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Prologue: The Weight of Years

Elder Vos had lived twelve hundred years, and he was tired.

Not in his body—his body was as strong as it had been at fifty, maintained by the slow-burning fire of Kin vitality. Tired in his soul. Tired of watching civilizations rise and fall. Tired of seeing the same mistakes made generation after generation. Tired of carrying memories that would have crushed a lesser being centuries ago.

He sat in his garden, high in the mountains that hid Elara's Vale from human eyes, and watched a flower bloom. It was a small thing—a desert rose, brought from the human lands by a trader. In this climate, it should have died. But Vos had nurtured it, coaxed it, given it exactly what it needed to survive far from home.

He understood the feeling.

"Elder Vos?"

The voice was young, bright, full of the unearned confidence of childhood. Vos turned to see Mira, eight years old, her dark hair tangled with leaves from whatever adventure she had just abandoned.

"Little one. You should be in lessons."

"I finished early. The teacher said I ask too many questions." Mira sat beside him without waiting for permission. "What are you looking at?"

"A flower. From a place far from here."

"Does it miss its home?"

Vos smiled. "That's a very good question. I think... yes. I think all living things miss something. The trick is learning to be content where you are, even while you remember where you've been."

Mira considered this. "I don't miss anywhere. I've always been here."

"Cherish that. It won't last."

They sat in comfortable silence for a while. Then Mira asked the question that would haunt Vos for the rest of his long life.

"Elder Vos, what are humans really like? Not the stories—the truth."

Vos looked at the desert rose. He thought of all the humans he had known, directly or through visions. The kind ones and the cruel ones. The curious and the fearful. The ones who reached out and the ones who struck out.

"They are us," he said finally. "Without the gifts. They love and hate and fear and hope, just as we do. They build beautiful things and destroy them. They protect their children and sacrifice them. They are not monsters, little one. They are mirrors."

"Mirrors?"

"We see in them what we fear in ourselves. That's why they frighten us so much."

Mara was quiet for a long moment. Then she said, "Maybe we should meet them. If they're mirrors, maybe we'd learn something about ourselves."

Vos nodded slowly. "Maybe we would. But learning is not always comfortable."

"Neither is hiding."

Vos laughed—a genuine laugh, surprising himself. "No. No, it isn't." He looked at the child beside him, so small and so certain, and made a decision. "Come with me, little one. I want to show you something."

He led her deep into the mountain, to a chamber few Kin had ever entered. Inside, the walls were covered in paintings—not the ancient ones from Luma's time, but newer ones. Records.

"What is this place?" Mira whispered.

"The memory of our failures," Vos said. "Every time we tried to reach out to humans. Every time it went wrong."

He showed her the images. Kin traders who ventured into human villages and were driven out. Kin healers who saved human children and were accused of witchcraft. Kin lovers who fell for humans and watched their beloveds die of old age while they remained young.

"Why do you keep these?" Mira asked. "They're sad."

"Because we must remember. Hope without memory is just wishful thinking. Memory without hope is just despair." Vos knelt beside her. "You asked about humans. You asked about meeting them. I have seen many futures, Mira. In most, when we reveal ourselves, we are destroyed. But in one..."

"In one?"

"In one, a child does it. A child like you. Someone small enough to be unthreatening, curious enough to ask questions, brave enough to keep asking even when the answers are hard."

Mira looked at the paintings—all those failures, all that pain. Then she looked at Vos.

"Will you help me? If I try?"

Vos felt the weight of his years pressing down on him. He had seen too much. Lost too much. Failed too much.

But looking at this child, he found himself hoping anyway.

"Yes," he said. "I will help you."

Chapter 1: The Village by the River

Kemet was eleven years old, and he had never been more than a day's walk from his village.

Seneferu was small—a few hundred people clustered along the Nile, farming wheat and flax, raising children and cattle, living exactly as their ancestors had lived for a thousand years. The world beyond was a place of rumors: great cities to the north, pyramids rising toward the sky, a Pharaoh who was also a god.

None of it seemed real to Kemet. What was real was the river, the fields, his family, and the endless work of staying alive.

On this particular morning, the work was fishing. Kemet stood in the shallows with his net, watching for the flash of silver that meant dinner. His younger brother splashed nearby, more interested in playing than helping.

"You're scaring them," Kemet said.

"Am not."

"Are too. Go back to the bank."

"Make me."

Before Kemet could respond, a voice spoke from behind him.

"Excuse me? Is this the way to the village?"

Kemet spun around, nearly dropping his net.

A girl stood on the bank. She was about his age, with dark hair and brown eyes and skin that seemed to glow in the morning light. She was dressed strangely—clothes made of some soft material Kemet had never seen, woven with patterns that reminded him of leaves and vines.

Behind her, absolutely nothing. No family. No traveling companions. No boat.

"How did you get here?" Kemet demanded.

"I walked." The girl smiled. "I'm Mira. What's your name?"

"Kemet. Where are your people?"

"I don't have any with me. I came alone."

Kemet's brother had stopped splashing. He stared at the strange girl with wide eyes. "Are you a spirit?"

Mira's smile flickered, just for a moment. "No. I'm just... different. But not a spirit."

Kemet's instincts warred within him. Part of him wanted to run, to fetch the village elders, to do what he'd been taught when encountering the unknown. But another part—the curious part, the part that wondered about the world beyond the river—wanted to stay.

He stayed.

"Do you need help?" he asked. "Food? Water?"

Mira's whole face brightened. "Food would be wonderful. I've been walking for three days."

"Three days? Where from?"

Mira hesitated. Then she said, "A place you've never heard of. A place no human has seen for five thousand years."

Kemet's brother ran for the village, screaming about spirits and demons. Kemet stayed where he was, net dangling forgotten in the water, staring at the strange girl who had appeared from nowhere.

"Are you dangerous?" he asked.

Mira considered the question seriously. "I don't want to be. I want to be a friend. But I don't know if your people will let me."

Kemet thought about his village—the way they whispered about strangers, the way they feared the unknown, the way they had driven away a traveler last year just because his skin was a different shade.

"No," he said quietly. "They probably won't."

Mira's face fell. But before she could speak, the villagers arrived—men with hoes and sticks, women with children pressed behind them, elders with faces like stone.

"Stranger!" shouted the village chief, a man named Senu. "Identify yourself!"

Mira raised empty hands. "My name is Mira. I come in peace. I just want to talk."

"Talk about what?"

Mira took a deep breath. "About who I am. About where I come from. About the Kin."

Chapter 2: The Explanation

They took her to the village square, surrounded her with armed men, and demanded answers.

Mira gave them. She told them about the Kin—the descendants of Luma and Ash, the hidden cities, the gifts that had grown and diversified over millennia. She told them about Elder Vos and his visions, about the choice the Kin faced, about her mission to build understanding.

When she finished, the villagers stared at her in silence.

Then Senu spoke. "You expect us to believe that a race of magic-users has lived alongside us for five thousand years without us knowing?"

"Yes. Because we hid. Because we were afraid." Mira looked around at the faces surrounding her. "Because humans have a habit of destroying what they don't understand."

A woman stepped forward. She was old, wrinkled, with eyes that had seen much. "I am Heba, the village healer. If you are what you say, show us. Heal someone."

Mira nodded. "Who needs healing?"

Heba gestured to a young man sitting against a wall, his leg wrapped in dirty bandages. "My son. A snake bite, three days ago. The poison spread before I could stop it. He will die by week's end."

Mira approached the young man. She knelt beside him and placed her hands on his leg—not dramatically, not with ceremony, just gently.

The villagers watched, holding their breath.

Mira closed her eyes. She could feel the poison—a dark, writhing presence in the young man's blood. She could feel his body fighting, losing. She could feel the plants that might help, the ones she had passed on her journey, the ones growing right now at the edge of the village.

But she didn't need them. Her gift was stronger than that.

She pulled.

The poison resisted, clinging to the flesh it had invaded. But Mira was Kin, and Kin had been healing for five thousand years. She pulled harder, drawing the poison out through the skin, collecting it in a ball of dark, viscous liquid that she dropped onto the ground.

The young man's eyes flew open. He took a huge, gasping breath—the first easy breath in days.

"Mother?" he whispered.

Heba fell to her knees. "My son. My son!"

The villagers erupted—some in awe, some in fear, some in confusion. Mira sat back on her heels, suddenly exhausted.

"He'll need rest," she said. "And clean water. But the poison is gone."

Senu stared at her with eyes that held both wonder and terror. "You really are what you say."

"Yes."

"This changes everything."
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