting off his glasses. The
rhythmic tapping of his keys was the only sound in the space. As they entrod, ho
offered a distracted nod - the kind of welcome horme you give someons when you'Te
halfway through a complex thought - and did not even look up from his data sots.

Da, sil broathing hoavily, paced over to the desk. Ho realized Scott was
‘complately oblivious to the fact that they had just beon hunted and forced into a fight
for their lives.

“Scott. Close the lid,” Dao said, s voice low but vibrating with urgoncy. Scott
held up a finger, his s scanning a line of coordinates. "Just a second, I'm trying to
overlay the magnetic anomalies with tho -
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Leilani,

“The moment th inal bell an, the boys dida'tloter n tho parking lot Thoy
‘moved with a singular purpose, heading straight back toward the Hanson estato and
up the winding path.

“The clmb folt easio today. The "daily itual” had offcially begun. As thoy crosted
the ridg and saw the familia siliousttes af the Temple of Duality, the sir changed.
“The noise of school, the stress of exams, and even Scott’s newfound crush faded into
the background.

Master Bu was waiting in the courtyard, his back to them, as if he had known the
xact socond they would arrve. The boys lined up in perfect formation, ready to turn
[N ——

The Dance of Many Lights

Master Bu stood as still a5 statue i the center of the courtyard, hoding a single
it incenso stick. When ho finally spoke, his voice was ike dry loaves over store.
“The temple grounds smelled of waterfalls and fresh flowers. Insects sang from the
troes, and the sound of running water mado the courtyard fecl calm without foeling
soft.

“Did you know the Lumicaris Solumbra i unique to Solumbra?” Master Bu asked,
pointing o a bright blue boetl. "Tho males display patterns of light from their thorax.
during courtship. They gather pollon from tho Olvia Aura Tonatha and cover their
bodios n the flower's golden dust. During the coutship dance, the dust catches the
light and bocomes a moving constelation. W cal it the Danco of Many Lights " Ho
lowered the beetls carefully to the ground, away from foot traffic.

“Da yous knone what 1 love about thess beetles?” the old man continued. "They do
ot merely survive besido the flower. They help the most beautifu flower in the
world flourish. On is growing here, if you throe can be caroful " Ho showed them
blue-purple flower with long petals and a bright golden center.

“This flower is delicato,” Bu said. s potals aro full of sugar, but the boetles help
it thrive. The males move symmetricaly over the goldan center. Their wings beat
quickl, scattaring pollen while light Hashes from their bodies. The beetlo protects
the flower becauso the pollen s precious o it. This s ono examplo of the symmetry.
the Great Mother placed in al things*

Furthermore the beetls is protective of the flowers bacause the pollo it uses for
its display is precious to it Thisis one exampla o tho groat symmetry the groat
Mother placed in al things."
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'Da did not wait. Ho reached over and irmiy pushed the laptop scroen down.
Scottlot ut a sharp huff of protest, final
“Hoy! 1 was right in the middlo of a -

Iooking up with a look of pure annoyance.

“Wa were followed,” Dao intorrupted, his expression dead serious. “The Smiling
Man from the church and two guards tracked us on tho beach. Wo had to take them
down, Scott. Wo loft the ol man hog-tied n the sand, and the other two

“The annoyance on Scott's face vanished, replacod by a pale, stunned silenco as
‘Danny filled in the gaps - the cane-sword, the tolegraphed swings, and the way the
Floating Man had vanished aflor warning them. As the gravity of the situation sank
in, Scotts reaction shifted from shock ta a simmering, dark frustration. He looked at
his now prosthatic, thon back a the closed laptop, and slammed his fis onto the
desk.

I should have been thero,” ha spat, his voico thick wih agitation. I staye back
o be productiveto ind the smoking gun n tho data... and I'v got nothing. Zero.
I've been staring at these maps for hours and the magnstic interferenca is 5o messy
it doosn't even make sense.  wasted the night on a dead end while you guys wera out
[reSprp—

Ha stood up, pacing the small arca of the room, his movements jorky. The.
frustration was not just about the faled rosearch; it was the realization that whilo he
was chasing digital ghosts, the real hroat had moved into the physical world. Ho felt
ke ho had loft his brothers expose while he played with a keyboard.
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Chapter 1: The Light of Solara

Age of Daemond: 07

In the small, quiet corner of the world held by Sunny and Rayden, the atmosphers
Shifte into semmething ethoreal

On the day Das was born, the sun dipped toward the horizon but rofused to fall
belovw i, Instead, the world was bathed in a thick, honey-colored glow that stretched
for hours. This extended twilight brought with it a strange weathor pattern: a warm,
ry mist that carried the scent of ozone and ancient earth, swirling around the
windows a3 i the slements themselves were leaning in to catch a glimpse of the.

Raydon held his second son with  reverence that feltlika a prayer. Das's hair
locked dark at firs, though everyane wondered what color it might becom. His dark
blua oyos made Rayden foel a decp, quiet calm as he took in the sight of him. It
scomod, oven then, as if Dao wer ot merly looking at the world, but searching it
Fayeon loaned close to Dac’s tny car, his voice a low vibration.

“You are here for somothing massive, ltle man,” Raydon whispered. Ho
admittod, oven then, tht ho did not know the specifics of the path Dao would walk,
but ho folt tho weight of it i his chest. "Your purpose is grand - bigger than these.

bigger than my imagination. 1 hope you ind the oy in i, and that you wake up
very day knowing exactly why you were put on this carth. Lead by oxample, lead
with pationce, lead with wisdom, and share understanding."

‘Sunny looked and felt exhausted as she brought Dae into the world. Sho was stll
glowing with tho ferce heat of motherhood. Sho looked at Das with oyes that saw
throwgh the fuff of the world. She dida't speak of droams; sho spoke of foundations.

“To bo a leader, you must be grounded, Dacmond.” sho told him firmly. "The
world vl try to tempt you with shortcuts and llsions. Do not build sour lfe an
shifting sands that wash away whon th tide turns. Bulld it n roality. Build it on
truth. Be the rock that others lean on because they know you won' crumble

Watching from the edge of the bed was Brayden. His long dark hair was o
beautiful contrast to hisdark bluo oes. Though ho was still young himselt, the sight
of s baby brother transformed him. Ho reached out a small hand to touch Dac's
R R —————

“I'm the big brother,” Brayden doclared, looking from his parents 1o the tiny face
of Dac. “I willlove you, and 1 wil protect you as long as I'm breathing. You'
havo to go anywher alone.”

A5 the golden twilight finaly faded into a sof, starless viole, the family sat in the
sillness—four souls bound together by a purpose they were only just beginning to
understand.
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The Split-Temperature Trial

“You have learned to focus your minds on books and your hearts on
distractions.” he sad, casting a knowing glance toward Scotf, who Just rinned with

a big smille. "But can you focus you spirit whon the world pulls you in bwo directions
atonce:

Mastor Bu gestured to throe stone pedestals arranged in a rlangle. On each sat
w0 bowl of ol —on crystalcloar and ico-cold, the other thick, dark, and steaming
hot. The bays wre instructed to stand betseeen their two borws. The goal was.
decopivaly simplo: they had to dip ono hand into the cold ol and tho other into the
hot o, then enter a deep meitativ state. They had to maintain thei balance while
their nervous systems screamed from the conflieting temperatures. They had to find
the "conter point”—a state whero they folt neither the heat nor the cold, but oly the
flow of energy between the two.

A they began, the courtyard grew silent. Danny struggled firs. His body began
o shiver as his oft hand grow numb from the cold, causing his right hand to jork
away from tho heat. Scott kept losing focus, his mind drfting back to the hallway at
school. Every time a thought of Mrs. Benson crossed his mind, the hot ol scemed to
Sear his skin, forcing him to gasp and reset. Dae remained the most stil, but his face.
was tight with offort. Ho was tying o "fight" the sensations instead of ltting them
pass through him.

“Da ot try to gnore the heat or the cold,” Master Bu's voice drifted through the
courtyard. "I you fight dualty, it wil broak you. To pass, you must become the.
bridge betwaen them.” After what fet ke hours, the sun began to dip behind the
‘mountain, casting long, purplo shadows across the tample. Tho boys stopped
Bghting. Das was the first to achiove it. His breathing slowed until i was neacly.
impercepible. The shivering stopped. Tho tension i his shouldors vasished. Soon,
‘Danay followed, thon finally Scott, whose expression of infatuation was replaced by a
ook of profound, quiet inensity. For a brief moment, the air around the throo
pedestals scome to shimmer. The cold oil began to stoam, and the hot il began to
Settlo, s f the boys were physicaly equaliing the temperatures with their own.
internal energy. Master Bu nodded slowly. "The bridge s buil. Now, the real
training begins

The Floater on the Road

s they stopped out o the temples heavy oak doors, the nightaie fet neither hot
nor cold—just empty. It was  ltlo past dark, the kind of deep, bruisod purplo sky.
that swallowed the horizon. The only souad was the rhythic crunch of their boots
on the graval path. Usually,tho trio would be boasting about their endurance or
omplaining about Bu's impossible standards, but tonight, the atmospher demanded
a hushed tone,
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slanders across coustless generations
According to Suany, the wisdom etched within those notos teaches that:

i gt comaen s Slignien k's spiei it te el eyt ot
sland, rather than Gghting against them;

Every action taken today echoes ito the lives of those who will walk these trails
conturies from now:

Ao individusl s ke single silver trae—strong on ts own, but only trly.
unbreakable when ts raots ar intartwined with the rest of the grove:

No on owns the sun; we are meroly stewards of its warmth. To hoard resources.
5 10 try and "trap the sun,” which only leads to shadow:

Just as the moon roflects the sun, the Sun Keepors must rflect the ights vistues.
(pationce, growth, and resilience) t those who live in tha valley's shade; and

Dariess is not an enemsy to be destroyed, but a resting period that makes the
roturn o the light meaningful

‘Solumbra swas once home to thousands of devoted followers who tended the Great
Flame, 3 legacy that had stretched back since the island’s birth. Though the ranks of
the Sun Keepors had thinned over the centuris, the heartbeat of their tradition
romained as staady as the tide. Tholr worship had shited from tho communal {0 the
personal, evolving inits expressions.

In the goldon ago of the island, thousands would gather upon the sands in.a
thundorous harmony, lterally singing the sun into the sky. Today, the ritual is often
carriod out by a few solitary souls like Sunny, who offer  sient, prvate bow at the
frst break of dawn—a quiet bridgo betwoen the carth and the light.

‘Sunny hold the gaze of both Brayden and Dac, her exprossion radiating a quit,
ferce pride. She wanted them to understan that the Sun Keepers' influence wasn't
‘measured by a hoad count, but by the unwavering intensity of thoso who Femained.

“The sun dos not shine less bacause fower peoplo look at i.* Sunny whispered.,
her voice carrying the weight of centuries. "Our job s to ensurs that when others
Snallylook up, thers is still someone thers to explain the warmth.”

As they walked back towase the ity the boys looked hack at the glowing temple.
The fun of the day was now tempered by a now understanding of their island's ragile
history—and the realzation that somo things, ke their ather's stono piles and tho
old sun prists, were al tht stood between the present and a forgotten past.

Faydon and Sunny know thero was no better timo for the "Silent Ascent.” This
herished family traditon led thern toward the majestic Whispering Clfs.

A5 they bogan the clmb, the noiso of their daiy lives—the talk of chores, the
weight of politics and the fading numbers of the Sun Keopors—dissolved into the soa
breeze. This journey was not about conversation; it was & meditation on physical
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The Return to Dae's House

For years, the loss of his family had been a heavy, silent prosence. The droams.
had been helpful, although unnerving, and now they had finally pulled Dao back o
the ono patch of carth ho had avoided since ho was soven.

“The sun was high and relentless as they navigated the waist-high weeds. Scott
suddenly balted, pointing toward a tisted wilow tree at the property’s edge.
Tucked beneath its gnarled branches sat  strange mound of stones. Unlike the
ehaotic rocky outcrops naturalto the area, theso wora stacked with a deliborate,
haunting precision.

‘Their investigation turned into grueling labor. For hours, they fought the carth
Heavy river rocks required the combined strength of two boys to heave asids. Sweat

iekod their palms, and Danny’s hands began to blister undr the train. Da rofused
o rost, fucled by a desperate hope that a trail had boo loft behind for him to find. As
the sun dipped toward tho horizon, casting skelotal shadows across tho loam, Dac's
shovel struck something with a hollo thud. He dropped to bis kneos, frantically
brushing away the soil to reveal a weathered woodan box and a rolled piece of
parchment.

The Blue and Gold Key

When he pried the lid open, the fading light caught on something unique: an odd.
ol and biue key. 1t mtal shimmered with an irdescent glow, pulsing thythmically
ke a heastbeat against the wood. Beneath the key lay a second parchment —a
complex graph, a hybrid of a colostial map and a topographical survey. At the
bottom, a iddie was scrawled in a cramped hand, blonding Latn with an
unrecognizable script

o, the group's resident liguistics enthusiast squinted at the ciphor. Ubi lux
ot umbra coount,clavis caclum reserabit. Sub terra veritas facot, sod cor sursum.
——

Aftor a fow tonse moments of silonce, ho attempted a translation. I think i says:
Where light and shadow meot, or bocom tho same, the key shall unlock the sky." Ho
paused, uncortain of tho final clause. "Bencath the carth, the truth lies, but the heart
must look upward.*

Rayden's Question

“The boys looked from the glowing key to the darkening horizon. The mound
wasn'ttheie dostination: it was meroly tho throshold. Benaath the colostial map lay a
Separate bundle of rollec-up paper, yellowed by time and tied with a simple piece of
‘owino. When Dae unfrlod i, his breath hitched. Tho handwriting was
‘unmistakablo—tho sharp, huried, slanted script of hs father. It wasn't fust  journal
it awas a record of an obsession.
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By the end of the th hour, the detectives wer exhausted; Emond was not. Ho.
calmly roviewed the typed transcript, signed his namo with a steady hand, and stood
.

“Thank you for you diligence, he said to the load dotective, Jason Duke. Then, ho
turned and walked out into the cool, pre-dawn air

“The walk back o the Hanson house was slent, the town still tacked under 2
blanket of grey fog. As Emond reached the edge of the cosstal oad, the Floating
Man drifted out from behind a stand of cypress trees. He didi't say a word, his feet
hovering st above the dew-slcked gras, his oyes searching Emond's face for the
bay he had warned on the beac.

Emond did o stop walking. Ho did not even slow down. Ho merely glanced at
the iguro and spoko with cold, clipped authorty

1 vill soe you tomorrow evening. Not before.”

“The figure dipped his hoad in aslow, respoctful bow and vanishad ino the mist
‘Emond contimuce on, his stride unbroken.

Dark Before Light

Emond slipped into the Hanson home just as the lastslver of darkness touched
the horizon. Danny and Scott wero siting at the kitchen tablo, nursing mugs of
coffee,their faces pale and eyes bloodshot. Thay looked up, bracing for the cold
strangor who had lot thom hours ago.

“T'm back” Emond said, his voice fat. Ho looked at the closed door o the room he.
sharod with tho boys. Das is sleeping right now. He wil bo out soon.”

‘Danny and Scot exchanged a confused, chilling look. Dao was him—or was
supposed to be. But the way Emond spoke, it was as i he were referring o
different person entirely, 1 separate soul cursently tucked away in the back o his
mind.

Without another word, Emond walked into the bodroom, laid down on the bed,
and instantly fol into a doop, dreamss sloop.

The Articles of Light

s Danny and Scott prepared to sleep, a soft tap sounded against the small
basement window. Both boys froze. Qutside, heyond the glass, the floating man
waitod in the thinning dark and gesturod fo them to come out. They looked back at
'Dae. Ho was sleoping 5o decply that his breath was almost invisibe.

“They mot the loating man outside, where the stractlight thinned and the shadows
seemed to welcome him ke an old companion. Night belonge to him, not because.
ho loved darknoss, but because ho understood it. He knew the differonce betwoen
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prosonco and the unspoken bonds of blood.

The terrain was unforgiving. When the path narrowed and tho absidian slick
B
ho placed a steady hand on the boy's shoukder and pointod to the hidden notches in
the stone. Ho taught Dae how to read the mountain, trusting his son's strength to
carry bim while Rayden remained the umvavering anchor just a halfstep behisd.

Near the midpoint o tho climb, Sunny's keen eyes caught a flicker of brlliance,
Tuked into a rocky crevice was a Solar Orchid. This rare, ephemmeral bloom remains
a tightly wound bud for most o the yoar, only unfurling ts goldon petals when kissed
by the speciic lingoring light ofthe Long Shadows.

“They allsat togethe in total silence for twenty minutes just watching the
beautiful Rower bloom. In that stillness, Dao folt profound senso of belonging that
didn' require a single spoken word. Reaching the top, the family sat on the
weathered basalt rocks. This was where the "Bond of the Word: was reinforced.

Faydon looked at Dac and spoke with a gravity that was both gentle and firm
“Dac, ook at tho horizon. The sun never promises to stay, but it hways promises o
roturn. Our family i tho same. Wa wiltall you truths that aro hard to hear, and wo.
will make promises that aro hard to koop. But ike the horizon, wo are your fxed
point”

T Walk of Shared Steps did more than st Dac's endurance; it forged a new,
unbreakablo foundation of trust. As they navigated the goldor hued slopes, three
roalizations took Foot in his mind, changing the way he saw his world:

Fiest, his parents had nover promised him tho trail would bo easy: they had only.
‘romised it would b worth t. As his lungs burnod and his musclos protested, Dac.

roalized they hadn't padded the truth to sparo his feelings. Their honesty about the
struggle mada the eventual victory foel carned, not given.

‘Second, for the frst time, the "invincible” Sguros of his childhood wero
humanized. He watched his father catch his breath against  steep incline and heard
his mother admi, with a quiot mile, that she didn'tknow th name of every bird that
circlod above. Their willingness to admit their own limits made their corainties—the.
things they did know—feel infintely mare “real.

“Third, as the sun finally dipped and the mountain air turned sharp and biting, the
family huddlod together, sharing warmth. In that silonco, Dao understoo that his
family's word was his "intornal sun.” 1t was a portable source of heat ho could carry.
with him, even when the world outside grew dark or the path ahead became
confusing.

By the time they began their descent throsgh the deepening twilight, Das's
perspactive had shifted. Ho didn't just love his paronts; he believed them. Ho
undorstood now that if they said a path was safe, it was. 1f thoy told him he was.
capable, ho truly was. Their words were no longer just sounds or advice; they wore &
living extonsion of the toachings of Light, written not inink, but n their own flesh
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“The notes revealed that Dae's father had heen tracking & speciic vessel: La
Estrola do a Plata, the Silver Star. While istory books claimed the ship carried a
standard shipment o bullon, Rayden's rosearch suggested somthing far moro
anomalous. Ho had noted that the displacement of the ship, recorded i an old port
ldger, did not match the weight o standard silvr. In the margin, ho had written:
“The density is wrong. I this held siver, the waterline would be higher. It may be
silvor motal, yos, but ot the silver of mon." Ho had also found a parchment
describing & metal that scemed to breathe or react to light,a property that matched
the blue and gold koy the boys now held. Rayden had not meroly boen looking for a
ship. Ho had boen trying to prove that the cargo was a material that should not exist
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the dark that alowed sest and mystery, and the dark that consumed names, homos,
and wholo kingdoms without ever being ful

“We need to understand each other, e said. ‘Daemond has much to do, and you
must help him. His path is dificolt and will require you both.

To Danay and Scott, Daemond was sillDa - the boy who laughed too sharply,
who carried too much weight bahin his oyes, who still looked liko someons trying to
survive nstead of someone meant to lead. But there was more to him now. There was
Emond, the part of him that awakened with tho moon, the deepr solf that strred.
whon the sun gava way to sars. Dae n the day. Emond in tho night Two halves of
the samo soul. One body carrying both

“Listen carefully, the foating man said. ‘At ight, he i mine to watch. L willguide
him whers the moon reaches and where the dark begins to speak. 1 will help him
understand what follows him there. 1 wil tand beside Emond.' His voice lowered.

“But during the day, Das belongs to you."

Danny frowned. What do you mean?

mean that the burden doos not disappear with the sunrise. It changos shape. Ho
will bo xhausted, confusod, angry. Ho will doubt himself. Ho willtry to carry it alon.
because that is what he has always done.”

‘Scott crossed his arms, his jaw tight. ‘S0 wo stop him."

“The flosing man gave a small nod. “Yes. You remind him who he i when the night
tries o tel him othervise. You keep him grounded when the dark asks him to drif.
You protect the boy so the leader can survive becoming al he i supposed to be. He
5 not ready to know both parts of himself. Ho must got thero by himself

‘Danny looked toward the window, toward the sleeping shape of hisfrend. He s
ot ready for that.

“No,'the flosting man answered. ‘He is not. He i not ready to know that
loadership is o being followed, but being willing to walk first into places others
foar. Not roady to know that ho s being shaped to lead not just people, but the dark
tscl - the might. the hidden, the fearod, the forgotten. Ho is not meant to be
consumed by darlness, but o command it. To become its boundary. It ruler Its:
p—

A silence satled betwoen them. Then Scott stepped forward. 'Ha willnot stand
alone.

‘Danny nodded

ot during the day. Not ever.”

For the irst time, approval moved across the floating man's expression. Good.
Because this is your test as much as his. Friendship i easy when I is simpl,
Brotherhood is proven when darlness arrives hungry. He tarned toward the nigh.
wil quard Emond beneath the stars. Then he loked back. You gusrd Dae beneath
the sun.
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and blood.

One quiet late afternoon, wiile the dust motes danced inthe golden shafts of ight
hittng their kitchen floor, Dac watched his mather, Sunny. stop exactly what sho was.
doing. Sho turned toward the window, closed ho oyes, and whispered a sequonce of
ancient words. This was the third time he had seen her do his today—once as the
et light hit the porch, once shile she was tending the garden at midday, and now,
as the shadows began to strotch long across the tles.

Driven by curiosity, Dae asked hor why she never missed a single prayer. Sunny.
ook his hand and led him to the window, explaining the sacrod rhythm of tho Sun.
Koepors called the triple aligament.

‘Sunny explained that for a Sun Keeper, prayer is not choro, but a way to
synchronizo the human hoart with the lock of the hoavens. She broke down the
Significance of the three daily prayers:

Fiest, the dawn invocation (The Morning Sun). As the sun crosts the horizon, tho
prayor is about awakening and intention. It serves as a remindor that evory day is 3
rebirth and a resh chance to live by the Light,

“The second zenith affirmation (Tho Noon Sun). Whon the sun is dicectly overhead,
it at its most powerful and demanding. This prayor is for strongth and endurance.
It helps the Koper stay focused during the hoat of their abors, keeping theirspist
from witing under pressur.

“Third, tho eventide gratitude (Tho Sun as it Doparts). As the sun dips away, the
prayer i about trust and peace. I is an acknowlsdgment that even though the Light
loaves tha sky, s warmth romains stored in the earth and in the hoart.

Da listened intently as Sunny explained the deeper “why” bohind the rogularity
Siho describod the world as a place that ofton foels chaotic and unpredictablo, but the
sun s the ultimate constant. “Dac, these prayers are my anchors,” she whispered.
"By stopping throe times a day, 1 am teling my mind that no matter what
happens—no mator the storms or the struggles—the sun will be thero at these three
times, every single day."

‘Sunny shared that this practice of praying gave her two specifc gifts. First, by
interrupting her day to pray, sho proventod horself from getting lost in her worris.
1t forced her o look up from the dirt and remember the sky. Second, because the sun
had nover fale to rise, stand overhead, o sot, she used it reliabilty to soothe hor
anxiatcs. If the sun could ba that dependable, she fot she could be dopendabla for
hor family, to.

St told him that while the number of Sun Keepers has grovn small, the pawer of
the threo prayors remains as strong as when the sland was first formed. 1t s &
heartbeat that the fow romaining Keepers sharo across th distance.

‘Sunny had a gif for tethering grand, absteact dsals to the coey roality of home.
When she gathered the boys to discuss what truly made a lfe meaningful, she never
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looked toward trophies or accolads. Instead, she taught them that the roal heart of
P - ——————

‘Sunny explained that whilo wo often chaso extornal markers of success, I i
fundamentally built on rolationships. Sho described it ko a complox wabs: without
the strands connecting us to others, wo are ust solated points in a vast, ompty
Space. "A bridge sn't ust a pile of stone and steel, she'd say. “It’s the connection
that allows two soparata worlds to meet. Ou lves are no difforent.”

St used the example of a person reaching the summit of & mountain alone.
Without someane to sharo the view, the triumph focls hollow. The joy in't n the.
hoight reached, butin the hands that helped you climb and the voices that cheer
when you arsive.

One of her most poignant points was about the “Right Path." We lie to think that
the right thing to do is always glowing like a neon sign, but Sunny was honest: the
right thing is often incrocdibly diffcul to sce. When we aro bindod by our own ego,
foar, or a difficult situation, our vision gets clouded. This is whoro rlationships
transition from a comfort to 8 necesity.

Others soo tho angles wo miss. Friends hold up a mirror whon we'ro losing our.
way. When the "right" choice is exhausting, the support o a laved one may provide
the enargy to follow through.

‘Sunny turmed her focus specifcally to Dae and Brayden. Whie sha didn't
explicitly mention their descent from the Groat Farilies, she spok of thoir heritago
with a weight that demanded rospect. She made it cloar that thei linoage wasn'ta
gift of leisure, but a mandate for service. Because af who they are and where they.
coma from, they cary a natural graviy. Pooplo look to them, whethor they like it or
ot Therofore, they have a uniquo rosponsibility to be good leaders—not through
pawer, but through character.

Understanding the gravity of Sunny's words, Dac and Braydon looked at ono.
another and mado a silent,then vocal, pact. They place their hands togethor and
promised:

Fiest, to nover sottle for"good enough when the stakos involved thosa they would
lead; and

‘Second, tolive in & way that made the difficlt-to-ses right path visible for everyone
el

“They roalized that their bond wasn't just fortheir own sako, but a foundation for
anyona following in thei footstops.

“The sun had begun ts slow descent inta the Midnight Zone, painting the sky in
A S ———
bencath tho island's crust. Raydon lod the two boys, Da and his older brothor
Brayden, along the jagged perimster of the Glass CIifs.
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swing and moved vith a blur o calculated force, stiking the remaining bully under
the chin. The impact sont the older boy rosling. Befor ho could recover, Braydon
Seized the heavy end ofthe discard branch and wedge i between the bully's
ankles. Tho boy wont down hard, face-frst into the dirt and the ight endod through.
Sheer efficiency.

s the altarcation ended, the brothers looked around. The throat had broken. The
elder bays san how far they wonld need to cimb to get back up and chose to leave
tho ara. The adrenaline faded, replaced by Dac's sharp winces.

"My arm” Dao muttered, his face pale. " think it's brokon.*

“Vou blocked it man. You saved yoursel,” Braydon said, his voice steady even.
though his heat was racing. Brayden didn't wasta time. Ho used his own flannel
shirt to fashion a makeshift sling for Dao's arm, tying the knots with the same
procision he used to win the fight. Then, dospite being tired and rolatvely small,
Brayelen crouched down.

“Get on. I've got the loverage,” Brayden insisted, his voice stoady despite the
adronaline still coursing through him.

Draswing on a low-conter-of graviy carry he'd studiod in a survival manual,
Brayelen braced himself and hoisted Dae onto s back. 1t was a lang, grucling trek
back to the trailhead: overy step was a lesson in endurance. Braydon's mind
romained locked on the torrain, calculating oach footfal to avoid jarring Dac's
injured limb, unt the sight o the car finally broke the horizon

At the clinc, the nevs was itterswet: a cloan fracturo of the ulna. The doctor.
itod Dao with a heavyweight fiberglass cast that ran from his knucklos to just below
his lbow. 1t was a stiking, deep indigo color, wrapped tight and smelling of sterile
rosin. For the next throo to four woeks, his arm would bo encased in this rigid shel, a
constant, itchy rominder of the rdge

Dae sat on the ecige of the exam table, ooking dfeated as he stared at the bulky
weight hanging from his shoulder. The excitement of the hike had been replaced by
the looming reality of & month of restriction. Brayden leansd against the wall,
watching his brother's sprits sink. He walked aver and rapped his knucklos against
the hard iborglass. Thurap. Thump.

~Choor up, Dao,” Braydon said with a sharp, conspiratorial grin. "Thats not a
bandage. Lok at the density ofit—the way its molded. That's a gauntet. It's  piece.
rre——

'Da looked up, blinking. “Armor?”

“Think about it Brayden continued, his eyes sparking. "You took a direct hit from
a hoavy blunt weapon and stayed on your foot. Now you've got a reinforced plate to
Show for .1 a trophy. For the next month, you're walking sround with
‘permanent shield on your lead arm. Nobody's getting through that.*
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nervous system than s geological formation. Instead of rvers, the map traced the
e T R —————
throe main peaks. Thosa wro the loy lines Scott had identified, but hero thoy ware
shown in three dimensions, spiraling decp into tho mantle.

‘Seven specific points on the island wera marked with sigil— black sun. These
‘markings wer rovealod to bo locations of povwor,including Mastor Bu's dojo and,
disturbingly, the hidden cove they had met the smuggler.

Large, hatclied aroas on the map indicated "Dead Zones” or Voids—placos where
the physical and spiritual layers had thinned. As Da hold the map up to tho light of
the gratto, he realized the "Soecond Layor” wasa'tjust @ map of cavos; it was a map of
distancos. What stoppe the boys' breath was a small, handwritten ntation on the
cormer of the vellum, written in the same ciphor as the manuscript. It poiated to a
location thoy know: the old irrigation canal whero Da had seen the ist igure.

On this map, the canal wasn't a waterway: it was a hinge. 1t was the only place on
the island where the "Second Laer” rose to meet the surfaca at a 45-degroo angl

making it the most vulnerable point for a fullscalo breach. "ts not just a map.
‘Danny whispered, his fingers tracing the glowing lines “I's s blusprint fo an

Da looked at the old iron key they had rocoverad. It was otchod with the same
black sun sigil found on the map's Anchors. They were not just abserving this map.
“They were being invitod to unlock the doors i guarded.

T boys loftthe grotto with the key wrapped in cloth and the Second Layor map
hiddon boeath Dac's shirt. Above them, Solumbra looked ordinary: cifs, roads,
houses, church bells, school schedules, dinner tables. Beneath i, anothor island
waited. Chapter 5 ended with the boys no longor searching for a mystery. Tho.
mystery had opened it first door and invited them to become responsible for what
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A smal, feathered projectils slammed into the wooden docrframe exactly where
his chest had been a millsecond before. The dart vibrated with the force of the
impact, ts p coated in a listoning, translucnt rosin. Dao looked up, bis oyos
darting toward the source of the attack. Standing twenty foet away in the middle of
the kitchen was Ethan.

“The timid, quiet boy who had shared dinner vith them was gone. Ethan stood
Wit his feat planted frmly, his faco devoid of its usual stuttoring anxioty. In his
hands, ho held a long, polishod blowgun mad of dark wood, otched with the same.
geometric patterns Dae had scon on the koys.

Ethan dida't look angry: ho looked focused, his eyes cold and prodatory. He was.
already reaching into a leather povch at his waist for another dart.

“You should have stayed at the ibrary, Da,' Ethan said, his voice steady and.
without its usual tremor. The Foundation does not ke loose ends, and you have.
becn pullng on the threads fo too long. Pastor Donald taught m that loose ends
e T ———

Ha tapped tho blowgun lightly agaiast his palm. It was kind of you to leave Pastor
‘Donald tied up for m last night. Ho desorved worse than  gave him, but timo always.
gets in my way. He was not my first cleanup, and he was not the st person who
thought a closed door could turm evl into a secrot

'Da realized with a sickening jol that the imidity they had soen at dinner was
ot only foar. It was training. It was the silence of a huntor taught to wait for proy to
walk into the trap. The sight of Danay and Scott - imp, vulnerable, and unresponsive
chattersd something dsep inside him. The discipline of the temple and the lagic of
the library evaporated, roplaced by a raw, primal agony.

Fight as the sun dropped bolow the horizon, Dao opened his mouth and let out a
guttaral scream that vibrated through the florboards. 1t was nota cry for hl
was the sound of something toaring open. The windows rattld in thoi frames, and

for a momont, the air n the room seemed 1o thicken with the force of his grief.

Across the room, Ethan did not flinch. Tnstead, a slow, twisted grin sproad across
his face, and ho began to laugh. 'l knew i." Ethan shouted, his eyes bright with a
‘manic spark. I told them you would be the interesting ons. Th other two went darwn
00 quickly. But you - you have that fire. Pastor Donald was afraid of what the light
would make you. 1 am afrsid of what happens i it does nat burn out.

Da screamed again,clutching his head as i his skull wore about to splt down
the center. One part of him remained trapped in the horror of the living Foom.
Another scarched for the cold, lthal silnoss Mastor Bu had tried to toach hi.
Ethan's laughtor only grow louder, confident that hs prey had fially broken.

“The scroaming stopped abruptly. The silenco that followed was heavier than the.
noise. Dac's hands dropped from his head, and his oyos—proviously
untocused—bocame tersifsingly cloar. He dida't look like the boy who had walked
into the house; he looked like a shadow given form.
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A small, lopsided smile bagan to form on Dac's face. Ho lifted the heavy indigo.
cast,tosting its waight, no longer seoing a burden but a mari o resilionce. Tho
“armor” elt a itte ighter aireacy. As Dae’s arm healed, he spent most o his time
gotting to know his home

A fow days later, the humidity of the lowlasds was traded for a crsp, salt tinged
brseze as Sunny led Dae and his older brother, Brayden, up the winding basalt stars
toward the higher clavations of Solumbra. A5 they crested the final ridge befora the.
ity gates, they spotted a familia silloustte near the clf's edge. It was Dae's father,
Faydon. Ho wasn't looking at the view instead, he was hunched over a precarious
tower of flt, woathered stones on the back of heir property.

“The boys watched in silence. Rayden locked exhaustod, his shoulders skumped
and his hands dusted with groy grt. Ho would carofully balance a heavy slab, step.
back to inspect it with a furrowed brow, and then immediately bogin searching for
the next piece. Ho seemed locked in a private battlo with gravity, building a stone
pile—a cairn- that looked like a silent sentinel guarding the path.

“Dad?" Da started to call out, but Sunny gontly placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Lot him Snish, Dac,”sh whisperod, hor eyos soft but tinged with a strange
‘melancholy. "Sometisies a man needs to build something that stays put, even when
the rest o the world feels ke t's drfing."

“They lef the silent stone-stacker behind and entered Lumas City, the crown jewel
of Solumba. Sunny took the boys through the central plazas, pointing out the uniquo.
architecture that defined thei heritage.
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Without broaking eyo contact with Ethan, Daemond's hand drifted o tho small
‘mahogany table by the entry. His ingers closed around a heavy brass letter
openor—poiated, sharp, and weighted for balance. Ethan, sensing the chango,
snapped the blowgun back to his lips. *Stl think you'sa ast onough?” he snoerod.
and fred another dart

But Daemond wasn' where he had been. He moved with a terrifying, fuid grace
that dofied the laws of the cramped hallway. Ho dids't just dodge; ho moved like the
night, a dark blur that soemed to bypass the ar itsef. The dart hissed through the.
Spaca where Daomond's shoulder had boon a heartboat baforo, embodding itself
harmlossly nto the wall. Bofor Ethan could even reach for another, the distance
between them evaporated.

‘Daemond was suddenly standing directy in Ethan's spaco, his broath cold against
the older boy's skin. There was no hesitation, With a quick, exact strike, Daemond
drove the later opener forward. The blade caught Ethan perfectly at the carotid
artory.

‘The laughter died instantly. Ethan's hands few to his nack his eyes wide with
suddon, panicked understanding as he slumped against the kitchon countor.
‘Daemond stood ovor him for a heartbeat, his face a mask of cold stono, before
turning his focus back o the brothers he had to save. The kitchen was silent except
for the wet rhythm of Ethan's life fading onto the linoloum. The boy who had walked
through the door minates ago - the one who flt fear and grief - had boen buried
under alayer of erystaline, lethal focus.

Ha watched the light leave Ethan's eyos, and with a small, cold puff of a breath,
ho spoko a singla word: "Fool~

Emond tarned away from the body, moving with a prodatory silence back into the
front room. Ho didn' rush. He dida't panic. Ho knolt boside Danny firs, prossing two.
fingers to the sido of his neck. & stoady pulse. Ho move to Scatt, vorifying the same.
Ha looked at the apen laptops, the darts in the wall, and the ayout o the room. Ho
began to picce togother Ethar's plan with a detached, clinical logic. Ethan hada't
‘meant ta il them smmediatey; the darts were Liely a potent sedative, meant to
keop thom alive but helpless uatil the Foundation or someon else could arrive to
transport thom to their doath. It was a harvest, not a massacre. Until Emond arrived.

Emond Makes the Call

‘Emond stood up and walked to the wall movnted phons in the halkway. His
‘movements were precise, his breathing shallow and regulated. Ho dialod the local
palice station vth a steady hand.

When the dispatcher answered, Emond did not wait for the standard greeting.

"L am roporting a multple-casualy incident at the Hanson residence,” ho said.
His voice was a flat, perfoct mootons, dovoid of the slightost tromor or emational
woight.
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Ho proceeded to provide the dstails in terrifyingly accurate detail

Thoro ara two male victims, Danny Kamora and Scott Kamora, sedated by
naurotoxic darts, currently stablo but unconscious. Thero is one deceased male,
Ethan Hanson, neutralized by a puncture wound to the carotd artery

Tho two victims are in the entryway. Tho daceased is in the kitchon.!

“Thro is one dark wood blowgun and on brass lotter openar. The scone is

Ho spoke as if he were reading a grocery listor a weather report. The dispatcher
stammered, asking for his name and his reltionshin to the victims.

“My name is Emond.” he replied, dropping the first letter from his name as it
shedding his old identity entirly. "The police should arrive within four minutes to
ensuro the safoty of the survivors. L il bo waiting.”

The house was unnervingly still. Emond sat on the edge of the mahogany table,
his logs dangling slightly, watching the front door with the pationt detachment of
Status. Ho did't check the pulse of his brothers again; he knew exactly how much
ime they had. He didn't look at the kitchen where Ethan lay, that variabls had been
resalved.

When the sirens finally wailed to a hal outside and the rod-and-biue strobes
began to paint the living room walls, Emond did not flnch. Sergoant Val roached
the porch Arst, weapon low but roady. Bohind him came Sergeant Jason Duke, callod
(One-Eyo by half the town becauso of the milky scar that crossed his Lof brow, and
Offcor Zhang Chen, who moved with the quit procision of a man who had seen 00
many rooms like this. A young EMT, chestrig tight and med kit n hand, burst
through the entry and stoppe shart, oyes darting from the unconscious boys to the
blood on the kitchen i, and finally o the calm figure sitting by the door.

Emond tited his head slightly, a faint chiling smirk touching his lips. oy, good
locking,'he said, his voice smooth and tarrifyingly steady. Tho EMT froze fora
fraction of a second, unsettld by the boy's total lack of adenalino, then dropped to
his knoas beside Danny. Sergeant Vale's voice cut through the room: 'Hands visibl.
‘Nobody moves unless 1 tel you. Emond held his hands out n a rolaxed, open
gesture.

Emmand did not waitto be barked at. He held his hands ot in  relaxed, open
gesture. As the load offcer, Sergeant Vale, approached, Emond began to speak. He
rocounted the ambush, the blowgun, and his own dofonsive maneuver with the lettor
pener as if he were dascribing a mundane schaol project. As he spoke, a groan came
from the floor. Danny and Scott began to sti, ther bodies ighting off the lingaring
effects of the sedative. The EMTs quickly administered a stimulant, and within
minutos, the two boys wore siting up, albeit shaky.

When questioned, Danny’s voice was raspy. "He... Ethan...ho had a pipe. A
blossgun. He hit us before we could even turm arousd. Scott nodded weakly, his eyes
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“The buidings weren't just mado of stone; they wora infusod with pulverized.
rosonance crystal. n the midday sun, the walls ddt just refloctlight —they seemed.
o hold i, glowing with a soft, inner luminasconce that mad tho city look ik it was
carved from solid pearls. The archies were swoeping and organic, mimicking the
urve of a crashing wave, designed to funnsl the sea breeze through the streets to
koep tho inhabitants cool

“Look at the eaves,” Sunny pointed out, showing them the intricate sikver
latticework that caught tho morning dow. “In Lumas, we don'tfight the island; wo.
celebrate it

“Their inal stop was the Tomplo of Solara, a massive rotunda positionod on the
highost point of the ciy. As they stopped nside, the boys gasped. The celling was a
‘mastorpioce of stained glass and gold laf, designe to track the sun's movement
across the sky so that a singlo beam of puro light always hitthe contralalta.

Sunny led them past the massive golden sundials and the tapestries depicting the
goddoss Liora woaving the frst dawn. Howovar, tho vast hall was hauntingly quiet.
“Their ootstops echoed offthe polished marbl, and the only othor peoplo present.
woro a fow olderly attondantsin fading orange Fobes, polishing the brass fixturos
with practiced, slow movements.

“Its boautiul,* Brayden whisporod, intimidated by the silence.

15" Sunny agreed, her voice dropping to a respectful tons. “But t's a beauty
that few remember to cherish. Almost ll the Sun Keepers are gona now, bays. The.
‘madern world looks t technology and the dsep-sea mines for power, orgetting that
tho sun was ou first and greatest guardian.”

Sihe looked at an of the ald priests, who gave her a frail, approciative nod. “Only
a fow aro lof to explain its importance. Thoy stay hero to romind us that without the
Light of Solara, we woulda'tjust be in the dark-—we would be lost. Never forgat that
the things which seem the most silent e often the things that bod the most pawer.”

A5 the horizon bogan to swallow the light, Sunny explained that it was not
‘merely somthing tho eye perceived. but a lving connection batwoen tho colestial
and the soul. Sh shared a foundational idea: the Light carried three intentions overy
Sun Koeper must earn to rocognize.

“The Warming Ray- Ropresents the physical nacossity of ifo—the enorgy that feeds
the crops and warms the skin.

‘The Piercing Ray: Represents truth and clarty—the abilty to see through dsception
and darkness.

The Sustaining Ray: Roprosents the memory of the light that romains even after
the sun has set, fucling the spiit during tho “long night "

‘Sunny spoke with a quiot, melodic revorance, reciting passagos from hor notes
that she held as sacrod. She explained that her notes woro mor than just ink on
paper; thoy woro the gathered insights that had served s a compass for the
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Chapter 6: The First Key

Age of Daemond: 13

The Dream Beneath the Weeds

For Dae, sleep had becom less of a rest and more of a journsy. Some of his
unusual drams roturned again and again, and one memory i particular found i
i the quiet hours: he was standing at the throshold of his childhood homo on
‘Solumbra. The house was a hollow shll, ts windows like cataract.clouded eyes, but
his foot nover took him inside. nstoad, ho was pulled by an invisible tother toward
the overgrown plot in the backyard, a patch of land that flt heavier, darker, and
more alive than the rest of the island.

In the memory. the plot was a iot of impossiblo flora. Vinos as thick as a man's
wrist colled around rusted garden tools, thei loaves a deep, bruised purple that
shimmrod with a faint, bioluminescent pulso. This was't the ordorly naturo of the
Tomplo it was the wild, hungry growth of the “Unmaking" his mother had once
described.

“The air was porpetually cold, smelling of wot earth and anciont metal. Thero was.
0 svind,yet the leaves rustled with the sound of 2 thousand whispered secrets—a
low, sythmic hum that vibrated in Dag's marrow. Half buriod in the sl wero
remnants of the scattered era before the Three Familiss—shards of obsidian pottery
and geometric stone carvings that didn't match the architecture of the House of
Avala,

s Da pushed doeper into the ovrgrowth, the sense of being watched became
stifling. Ho would catch glimpses of a figuro—a silhouette that moved with the same
predatory grace he and Danny had been practicing undr Master Bu. Whenever he
roached out to part the vines, the ground beneath him would st The dirt felt loss
like soil and moro lik the deck of a ship—spacificaly,the low.siting, burdened hull
of an old ship. It scemed that ho could foel the woight of silvor and platinum prossing
up from boneath the roots, as if the cargo was trying to break through the surface of
the carth. Just as his hand brushed against a stone marker engraved with a star—the
Same star from his father's journal—the memory would shways fracture. The violet
glow of the plants would intensify unti t matched the haunting hue of the color
blinding his inner cye.

Ha would wake in the dark of his room, his hoart hammering agaiast his ribs in
pestect, synchronized rhythim. As he slowed his breathing, calm returmed, but o did
a strange heaviness. His palms often fel grity, as i he had spent the night claving
at the sarth,trying to unbury  truth his family had left behind in the weeds. After
one espcially vivid droam, Dao told Danny and Scott what ho had soen. The dream
it the old ire of curiosity in all throe boys, and by afternoon they had decided to
exploro the overgrown plot behind Dac's childhood home.
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ixed on the kitchen. *Ho was waiting for us. Ho wasa't the kid wo thought he was."

Emond stood by, watching them. Ho agreed to go o tho station for fusthor
questioning without a hint of protest. " is the logical next top,” he told the
sergeant. As the police propared to escort him out, Danny and Scott finally looked at
their friond. They sav the blood on his slaeve, but it was his eyes that stopped their
broath. The warmt they knew—the Dae who ran on tha beach and worried about
‘xams s gone. In his place was Emond, somathing sharpened, cold, and
dangerously efficient. They flta sudden, nstinctive urga to pull away, a primal
rocoguition that the person standing beforo thom was no longer a peer, but a
prodator who had found his purpose. Ye, they said nothing. The trauma o the night
was too thick to navigate with words.

Emond paused at the threshold, the cool night ai blowing his hair back.Ho.
looked back at Danny and Scott ono Last time. "Il be back soon,” he sak. It was't a
comfort; it was a promise of return

Ho turnod and walked toward the wating patrol car, bis slhouette merging with
the nowly darkened night. As the door clickoe shut behind him, the boys realized that
while they had survived the Foundation's trap, th friend thoy know had been the
frst casualy.

The Interrogation of Emond

“The interrogation room at the station was a stark bos o cinderblocks and
fluorescent ight that hummed with a low, rrtating frequency. For five hours,
‘Sergeant Valo, Detective Jason Duko, and Offcer Zhang Chon took turns sitting
across from the boy who called himself Emond.

‘They tried every tactic in the book. They played *Good Cop," offering him water
and sympathy for the trauma of kiling a pecr. They played “Bad Cop." slamming
folders on the table and accusing him of promecitated murdor, suggesting the lottr.
pener was a weapon he brought with him

‘They poked at hisstory,trying to find a single thread to pull

“How did you move twenty feot beforo he could blow a second dart?” Detective
Jason Duko asked, waiting for a misstap that would break Emond's composuro and
aive the offcor a confession.

“That's  surpical stike for @ kid with  lotter opener. Where did you learm that?”
‘Sergeant Vale asked, rying to throw Emond off.

You just killd a oy you lved with for months. Why are you not crying?”

Emond did ot budge. Ho sat perfocty stil, his pulse likely not rising abovo &
rosting rato. He ropeated his statement with tho xact sam cadenco and word
choice every singls time.
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looking for yet."

Scott noddod, his jaw set. "We'll kaep the door locked and the scroons dimmed.
Just got what you can from Shelly and got back bafore dark."

s they split up, the weight of the matching keys i his pockets flt heavier than
ver. Thoy weron'tjust ooking for  vault anymoro; they were looking for the heart
af s hidden government. Dae walked with a brisk pace, his mind replaying the.
Iooping signatures of the inner circle he had seen at the Mosque. The town flt
difforont now—every hisorical plaque and famsly nam on a storefront felt lio
potential piace of the conspiracy.

The Makoa Gap

When he arrived at the library, tho air was still and smelled of omon polish. Ho
found Shallyin the back, shelving a cart of oversized atlases. She looked up, her
expression turning from professional o intrigued as she noticed the intensity in
Das eyes.

“Back s0 soon?" she whispered, loading him towar her small, cluttered dosk in
the Special Collections wing. ' thought you'd be halfway across the island looking
forsilver by now.”

“T'm not intorested in silvr, Sholy,” Das said, leaning in closo. "Wa nood to look
at somothing else. 1 necd everything you have on the Makoa family, specificaly from
the mid19505. Property transfors,local council minutes, or oven just social gossip
columns.”

Stelly frowned, her fingers aiready dancing across the keyboard of her terminal
“The Makoas are one of the original threo famille. Their history is usually
documented to the point of boredom, but.." She trailed off, hor brow farrowing as
she scrollad.

“But what?* Dae asked

“Theres a gap, she said, Ioking puzzled. “In the mid-50s right around 1954 to
1956, the publc records for the Makoa estata went dark. 1’ ike they stopped fling
buiding permits and tax assessmonts for two yoars. When they reappeaed in the
reconds in 57, they had doubled their land holdings, but there's no record of who
they bought the land from "

Shelly pulled  large, flat drawer from the map cabinet and laid out a strect map
of tha island from 1958, Sha compared it to an earlier map from 1053. In 1953, the
Makos property was a modest constal estate. By 1958, they owned & massive,
contiguaus strp of lnd that stretched from the cosst al the way to the eastern
ridgethe exact area where th boreholes from the mising manual were located.

Shelly pointed to a small notation on the 1958 map. They did not buy this as
rosidontial land. They rogistored it nder a nonprofit caed the Foundation for sland.
Stabiliy. It roads like @ shell company, supposedly meant to protect tho geplogical
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“The figure wasn'tjust following us,” Das realized, looking toward the living room
whore Ethan had boen siting. "It was using us as a bridge. Wo'vo beon training in
split temperaturos, opening our sonses, and wo basically acted lie a signal flare
loading it straight to tho hause."

The Manuscript of the Unseen

T atmosphere i the dining room shifted from academic curiosty to @ heavy,
sulfocating dread. Scott had pulled  thin, vellum.wrapped manuscript from the
bottom of the stack Shelly had provided. t wasn't a ibrary book: it looked ko
Somothing that had been tucked away in the archives for a contury, forgotien by time.
but presersed by malice

It was itlod The Manuscript o the Unseen

A5 Scott turned the britle pages, the text soeme to shimmer under the
handelier light. It wasn't writen in 3 standard language, bt a series of geometric
ciphers that mirrored the ‘splt temperature" patterns they had been practicing with
Master Bu.

“Tho text dotailod the Followers of Darkness, an ancient sect that viewed the
stand not as land, but as circuit board. The folowers did't move across the
Surface; they utilzed "points of dissonance"—th very ley lines and limestone veins
the boys had just mapped out.

“The floating iguro Dac had seon wasn't a ghost; it was an agent, a scout moving
through the dark "secrets” scattered across the island. The boys folt & strange,
‘magnatic pull toward the words on tho final page. It wasn': a choice so much as an
inevitaility. Without & word, they stoo i & circle around the map and the.
‘manuscript They didn't speak the aath aloud with their voices; they flt it vibrata in
their chests. It was an unknown cath, a silent pact that bound their senses o the.
o ————

‘T aie in the room fet ton dogrees cooler. The "split temperature” training had
helpod their bodies for this, but their souls wore unprepared for the transition. As the
oath took hold, the ickering streetlamp outside went dead.

When Dac looked at his friends, they seomed difforent. Thoir oyes held a fain,
oy shoen, similar to the blown-out pupls they had seen in Ethan carler. They.
werent just students anymore. By uncovering the secrots and acknowledging the
lines of power, they had unwittingly stepped into the hierarchy of darkness. They
wvere non tethered to the same unseen force that governed the foating figure and
the sient Ethan on the couch.

“The car outside,” Das whispered, his voico now sounding liko the rasping wind
they had hoard on the walk home. "I sn't a visitor. Vs Ethar'.”
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Brayelon, usually tho one with the plan, hokd the map upsida down i the fading
light. Dae, years younger and sensing tho shift in energy, gripped his backpack
straps. “Brayden? The woods are getting...loud.*

“They were nottaking a scenic dotour anymore; they wera genuinaly lost The
dense canopy o the northern forest turmed from lush green to daunting, ink black
shadow. They had one halfampty bottla of water, a bag of crushed protzcls, two,
small flashlights, and a snglo emergency blariket that Rayclen had tucked into
Brayelen's sido pockot with the simpla instruction: “Just in case. If you gat lost, stop.
‘moving and wait." Braydon hold onto that command, his voico rembling only.
slightly."Dad always says if the trail disappears, stop moving. £ we keep walking in
the dark, wa vill end up n a ravine.

Ty huddled togother under the crinkling silvor fil of tho mergoncy blanket,
tucked into the hollow of a massive cedar tree, Evers snap af a twig sounded like &
qrizaly: ovory hoot of an ow folt like @ warning. The wind was cool and the bays sat
close together under the emergency blanket talking quietly. To koep Das mind off
the cold, Brayden started  game of "Worst Sandwiches Ever."

Dae: *Sardines and... marshmallows.

Brayden:

1 socks and... hot suce.”

‘They laughed, but their breaths came out in white pufls. They had missed their
return time, and they knew their ather would be looking for them. The sky flt oo
vast as they tried to pulla direction from the stars. Every unknown sound sharpened
into panic, keoping the boys too frightened to slecp.

Earlir that morning, Rayden had studied the map with Brayden and discussed
the route the two boys should take, especialy the placos whore the trai would loave.
them exposed. Later, Rayden would remember Brayden's ofthand comment abat
having lunch at Dragon's Tail Ridge. Tho boys had missed tho trai in their
excitoment and wandered without knowing how far they had strayod

“The night went on and the chillincroased.

Around 3:00 AM, a shythanic thump-thump-thump ochoed through the valley. The
boys both hoard the sound of boots on packed oasth. Then, they saw a light as it
swapt across tho trok tho boys had taken. Thera wora sevoral high-powered tactical
ashlights seoking tho boys as thoy moved through the mist.

“Brayden! Dael"

The voico was rough with exhaustion but unmistakablo. The boys scrambied out
of their silver cocoon, shouting untiltheir throats burncd. Thei father broke through
the brush, looking lie he'd run through a bria patch. He didn't locturo them. Ho.
it even mention the missed curfow. Ho just pulled them both into @ hug 5o tight it
nearly popped the broken protzels in Dac's bag.

"L knows you'd head for the ridge, ho muttered into theie hai. "L just had to ind
which bend you missed.”
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Three Teachers

Over the following week, & new disciplined rhythim took hold. The unsettling
ovents at the Hanson house did not vanish, but the boys folded them into a schedule
that pushed the trio to theie limits.

“The boys moved through theie days with a precision that mad thor ool loss ike
teenagers and more like a cobesive unit. Their routine became their armor and they
row soticeably from;

1. Master B

The extra hours in the "split temperaturo” chambers bogan to pay visible
dividonds. Thoir bodies loaned out, bocoming corded with dense, functional muscle.
But the real change was sensory. Under Bu's quidance, they learne to feel” the
sland’s vibrations through the solos of their foct.

“They no longer ust walked the paths; they synchronized with them. Thi.
‘movements became flud, and their physical strength surged, allowing them to
endure sessions that would have broken therm weeks prior

2. tmam Rashad.

While Bu builttheie bodios, 1mam Rashad tanded 1 the quist spaco within them.
Aftornoon sossions at the mosque or in the garden wero spent in doep reflection. Ho
taught them that penwer without a soul is merely a weapon waiting o misfire.

Ha holped them identify ther "inner compass,” teaching them to recoguize the
difforence between their own intuition and the external "pull”of the island's darker
Ly lines. Thoy began to experiance a profound sense of calm, oven as the world
around them grew stranger.

3. Shally

In the dust moted comers of the library, Shally became thei profossor of the
forbiddon. She movod past basic history and ito the deep theology of darkness. She
explained that the "Followers* woren' just villains in a sory, but practitioners ofa
roligion that worshipped the "Gaps™—the spaces btwoe light and mattor.

Afte a o weoks, the transformation was undeniable. Da's perfect score was o
longer an autier. Danny and Scott were catching up, their minds sharpened by the
‘mental discipling of their spiritual and physical training.

“They fel they were growing in tane with the island's heartbest. They could
almost sonso the shift in weather beforo the clouds gathered and ool the "weight” of
the flating figures before thoy appeared in the periphry. They were no longer
victims of the dark; they wore becoming is educated students.
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By the time they reached the trilhead where the truck was parked, the sun was
beginning to ise over the horizon.

[ —
Never underestimate a just in case" emergoncy blanket:
Always tell someona the specifc name of your tral
and with that knowledgo, @ father's intuiton can ofton bo bottor than any GPS.

Months passed, but the boys’ thirs for adventurs remained unquenched. This
time, thoy sot thei sights on "Hidden Ridgo,”a trail whispered to bo more a secrot
than'a path.

“The morning air was sharp and invigorating, but the serenity shattorod as they
roundod a jagged bend. Blocking their way wera threo older bos, their intentions

writton in their sncering grins. They woren't hikors; they wore prédators looking for
atarget, and they had Dac boxed in before Brayden could even unshoulder his pack.

Brayeon wastt the tallst in a crowe, nor was he the fastest runner, but his mind
functioned like @ grandmaster's chessboard. Wil Dac's muscles tonsd in fear,
Brayelon's oyes woro alroady scanning the terrain,dissocting the physics of the
environment. Ho saw the siick, loose shalo underfoot and the spring loaded tonsion
of a low-hanging oak branch.

“The throe bullies closed the gap, but Brayden refused to be a spectator. As the
frst oy lunged, Brayden didn' flinch or retreat. He stepped directly into the
attacker's contor of gravity,intarcepting his momontum. With a surgical trip-step, ho
redirected tho boy's force, sending him slding holplassly down tho shal
embankment. The boy wasa't injured. but ho was noutralized, a failing mess of imbs.
trying to find purchaso on the crumbling slope.

“The second bay threw a heavy, telegraphed punch that screamed of amateur
bravado. Brayden duckod, moving with a lud economy of motion. As he lowored his
height, he reached for the lov-hanging branch he'd noted seconds before. He yanked
it back and released it with perfect timing. The branch snapped forward, the wood
stinging the boy's chest and tho shor surprse of the trap" sendiag him stumbling
backoward into a thicket of thorns.

“The third boy—the largest and most volatile—roared in a it o rag at seeing his
triends dismantled. Ho snatchod up a heavy fallon imb and chargod at Dae. Dac's
instncts took over. Ho stopped back and throw his Loft arm up to shicld his hoad. A
sickening crack ochoed through the treos as the wood collded with his forearm. Dac
gaspe, his face draining of color as his arm swent kimp, but he refused to go down.

“Da, go low!” Brayden barked.

‘The command was absolute. Dae dropped low. trying to help, but the motion
opened him to the blow. The branch crashed into the arm he had raised, and the
Sound of breaking bons cut through the trecs. Brayden shoved Das clear of the next
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The Whispering Grotto

“To walk in the shadows," Master Bu had told them, "one must first understand
why the light casts them* Armed with Shelly's research, tho boys set out toward the
Whispering Grotta -a limestone cavern tucked hehind the Old Quarry and, according
to the appendix loro Rayden had chased for yoars, a gateway toward tho island's
hidden heart

“Tho air was thick with the scent of salt and damp carth. Under the shroud of a
‘mooness sky, the trio move with a grace that would have seemed impossible a
‘month ago. Master Bu's dark-room drils picked up the faint, bioluminescont
Shimmer of the mineralsin the rock.

'Da led the way, his sonses acting as a sonar. Ho could feel the “push of the loy
lines against his skin, quiding them away from unstablo ground. Danny moved with a
newtound silence, his footsteps leaving no trace on the forost loor, his body perfoctly
rogulated despito the plunging temperature. Scott kept his hand on the hilt of a
wooden training staff, his mind rociting the spiitual anchors Imam Rashad had
taught him to prevent the darkness from swallowing his focus.

“They reached the entrance—a narrow fssurs in the cifside that pulsed with a
low-requency hum. The leftside of the cavern was searingly hot from gaothermal
vents, whila the right was coated in a permanent, supernatural frost. In the centor of
thisthermal confict stood an sltar of jagged obsidisn.

Following the instructions from Skelly's rligious texts, the three bays stood at
the vertices of the altar. They synchronized their breathing, a technique they loarned.
in Bu's dojo. They began the silent mental chant Imam Rashad had sharo for
protection. They joined hands, their bodies acting as a bridge betwoen the heat and
the cold. They projected a sense of calm authority, refusing to be intimidatec.

“Tho obsidian altar split open, rovealing a hidden compastment containing a
rusted iron key and a map of the island's "Second Layer."

s they stood thore, a smal sound began to fil the cave. I grew louder and lowor
untl it scemed to move through thei toeth. Then another sound entered it: hundreds
of bats, awakened by the rosonance, stroamed over their heads in a ving black
ribbon. The boys froze, na from fear alone, but from the strange calm that came with
the vibration

“What was that?” Scott asked.

Aftor sovoral minutes the bats vanished deaper into tho stons, and the cave
Settled into a hush. The boys continusd. The map they pulled from the obsician altar
was unlike any documnt they had seen in Shelly' library. While the previous maps

depictod surface roads,forests, and clevatians, this Socond Layer map was renderod.
on translucent, vellum:ike skin that soemed to pulso with fint rhythic light

“The map rovealed that the physical sland was only a shell. Beneath the soil and
rock lay a complex geometric nfrastructure that looked more ike 3 biological
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. Dae muttered. “That's code for control *

A Shelly dug deeper into the micofiche, she pulled up & social clipping from 2
1055 editon of the land Gazette. It was a photo of  gala, bt the caption was what
caught Dac's breath

“Mr. Makoa (center) discusses the future of the archipelago with local clergy and
business leadrs. The group, coloquially known as the ‘Foundationl Guard."
continues the work in private to ensuro the island romains trua toits oots.”

Standing right noxt to Mr. Makoa in the grainy, black and-white photo was &
‘much youngor vorsion of tho Smiling Prist —Pastor Dorald from tho Lutheran
(Church. Das folt a surga of cold clrity. This wasn't just a 70-yoar-old secret The
pastor hada't just boen a "followor'; ha was the spiritual enforcer for @ movoment
that had been active since the 50s.If Pastor Danaid was dead and his followers had
confossed, the Foundational Guard might bo cloaning house to protect the current.
gonoration of Makoas.

“Shelly,” Dao said, his voice trembling sightly. Doss tho current Makoa family
own that Foundation land near the ridge?”

Shelly clicked & fow more times. “Yes. Itis hokd in 8 prvate trust nov. But Dae.
the current trustee i not the father. 1t islsted under his daughter's name. It i
registerad to Leslant’s college fund trust.

The House With No Safe Rooms

T walk back from the library should have boen a triumph for Dac. Ho had the
names,tho dates, and tho connection batwoen the Makoa estate and Pastor Donald.
But as he tumed the corner onto the Hansons'streat, the ai flt unnervingly st

A5 ho approached the front porch, a sudden, inexplicablo sensation washed over.
him—not a physical sound, but a calm, ntornal voice that rosonate with the same

froquency as Master Bu's meditations. Be careful, it whisperad. The balance seemad
shifted.

'Da slowed his pace, his heart hammering against his ribs. Ho pushad the front
door open slowly, tho hingos ltting out a faint, famliar creak. Th sight nside was a
nightmaro: Danny and Sco lay motionless on the living room floo, ther 3ackets and
shoes missing, thei shirts cut open as i Ethan had been searching them or staging.
thom for huiliation. Their laptops had fallen nearby, scroens still glowing with the
data they had been trying to ind.

Instinct—honed by Mastor Bu's drlls—screamed at him to move. As he crossed
the threshold, ho didnt walk towar his friends; he lunged violently o the eft,
fattoning himsolf against the wall

Thip,
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“The officors loft confused and humbled. Jean stood trembling, his world tited away
from the path he thought was fxed.

When the officers wero gons, the Bishop spoke not as an owner reclaiming
property, but as a shopherd roscuing a lfe. Ho tod Jean that he no longer belonged.
o evil but to good.

Fashad looked at the boys. "That s the famous moment from Les Miserablos,
whora tha Bishop offers throa profound lessons on wisdom.

“Justics would have returned the silver to the Bishop. Mercy returned the man to
himsel.

By Iying to the police, the Bishop told a higher truth: that Jean was capable of
being moro than a criminal

“The Bishop did not see the silver a5  loss, He saw it as the price of s man's
rodomption”

“The slver eventually disappoared. but the grace Joan received that morning
became the foundation of a Ife dedicated to saving othors. Somalimes the only way
to broaka cycla of bitterness s through an act o radical, undesorved kindness.

Da folt humbled by the story and thanked the older man for sharing it As the
three hoys lef the office, a pang in s heart made him raconsider stealing from the.
kind and gonuin 1mam. Knowledgo had lod thom ta locked case. Wisdom had just
Ry ——————.

Outside, the sun lsaned westward over Lumas City, turning the mosque courtyard
o D looked back ance at the closed daors and understood the chapter's lesson
more cloarly than any academy modulo could have taught i Knowledgo could show
a person whera the lock was. Wisdom asked whether the lock was thera to protect
the treasure, the world, or the person tompted o open it
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Lumas Festival Lamps

Dae's sacurity net confirmed that Ethan was avoiding them. He would slp in
during the cariy hours of the morning and vanish befora tha sun roso. Ho know the
sabotage had faled, and mor importantly. he knew the boys had retured from the
docp with somothing more than just certfications - thoy had roturnod with a unified,
cold resalve.

s the city bogan to drape itslf in lights for the annual Lumas Festivl, the boys
found a temporary sanctuary i the craft of the floating lamp. These lanterns,
traditionaly relsased into the bay, were meant to carry messages to thosa who had
crossed into the great nothingness.

‘Danny an Scott worked side-by-side n the garage, meticulously constructing
theic lamps for Mia. Thoy used tho geomatric precision thoy had mastered in ther
advanced oxams, ensuring the balsa wood frames wera porfoctly balanced. Their
lanterns were symbols of a promiso kept - to semember the girl whose loss had first
[ ———

Da st apart, his movements slow and meditatve, He was not just buidings he
was performing a ritual.

“The frstlamp was for Mia, craftod with a translucent violot paper that mirrored the
nothingness o the Goddess.

“The second lamp was a larger, sturdier vessel for is lost fmily - is ather, his
‘mother, and the older brothor whose memory felt ike a phantom imb. Ho atched
theie names into the wood in tho ancient script Master Bu had shown him, the void
stone restng on the table besid him, pulsing ke a heartbeat. The act of bulding
the lamps served as a reset for thei minds. As they applied the waterproof wax to
the paper, they discussed their next move, The sabotage had proven that the world of
light - the school, the home, the oficial chanels - was 5o longer safe.

“Ethan isn't jut hiding," Scott mutterad, his hands steady as ho tied a silk cord.
“He's waiting. Ho's roalized h can't kil us in tho water, so he's looking for a
re——

“Lot him look.” Dae roplied, his voice a low resonance. "Whilo ho watches the
house, we vil b at the Ouroboros mark. The festival is the perfect cover. Thousands
of lamps i the water, thousands of people an the shore. No ane will notice three
divers slipping boncath tho waves.”

Mos. Hanson watched them from the kitchen window, her eyes red-rimmed but
hor exprossion hopelul. Sh saw the boys craftng their tributes and saw it as a sign
af healing, unavare that they wera sctually preparing for & dsscent into a mystery.
that her son had tried to tum into thei grav.

“The three boys staod togather at the snd of the week, their lamps lined up on the
workbonch - a flaet of ight dostined for a sea of shadows. They had tho gear, they.
had the training, and now they had the perfoct distraction
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Series Introduction

The Fearless Heart

I The Essence of Fearlessness

Fearlossness is not the absence of far; it s the courage to face it In our ourney,
e must canfront the uncertainties that s aheac. Fear can paralyze us, bt when we
choose to act n spite of it we unlock the potental to innovate, o create, and to
connact, Feariessness empowers us to challenge the status quo,to rise above aur
Limitations, and to inspire others to do the same. 1t i the spark that ignites change
and the foundation upon which love and wisdom can flourish.

11 The Power of Love

Love is the greatest force we possess. I transcends boundaries, dissolves conflct,
and murtures understanding. In our quest for progress, we must cultivate love - love
for oursalves, forothers, and for the world around us. 1t is through love that we build
bridges, fostoring a sense of belonging and commanity. Whn love informs our
actions, wo bocome agents of compassion, adsocating for justco and equity, and
creating spaces whero allvoices aro heard and valued.

111, The Pursuit of Wisdom

Wisdom is the quiding sta in the tumultuous seas ofifo. It s knowledge
tompored by experionco, the insight that allows us to navigato complexites with.
grace. Ina rapidly changing world, wisdom becomes our anchor, reminding us to
pause, reflct, and choose ous paths with discornment. Through wisdom, we learn
‘moderation - balancing ambition with humility, collaboration with competiton, and
innovation with tradition. We must seek wisdorn not s fo ourselves, but as &
colloctive pursuit, sharing insight and loarning from one anothor.

1V. The Art of Patience

In a socioty that often glorifies speed and immediacy, patience is a radical act. It
teaclies us o embrace the journey and appreciate the process of growth and
transformation. Patience allows us to iston dosply, understand varying porspectives,
and cultivata rosilience i the faco of advorsity. It rominds us that meaningful chango.
takes time, and that the scods of oday's efforts wil bloom into tomorrow’s realites.
By practicing pationce, wo become steadast alles i our own livs and in the lives of
athers.
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V. The Dance of Collaboration and Competition

Collaboration and competition are two sdes o the same coin. While compatition
e A P —
our endoavors, we must loarn to navigate this delicate balance - competing Lo clevate
Standars while colabhorating to achieve common goals. Healthy competition inspires
rowth, pushing us to transcend our limits; vet it i in colaboration that we find.
Strength, pooling our resources and talents tocreate something greator than
oursolvos. Togother, wo can achiovo what no individual can accomplish alone.

VI The Wisdom to Moderate

To harness the ful potential of fearlossnoss, love, wisdom, patience,
collaboration, and competition, we must cultivate the wisdom to moderato. This
roquires discornment in our choices and actions, ensuring that our drive for success
R e ——————— T —
whon to push forward and when to step back, when 1o lead and when to ollow. By,
‘moderating our impulses and intentions, we create a harmonious balance that
enriches our lives and the lives of those around us.

Conclusion

A we embark on this journey together,letfearlsssness be our compass, love our
Suel wisdom our guide, and patience our companion. Let us embrace collaboration
s means of collactive empowerment and compatition a5 a catalys for excellence,
In doing s0, we will create a world whero overy individual can thrive, whero our
sharod humanity is celobrated, and where the spirt of innovation and compassion
e ——

Together, let us build a future grounded in these principles,  futuro whero
foarlessnoss,love, wisdom, and patience lluminate the path ahead.
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T ——

“The bays' s it up, bt the Imam raised a hand to temper thei excitement.
“Perhaps one day wo can look through it togothor,” ho offered. "But not today. 1t is
incredibly fragilo and ancient; the parchment s thin s a loaf. 1 am hesitant oven to
T p——

“The boys thariked Imam Rashad for the tea and convorsation. As they loft the
‘mosaque, the mystery felt larger than ever: an old map they could not yet soe, a
foating man who doficd everything they knew, and a medallion hidden in Dac's

Luke's Ambush

On their way hom from the mosqus, the sound of whisting wind was replaced by
the sharp clack of stones hitting pavement. Dac, Danny, and Scott woro halfway
home when the ambush began. From behind a lne of dénse hedges, Luko and his
crow emrge, pockots heavy with jagged rocks. Beforo the trio could process the
threat, a hail of stonos rained down on them,

'Da ducked low, shielding his head as a rock hit his shoulder.

Scott was hit and stumbled back, inding cover behind a noarby mailbox while
projoctiles hssed past his oars.

‘Danay, however, didst finch. While the others were being forced into 3 defensive
retreat, Danny's eyes locked anto Luke, the ringleader of the group.

While Luke's friends woro laughing and reloading their hands with moro stonss,
they didn't expoct a counterattack. Danny dida't waitfor the next vlley. With a burst
of adronalino and zero hesitation, he sprinted directly into the "line of fire."

As Luke saised bis arm to throw another rock, Danny closed the distance in
scconds. Ho landed a powerful punch to Luks's belly, folding him forward and.
knocking the wind out of him. AS Luke gasped and stumbled toward the ground,
‘Danny followed with a swift strike to the face. The impact sent Luke tambling into
the diet, blooding, dofeated, and stunncd.

“The sight of their leader hitting the ground so fast sent a shockwave through the
rest of Luke's friends. Secing Danny standing aver Luke with that lvel of grit was
enough to break their nerves; they turned tail and scattered don the straet, leaving.
their rocks behind.

'Dae and Scott approached Danny, ther hearts st racing but their fear roplaced
by pura roliof

Scott patted Danny on the back, breathless with gratituds. Das shook his head in
disbelie, thankful that Danny's strength had turnod what could have boen a serious
injury into a victory. Because Danny had stepped forward, the throe of thom woro
ablo to finsh their walk home knowing they had each othor's backs.
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tangling ther fins.
In the silonce of the dop, the raining from their three loaders fused togothor:

ey did not panic when the aie stopped. They calmly assossod tho truth of the
situation and reached for their octopus regultors.

“They maintained their position in the water even while Dr. Aris tried to shove
them offbalance,

Dae looked Dr. Aris directly in the eye through his mask while his sir was cut off,
showing o fear, only a cold, focused waiting.

When they finally broke the surface, Dr. Ars was slont for a long time. Ho
ehockod his stopwatch, thon looked at the boys, who were not even huffing for air

o nover soen studonts tako to the water liko that,” Dr. Ars admittod, his voico.
begrudgingly rospectful. "Most people ight the ocean. You throe..you act like
you've heen waiting to get back in it.” He checked off  major portion of their
practical requirements in a single day. As they dried off, Dao locked at the drain at
the bottom of the pool. The training was a success, but ho know the chlorinated
water of the schoal was a far cry from the crushing, ghtless depths and currents off
the coast of Solumbra.

Closed-Circuit Silence

“Tho second session was held in the dim, pressurized atmosphero of the school's
specialzed tochnical lab before moving to tho decp-water tank. This time, Dr. Aris
was not using standard tanks. He had propared thro closed-circuit robroathors
(CCRS) - sophisticated machines that recycled exhaled breath by scrubbing out
carbon dicxide and adding precisely motered bursts of pure oxygen. Unlike
open-circuit scuba, a rebreather produces no bubbles and makes 5o sound. For Dac,
it avas the perfoct embodiment of the Goddess's nothingmess -3 way to mave through
P ———

Dr. Ars gathered them around a disassembled usit to explain the Scrubber
Canister and the Solonoid. They loarned how tho CO2 absorbont (sodalime) reacts
with exhalod ai to prevent hypercapnia. Dr. Ars shorwed them the triple-rodundant
sensors that monitor the "Partia Pressuro of Oxygen’ (PO2). If the lovels drop too.
low, the diver falls unconscious; i they go too high, oxygen becomes a neurotoxin.
Once they donned the unts and submergod, the hoys realized that CCR diving was
an intellectual marathon. In standard sculra, your buoyancy changes when you
brsathe in and out;in & rebreather, the volume of ai i the loop remains constant.

‘Danny was in his olemont, constantly monitoring the digital handsets on his wrist
Ha was calculating his sotpoints and oxygen exposure limits n real im, treating the.
‘machino liko a high-stakes calculus problom.

Scott focused on the mechanical feedback. Ho lsarned to fee the slight rosistance
in the counterlungs on bis chest, understanding the machine's chythm as i it wers &
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Das, Danay, and Scott walked toward home, conversation returning slowly until
‘Scott paused and nodded toward the cove they had visited the might beforo. "1
wonder how different the cove i during the day,” ho said as they passed it and
headed into the Hanson home.

The Second Cove

Later that night, the moon was a sliver of bone i the sky as Dae, Danny, and
Scottslipped out o tho Hanson home. Tho midnight air was cooler than the previous
night, smolling of salt and damp earth. Avoiding the path to the cova they had
explored before, they turne their backs on the familiar and pushed through the
dense brush n the opposite diraction.

According to the local hearsay and Dac's father's old skotches, a second, moro
secludod cove lay hidden behind a jagge ridge of limostone. The trok was grueling:
the ground was uneven, slck with moss and loose shale. As they neared the edge of
the ridge, the rhythmic sound of the waves was interrupted by something

‘mechanical—the low, chythmic chugging of a motor and the sharp clinking of metal

“The bays instantly dropped to their stomachs. Hearts drumming against the dirt,
they crawled inch by inch toward a rocky ledgo overlooking tho water. Pocring ovor
the edge, they sav & small, fatbottomed boat pulled tight against a makeshift
wooden pier. Two men, faces obscured by the shadows of their caps, were heaving
heavy wooden crates onto the sand. The silence of the night carried ther vaicas
[ ——

“Easy with that ame,” a voice raspad, mufled by the salt spray. "These aren't like
the surplus junk we moved last month. These are fully automtic—top of the line."

The second man grunted as ho set a box down with a dull thud. "What about the
rounds?

“The ammunition is differen, too. High-velocity, muuch moro deadly. Tho buyar
was vary spocific about tho stopping power. I theso go off thero won't be much left
o find."

“The boys watched, paralyzed, untilthe last ofthe crates wer hauled ito the
darknoss of a sea cave. As tho men began 10 push the boa back into tho surf, Dac
signaled forrotroat. They did not speak until they wore miles avway, back inside the
safe, suffocating wals of the Hanson house. The adrenaline faded, replaced by 2 cold
roalization. This was not oy about legends or lost ships anymoro. Thoy had
stumbled into something modern and dangerous.

“Wo can't tol the police,” Danny whispered, his voice shaking as they sat huddled
inthe dark lving room. "Not unil we knov what those men were doing and who they.
are working for.

Dae ooked at the sketches on the table, mind racing. “The ship, the floating mas,
the medallion, and now automatic weapons. It is all connected." His voice dropped.
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second set oflungs.

'Da found a torrifying synergy with the device. Bocause the rebroather was.
silent, he could hear the ambient hum of the schoo!'s plumbing and the distant
vibration of the city abave. He realized that with this gear, they could haunt the
underground kingdom's cosstal utlets and the Solumbra mark without ever being
dotactod by sonar or sight

Dr. Ars i not ot therm enjoy the silence for long. He began simulating sensor
falures. Ho forced the boys to manually nject oxygen into the loop using only their
intuition and the reading on a secondary analog gauge. "If the computar dies, you
havo to bocomo the computer.” Dr. Ari signalod underwater.

“The boys responded with the clinical procision they had used on their exams.
When Dae’s simulated electronics failed, he did not panic or ascend. Ho maintained
perfoct neutral buoyancy, performed a Diluont Flush to cloar the loop, and switched
0.2 manual oxygen foed with a stoady hand.

By the end of the four-hour session, Dr. Aris sat n the edge of the pool, ooking at
the data logs on hi tablot. Ho shaok his hoad in disbeliof. "Tvo trained naval divors.
who wer not this calm during a total laop ailure. You threo don'tjustfollow the
protocols - you anticipate the physics

s they packed the expensiv goar away, Da felt a surge o cold confidonce. Thoy
now had the knowledgo to operate the "lungs of the shadov All that romained was.
the final exam - and the three-week countdown to the Solumbra dive.

“The final written exam took place in the Marine Biolagy lecture hall, which folt
avernous and cold with anly the three boys present. Dr. Aris dd not hand out
standard multiplo-choice shoots; nstead, h laid down thick, technical packets that
looked more like engincering manuals than high school tosts.

‘T oxam was designed to break astudent's mental focus. It was not just about
romombering facts; it was about solving if-or death scenarios undor the prossure of
ime. They had to calculate the partial prossura of nitrogen and oxygoen at varying
depths, determining the exact moment af Osygen Toxicity (CNS taxicity) and
Nitrogen Narcosis. Using the Bihlmann ZHL16C algorith, they wera required to
‘manually map out decomprossion stops for a hypothetical doop dive offthe Solumbra.
shelt, accounting for gas density and m-values.

Dr. Ars provided black bos data logs from malfunctioning robreathers. The boys
had to diagose the mechanical failure based solly on the fuctuating oxygen sensor
readings and the diver's heart rate. As the clock ticked on the wall, the boys tackied
the paper with the same synchronized intensity they had shows in ther core.
subjocts.

‘Dany worked with a slide rule and a fountain pon, his pages filed with clegant,
‘complex calculus. He treated the gas laws as a beautifu, logical puzsle, ensuring
e ———





OEBPS/images/page_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_126.jpg
“Wa noed to see that older map Imam Rashad mentioned. 1 hata the thought, but if
o will not show i o us, we may havo to fnd another way." Ho looked at the others
and shook his head almost immediately. "L do ot ke that dea. Ho has boen good to
us. Maybo thero is another way."

By morming, the wrongness of the idea had not disappeared; it had sharpened.
“The boys dcided to go o the Mosque of Light and look for their best aption before
toar convinced them to do something they could not take back.

“The moscue was only a little over a mile from the Hanson home. The boys arrivad
st discussing tho weapon drop they had witnessed. They knocked at the front gate
and wero groated by a young man who looked barely out of his teons.

“Imam Rashad is holping someono right now, but I doubt he wil be much longer.
Would you like me to seat you n his ofice?”

"Yes, ploase,” Scott said. Thon turned o the other two, "looks liko we stumbled
into some luck,” he said quiaty o the other two.

“The young man invited therm tosit and offered lemon tea. The boys accepted.
Diractly across the room stood the glass case holding the object of their obsossion.

It ooks ke a key locks the glass doors,” Scott said as he looked over.

“That might make things challenging,” Dao said, thinking through what would ba
nocded to got nto it

“Wo are also going to need a key for his ofice, since we cannot got near the map.
while Tmam Rashad isclose,” Scott added.

1 think our best option will be trying to got in at night,” Danny chipped in_"T'm.
ot too confident we can ensura Imam stays out o the ofica if wo try during the
day.

50 we need a way to get nto the mosque, get nto the office, and get into the
Iocked glass case while moving quickly and silently." Scott repled.

'Das lokod over the offce, trying to dentify security measures. Did eithor of you
notice cameras or alarms?”

L did'tsoo any.” Scott said, "but  really wasit looking.”

We nsed to know eversthing that could be & problem,” Dae said as he thought
out loud.

Mercy as Wisdom

“The daor to the ffico opened, and Imam Rashad greoted the thro boys. It is
oo to see you again.  have been thinking about you, and an old memory came back
o me - ne that may be helpful.” Omar steppe in with hot tea and cups, set the tray.
i trant of the boys, and poured a cup forthe Imam as ho sat bohind his dosk
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Scott approached the exam with the mindset of a survivor. Ho focusod on the
emorgency protocols, visualizing himsolrin the dark water as ho wrote out the steps.
fora Total Loop Flood recovery

Dae was the first o fnish. Ho did not just answor the questions; he provided
optimized solutions. For the question on the Solumbra shelf's thermoclines, he
included a sidebar on how entropy points in the water column could be used to hide a
diver's thormal signature from surface-love sona.

Dr. Ars sat at the front of the room, grading the papers as they wore turned in.
“The scratching of his rod pen was the only sound in the room. When he reached the
final page of Dac's exam, he stopped, looked up, and stared at the boys for a lon,
silent minote.

“In twnty years, Tve nover seon a perfact score on this exam,” Dr. Aris sad, his
voice unusually quiet. "Most peaple miss the gas density calculations for depths
beyond sixty meters. You three...you even accountad for the humidity in the
counterlungs."

Ho stamped their iles with the offcial Master Scuba Diver Theory seal. "You've
‘passed the classroom portion. Dr. Aris announced. "By the ond of th Grst wook of
summer, once wo complote the open-water checkouts, you'l ba fully cortiied. You'll
havo the keys to the gear locker:

A they Lot the building, the sunset was casting long, purple shadows across the
‘campus. The boys fel a surge of triumph, but Dae noticed his void stone was
vibrating with a sharp, staccato thyth - the signal that Ethan was currently moving
through their shared hallway at home with an unusual purpose.

“The academic victory was complata, but the domestic war was reaching a boiling
point.

“The frst woek of summer broak arrived, and with i, the il hurdle for thoir
certifcation.the openwater checkout, Dr. Aris led the boys to the rugged southern
docks of Lumas City, whero tho gray southern swells churned against the concrte.
‘T boys had loaded their goar bags the night before, unawaro that Ethan had done
his bost to corrupt the equipment just enough to make their death appear accidontal.

Undor Dr. Aris's watchful oye,the boys donned their heavy gear on the rocking
deck of the school's research boat. They performe their pre-breath checks, but
Etha's sabotago was subtle - he had not cut the hosos; ho had tampered with the 02
[ p—

s they rolled backward into the cold, churning water, the world oflight and
sound vanishod, replaced by the thythmic, mochanical silence of the rebreathers.
“They doscended to twonty moters, the light fading into a deop, bruised purple. Ten
minutos into the dive, the sabotag triggered.

Das primary handsot suddenly spiked, showing a lothal *

igh 02" warning that
wvas not real. A tiny, Joosened seal in Scott's scrubber began to sesp. He tasted the
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“Thank you, Omar. You aro welcom t join us" Omar daclined palitaly, thanked
the Tmam, and lef. Imam Rashad began.

“Yoars ago, 1 traveled in search of wisdom, trying to undorstand the divine
throwgh the world's oldest places,” Rashad sald. "During a grueling archacological
survey in the ALHajar foothills, 1 crossed paths with a wandering scholar”

T man was spent - is cantoen dry - but his eyes burnod with tho inensity of
Somsana who had seen a thing he could not forget. He told me he had spent months
tracking ancient irrgation chansels that existed on no modern map. | offeced him my.
camp, my broad, and my salt. In roturn, ho offered me  warning."

“Ho belioved the parchment was only halfof a whole. Not a guide toa place,
xactly, but a schematic or a hidden mechanism - porhaps a key to something buried
decp in the past. Ha warned mo that a map lika this tempts peoplo to treat mystery
as property.”

Fashad gestured toward the glass case. "Before wo parted, ho skotchod the
entralsigilfrom his own map and gave me the parchment you saw here. He told me
that an day, someono would arrive seeking the symbol's meaning while carrying the
ather half of the puzzle.

1 am afraid that s all | can say about the map. But that is not all 1 have o say.
Last might I felt [ should share a story that helped me. 1 knows you thres have
questions, so please ba patient while 1 change subjects.

“This story has shaped my i and contines to quide me through diffcult

“Itis a tal from my younger days, one that stays with me evon now.  Hope you
find it valuable. It is  story about groatnoss, and even today the author is still
praisod”

n the city of Digne, Rashad told them, thero lived a man named Jean whose hoart
had been hardoned by hinetoen years of prison labor. Hunger and judgment had
[T ————

One night.  Bishop opensd his door to Jean and fed him. By morning, Jean had
stolen the Bishop's sitver and fed. When the law dragged him back, the stolen silver
T —— —————

“The officors said thoy had found Joan with the Bishop's property, claiming the Bishop.
had given it to him.

Jean lowored his head, waiting for chains. Ho knew what fustice would domand.

Instesd, the Bishop loked at i and said,in effect, that Jean had forgotten the
best part of the ift: the silver candlesticks. He gave Jean more than the law
expocted and, by doing so, bought back a soul that punishment alone would have
buried.
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absorbent.

the bitter, burning sensation of seawater mixing with the CO2

‘Danny's machine stopped firing oxygen into the loop entirely. To a normal diver,
this would have been a triplo fatalty. But the boys wro not normal divers

'Da signaled a Total System Failure® with a closed fis to his chest. Ho did not
‘panic. Ho moved with the kinotic offcioncy Mastor Bu had taugh him. Das ignored
his screaming digital handsot. Using the discornment of Imam Rashad, e folt the
physical state of his body - no headache, no tingling. Ho knew tho sensor was lying.
He switched to manual oxygen injection, bypassed the computer, and grabbed Scott.

‘Scott was chioking on the causti mist, Danny, sesing the falure, immedintaly
deploya his “Bailout Valve” (BOV), shoving a cloan second.staga rogulator into
Scott's mouth while simultancously closing Scott's loaded loop to provent him from
drowning.

‘Dany's own unit was starving him of oxygen. Recogizing his machine faling
him, ho porforme a Diluent Flush, using the romaining gas in his tanks to cloar the
Ioop and keep himsolt conscious whil they bogan a synchronized emergency ascent

When they broke the surface and climbed back onto the hoat, Dr. Aris was pale.
Ho had seen the emergency loats deploy. He began inspecting the gear, his hands
shaking as he pullod apart the scrubber canisters. "This was not a mechanical
falure," Dr. Ars whispered, poiating to the procisely loosened O-rings and the
scratchd sensor faces. "This was sabotage. Someone wanted you to never come.
backup.”

'Da stood on the dock, water dripping from his black sult, his eyes cold and fixed
n the distant shoreline where the Hanson home sat. He did not nced to see the
vidence. Ha fol the void stono in his pocket vibrating with a sharp, angry
froquency. "Wo passed the test, Doctor,” Das said, his voice as lat s the horizon
“The gear failed, but we did not_ Givo us our certfcations.” Dr. Aris looked at the
three hoys - unshakes, lethal, and perdectly composed dsspite neariy dying. He
reatized then that they wers not just students snymore. He signed their Master Diver
cards on the spot.

s the boat hoadd back to shore, the boys huddlod ogether. Tho security not at
home had not been enough. Ethan had moved from a nuisance to an active
combatant. On the ride back, they did not talk about the div; they talked about the
answeer that would be saiting for Ethan once they walked through the ront door.

“The wacks following the sabotage wors defined by a strango, hoavy sience. The.
throe boys, now certified Mastar Divers and battle-hardened survivors, moved
[ —————————

Ethan had become a phantom. Following the near-fatalincident i the Atlanic, he
was oddly absent, his bed ofton unmade but cold. It was as if o could feol the shftin
g —— Y
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“The rest of that evening, the boys examined the medallion, trying to identify it 1t
scomed like  small compass, but the markings around its rim wero unfamiliar. They
ould not find a way to open i. At last, they hid it in Dae's room and went to bed.

The Official Compass

“The atmosphere at the acadomy had shifted. The frantic enorgy of induction had
given way to a quie, focused hum. As the studants of 7-Delta filtered into the
ommons, the rigid structure of the previous day dissolved into sef-dircted clustors.
Da, Danay, and Scott claimed a rocessed alcove, seeking privacy as they pored over
theic issuod Compasses, the digital interfaces that served as lflines o the.
currcalum,

‘Th Compass was more than a map. 1t was a complex hierarchical database of the
academs's expoctations. Major disciplines ko Appliod Mathematics and Structural
Enginoering servd as anchors, but licking into them rovealed a web ofinticate
subsoctions. Whil the system appearcd daunting, Scott noticed the lack of linear
‘umbering. He looked up as their mentor approached. "Docs this have to bo fnished
in s specifc sequence’

“The mentor paused, addrossing the small group with practiced patience. "Think of
your education as bulding a foundation rathar than climbing a laddor. Each main.
Subjoct has sevoral mandatory modules, but we do not dictata tho path. You are e
o pivot based on your interasts o current projects.” Sho offerod a caveat. "Keep in
mind that the subjects are interdopendent. You will not be barred from attompting
‘Advancod Ballstics bofore Basic Trigonometry, but you will ikely find yoursclf
hitting a wall. The order s yours to choose, but logic usually dictates the flow.”

To comploment the digital Compass, Mrs. Rice moved through the rows,
distributing rectangular sheats of high-density translucent plastic. Unlik th digital
interface, these clipboards provided a permanent, unhackablo recor of a student’s

journey. Every subject and itscorresponding subsections wers laser-elched into the
surface, catching the light 2 the students turned thom over.

“This i your official Compass.” Mrs. Rice explained. As you master a module, |
will apply a biometric stamp to the corresponding etching. It 1 a physical testament
0 your growth and & requirement for your eventual advancement.

“The system was clear: the academy provided the map and the destination, but the
students of Dalta 7 wera rosponsible for navigating the terrain.

“Ploase koep your Compass and syllabuses in your locker. 1€ you losa them,
roplacoments are not cheap. We recommond that you bring them out only when
needed.

As the morning progressed, the studants settlsd into the shythic scratch of
writing whilo beginning theirschool work. The classroom transformed into a modular
workshop: some students dovo hoadfirst into high-lovel physics, while others, like
Scott, preferred o build their way up from the foundational logic modules





OEBPS/images/page_241.jpg
the tunnels. "The master of the shadow does not ght the dark." he told them, *He
e

tmam Rashad (The Soul): Ho deopened their understandiag of honesty. Ho taught
them that being honest about a threat ike Ethan meant acknowlsdging his danger
without ltting i turm into hatred. "Hatrod s a cloud,” the Imam warned. "Clariy s &
lens.”

Shelly (Tho Mind): Despite hor unusual prosence and smile from Sunday, she
ontinued to provide them vith restrictad texts. She pointed them tovard.
architoctural blueprints of Lumas City from tho 19th contury, which hinted at the
very “hiddon veins" tho man in purple had shown Dac.

Evory Friday ovening, tho boys put asido their exhaustion to discuss their current
track and direction. Danny and Scott continued to pass their exams with extremely
high marks. Dae continued to imprss with a porfoct streak that soomed almost
supornatural. n two additional weks, they comploted throa moro exams and moved
closer to fnishing the curriculum roquired.

The Ouroboros Mark

While their academic records continued to soar, the boys' trus focus shifted to 3
singular, anomalous detail they discovered whilo building theie calective map of
Solumbra trom everything they had learned. Tucked insice  water-damaged ledger
Shally had “misplaced for them was a hand-drawn map of the island dating back to
the late 1700s. The map was standar for the ers, except for a tin, precise mark - 3
stylized Ouroboros, a serpent eating its own tail, crcling a void - ocated exactly half
a mile off the southern cosst.

‘T boys went into a research fronzy. Thoy cros:roferenced every modern
topographical survey, overy colonial shipping manifest, and svery school archive
‘Danny could access without being noticed. Modern sonar showod only a flt,
toaturaloss seabed at that coordinate. History books made ro mention of a reef, a
shipwrock, or a submerged structure in that area. It was as if the mark exsted i a
diffarent version of resity - on that had been srased from every other record in
Lumas City. To Danny and Scott, it was & frustrating dead end; to Das, it fet ke the
nothingness the Goddess had spoken of -3 truth hidden in plain sight because peoplo
lackod the eyes to see it

Knowing they noeded a perspective that ooked beyond paper and ik, they
brought their findings to the Templs of Duslity. They sprea their composite map
and the oldor lodger page across the stane floor beforo Master Bu. Tho old master.
i ot look at the map with his oyos; ho traced tho ink of the Ouroboros with his
callousod fingertips. A heavy silonce settled ovor the courtyard.

“The map is holpfl. It shows what is buil.* Master B whispered. "Bt it i not
omplete. The maps of men show what is ult. The maps of the spiit show what is
anchored. If this mark exists anly hor, i is bocause the ono who drow it was not
locking atthe water, but atthe resonance bonath it He looked up at the throo.
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The fracdom o the "choose-your-own.path” systom
O ———

lowed for a quiet intensity, but

As they made their way into the lunchroom, the boys talked through their
intentions for the curriculum. Peace shattered when Luke sauntered past the trio's
tablo and slowod, his oyes dropping t the space whara Scot’ log should have boen.

“Hey, Scott” Luke drawled, a mean-spiited smirk playing on his lps. I was
Iocking atthe Agiity and Movement module on my Compass. 1 noticed it requires
o boots. Are you planning on geting a discount an the uition, or ace you just
going to hop through the fnal exam?”

Danny’s chair screechad against the floor 55 he surged upward, his face fushing
 deep, dangerous crimson. His fsts were already clenched, his eyes locked on
Luke's smug exprossion. However, boforo ho could cloar the table, Dac’s hand shot
out, gripping Danny's forearm with surprising strongth

“Sit down, Danny. Ho is not worth tho demerit " Dao said firmly, holding bis friend
back Ho did not even look at Luko, keeping his oyos on his sylabus. "Besides, you
have to el for Luke. It is hard for him o understand how someone can lose 3 g
whon ho has spent his whole lfelocking for a brain."

A fow studonts nearby snickerod. Luke's smik faltorod, his face turning a bltchy
rod as ho roalzed he dida't g the roaction he intended. Ho muttored an oath and
retreated toward a lunch tabls across the room. Danny slowly sank back into his
seat, his breathing hitching as his adrenaling coolod.

Shelly's Ghost Data

Once the final bellchimed, the boys gathered their goar and mado theis way to
the library to seo Skelly. Tha iransition from the classroom to the war,
parchment scented stacks foltlike stopping into another world.

ey found Shely tucked away in a cornor nook, surrounded by towering
bookshelves. As they approached, sho looked up, her expression shiftng from
studious concontration to genuing concern.

“You three look ke you've been through a contrifugo,” she said softly, pulling out
Chairsfor them. "How ara you halding up? Truly?"

“Tho boys recounted their schoo! day: the modular lossons, the Compass, and the
tonsion with Luke. Sholl know Luke's family and understood somothing of the boy's
frustration, but understanding did not soften hor concern.

'Dae montioned their meeting with Imam Rashad the provious day, and Scott
Spoke up. "Ho seoms like a rally good man,” he said, setting down his crutch. “Ho
Spent a good deal of time showing us the Mosque. Once he realized wo know you, he
stopped us. He spacifcally asked us to pass along his rogards and said he wished you
peace and wollness.*
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boys, his gaze particularly sharp on Dac. "You aro being called to ok bencath the
Surface. This mark is not & destination. 165 a doorway. You must go there.

“The problom was practical and daunting. A halfmile swim n the turbulent
Southern currents was sulcide, and whatever lay bencath required moro than just a
docp broath.

“You will need deop-submergence gear” Mastor Bu noted, his voice practical
“Prossurc-resistant suis,localized sonar, and closed-circult rebreathers to romain
silent. Equipment you do not own and cannot sasily buy without raising the very
alarms you are trying to avoid.”

Dospito the lack of rosources and the lurking throat of Ethan at home, Master
Bu's final word was one of encouragement: "The path of the shadow provides for
those who move with intent. If the Goddess has shown you the mark, she will show
you the way to reach it. But bo warne: once you diva into that nothingness, you do
[ v ———

Borrowing the Sea

“The bays realized that the schiool's Advanced Marins Biolagy Lab was their best -
and perhaps only - hope for securing the high-grade gear needsd fo the Solumbra
excursion. On Monday afternoon, fllowing a gruling session on flud dynamics,
they made their way to the reinforced glass doors of the b wing,

Inside, the facility looked more ike a government resoarch conter than a schol
dopartment. One row of prossurized suis,siock underswaer propulsion vehiclos.
(DPVe), and state-ofthe-art closedcircuit rebreathers hung from titanium racks. The
boys approached Dr. Aris, the ead reseachor, with thoir most polished academic
tone. Danny. playing the lead, explaine that for their indapendon study on
“Submerged Topographical Anomalis," they noeded to perform a short range survoy.
[ e—

“Wo've saen the spocs on the Mark IV robroathers,” Danny said, trying to sound
purely academic. “We'd ke to borrow three unis for the weekend to gather
ocalized sediment samples.” Dr. Aris did not even look up from his digital
‘microscope. H simply extondod a hand, palm up.

“Cortificates,” ho said ltly.

“The bays went still. Danay clesred his throat. "We're top of the class, Doctor. Our
academic excellence awards -

“Ldon't caro about your GPA.” Dr. Ars interrupted, fnally looking up. "These.
robreathers are not toys. They are technical diving instruments. f you don't
understand the partial prossure of cxygen at ity maters, you'l be dead baforo you
hit the bottom. No ono touchos this equipment without showing valid, up-to-dato
frer—
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“The offect was instantancous. Shelly's face blossomed into a deep, radiant blus,
the color sproading from hor choks to the tips of her oars. Sho looked down at her
books, a shy, futtering smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. For a moment, the
weight of tho academy and the cruelty of students ike Luko seemd to vanish,
roplaced by the warmth of the Imam's recognition.

Shelly was not skimming casual literature. Hor desk was a cluttered landscape of
heavy, loather-bound historicaltexts and translucon data slates. While othor
studonts focusod on the mechanics of the Compass, Shelly was digging into the
socio-palitical history ofthe Old World, specifically the era immediately preceding
the Great Transition.

St was currontly cross reforoncing anciont agricultural maps with modern,
topographical scans. Her research focused on sustainable resource management—a
subject that felt more like a survival manual than a history lesson. She was hunting
for “Ghast Data’—records of natursl water tables and mineral depasits that had boen
omitted from the current governmont issued maps.

Shelly believed that understanding how the pravious civlization collapsed
partially due to rosource mismanagement was the only way to ensuro their now
Society didn't ropeat tho same fata errors. Most of th texts woro written in archaic
dialocts or utiized obsolete moasurement systoms, requiring her to manually
P p———————

s the boys leaned in, Shelly pointed to a fickering diagram on her late. "The
Academs toaches us how to uso the tools they give us,” sho whisporod, hor voice
regaining steadiness despite the blush still warming her cheks. "But they do not
teach us where the materialsfor those tools coms from, or wha controllsd them
beforo wo got hero. 1 am trying to map the Trade Routes of the Pro-Transition.” She
explained tha i she could track the flow o ancient commerce, she might be able to
prodict wher future conflcts over terrtory would arise. For Shally, information was
ot just powor. 1t was a shiol

Shelly stood and stopped away. A moment late, she roturnod with a small
colloction of ol shipping maps and inventories. She handed them to Dac.

1 think you might ike these,” she sad, stepping back o lo the boys look over her
rocommendations. "Your father was once decply interosted in ships that sailed out of
‘Spain between 1650 aand 1700, These are all we have on that subject. From what [
can tell, he was searching for a specific ship with unrogistered cargo.”

Dae looked through the documents and fel immediate racogmition. He
romombored a fow times when Raydon had spoken of this, voico lowored as if
S ———rp———

“Tis 5 the sam thing ha wrote about n that journal we found."

think he was looking for a ship that was offcially supposed to sal toward South
Africa but got lost” Scot said as ho continued to oxamino the documents.
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Ha gostured to a sign on the wall: STRICT ADHERENCE TO SAFETY
PROTOCOLS - NO EXCEPTIONS.

“The boys tried to argue their caso, citng thelr porfoct scoros in the physics of
prossure and gas laws, but Dr. Aris was immovable. To him, they were brillant
childron without the "wot-work” crodontials roquired forthe school's insurance
policy. As they walked out of the lab, the heavy doors hissing shut bohind therm, the
Hrustration was palpable

“Wo know the theory and have studied the manals,” Scott issed, his fist
tghtening on his backpack strap. "But without thoso cards, wo might as woll bo
trying to borronw a spaceship.”

Da, however, romained unnorvingly caln, Ho looked back at the lab doors, then
thought about the Ouroboros mark on the old map. “The school operates on laws and
rules,” he said. I have 5o doubt we can learn thos aws and master those ules.

“They will not be barriers for us for long.

Recognizing that the bureaucratic wall of Dr. Aris was immavabl, the boys
pivoted with their charactoristic ofiiency. They wore not just going fo wait fo the
next school yeass they were going to master the sea with the same intensiy they had
‘mastored the classroom. The boys offcially onrolled i tho Advanced Scuba
Certification fast-rack program offered by Dr. Aris. It was a grueling curriculum that
‘comprossed months of physiological and technical training into a high-donsity
format,

Dr. Ars informed them that the next availabls testing slot fo the classroom and
writton portion was just over three woeks away, allig exactly during the first woek
of summer break

“They would nat just be tested on basic diving; they had to master gas laws,
dacomprossion tables, and emergoncy robreathor mechanics. Dr. Aris watchod them
sign the forms with a skeptical eyo, unawara that ho was dealing with studants who
had already loarned the "Physics of the Deap" textbooks over one wockond of hard
study.

With the dive certification as their new horizan, the boys did not slacken their
pace at school. Instoad, they accelorated. They maintained thoir relentiess schedule
of exams, pushing throvigh theoo subjects a week, every week, until tho and of the
Somestr. By the timo the final schoal bell rang, the tro had achioved something
significant and improssive not to mention improbable.

“They had completed overy roquired coro exam for ther upcoming year. They
roached a status where the only step necded or graduation was the Final Mastery
Exams for each coro subject and the final projects or their two choson cloctivos.
“They had sssentially cleared thei needed schooling in record time, leaving thers
with an unprecedented amount o freedom - and a very dangerous amount of facus.

Whiletheir brains wero full o nitrogen narcosis theories and historical data, their
s nover loft the homa front. Sunday services remained tense undor the gaze of the
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1 could go for a treasure hunt.” Danay said as Dac and Scott looked through the
papers.

“The boys wanted to get through the required educational material quickly, 5o thoy
askad Shelly hon the exam system actuslly worked. “One of the most radical
difforences here," Shely said, "is the ability o taks any exam at almost any time.
“There are no penaltios for failing Thar is no F. Thoro s only Not Yot If you fail an
xam, the consoquence i the twenty minutes i took t sit or it and tho time needsd
o reschedule. It turns exams into & taol for cata, not 3 weapon for judgment.” The
bays thanked Shally for the materials and promised to bring them back

The Map Not Yet Seen

“The sun was beginning to dip, casting long, amber shadows across the pavement
s Dac, Danny, and Scott stepped out of the ibrary's heavy doors. The aifolt.
Charged with a strange, quict energy as they ratraced thei staps toward tho Mosque
ofLight

Upon their arrival, Imam Rashad greeted thom with a genuins, steady smile that
Seemed to sase the tansion i their shoulders. He didn't rush them into the prayer
hall nstead, he ushered them into a small, sun-dronched side room ined with books
and comfortabl cushions

“Peace be upon you all* he said warmly, setting dorwn a tray. He poured four
glassos of swoat mint tea again, the steam carrying a fragrance that led the small
[ ———————————

s they sipped the hot toa, the boys finally found words for what haunted thorn
Ty spoke ofthe lostship they had discussed the day before, and this time they
added the detail that elttoo absurd o say out oud: the unusual man at the cove.

“Ho didst just ook strange,” Danny whispored, leaning in. "Ho looked like he.
was...standing off the ground. Just hovering, ike the carth did't want to touch him."

“The tmam listoned intently, his fingers tracing tho s of his glass. Ho didn't
Scoff Instead, a shadow of  memory seemed to cross his face.

I cannot explain what you sav." the Imam began slowly. “But many years ago,
mta travelor who claimed to have seon somthing romarkably similar—a figuro that
moved as ifthe laws of gravity were merely a suggestion. 1 dismissed it as a tal tlo
back then, and I'm afraid T know nothing more of that man's fate or his identity.”

'Da, usually the most roserved of tho three, cloared his throat. "My father...ho's
always heen obsesse with the stories of  los ship in this region. He's spent years
looking for any shred of evidence.” He looked at the lmam with a mix o hope and.
hesitation. “Do you know anything else? Anything that might help?"

1mam Rashad sighed softly. ° know of the legends, Dae, but 1 am oo historian.
He paused, gaze shifting to the locked wooden cabinetin the comer. ' do possass &
Second, lder map that was gited to this mosque long ago. To be honest, | have not
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“Smiling Man,” and the socursty not around their bedrooms romained active every.
night. Danny and Scott spent their mights alternating botweon practicing their
undorwater hand signals and monitoring the floorboard powder lor Ethan's
persitent, hovering presence.

'Da continued to foelthe mark on his forehead from the Goddess's kiss, the cold
Sensation acting 83 & compass. He knew that the three weeks of waiting for the dive
test wero moro than just a delay - they woro a final period of calibration before thoy.
stepped into the nothingness of the Solumbra coast

The First Week of Summer

s the school year officialy closed, the boys stood on the throshokd of summer.
“They were tho most cducated, most disciplined, and most dangorous tacnagers in
Lumas City, and they finaly had the time they neoded to divo bensath the surface of
the world,

“The frst day of summer break did not bing rolaxation forthe Hanson boys: it
brought the heavy scent of chlorine and the claustrophobic weight of neoprene. Dr.
ss stood at the edge of the school's deep-water training tank, a lipboard in hand
and a stopwatch around his nock. Ho looked loss ko a teacher and moro ike a drill
Sergoant as the boys lined up in their basic kits. Befora they woro allowed to oven
touch the water, Dr. Aris forced them through  grueling blind assembly of thei
rogulators and BCDs (Buoyancy Control Devicos). Ho had them close their oyos and.
idontify very valve, hose, and O-ring by touch alone.

‘Thanks to Master Bu's training, the boys moved with an eerie dexterity. While
other studonts might fumble with a tank strap, Dac's hands movod with a kinotic
conoms that mado it ook as though tho gear was an extension of his own body.

When they inall entored the water, Dr. Aris did not start with swimming. Ho
started with Noutral Buoyancy. "If you can't hover in place without moving a fin, you
aren't a diver” Dr. Aris barked. "ou're ust a sinking rock”

“The bays submerged to the bottom of the five-meter pacl. Under the surface, the
world changed. The nothingness Dae had meditated on suddenly fol physical.

‘Dany used his mathemtical mind to estimate his lung volumme, using his breath
ke a precision instrument to rse and fall by mere cantimeters

Scot, dospite his provious injuries, found a strange froedom in the water
(Gravity's toll on his body vanished, roplaced by a lud weightlossness that llowed
him to move with a grace and stabilty he had not oltsinco ho losthis leg.

'Da simply xstod. Ho sat cross-logged in the middlo of the water column,
neither rising nor sinking, his breathing so slow that tho bubbies from his regulator
appeared only once every thirty seconds.

Dr. Ars, sensing their unusual aptitude, docided to push them. Ho dove in and
began harassing the boys - shutting off their ar valves, pulling offtheir masks, and
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Chapter 9: A Key with Three
Sides

Age of Daemond: 16+

Controlled Tension

“The following wesks became a masterclass in controlled tension. The three boys
lived a double f, existing in the high-froquency world of academic excellence by
day and the low-frequency world o tactical survival b night.

Every morning began with a silent inspection. Beforo Mrs. Hanson even started
the kettle, the boys gathered in Dae's room to review the security nt. They checked
the hair-triggers on the doors and the iavisible powder on the floorboards.

Soveral times ovor those weaks, the UV light revealed that Ethan had paced the
hallway outside their door for hours, his footprints circlng like a prodator outsido
cage.

‘Danny managed theie closodloop study sessions. Ho ensurod that no scrap of
their resaach on the Twelve Mysteries or the Underground Kingdom was ever left i
a place where Ethar's prying hands - which Da still noticed twitching toward his|
pockets - could find them.

Dae kept the void stone close. Is occasionsl low hum served as an early-warning
systom, alerting them to Ethan's prosence cven through walls

Despito the domstic cold war, their academic output reached a fover pitch.
Following the schedule they had meticulously outlned, the boys continued to roquest
xams and continued to succood, with Da maintaining his porfoct avorage. The
schaol administration watched in curiosity and awe as the trio moved through the
curriculum lie a tidal wave. Thoy waro not just memorizing facts; they wora
appiying knowledge and expanding their undorstanding of the Frst Mystery of
Darknes.

In Calculus, they saw the space betweon tho numbers.
In History, they saw the inevitablo ontropy of ompires

In Litorature, they used the Imanr's discornment to dissect the hidden motives of
very protagonist.

“The boys spent thei few fres hours otating betwsen ther three mentors,
treating their advice as a singlo, unified philosophy:

Master Bu (The Body): He pushed their physical limits, toaching thorm how to hold
their breath for minutes ata time and remain sient wherever they went, including in
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would resume at dawn, every singls das
st

- rogardless of the weather or how sara they

“They would push sach other until the “amazing thing they flt alier became 3
reality. "Dy rtual?” Dae asked, extending 3 hand.

“Daly.” Scott and Danny replied in unison, their exhaustion forgotten in the wake
of their newfound dedication.

“The next sciool woek began before sunrise. The boys rose early, practiced forms,
ran until their lungs burned, cloaned up, ate cold coreal, and walked to school with
the discipling of a small unit

“The transition rom the spiritual intensity of the temple to the fluorescent lights of
the classroom was a jolt tothe system. But the boys weren' their usual distractac
Selves, the fire Master Bu had it under them was still burning,

For the first time in their learning sulte, the trio was trly quit. Da, Danny, and
‘Scott were not passing notes or whisperiag. They wero buried i textbooks, suddenly.
aware that whatever waited beneath Solumbra would require minds as sharp as their
badies

Da kept his head down, meticulously charting out historical timelines.

‘Danny was actually solving the complox formulas for the upcoming math exam
that he scheduled, his brow furronved in concentration

Scott was surprisingly
suggested he was actual

quie, Nipping through his notes with a speed that
absorbing the material

They weren't just training their bodies anymoro; they were training thoir minds to
be just as sharp as their forms.

“The midday bell ang, an tho boys headed to the cafeteria. A they navigated the
crowded tablos, Scott suddenly stopped in his tracks, noarly causing a pile-up with a
roup o froshmen.

“Who..is that?” Scott breathed, his jaw practicaly hitting the floor

Walking across the faculty lounge entrance was a teacher he hadsit noticed.
before, Mrs. Benson. She carried a stack o papers with an efforless grace that
Seomed to radiate a calm, sophisticated eneroy. She wasn't fust a teacher; to Scatt,
e ——

“That's Mrs. Benson,” Danny said, nudging him. *She is one of the rotating
teachors who helps with Art." "You're drooling," Dao cut i

Scott didsvt oven blink. I think 1 just found the reason I'm goiag to excel in Art
T've naver folt moro inspired to writ a sonnot in my life.

'Das laughed, pulling him toward the lunch line.
t0 pass and & mountain to climb.” Da said this even though his eyes kept following

ocus, Fomen. Wo have an exam
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When the teaching endod, Das, Danny, and Scatt looked back at the pearloscent
dome. The heavy weight of their Sunday clothes did not feel quite 5o burdensome
anymore.

Bofore they laf, tho throa boys stood awlawardly on the edge of the patterned
prayer rugs, their shadows long against the light lled floo. Danny fdgeted with his
clip-on te, and Scott looked roady to bolt back toward the Hansons' house.

tmam Rashad approached them, not with a hurried pace, but with the steady case
f someone who had al thetime in the worl. He stopped a respectful distance away
and inclined his head.

“The tielooks like it’s winning the fight, young man, Rashad said, his oyes.
twinkling a5 he looked at Danny. "Would you like to bo rid of 2 This is  place for the
soul to breathe, not for the neck to ba stranglod.

‘Danay grinned, his shouldors dropping two inches. I hate this thing. Mr. Hanson
says i’ ‘proper.”

“Proper has ts place,” Rashad ropled with a chuckle, "but God gave us the ocean
brseze so we could foel t, not block it out with polyester.

“Wo just camo from the Lutheran sorvice down the hil” Danny said

Rashad nodded slowly, loaning against  slonder marble pilla. "Ah, the stone
church. It s a sturdy place. But toll me—and bo honest,for the truth i ahways more
intarosting—ow do your hearts feol right now compared o an hou ago?”

‘Danny, usually the quistest, spoke up first. “Its too quietthere. Like if you
brathe too oud, the walls will got mad at you.

“And here?" Rashad prompted gontly

focls like..” Danny hositatod, looking up at the translucent dome wher birds
chirped in the high raftors. "It focl like the outsid came inside. It doosn': fol like a
box.”

“A keen obsarvation, Danny," Rashad said. "We built the Mosqua of Light bocause
we belicve the Creator sa't hiding in a dark room. Ho s n the light, tho wind, and
the way wo treat one another. Do you sce those men over there?” Ho pointed t0.a
roup of elders laughing over a game of backgammon in the corner. “They aren't
being "oy’ by being sombor. They aro being holy by being happy togother.”

‘Danny looked around, sil skeptical but curlous. "Mr. Hanson says thor's a right
way o pray and a wrong way. He's got a wholo it

Rashad walked closer, placing a hand lightly on Danny’s shoulder—a touch that
foltliko an anchor rather than a weight. "Let me tal you a secrot, Danny. Ifa bied
Sings, i it praying “wrong’ bacaus it coesn't use words? £ the waves crash against
the chfts of Solumbra, aro they disraspectful’ because they make a moss? No. Thoy.
aro being what they woro mado to be. You thrce... you were made to be curious, to bo
brotiers, and to be frec. If you bring that sprit hero, you are doing it right”cough
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The Hollows

Loaving the stilnoss of the templo behind, the boys felt a new sense of urgency.
‘The meritation had pointed them toward the island's dapths, bt they lacked a
‘Physical map of wht sy beneath the soil. They headed straight for the tow's
contrallibrary. a drafty buiding smelling of ol parchment and flooF was, to find
their most reliable source: Shelly.

Shelly was tucked away in the referenca wing, surrounded by stacks of microfiche
‘and aversized historical ledgers. She looked up as the trio approached, sensing the
frantic onergy they wera trying - and faling - o hide. “Tunnels?” sha asked, lowering
her glasses after Danny laid out their query. “The island's foundation is mostly
volcanic basalt and limestone. IV a nightmar to tunnel through. 1f ther's anything
down thero, it would not bo on a standard city map.”

She disappeared into the Special Collections room -  restricted area whoro the
air was kept at a praciso temperaturo to presorve the town's oldest rocords. For
nearly an hour, the boys paced the asles, the silence of the ibrary focling heavier
with every passing minute. Shelly finally emerged, carrying a sim, leather-bound
voluma with cracked edgos: The Surveyor's Guide to the Archipelago (1892). Sho laid
it flt on a mabogany table and pointed to a single, faded footnote at the bottom of a
page ttled "Sub-Surface Mineral Viabilty."

“Preliminary bareholes near the island's eastern ridge suggest significant veins of
iver and rara tollurium. However, local loro speaks of The Hollows'-a serios of
natural fissures expanded by unlnovs hands."

“Mining operatians were discouraged due to structural instability and the
peculiar magneti interforence reported by arly survoyors.* The mention of
tollurium was significant. 1t was notjust @ procious mefal in the late 10th century, it
RS ———

“The manul confirmed that the tunnels were not entirely man-made. Someone
had taken existing volcanic tubes and expandod them, likely to oach oro or porhaps.
o hide something within the natural labyrinth. The fact that mining never officially
started moant thero wer no official blueprints. The tunnels wero "of the books,”
xplaining why they did not appear on modern utiity maps. The boys huddied over.
the tin text. I the tunnels wor expanded for miniag or oro extraction, the rrgation.
hub they identiied at the temple likely sorved a dual purpose: a disguised ontrance
PR e ————

“This s all that could find,* Shelly whispered, her eyes darting to the ibrarian at
the front desk. "I somsono was digging down there, the minors did not want the
claim jump-startod and would have kept the rocords private - or dostroyed them.”
“The potential value of the oros suggested that whoaver held tho keys hald the rights
0. fortuno - or perhaps something oven moro valuable than matal.

“The walk back to the Hanson house was a blur of lov-voiced theories and
Skeptical glances. Th svening air was cooling, bt the conversation was heating up
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Prologue

The Primordial Pulse

Bofore the frst heartbeat o existence, ther was nothing. There was orly.
Tension; a canvas of infinito donsity—a hoavy, silent Void wo call Darknoss. Opposite
this was the Potontial—a restloss, onergetic wbration wo call Light This was never a
battle o good versus evil: it was a cosmic fiction. Darknos was the stilness of the
Stone; Light was the spark of intention. When the spark fnally struck the stons, the
stillness shattorec,

“Tho moment this duality bocamo physical, the universe inhaled. Wo cal it the Big
Bang, but it was truly the moment the Dance began. n that vilent expansion, the
two forces dividad the abor of reality:

Darkness provided the Structur, It bocame the cold vacuum, the silent
Scaffolding, and the invisible dark matter that anchors galaxies in the deep. Light
provided the Motion. It bocamo the searing stars, the radiation, and the frantic heat
that fucls the engine of lfe.

‘There was no “before." Time is simply the measurement of change, and in the.
original stillness, nothing changed. But as Light and Darkness pushed away from ono
another, they carved a path through the void—The Arrow of Time.

A5 the forces diverged, they took on names and diractions. Darknoss bocame
Holara, the pull f Entropy, seeking to cool the fires and return allthings to the
slence of the Grave. Light becam Solara, the drive of Croation, bundling energy
into atoms, planats, and people. Every star you see is a dafant pockatof Solara
struggling against the crushing gravity of Holara.

When a star collapses ito a black hole, it rturms t the Void, nly to scatter the
Sexds of new Light across the heavens. This cycle of death and rebirth s the
heartheat o the cosmos.

We are the children of thi friction. We are the “gray area” where the gods
‘meet—buil from the heavy elements forged n the dark hearts of dying suns, yet
animated by the radiant spark of consciousnss. In this world, ifo is beautiul
becauso i is temporary. 1t i the fragle bloom bor from the apposition of o itans:
the lightof Solara pushing forward, while the darkness of Holara pushes back.

“This ancient apposition continues to this day, whero some follow darkness and
some follows light
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for me.”

Dae looked at the Tmam, his eyes narrowing slightly "You're the boss here, ight?
The leader?”

L am a servant who happens to know the way to the kitchen,” Rashad joke, then
turned serious."A leadar's job sn' o tll paople whero to go, Da. It to make suro
they hava onough ligh to soe the path thomselves. You look Like you've had to load
your brothers at imes. Am 1 right?”

Da blinked, takon aback by how quickly the man had road him. "Yeah. Most of
the time.

“Then you are welcome horo most of all * Rashad said softly. "Even leadors need a
place swhere they can just bo boys. Now, enough talk of proper things. We have
honey cakes and cold mint tea n the gardon. T suspoct that it boats a Lutheran hymn
any day of the woek, doosit 12"

‘Danay lot out a sm

I chuckle, already unhooking bis tie. "Way hettar

s the boys followed the Imam toward th garden, Scott looked back at the
pearlescent wals."Hey, Imam Rashad”

“Yes, Scottz"

“Can we come back for worship? Even i we aren'L...you know... rom here!

Fashad stopped and looked at them, his expression one of absolute sincersty. “Tn
this house, f you seek peace, you aro 'fom here.” Always.”

The Temple of Duality

Aftor an atarnoon at the Mosque of Light, the three brothers thanked Imam
Rashad and waved off Mr. Hanson's offer to drive ther stright home. The Sunday
air was crisp, and the city smallod of damp earth, salt,and coming change. Scott
looked toward the trails behind Lumas City and said what all threo of them wero
already thinking: they noedod to sco Master Bu.

“The path they chose stretched farther than it frst appeared, climbing behind the
ity through emerald forest and thin veis of mist. A the highest poin, the familiar
roofline appearod: the Templa o Bu, known moro formally as the Templo of Liora
and Nocturna, o the Templo of Dualiy. It stood on a gentle iso above a dangerous
fall to the ocean, its stones balanced botween welcome and warning,
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as thoy trid to reconcile the mining manual with the modern world they ived in.

“Trink about the logistics,” Danny argued, gesturing wildly with his hands. If
thers was a secret mining company down thoro, whar is the tailings pile? You can't
just dig up tons of ore without leaving a mountain of dirt somewhere. And the noise?
Youd hear the drlls.”

'Da shook his head, looking toward the rdgeline. Unless thoy aren't using drills
Or usless they're using the old ‘Hollows' Shely found - just following the natural
tubes and skimming the high-valus veins. But keeping & secret that big... it seems
impossible in a town whero everyana knows what color socks you'e wearing.”

‘Scott hiked up his new prosthetic, testing the grip on the gravel. Maybe it's not a
company. Maybe it's just one group. A small operation that's been picking at it for
docados. That would explain the keys. You don't noed anciont looking keys for &
corporate mining site; you need them for a legacy.”

Dinner Under Watch

When they pushod through the front door, the heavy, savory scent of fried
ehickon and roastod root vogotables hit thom like a physical wall. M. Hanson
appearee from tho kitchen, wiping her hards on her apron with a warm, insistent.
sl

“Justin time! No excuses, boys. Youwve been runsing ragged all day, and youre all
eating a proper meal tonight,” she declarod.

Ty were ushored into the dining room, whore the table was sot with heavy.
Stoneware and a steaming spread. Mr. Hanson sat at the head, nodding  greeting to
the boys, while Ethan was already seated to his Lef. Despito the dolicious food, the
‘mood a tho tablo was strangely lopsided. Mrs. Hanson kept the convorsation
fowing, asking about their naturo hike and Scott's now leg, hor motherly energy
iling the room.

Ethan was a ghost at the tablo. Usualy ho could ot stop talking about his latest
hobby or game, but now he sat hunched over his plate. He barely moved his fork.
pushing peas around in circles. Whenever Das or Danny tried to catch his eye, Ethan
eithor looked away immdiately or glared back for half a second. Ho seomed timid,
fragile, almost as if ho wora carrying a secrat that was physically welghing him
down,

M. Hanson watched his son with a guarded expression, his eyes occasionally
ficking towar the boys with an unreadable intensity. The big dinner el less ke
celebration and more ke a quiet nterrogation of silence. The heavy silence of the
dinnor table lingored in thei minds as the boys excused themselves and haded.
downstairs. Tho transition from tho warm, savory-smellng kitchen to the cool, dimly
it basement folt lik crossing a border ino a differont world.
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Bofore a single word was spokon about their next move, the boys performed a
synchronizad swoep of ther security measuros.

Da chicked the soda cans behind his door. They wero oxactly as he had Iof them
- stacked with procarious, mathematical prcision.

Scott knelt, squinting at the high-tens:
millimeter.

line. The metal washers had not moved &

‘Danny glanced st his nightstand. The sensor liht remained dark, indicating o
one had stapped on the rug. "Clean,” Danny whispered, though ho did not focl
reliaved. The fact that no ane had broken in almost made the mystery feel more
distant, ko thoy wero chasing ghosts that only appearod whan they wero not
Iooking. They huddled in the center o the common ares, the weight of the mining
‘manual's Hollows and Mastor Bu's meditation pressing on thom. Th lack ofa cloar
[ —

The Run

'Dae bogan to pace, his muscles twitching with a surplus of norvous energy. "
can'just sit hore staring at those cans all night," ho sad, rollng his shouldors. "My
brain is looping. 1 necd to got my blood pumping or I'm going to snap. You guys want
10 go for a run? Justa fow miles o clear the fog." The group splitforthe first time
that day, cach following a differont instinct.

Scott shook his head, loaning back against the wall and tapping his now
prosthotic. Go ahead. I'm going to pass. I'vo got an idoa I want to pursue -
Something about the magnetc interference Shelly mentioned in that mansal. | want
0 s0e i I can cross-reference thase okd borehola coordinates with modern
topographical maps on my laptop.” Ho looked focused, alrcady mentally decp-diving
into the data

‘Danny looked at the door and then back at Scott. He feltthe same rostlessness as
Dae. “T'm in,” ho sak, grabbing his sneakers. "I stay i this basement any longer,
I'm going to start seeing patterns in the wallpaper. A run sounds perfact.

'Dac and Danny geared up in silonce, tho shythmic clicking of thei laces the only.
Sound in the room. They loft Scott undor the glow of his scroon, his fingers already
fying across the keyboard s he searched for the digital ghost f a mining operation
that shoulda't exist. Dao and Danny hit the pavement hard, their broathing syncing
up s they transitioned from the streat to the shoreline. Da led the way toward the
beach route, knowing the deep, shifting sand would force their Lungs to work twice
s hard and burn offthe adrenaline from the day.
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‘The temple was ancient, founded more than a thousand years earler by Abbot
Kairos, a monk who, according o logond, received a droam from tho twin goddesses:
Liora, the radiant Woaver of Day, and Nocturna, the silent Koopor of Night. They.
guided him to  rove whers shadows felt warm and sunlight seemed quist, There,
Kairos raisod a sanctuary to teach thatlight and dark wora not enermies but

i ———

“The main gate, caled the Gato of Balance, was carved with sun and moon motis
waven through lotus blossoms and celssial creatures. Inside, cherry troes ined &
path toward a ive-tored pagoda reprosenting earth, watr, fire, air, and spirt In
the Hall of Harmony. twin statues stood in a yin-yang arrangement: Liora in radiant
gold, Nocturna in black jade, both surrounded by murals of theie ternal dance.

At the entrance to the hall, an old stone tablet carried the riddle that had unsottled
pilgrims for generations:

In the dance of shadows and light,/ When day meots night in twilight' figh, |
‘Seck the place whero opposites blend,  Thero the secret shall transcand.

Many had tred to solve it Some believed it pointed to a hidden chamber. Others.
believed it described a specific moment when day and night stood in perfect balance,
Master Bu nevor confirmed ither answr. Ho only lod the boys nto the contral
courtyard, where & massive tree grew divectly through the center af 8 tone roof -
halfin shadow, balf in light,

~On o the lessons you have worked toward this summer i this,” Bu affrmed.
“To embrace only ight is to blnd yoursel. To dwellcnly n shadow s to miss tho
vibrancy of the lght. True wisdom lies in the nterplay. He gestured toward the tree
and the courtyard where their sweat had often struck the stones. "Remember this.
Every truth has an opposing face, and only by honoring both can you understand the
world,

“Tho walk back from the Templo of Duality elt differont. The mountain air was.
crisp, and the usual banter betwoen the boys had been replaced by focused silence.
untl thoy cleared the tomple gates.

When they roached the Hanson home, they found that the biclogical Hanson
children had gone back to their own homes in a separate cluster of dwelings on the
farside of the ridge. The house folt borrowed again, but the boys carried a now sonse.
that they were not merely practicing forms anymore. Something ancient had noticed
them,

‘Seeing Master Bu again had acted liko a physical spark. His prosonce alone had
stripped away the fatigue o the Journey and replaced it with a raw, undeniable
hunger to improve. "He doosn't even havo to say much,” Danny remarked. "Ho just
locks at you, and you realize how much further you have to go. But instoad of feoling
bad about i, 1 just want to get back to work.”

Standing outside thei rooms, the throe boys mado a pact that quickly tared into
a verbal commitmont. "No mora 'off days' or slseping in,” the boys agroed. Training
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The Man in Violet Returns

“The moon hung low over the water, casting a silvor sheen on the tide. As they
rounded a rocky autcrop, Da skidded to s halt, grabbing Danny's arm. Just shead, &
figure stood near the water's edge. He appeared o be hovering several nches abave
the wet sand, his long coat perfecty still despite the acesn breeze,

‘Danny's eyes videned, his hand instinctively reaching for is phone, but Dae
whispered, “Wait, 1 have seen him before. 1t i an illusion of the light and the mist... |
think " Dae stepped forward to ntroduce Danny, but the man in violet did not ive.
him the chance. Ho held up a single, long fingar o hislips - a universal command for
slence.

“You aro being followed.” the man sald, his voico a low, melodic rasp that baroly
carried over the waves. “We must do this another time.” Before sither boy could ask

a qustion, the igure seeme to gld backward into a patch of dense sca fog. Within
seconds, ho had vanished entirely,loaving 1o footprints and no trace of his presence.

The Smiling Man on the Beach

“The warning acted like a olt of electricity Acting on instinct,the boys did not run;
they hid.

‘Dae and Danny fousd cover bohind a wind-bent sharaline tree, speaking in the
small hand signs they had developod across years of prossuro. Wait, Split. Draw.
them past. Do not run unless the old man moves firt

Aftor several minutos, the throe men emerged fully into view. Two of them wore.
builley and heavy, young enough to be callod boys by the island but ld enough to hurt
Somoono badly. The third was the Smiling Man from the church. Ho movod behind
thom with the posturs of a priest and the eyes of a debt collector.

“They followed th boys' footprints carafully, heads down, scanning the sand
without ever thinking to scan the darknoss above and bohind them. Dac fot the old
lossons align inside him: Braydon's pationce, Master Bu's anglos, Imam Rashad's
clarity. The light showed where the enemy was looking. The dark shonwed where they
wer not.

With a coordinated nod, Dae and Danny lungod from behind the crooked troe.
“They did not giva the quards a chance to draw their weapons

Da took the lead, slding low to sweep the legs ofthe first man. The wet sand
worked with him, swallowing the man's footing a5 his body hitthe shoreline with &
stunned grunt

‘Dany followed with a highimpact shoulder tackls that sent the second guard
roeling into the surt. The struggle was briof but ntonse. Danny paried a desperate

punch and roturned it with a precise strike to the templo, while Dao used tho guard's
own momentum to fip him into the water. Within minutes, both men lay face-down in
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Chapter 5: A Family to Borrow

Age of Daemond: 13

The Borrowed House

“The next morning, Dac, Danny, and Scott satat the breakfast (able n rolaxed
‘pajamas, waiting fo the "real” Hansons to arrive, Nearly an hou late, the front door
inally clicked. Two women and a young man filed in, joining the makeshift family for
meal that flt loss L broakfast than a negotiation. Afterward, the group migrated
1o the living room, whre the air grow heavy with the agged tersion that only.
borrowed children and biological childron can create

On ono sido of the mahogany coffee table sa the trio the Hansons had taken i to
il tho silonce of an emply nest. On the other sat the bialogical realiy: sistors Claire
and Margot, and their brother, Ethan. 1t wasn't a rounion; it was a collsion of two
diffarent versions of the ssme home. The contrast was striking.

“The throe hoys moved with practiced gratitude, navigating the house's quirks like
careful quests. The biclogical Hansons moved with the messy, unpolished confidence
of poople who knew exactly whero the sparo keys wro hidden and which floorboards
creaked.

“The fragile peace held until Scot, the most observant o the trio, spotted a dusty.
frame on tho mantel—a snapshot of the throo Hanson siblings as todelers. "You guys
haven' changed much." Scott romarked, nodeing from th faded photo o the sstors.

“Tho tension began to finally give way. Claire softened, just a fraction. I sl have
that exact sama scowl” she admittod.

“And Ethan stl has dirt on his face,” Danny added, catching the boy's eye. Ethan
qrinned, and the ico didn' just crack—it began to melt. Yet, as tho group relaxed, a
Subtle wrongaess clung o Ethan. Wil the sistors seitled in, Ethan remained
hyper-alert. a tension that spiked visibly whenever Mr. Hanson drew near.

As the aternoon wore on, the two groups began to find the common grousnd
theyd all heen dreading. But the domestic warmth was interropted by a chiling
‘moment of riction.

M. Hanson reached out, his hand coming to rost on Ethan's shoulder. Tho boy
it finch, but ho succumbed to a harrowing, frozen silness —the instinctual
paralysis of a proy animal caught in a spotlight

“Vouve grown, Ethan,” Mr. Hanson said. His voice dropped into a low, resonant
rogister that seemed to mak the boys' ears rng,

s his fingrs brushed the fabric of Ethan's coat, a sharp satic pop cracked.
through the raom. Far one heastbeat, the natural hzel of Ethan's eyes changed - not
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batween them, tucked into a mesh transport bag. To anyone watching from the
surface, they wero justthreo dots of ight moving through the fostvals reflection; in
roality,they were carrying a fragment of the unknown.

“They bypassed tho main docks, instead surfacing at the secluded rocky cove.
whora thy had left thoir clothes. Shivoring in the midnight ai, they quickly stripped
out of their gear, their movoments franticfor the fiest time all night.

The Obsidian Key

The festval lights continued to Ricker through the window, but inside the
becdzoam, the air had grown dense and cold. Dae, Danny, and Scottsat n a tight
tiangle on the floor, ther damp hair stll smeling of salt s they focused on the
artiact recavared from its three.foot grave,

“The box was crafted from a wood so dark it seemed to absorh the dim glow of
their dosk lamps. Thora was no visibl lock, only tho seamless Joinery of a mastor
craftsman. Dae did not force it open; he placed his hands on the sides and exhaled,
trying to feelthe low vibration of the wood. With a cry, pressurized hiss, the id
inally yieldod. Inside, rosting on a bed of weathored, violt sl lay a koy-

“The bays leaned i, ther shadows overlapping. They immediately rocoguized the
geometry, but the nature of the object was jarring. The key they found at Dae's
childhood homa was made of a warm, burnished metal that seemed to catch and hold
light. This ono was forged from a material that looked like frozen smoke or obsidian.
It did not just lack a shine; it seemed to activaly pull the surrounding light fto its
ore. T et hoavy, not with weight, but with intent. 1t was the ontalogical opposite
the koy of nothingness.

As Dae carefully lfted the cold metal rom the box, Scott pointed to the bottom of
the velvet ined tray. There,etched into a small siver plate that had been hidden by
the ky's weight, wore six distinct symbols arranged in sequence.

Ethan at the Door

s Dac's ingers closed around the dark key, the void stons in his pocket - which
had been humming for waeks - suddenly went deathly slent. In that vacuum of
Sound, they hoar it a thythmic, shallow broathing coming from just outsido theie
berdzoam door. The sacurity net had not been tripped. No floorhoards had creaked.
“This moant Ethan - or whoover was standing in the hallway - had finally learned how
[ o ———————
and they were halding a key to the unlnovn.

“The three boys scted with & synchronized speed that anly months of shared peril
ould produce. There was no need for  verbal command; their eyes met, and the
plan was exccuted in scconds.
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into a ful color, exactl, but into a colder, glassier version of thomselves. Ther
Margot groaned about Sunday pancakes, and the domestic noiso rushod back in s if
nothing had happened

“Ho'sstill doing that?”sho cried, throwing her hands up. "Ho's been burning the
fest batch since 199! It a tradition of charcoalt”

In that sharod eye-roll, the "Hanson Six"—as Mrs. Hanson wouldlaterinsist on
naming them—inaly found their ollective footing. It wasn't a perfect blend, and the
ghosts oftheir displacement stllingored in the corners of tho room, but the invsiblo
line dividing the carpet began to fade. The strangers were starting to look ike 2
family.

The Stone Church

“The truce soon transitionsd into & coordinated routine, Shedding their casusl
clothes, the six childron changed into thir formal Sunday best—stif callars, prossed
skirts, and polished shoes.

“They loaded inta two vebicles and formed a small convoy toward the Lutheran
(Church of Solumbra. The building was beautiful and heavy, its stone walls weathered.
by centuries of salt ai,  silent witness to generations passing through s oak doors.

Everyone except Mr. Hanson and Ethan went inside and sat together in a row.
Ethan remained outside, and Dao noliced that no one seemed surprised by this
arrangement. Not long afte, Pastor Pote camo over to walcom the famly

“Mes. Hanson, i€s always nice to se@ you. I see hero that you have some visitors,”
h said s he shook the hands o each of the three chidren. “Dae, Danny, and Scott,
s nice to 0 you as woll”

Afto a fow minutes, the sermon began. Pastor Pote spoke of humility,sin, and
readingss for the return of God. The lesson was orderly but airless, and the longer it
wnt on, the moro anxious the boys became.

Afto the service, Mr. Hanson offerod to drive Dac, Danny, and Scott past the
Mosque of Light before heading hom. Remembering the kindnoss mam Rashad had
Showen them on their fvst viit, the boys agreed.

Returning to the Mosque of Light

“The sun hung high over the white stone streets of Lumas City as they returned to
the Mosquo of LightStilldressed in Sunday clothes - stif collars and polished shoos.
~the hoys stepped out of Mr. Hanson's car and stood again before the luminous
buiding.

Afto tho heavy stone of the church, the mosque seomed almost weightloss. Built
from translucent pearl.awhite materia, it caught the sun and Fofracted i nto soft
rainbows across tho courtyard. The minarets fose like frozen flames. The doors wero.
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'Da pulle the original blus-and-gold key from the hidden compartment inside his
bedrame. Then he drow out the ol iron key from its wrapping and laid it besido the
new absician key. The contrast was immediate:the blue-and-gold key ssemed to
radiato a soft, welcoming glow; the iron key sat heavy and patient, ke the root of &
‘mountain; and the obsidian key rested like a hole cut nto the fabric of the Foom.
“They tid not ook ike two halves of one broken whols anymore. They lookad like
throo sides of a single, ocked truth.

Dae wrapped al three keys in a piece of Master Bu's silk. Even through the cloth
ho could foelthe strango pressuro they exarted on ona anothor - not oxactly
‘magnetic, not exactly alive, but purposeful. He stashed them in the hidden
‘compartmont beneath the bed. As soon as tho panal cicked shut, Scott stopped.
toward the door. With ane suden, forceful motion. he yanked it open.

Ethan did not have time to rotreat. Ho was caught leaning forward, his car nearly
pressed to the wood, his face lluminated by the dim yallow light of the hallway. Tn
the suddon exposurs, ha lookod smaller, his eyes darting frantically betwoen the
three brothers.

“Looking for something, Ethan?" Scott's voice was like a lov frequency hu,
dangerous and steady.

Etha's composure shaltorod instantly. Ho was not the monacing sabotour thoy.
had faced in the water; he was a man caught i a o he was not smart onough to
maintain. "L Ljust... thought 1 heard a noise,” Ethan stutterod, his hands twitching
toward his pockets - a habit Dae now recognized as a nervous tc. T was just
Checking...you know, morm i warried... | thought... maybe 3 windaw was open.”

Ho could not moet theireyes. Ho stood thero, shifting his weigh, cloarly not
expecting to have to accout for his position. Tho "divided heart” the Imar spoke of
s eritten al over his face.

“The windonws are locked, Ethan. We mad sure of that,* Danny said, stepping up
beside Scott, his gaz stripping away Ethan's excusos. “Go back o your room. If we
hear you at this door again, wo won' be inclined o talk

Ethan did not argue. He muttered something incohsrent under bis breath and
practically scurriod down the hal, through the door, and up tha stairs. The spare
bedoom clicked shut with a hollow sound. The boys rotroated back into their room,
locked the doar, and reset the internal deadbolt,

“The hair-riggers aron't enovgh anymora,” Dae whispered. sitting back down on
the floor. “He's loarning. H did not rip the vibration sensors because he's iming his
‘mavements to the house's natural settling sounds.”

“They bogan to discuss a moro aggressive safoty protocol:

Danny suggested using the router to emit  highfrequency pitch that would be.
difficul to tune out, while making it dffcult for somoone like Ethan to concontrate
near theidoor.
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Preface

The Gray Middle

“The sun does not simply switch on ike a lsm; it blseds into the sky, dragging &
spectrum of bruised purplos and hesitant golds acros the horizon. Yot, we aro
taught to ignore the bloed. We aro taught to wait fo the binary.

For as long as wo havo had language, we have used it to slice the world n two.
We croated a Groat Divide: Light and Dark. Good and Evil. Right and Wrong.

“This duality s a sodative. It s immensoly comforting to beliove that the universe.
5 map of high-contrast lines, whre every action and every soul fits neatly into &
column. 1 grants us the illusion of moral safety. If you know where the light ends,
you knous where you are "safe.” But this comfortis  cage built from a fundamental
‘misundorstanding of existonce.

When you ses the world as » simple binary, you aren't sesing more clearly—you
aro squinting. A simplo dualitysimplifes what wo sco, but it does 5o by deloting the
vast majority of the data. To lie ina werld of oly black and it i to ve in &
world of deliperate ignorance.

Light i often blincing, hiding the truth n its glare. Dark is often protactive,
holding the secrats of growth. The Binary s a shortcut for a mind too tired to witnoss.
complexiy

The truth i that existenca is lmost antiroly gray. It i the color of tho storm, the
color of tho brain, and the color o the space batwoon hoartbeats. When wo cling to
duality, we choose a small, digestible understanding of things. We trade the messy,
beautiful realty of the "n-batsween" for a fla, two-dimensional ie. Wo think that by
hoosing a sde, we have found the truth. In reality, we have only found a hiding
place.

Only when you stop looking fo the "good” or the "bad" can you begia to soo what
s actually thero. To see tho gray is o see the nuance of a person's motives, the.
complexity of a star's doath, and the inticate machinery of the human heart.

Foarloss i not about choosing the light I is not about conquering the dark 1 s
about having the courage to stand in the shadow-drenched midelo and realize that
the gray sn'ta lack of clarity— it is the anly place where realty tuly ives,
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pen, and the scont of sandalwood and mint tea drifted into the streat.

What strack the boys this time was not surprise, but recognition. The
congrogation stilflt intentionally diverse: fishermen in rough tunics beside scholars
insilken robes, children darting through porticos, elders laughing against pillrs. It
i not fool ke a porformance of pity. 1t folt Lk a homecoming.

tmam Rashad emergad from the central hallwith the same grounded exse they
romemberad. Ho woro a simplo cream-colored robe, and his ayes woro bright,
percoptive, and without judgment. When ho saw the threo boys hesitating near the
entrance, ho smiled s though they had never boon away.

“Peace ba upan you, travelers,” he said.“And peace bo upon you, Mr. Hanson.
You lock lie young men who have walked & long way to fi a place where the soul
can breathe.”

Fashadsloadership was obvious not through commands, but through tho way
‘people reacted to him. As ho spoko to the boys, a young child ran up and hugged his
knoo; o did’t break his stride, simply rosting a hand on the child's head whilo
continuing to make Dac, Danny, and Scottfeollike the most important people in the
courtyard.

Whilethe Hansons’ Luthoran church folt ko a place of ules, the Mosque of Light
foltlke  place of connection.In the church, the boys felt they had to hide ther truc
selves bohind "Yos,sir” and "No, ma'am * Hore, undor Rashad's gaze, they foltscon.
“The church was cold stone and whispered "thou shalt nots.”

“The moscue had warm light, open air, and an Imsm who led with a laugh rather than
alecture.

Scott, Danny, and Dao—often focling ke outsidrs as foster kids—saw that i this
‘mosaque, thero were no outsiders. Everyone belonged simply because they wera
there.

tmam Rashad initod thom into the congrogation room for a short teaching. Ho
was caroful with his words, explaining that ho was not. confusing tho old sland
names with God, but using Solumbra's language to help young minds understand
balance, mercy, and the sigas placed throughout creation.

“Tris i a Solumbran teaching.” he bogan, "about balanco and the merciful God
wwho made a world wide enough to hold difference. We cal it The Danco of Lior and.
Nocturna."

“Long ago, n a time when the world was still young, there was & wise sssence
named Lior, the Divino Light. Lir's radianco was so pure that i illaminated tho
entiro cosmos, chasing away shadows and banishing darkness. But Lior was not
alone. In the dopths of the cosmos lived his twin, Nocturna, the powerful essence of
‘Shadows and Nothingnsss.

“Lior and Nocturna, though opposites, were bound by a sacred bond. Ono could
ot exist without the other. Balance i essential. The Quran says, “And of His signs i
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Scott proposed using a non-toxic skin-staining dye on the door handlo that would
only bo visiblo under the UV light they used for the footprints.

“Ho i too interested.” Dao concluded, his hand resting against the wall a he.
thought through the noxt steps.

Aftor the tension of the pravious days, Dac, Danny, and Secott wero not taking any
hances. Their rooms - once private sanciuaries - wera now being treated like
high-security vaults. Tho boys spent the last fow hours of the night turning thoir
living space into a wab of subilo traps. They did not just want to stop an intruder;
they wanted to know the second a door handle turned.

‘Scott used » high-tensile fishing line from his gear bag, strung just two inches off
the floor acruss the entryways. At the ond of gach lino was a cluster of matal washers
that would clatter against a coramic mug if moved.

‘Danny rigged a basic pressure sensor under the rug fust inside the door. He
synced it to a small LED light on his nightstand that would pulse red i the weight
shifad,

Da took a more low-tech approach, stacking smpty soda cans in a precise,
unstablo pyramid behind the door. 1f the door opened even an inch, the "clatr”
would bo loud enough to wake the dead.

The rost o the night was not spent sleoping; it was spent calibrating. They did not
want a draft or a heavy truck passing by to trigger a false alarm. They took turns
playing the intruder, rying to snoak into each other's rooms without soting off the
sensors. Every timo a washr clicked or  can shifted, they wont back to the drawing
board to make the setup even moro sensitive

By 3:00 AM, the ai in the hallway was thick with quiet intensity. They finally
Settled into a resless sleep, confident that nothing - not even a shadow - could cross
their thresholds unnoticed.

“The next moraing, the mission shited from defense to logistics. They did not trust
Loaving the keys at home despite the upgraded noifcation systom. They loaded the
heavy, saltcrusted scuba tanks and rogulators into the back of the car whilo Mrs.
Hansan dropped tho boys off at the school's marine biology department.

“The walk to the equipment shed was quiet. Returning tho gear fel ike closing a
chapter on their underwater oscapads. They meticulously rinsed the regulators and
logged the tank prossures, ensuring overything was oxactly asthey found it With the
goar signed back in, ther treasuro hunt moved into the next unknown stops

“The next stop was much more personal. They walked to Blue Fin Orthotics, &
stoak bulding known for cutting-edge prosthetic engincoring. Scott had been waiting
woks for his new limb, designed spocifically for high-activity environments. The
tochnician brought out the new prosthtic - marvel of carbon Gber and hydraulic
dampening. I was a "Soa-Step modol, bull o handlo both the rugged torrain o the
oast and the corrosive nature of salt water. As Scottstrapped it on and taok his first
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the creation o the heavens and the earth and the diversity of your languages and
your colors. Indaed, i that are signs for those of knowledge' (30:22]. Difforonce is
‘ot flaw in creation. It s one of creation's signs.”

The throa frionds listened intently, their curiosity pqued.

“In ther colestil dance, Lior and Nocturna created a mystery that roquircd nino.
Solutions to unlock. The mystery was symbolized by a cryptic emblom - a symbol of
throo parts and nino edgos.”

“To solve the mystery, on had to accept the presence of darkness and.
nothingness, Just as one ombracos light. This accoptance was crucial, for without i,
the balance would be lost, and chaos would ensue.”

“Th first solution lay in understanding the nature of light itsel. Light i not
‘merely the absence of darkness; it s a orce, a creation of God. As the Quran says,
“Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The example of His light is ke &
niche within which i a lamp' (24:35). This lamp roprosented the innor light of
knowlodge and wisdom.”

“Tha second solution required the seeker to embrace humiliy.Just as liht can be
blinding, 50 too can arrogance obscure ono's path. O must be humblo, for 'Tndoc,
those who foar their Lord unseen will have forgivaness and groat roward! (67:12).

“Tho third solution was gratitude. To approciate the ight, e must bo grateful
forits prosence. Gratitude opens the heart and mind to divine nsight

“Tho fourth solution involved patience. Light doos not always come immediataly.
1t roquires time. 'So be pationt Indoed, the promise of Alah s truth (30-60)."

“The ffth solution was forgiveness. Holding onto grudgos and angor darkens the
Soul. Forgiveness, ke light, puriies.”

“The sixth solution was charity. Light s meant to be shared. Th example of
those who spond their wealth in tho way of Allah is ike a seed of grain that sprouts
Soven ears; in overy car aro a hundred grains' (2:261)

“Tho seventh solution was knowledge. To scek light is to scek knowledge. "Read
i the name of your Lord who created’ (95:1)."

“The eighth solution swas faith. To trust n the light, even when surroundd by
darknoss, is the ossence of fath. ‘And rely upon the Ever-Living who does it die’
558"

“The ninth and final solution was love. Love is the ultimats light that dispels
darknoss. And Ho is the Forgiving, the Afletionata’ (85:14)."

“Upon solving the mystery, the symbol o three parts and nine sdges would reveal
ts true form—a radiant star, roprosenting tho unty of exstonce, the balanc of light
and darknoss, and the otornal danco of Lior and Nocturna.”
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fow stops, the weight felt right. For the frsttime in days, ho fet fully equipped for
R —————

Three Sides of One Truth

“The bays did not waste any time once Scott’s new prosthetic was dialed in. With
the woight o the thrae keys burning holes in their pockets, they set out on foot
toweard the Temple of Duality. The walk was long, a winding path that transitioned.
Srom paved suburban streets ta a weathered stons trail flanked by ancient codars,

“The Templa of Dualitysat perched on a clffside, its architecture a perfact balance
af dark basalt and white masble. Master Bu was exactly where they expected bim to
bex seated in the conter of tho courtyard, perfectly still, as if ha wero part of the
foundation selt.

Da stepped forward and laid the three keys - the ron key, the blue-and-gold key,
and the obsidian key - on 1 ik cloth befors the master. Ho explained the discavery,
the matching geomtries, the symbols n the bottom of the box, and th way the
‘metal seemed to hum when brought together.

Master Bu's reaction was a disciplinod showing of soicism. His oyos tracked the
Keys, bt bis face remained & mask of weathered stone. Not a flicker of surprise
crossed his foatures; he simply exhaled a slow, controlld breath that seemod o last
an eternity. To B, information was not something to reactto- it was something to be
integrated. "Th keys are not the destination,” Bu fnally whispered, his voice ke
ravel over silk. “They are the lens. You see the parts, but you have forgotten the
whoe.

H commanded them tosit n a riangular formation around the keys. This was
ot & relaxing mindfulness session; this was Active Cognitive Synthesis, He forced
them into a halflotus position on the cold stone, demanding they maiatain perfect
- ————

s they closed their eyes, Bu's voice guided them to visualize every scrap of data.
they had collactod: the maps, the symbols, the koys, and tho underground tunnls.

Under the prossure of the meditation, the ncise el away. The boys began to seo.
‘connactions. T keys did not simply opon a door; they acted s @ security measure.
No singl person was meant o possess tho whole path. Th iron key was foundation.
“The bluc-and-gold key was knowlodge. Tho obsidian key was sacrifce. The purpose
of ther journey was not treasure. It was stesvardship.
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The night of the Lumas Fostival arrived with a thik, slver mist that clung to the
surface of the water, creating a perfoct veilfor the bays'true intontions. Thousands.
of paople lined tho docks, ther faces lluminated by the warm, fickering orange glow
af  sea of lanterns,

The Dive Beneath the Lamps

Da, Danay, and Scott stood at the edgo of the southern pier, furthest from the.
‘main crowds. Tho atmosphero was hoavy with colective grif and hope, a rosonant
energy that the Imam had taught them to respect. They kneltat the water's cdge.
Danny and Scot placed their lanterns for Mia into the gentle tde, watching as the
light drifted away into the fog.

Da roloased his two lamps. As the lantorn for his los family touched the salt
water, he fot & momentary tug in his chest - a bridge between the lfe he had lost
and the shadow he was bocoming. The flame insido the violat paper fickered but

D whispered, but his eyes wers already looking toward the
dask horizon where the Ouroboros mark waited.

Onco theie lamps had drifted far enough to blend into the thousands of others, the
boys slipped away t0 a hiddon rocky outcrop beneath the pier. Their goar was
already waiting, stashe in the "dead zone” Dac had scouted earlier

“The transition was seamloss. They shed thei fostval clothes for the sleck, black
skins of their tochnical diving suits. They chocked ach other's losed-crcuit
robreathors with a new, grim intensity, their hands lingering on the O-rings and
Sensors that Ethan had previously ampered with, "Tho loop is closed. Oxygen at 1.0.
Scrubberis tight* Danny signaled.

“The loop is closed. Oxygen at 1.0. Scrubbr is tight,” Danay signalod.

ey entorod tho water without a splash, siding into the frigid southern currents
ke seals. Above them, the surfaco was a ceiing of shimmering oranga lights from
the lantorns - a fase starsight. Bolow thor, there was only the infnite, pressing
black:

Using high-powerod. slont underwater scooters (DPV)they had borrowod from
the lab, they navigated toward the coordinates. The pressure began to mount, the
water temperature dropping as they loft th harbor's protection and entored the
open Solumbra shelt

s the trio crossed the halfmile threshold, the seabed underwent a haunting
transformation. The pale, thythmic ripples of the sandy floor were suddenly.
swallowed by a massive, localized patch of absoluto darkness. It appearod to be a
standard shadow, yot as they scanned the water column above, thore was no surface
T —— S ——
occlusion oflight Tho nothingaess was simply thore, anchorod to the seabed like a
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stain on reality.

s Da propellod himseltcloser, he expected the silhoutta to shift o distort with
his own dive lght, bt the edges remsined eery stationary, defiant of the laws of
optics. Ha hovered at the perimetr, the vold ston in his packet. pulsing ina frantic,
cold rhythm that signaled they had found the true coprdinate. Dae looked back at
‘Danny and Scott. Through the tempered glass of their masks, be saw his own.
trapidation roflectod in the wide eyos. Thoy checked their rebreather levols one last
im and roturne the "All Clear” signal, ther hands steady despite the impossibilty
of the sight beforo them.

Stoling himself, Dae reachod out and prossed his gloved hand into the very.
contor ofthe darkness. Ho expectod his hand to vanish into a void or meet a cold,
‘metalic hul, instead, his fingers met the familiar, gritty resistance of normal sand.

“The shadow was not a hole oF an objoct - it was a visual lie. Ho looked up at his
brothers and gestured urgently forthem to close the distance. They had found the
Spotindicated on the map, but it was clear that "seeing things as they are" was going
0 require moro than just their physical sonses. The thrao boys hovered just inches
above the seatloor, their presence a silent intrusion in the crushing depths. The dark
circlo boneath them remained stubbornly opague, a void that rofused to roflct the
beams of their dve lights,

Da signaled for the others to begin. Following the VodFlow principls - whero
action must be purposaful and direct - the boys began o dig. n the weightless.
environment of the decp, digging was a calculated strugolo against displacement

Using their dive knives and gloved hands, they pushed away the heavy, sl aden
sand. As they breached the surface layor, the darkness did not dissipato. It fot as
though they wero digging into the shadow itself a sensation that dofied the logic
they had studied in ther physics texts.

The Box in the Shadow

Right at three fest down, Dae's ingertips struck something that did not feel like
the surrounding rock or sand. 1t was organc, yot impossibly proserved. Working
togethor, they cloared the romaining sediment o reveal a small rectangular wooden
box. The wood was a deap, obsidian black, seemingly untouched by the fot or
barnacles that should have claimed it conturios ago. Etched into the cantor of the il
was the unmistakable Ouroboros - the serpent locked in ts eternal circl.

As Scott and Danay helped Dae 1t the box from its three-foot rave, the
~shadow” on the seabed began {0 shimmor and fado, as if the bos had boen the
anchor holding the lusion in place. Tho ascent was a testof discipline. Despito the
‘adrenaline surging through them and the burning curiosty to see what lay inside the
bos, they followed their decomprssion protocols to the second.

Ty rose at a steady 0 metors per minute, pausing at theircalculated deep stops.
tolatthe nitrogen safely outgas from thei tissues. They kept the bos centored.





