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​Chapter 1: The Village of Lights
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The air above the Village of Lights shimmered like a living thing. Columns of soft golden radiance rose from the bioluminescent gardens that lined every street, every rooftop, every winding alleyway carved into the sandstone. The glow pulsed gently, as though the village itself had a heartbeat, and even now, with the sun sinking behind the western dunes, the light never dimmed. It simply changed. The gold became amber, then a deep, honeyed orange that pooled in the hollows of the cobblestones and turned the faces of the evening crowds into something warm and timeless.

Katy Sander sat cross-legged on the flat roof of the Archive Hall, a scroll unrolled across her lap and a stylus tucked behind her ear. Below her, the festival preparations were well underway. She could hear the rhythmic clatter of wooden stakes being driven into the ground for the market stalls, the bright voices of the weavers arguing over the color of the ceremonial banners, and somewhere, the low, contented rumble of a giant lizard being brushed down for the parade.

She should have been helping. She knew that. Her mother had said so twice before leaving for the bakeries, and her father had given her that particular look he saved for moments when he wanted to say something but chose not to.

But the scroll was fascinating.

From her perch she could see the entire village spread below her like a map she had long since memorized. The Village of Lights occupied a natural basin in the southeastern desert, sheltered on three sides by low sandstone ridges that broke the worst of the wind. The village wall, built from blocks of the same tawny stone, followed the ridgeline and closed the circle. Inside that circle lived perhaps three hundred souls, along with their livestock, their gardens, and their giant lizards. It was not a large place. But it was, by the standards of the desert, a miracle.

The scroll before her was old, truly old, written in the cramped, precise hand of Scholar Pellwin, who had served the village three generations ago. Most of his work was dry administrative record-keeping: grain tallies, water-table measurements, the migratory patterns of the silver sand beetles that pollinated the glow-blooms. But tucked into the margins of a passage about root irrigation, Pellwin had written something that made Katy's pulse quicken.

The Shard rests where shadows cannot follow. Seek the door that has no handle, the lock that has no key, and the question that answers itself. Only those who remember the light will find it again.

She read it three times, though she did not need to. Katy had a photographic memory, a fact she had discovered at the age of six when she realized she could recite the entirety of the Villager's Almanac after a single reading. It was not something she boasted about. It was simply part of her, the same way her deep blue eyes were part of her, or the way her golden-yellow hair always escaped its tie within twenty minutes of being bound.

The passage was about the Sun-Shard. She was almost certain. The legendary artifact that was said to be the true source of the village's eternal light, hidden somewhere in the deep foundations by the village's founders. Most people treated the Sun-Shard the way they treated all old legends: with affectionate dismissal. A nice story. A comforting myth. Nothing more.

Katy did not dismiss legends. Legends, she had learned from her extensive reading, were usually truths that had grown too old to be recognized.

"Katy!"

The voice came from below, sharp and impatient. She knew it before she looked.

Nick Hallow stood at the base of the Archive Hall, one hand on his hip and the other gripping the harness strap of the massive lizard beside him. He was almost thirteen, taller than her by a full head, with messy black hair that defied every comb and dark brown eyes that were currently narrowed with practiced exasperation.

"You said you'd be done an hour ago," he called up.

"I said I'd be done when I was done. That hasn't happened yet."

"The supply manifest won't check itself."

"It also won't run away."

Nick sighed. It was a sigh she had heard many times, a sound that managed to convey fondness, frustration, and resignation all at once. He turned to the lizard beside him and scratched the broad ridge above its left eye. "She's lost in a book again, Spike. We'll be here all night."

Spike, a heavy-set giant lizard with thick scales of dusty green and brown, rumbled deep in his throat and thumped his armored tail against the cobblestones. He seemed content. Spike was almost always content, so long as Nick was nearby and the light was warm enough for basking.

Katy rolled the scroll carefully and slid it into the leather tube at her belt. She could not resist one last look at the glowing village spread beneath her. From up here, the Village of Lights looked like a constellation that had fallen to earth and decided to stay. The bioluminescent plants, cultivated over centuries by the village's horticulturalists, came in a dozen varieties. The glow-blooms were the most common, their thick, waxy petals emitting a steady amber light. But there were also the thread-vines that climbed the sandstone walls in veins of pale blue, and the rare torch-ferns that erupted in bursts of brilliant white whenever the temperature dropped.

Each plant was a small marvel of desert biology. Katy knew how they worked, had read the treatises on the chemical reactions in their cells, the way they converted the desert's relentless heat into stored photonic energy. She found it endlessly satisfying that something so beautiful could be explained so precisely.

She climbed down the Archive Hall's exterior ladder, her leather satchel bumping against her hip, and dropped the last few rungs to the street. The cobblestones were still warm from the day's heat, and she could feel it through the thin soles of her sandals, a gentle reminder that the desert was always there, always baking, even when the village made you forget.

Nick was already walking, Spike lumbering beside him with the slow, deliberate gait of an animal that knew it was too large to hurry. Spike's claws, each one as long as Katy's hand, clicked against the stone in a steady four-beat rhythm. His tail swayed behind him like the boom of a sand-ship, counterbalancing his heavy torso with an unconscious grace that made it easy to forget he weighed as much as a loaded supply cart. She fell into step on Nick's other side.

"What did you find?" he asked, because he always asked. For all his grumbling about her reading habits, Nick had a genuine respect for what Katy pulled out of old texts. He had told her once that she was the only person he knew who could make dust interesting.

"A reference to the Sun-Shard. Scholar Pellwin, about eighty years ago. He hid a note in the margins of an irrigation report."

"The Sun-Shard." Nick's voice was flat. "The thing that may or may not exist in a vault that may or may not be under the village."

"The thing that is the reason we have light when every other village relies on fire and oil. Yes, that Sun-Shard."

Nick grunted. He was not a skeptic, not exactly. He simply preferred things he could touch, things he could aim at. His custom-made bow, a gift from his father crafted from the curved rib-bone of a sand whale, hung across his back. His quiver held twelve arrows, each tipped with flint he had knapped himself. These were things he understood, things with weight and purpose.

They passed through the Artisan Quarter, where the glow was strongest. Here the horticulturalists had crossbred the most luminous strains of glow-bloom, and the result was an avenue bathed in light so rich it felt almost liquid. The walls of the buildings were carved with intricate reliefs depicting the village's history: the First Settlers who had found the original glow-bloom growing wild in a fissure; the Long Drought, when the plants had been the only reason anyone stayed; the Building of the Walls, when the village had grown from a campsite into a true settlement.

Katy had memorized every panel by the time she was eight. She could trace their outlines in her sleep. But she never tired of seeing them lit from below by the very plants they celebrated, the art and its subject glowing together in a kind of living testimony.

Nick, she noticed, was scanning the rooftops instead. His eyes moved in that quick, practiced sweep he used when he took Spike out beyond the walls for patrol. Even here, in the safest place in the desert, he was watching.

"You're doing it again," she said.

"Doing what?"

"Looking for trouble."

"Trouble doesn't announce itself, Katy. That's the whole point of trouble."

She could not argue with that.

They walked through the market district, where the preparations for the Festival of Radiance had transformed the usually orderly streets into a cheerful chaos. The Festival was held once a year to celebrate the village's founding, and it was the one time the entire population of Lights came together in a single night of feasting, storytelling, and the great Illumination, when every glow-bloom in the village was coaxed into its brightest output simultaneously. Travelers from the other villages sometimes made the journey to witness it, though the route through the southeastern desert was treacherous, and few outsiders were willing to cross the Dust Flats that separated the Village of Lights from its nearest neighbor, the Village of Blaze, far to the northeast.

Children darted between the stalls, their faces painted with glow-bloom pollen that made their cheeks shine gold and green. A pair of old men were setting up a storytelling circle near the fountain, arranging cushions and lanterns with the slow deliberation of people who had done this every year for decades. One of them was Katy's grandfather's brother, a man called Harlen the Rememberer, who kept the village's oral histories in his head the way Katy kept everything in hers. He caught her eye and winked. She waved back.

"Manifest first," Nick said, steering them toward the supply warehouse at the village's eastern edge. "Then we eat. Then you can tell me about your shard."

"Sun-Shard."

"Whatever it is."

They passed through the Lizard Quarter on the way, a wide, open district near the eastern wall where the village's giant lizards were stabled. The stables were really just a series of low, roofless enclosures made from stacked stone, designed to let the lizards bask in the glow while keeping them from wandering into the market stalls at night. There were fourteen lizards in total, not counting Spike, who had the privilege of roaming free as Nick's bonded mount. The other lizards were communal animals, used for hauling, plowing, and the occasional patrol beyond the walls. They watched Katy and Nick pass with the slow-blinking, golden-eyed calm that was characteristic of their kind.

Nick paused to check on a young male called Boulder, who had been favoring his left foreleg that morning. He knelt and ran his hands along the lizard's shin, pressing gently, watching for a flinch. Boulder endured the examination with patient dignity, then sneezed, spraying Nick with a fine mist of lizard saliva.

"He's fine," Nick said, wiping his face with his sleeve. "Just stiff from lying on the cold stones last night."

Katy wrinkled her nose. "Lovely."

"You'll thank him one day," Nick said, standing and scratching Boulder behind the jaw. "Lizard saliva keeps sand-mites away. Old rider trick."

"I will file that under things I never needed to know."

The supply warehouse was a low, broad building with thick sandstone walls and a roof covered in thread-vine. Inside, crates of dried provisions, water barrels, leather goods, and medical supplies were stacked in neat rows. It was Nick's job, inherited from his father, to maintain the manifest, a detailed accounting of everything the village stockpiled against drought, sandstorm, or worse.

Katy helped because she could count faster than anyone, and because her memory meant she never needed to double-check a number. They worked in companionable quiet, Nick pulling lids from crates and calling out quantities while Katy marked the tally sheet.

The warehouse smelled of dried herbs and oil-treated leather, a warm, earthy scent that Katy secretly liked. The crates were stamped with the village seal, a circle of light radiating outward from a single point, and organized by category. Provisions on the north wall, medical supplies on the east, tools and hardware on the south, textiles and raw materials on the west. The system had not changed in a hundred years. Katy found that comforting. There was a kind of wisdom in things that stayed the same.

Spike waited outside, his great head resting on the threshold, one golden eye watching them with patient interest. His scales caught the glow from the thread-vine on the warehouse roof, and he seemed to wear the light like a second skin, the dusty greens and browns of his hide taking on a warm, polished quality that made him look almost handsome. Nick had raised Spike from a hatchling, had fed him by hand and slept beside him in the lizard stables until Spike was old enough to ride. Their bond went deeper than training. It was something closer to family.

"Forty-two water casks, full," Nick said.

"Noted."

"Twelve bolts of sun-cloth, undyed."

"Noted."

"One extremely bored lizard rider who was promised dinner."

Katy looked up from the tally sheet. Nick was grinning at her, leaning against a crate with his arms folded. She felt the corner of her mouth twitch.

"We're almost done."

"You said that an hour ago too."

She threw the stylus at him. He caught it without looking, which was infuriating.

They continued through the remaining rows. Six sacks of medicinal salt, harvested from the dry lake beds to the south. Three coils of braided lizard-gut rope, strong enough to haul a loaded cart up a dune face. A crate of flint arrowheads that Nick inspected personally, running his thumb along their edges and nodding with satisfaction. Two jars of glow-bloom salve, used to treat burns and rashes, their contents glowing faintly through the dark glass like captive fireflies.

It was, Katy reflected, a thorough inventory. The village was well-provisioned. If the desert decided to be unkind for a season, they would survive. That was the point of the manifest, the point of counting and recounting and making sure nothing was missing. The desert was generous when it chose to be, but it could turn cruel without warning, and the only defense against cruelty was preparation.

They finished the manifest as the last of the true sunlight faded from the sky and the village's own glow rose to fill the gap. The transition was seamless, so natural that you could forget the sun had ever been involved. Katy paused at the warehouse door and looked up. The sky above the village was a deep twilight purple, and the first stars were appearing, but they seemed pale and distant compared to the warm radiance below.

"It's beautiful, isn't it?" she said.

Nick followed her gaze. "It's home."

She supposed that was the same thing, for him.

They ate at the communal fire pit near the center of the village, where the festival cooks were testing their recipes for tomorrow's feast. The fire pit was ancient, ringed by stones so old they had been polished smooth by generations of sitting and leaning. Around it, long trestle tables were being laid with clay plates and wooden cups, and someone had draped garlands of dried glow-bloom petals from the overhead beams, where they swung gently and cast tiny moving shadows that danced across the tablecloths.

The air smelled of roasting desert hen, spiced grain cakes, and the sweet, slightly tangy aroma of glow-bloom nectar, which the villagers fermented into a mild cider for celebrations. There was also the smell of burning ironwood, the only fuel dense enough to hold a cooking flame in the dry desert air. The combination was, to Katy, the smell of home.

She and Nick sat on a low stone wall with bowls of stew balanced on their knees, watching the light-tenders make their evening rounds.

The light-tenders were a guild unique to the Village of Lights, men and women who understood the glow-blooms the way Nick understood his bow. They moved through the streets with practiced ease, pruning here, feeding nutrients there, adjusting the delicate balance that kept the village illuminated. Katy had once spent an entire week following the head light-tender, a woman named Sera, asking questions until Sera had gently but firmly suggested that Katy find a hobby that involved fewer questions.

"I want to show you something," Katy said, pulling the scroll tube from her belt. She unrolled the Pellwin text and pointed to the marginal note. Nick leaned in, squinting.

"I can barely read this."

"It says the Sun-Shard is hidden where shadows cannot follow. And that only those who remember the light will find it."

Nick chewed his stew thoughtfully. "That could mean anything."

"Or it could mean something very specific. Think about it. Where in this village can shadows not follow? The deepest parts of the foundation, where the glow-blooms grow directly into the stone. The light there is constant, has been constant for centuries. No shadow has ever existed in those tunnels."

"And the part about remembering the light?"

Katy tapped her temple. "Memory. The door has no handle, the lock has no key, and the question answers itself. It's a puzzle, Nick. A puzzle based on knowledge and memory. That's the security system. Not walls and guards, but riddles that only someone who truly knows the village could solve."

Nick looked at her for a long moment. Then he shook his head, but he was smiling. "You want to go looking for it."

"I want to go looking for it."

"After the festival?"

"After the festival."

He nodded, and that was that. When Katy had a direction, Nick followed. When Nick had a danger to face, Katy planned the approach. It was the way they had always worked, cousins who complemented each other the way the desert complemented the sky.

They had grown up together in the Village of Lights, their families living on the same street, their childhoods tangled together in a web of shared adventures and petty quarrels and long, lazy afternoons spent exploring the outskirts of the village. Nick had taught Katy to ride Spike when she was nine, holding her steady on the lizard's broad back until she stopped screaming and started laughing. Katy had taught Nick to read the old scripts when he was ten, sitting with him for hours until the ancient letters stopped looking like random scratches and started forming words. They owed each other a hundred small debts that neither kept track of, because that was not how family worked.

They sat in comfortable silence, finishing their stew. Spike had been given a haunch of desert hen and was crunching through the bones with evident satisfaction. Around them, the village hummed with the quiet joy of anticipation. Tomorrow would be the Festival of Radiance. Tomorrow would be music and dancing and the great Illumination.

But tonight, just for a moment, the lights flickered.

It was brief, no more than a heartbeat. The glow-blooms dimmed as though a cloud had passed over a sun that was not there. The thread-vines on the nearest wall stuttered from blue to gray and back. The torch-ferns clenched their fronds shut, then slowly reopened.

Katy went still. She looked at Nick. He was already looking at her.

"Did you see that?" she whispered.

"The lights just... blinked."

Around them, the villagers had paused in their preparations. A few looked up, confused. An old woman near the fire pit murmured something and made a warding gesture. But within seconds, the glow was back to its steady, reassuring pulse, and the moment passed. Conversations resumed. The cooks returned to their pots. Someone laughed.

But Katy did not laugh. She pulled her satchel closer and stared at the glow-blooms nearest to her, watching their petals with the fixed intensity she usually reserved for difficult texts.

The lights had never flickered. Not in her lifetime, not in her parents' lifetime, not in any record she had ever read. The Village of Lights was named for its constancy. The glow was as reliable as the sunrise, as dependable as the weight of sand.

Until now.

"Nick," she said quietly.

He was already on his feet, one hand resting on the grip of his bow. Not drawing, not aiming. Just ready. It was instinct for him, the same way cataloging information was instinct for her.

"Could be nothing," he said. But his voice was careful, the way it got when he was reading tracks in the sand and did not yet know what had made them.

"Could be," Katy agreed.

Spike had stopped eating. His great head was raised, nostrils flaring, and his tongue flickered out to taste the air. The rumble in his throat had changed, dropping from contentment to something lower, something that vibrated in Katy's chest like a warning drum.

"He smells something," Nick said.

"What?"

Nick shook his head. "I don't know. He only makes that sound when..." He trailed off. Katy waited, but he did not finish.

Around the fire pit, the mood had settled back to normal. A woman was tuning a stringed instrument made from a dried gourd, testing notes that floated up into the warm air like sparks. Two of the cooks were having an animated debate about whether grain cakes should be sweetened with nectar or with ground date-root. The children who had been painting their faces were now chasing each other around the fountain, shrieking with laughter.

It all looked so safe. So permanent.

Katy thought about the scroll in her belt. She thought about the way Pellwin had hidden his note in the margins, as though he had not wanted anyone to find it unless they were truly looking. She thought about the word he had used: rests. Not is hidden. Not is locked away. Rests. As though the Sun-Shard were sleeping, waiting to be woken.

She thought about what had just woken it, if only for a heartbeat.

She looked back at the village, at the warm, glowing streets and the happy, oblivious faces of her neighbors. The scroll tube felt heavy in her hand. Seek the door that has no handle. She thought about the Sun-Shard, about shadows, about the way an entire village had been built on the premise that light could keep the darkness out.

She thought about what might happen if the light failed.

"We should find it," she said. "The Sun-Shard. We shouldn't wait until after the festival."

Nick looked at her. Then he looked at Spike, who was still tasting the air with short, urgent flicks of his tongue. Then he looked back at Katy, and she saw the shift in his expression, the moment when restlessness became resolve.

"Tomorrow," he said. "First thing."

Katy nodded. She rolled the scroll tube between her fingers and looked out past the village walls, toward the vast, dark desert that stretched in every direction, full of sand and silence and things she had only ever read about.

The lights held steady now. The village was calm. The festival preparations continued, the voices and laughter rising into the warm night air, carrying the promise of tomorrow's celebration like seeds on the wind.

But tomorrow would not bring what anyone expected.

And the glow-blooms at the edge of the wall, the ones closest to the outer darkness, had curled their petals inward, just slightly, the way a hand curls into a fist when it senses something coming.
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​Chapter 2: The Raid
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The screaming started at midnight.

Katy was still awake when it began, sitting at the small desk in her room with the Pellwin scroll spread under a reading lamp. She had been tracing the riddle's phrasing for the third time, turning each word over in her mind like a stone she could not quite identify, when the first sound cut through the quiet.

It was not a human scream. It was deeper, rawer, the sound of a giant lizard in pain. Then another joined it, and another, rising from the Lizard Quarter in a chorus of distress that turned Katy's blood cold.

She was at the window in two strides. What she saw stopped her breathing.

The eastern wall was broken. Not breached the way a sandstorm might batter through a weak section, not crumbled by age or erosion. Broken, as though something massive had struck it from outside with deliberate, focused force. Through the gap poured figures in black, dozens of them, moving with a terrible purpose that had nothing to do with the chaos they were causing and everything to do with what they had come to take.

Sand Dwellers.

Katy had read about them in the Archive Hall's restricted section, texts that the village elders kept locked behind iron screens because they did not want the children to have nightmares. She had read them anyway, of course. She had memorized the descriptions, the accounts from traders who had seen them at a distance, the warnings carved into the boundary stones that marked the edges of safe territory.

None of the descriptions had prepared her for the real thing.

They were tall, taller than any villager she had ever seen, and they moved with a coordinated silence that was worse than shouting. Their robes were black, so deeply black that they seemed to swallow the glow-bloom light around them, leaving pockets of darkness that moved through the illuminated streets like ink spreading through water. And above their hoods, rising from their skulls like the branches of dead trees, were antlers. Bone-white and sharp, gleaming in the light they were devouring.

Each of them carried a weapon. Morning stars, massive iron spheres studded with spikes and hung from thick chains. The weapons hummed. Katy could hear the sound even from her window, a low, vibrating thrum that made her teeth ache. It was not a natural sound. It was the sound of something hungry.

Where the morning stars swung close to the glow-blooms, the light died. Not dimmed. Died. The petals turned gray and curled inward, and the glow simply vanished, consumed by whatever dark energy pulsed through the iron. Street by street, block by block, the Village of Lights was going dark.

Katy stood frozen at the window. Her mind, that precise and orderly instrument she trusted above all else, locked up like a jammed mechanism. She could see the patterns, the way the Sand Dwellers moved in practiced formations through the streets, fanning out from the breach in groups of three, each group targeting a different objective. One group toward the supply warehouse. Another toward the Lizard Quarter. A third toward the center of the village, where the fire pit still smoldered and the festival decorations hung like relics of a world that had ended minutes ago.

She could catalog it all. She could not make herself move.

Then Nick's voice cut through the paralysis.

"Katy! Get down here!"

He was below her window, already mounted on Spike, his bow in his hand and an arrow nocked. Spike's eyes were wide and his scales had darkened, shifting from their usual dusty green to a mottled gray-brown, the instinctive camouflage response of a lizard preparing for a fight. His claws gouged furrows in the cobblestones as he shifted his weight, and the rumble in his chest was no longer a warning. It was a growl.

Katy grabbed her satchel, shoved the Pellwin scroll inside, and ran.

The stairs of her family's home blurred beneath her feet. She burst through the front door into a street that had become unrecognizable. The warm, amber glow that had defined her entire life was guttering out. Pools of darkness spread across the cobblestones where glow-blooms had died, and in those pools, the temperature dropped so sharply that Katy's breath misted in the air. The contrast was nauseating, stepping from warmth to cold and back again in the space of a single stride.

"They're taking the lizards!" Nick shouted over the noise. His
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