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PROLOGUE

	The Signal from the First Kingdom

	The Message Hidden in the Stars

	A Pattern Older Than History

	The war was over.

	At least that was what the world believed.

	Golden's banners once again flew proudly above its towers.

	Trade routes reopened.

	Lost roads returned to maps.

	Kings and queens from distant lands sent envoys to the restored kingdom.

	For the first time in a thousand years, Golden stood beneath the sun.

	Visible.

	Alive.

	Free.

	Yet peace felt strangely fragile.

	Theo often found himself standing atop the highest tower of the Golden Palace long after midnight.

	Looking upward.

	Watching the stars.

	Thinking about the map.

	Thinking about Aurelion.

	Thinking about the Eighth Key.

	The questions never left him.

	Six months had passed since the fall of the Black Sun.

	Six months since the throne had chosen him.

	Six months since the founders' greatest secret had vanished forever.

	Yet new mysteries continued appearing.

	Larger mysteries.

	Older mysteries.

	More dangerous mysteries.

	The feeling grew stronger every day.

	As if history itself was pulling him forward.

	Calling him toward something unfinished.

	On the final night of autumn, that feeling became impossible to ignore.

	Theo stood beside Professor Arlen Voss, Golden's chief astronomer.

	The old scholar rarely showed excitement.

	Tonight he looked terrified.

	"Tell me exactly what you saw."

	The professor swallowed.

	Then pointed toward the sky.

	Theo followed his gaze.

	At first he saw nothing unusual.

	Stars.

	Constellations.

	Darkness.

	Then he noticed movement.

	The stars were changing.

	Not physically.

	Patternically.

	Slowly.

	Deliberately.

	Ancient constellations shifted position.

	Lines formed between distant points of light.

	Symbols emerged.

	A language written across the heavens.

	Theo's pulse quickened.

	The pattern looked familiar.

	Too familiar.

	Because he had seen it before.

	On the map hidden inside the Hall of Memory.

	The symbol of the Eighth Key.

	The same symbol now glowed among the stars.

	And someone had clearly intended it to be found.

	The Founders' Final Warning

	For three days, Golden's astronomers worked without rest.

	Every observatory in the kingdom contributed.

	Every scholar studied the phenomenon.

	The results made little sense.

	The pattern was impossible.

	The stars should not move like that.

	Could not move like that.

	Yet they had.

	Ancient records were brought from hidden archives.

	Forgotten journals resurfaced.

	Lost manuscripts emerged from sealed vaults.

	Most contained nothing useful.

	One changed everything.

	The document originated from the earliest years of Golden.

	Written by a founder.

	Not a descendant.

	Not a guardian.

	A founder.

	Theo stared at the faded page.

	The writing appeared hurried.

	Urgent.

	Almost desperate.

	"When the stars remember, the First Kingdom calls."

	The room fell silent.

	Professor Voss continued reading.

	"Should the signal return, know this: the prison beneath the world was not the greatest danger."

	Theo felt a chill.

	The founders had considered something worse than the ancient source.

	Something dangerous enough to mention in a final warning.

	The next line unsettled him even more.

	"Beyond the horizon sleeps a kingdom forgotten even by history."

	"And not all forgotten things should awaken."

	The silence deepened.

	Because everyone understood what the message implied.

	Aurelion had not been hidden.

	It had been buried.

	Deliberately.

	The Name Called Aurelion

	The final revelation arrived just before dawn.

	Professor Voss completed the translation.

	The star pattern was not merely a symbol.

	It was a message.

	A message encoded within the heavens themselves.

	A message waiting centuries to be discovered.

	The translation contained only one word.

	One name.

	One destination.

	AURELION

	The First Kingdom.

	The Kingdom Beyond the World.

	The kingdom older than Golden.

	Older than the founders.

	Older than everything.

	Theo looked toward the eastern horizon.

	The sun had begun rising.

	Golden light spread across the kingdom.

	Yet for the first time since reclaiming Golden, he felt uncertainty.

	Not fear.

	Not exactly.

	Something deeper.

	Something ancient.

	The feeling that somewhere beyond the known world, something had finally awakened.

	And it knew they were coming.

	The Observatory Beneath Golden

	The Machine That Should Not Exist

	Three days later, workers repairing earthquake damage beneath the palace discovered a sealed chamber.

	The room appeared untouched.

	Untouched by time.

	Untouched by history.

	Untouched by humanity.

	The discovery immediately reached Theo.

	Within hours he stood before the hidden doorway.

	Massive stone seals covered its surface.

	Symbols glowed faintly across ancient metal.

	The design resembled nothing built by Golden.

	Nothing built by the founders.

	Nothing built by anyone.

	At least anyone human.

	The realization unsettled everyone.

	Including Theo.

	The chamber opened slowly.

	Ancient gears turned.

	Dust drifted through stale air.

	Then the darkness revealed its secret.

	A machine.

	An enormous machine.

	The structure occupied nearly the entire chamber.

	Golden metal intertwined with crystal.

	Thousands of moving components pulsed with dormant energy.

	The machine looked impossibly advanced.

	Even compared to founder technology.

	Professor Voss stared in disbelief.

	"What is it?"

	No one answered.

	Because no one knew.

	A Signal Across the Ages

	The machine activated itself.

	No one touched it.

	No one approached it.

	It simply awakened.

	Ancient crystals ignited.

	Golden light flooded the chamber.

	The air vibrated.

	Then a beam of light shot upward.

	Through stone.

	Through earth.

	Through the mountain itself.

	Straight into the sky.

	Theo watched in stunned silence.

	The beam connected directly to the strange star pattern above Golden.

	The reaction proved immediate.

	The stars brightened.

	The machine responded.

	And suddenly the chamber filled with sound.

	Static.

	Whispers.

	Fragments of voices.

	Thousands of them.

	Ancient voices.

	Lost voices.

	Forgotten voices.

	Then one voice emerged clearly.

	Calm.

	Measured.

	Human.

	"If this message is received, then Golden still survives."

	Every person in the chamber froze.

	The recording continued.

	"The First Kingdom remains beyond the horizon."

	"The path remains hidden."

	"The danger remains unchanged."

	Theo stepped closer.

	The voice sounded real.

	Alive.

	As though speaking directly across centuries.

	Then the message ended with a warning.

	"Do not trust the sky."

	The transmission abruptly ceased.

	Silence returned.

	Nobody understood what it meant.

	Which made it infinitely more troubling.

	The First Response

	The machine activated once more that night.

	This time the message differed.

	Shorter.

	Stronger.

	More alarming.

	Three words appeared in glowing symbols above the machine.

	Ancient symbols.

	Founder symbols.

	Yet every scholar immediately understood them.

	Because the translation was unmistakable.

	SIGNAL RECEIVED

	The room went silent.

	Theo stared.

	Professor Voss stared.

	Everyone stared.

	The machine had not merely transmitted.

	Something had answered.

	Somewhere beyond the world.

	Beyond the horizon.

	Beyond every known map.

	Someone had received Golden's signal.

	And responded.

	For the first time in recorded history, communication had been established with the First Kingdom.

	The implications were staggering.

	The danger felt immeasurable.

	And yet none of it changed Theo's decision.

	He was going.

	No matter what waited there.

	The Voyage Begins

	Beyond the Edge of Every Map

	The expedition became the largest in Golden's history.

	Explorers volunteered immediately.

	Scholars competed for positions.

	Sailors crossed continents hoping to join.

	Within weeks, three ships stood ready.

	The Golden Dawn.

	The Sea Raven.

	The Horizon Star.

	Each vessel carried supplies for months.

	Each vessel carried history's finest explorers.

	And each vessel carried uncertainty.

	No one knew what waited beyond the horizon.

	No one knew whether Aurelion truly existed.

	No one knew whether the expedition would return.

	Yet everyone understood the importance.

	The founders had hidden something.

	The stars had revealed something.

	And Golden intended to uncover the truth.

	The Sea of Legends

	Departure day arrived beneath clear skies.

	Thousands gathered at the harbor.

	Families.

	Citizens.

	Soldiers.

	Scholars.

	The entire kingdom seemed present.

	Theo stood aboard the Golden Dawn.

	Watching the crowd.

	Watching the city.

	Watching the kingdom he had fought so hard to save.
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