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The sea was angry that morning.

Gray waves crashed against the black cliffs of Westhaven, throwing white foam high into the air. The wind howled across the coastline like a wounded beast, carrying the scent of salt and rain.

Lyra pulled her wool cloak tighter around her shoulders as she climbed the narrow path overlooking the harbor.

The storm had arrived earlier than expected.

Below her, dozens of fishing boats rocked violently against their ropes. Men shouted across the docks while gulls circled overhead.

Most people hated storms.

Lyra loved them.

Storms made the world feel honest.

No kings.

No lords.

No rich merchants pretending they controlled everything.

When the sea decided to roar, everyone remembered how small they truly were.

A smile touched her lips.

Then a sudden gust nearly knocked her off the path.

"Perhaps not everyone," she muttered.

She continued climbing.

The basket hanging from her arm was half-full of supplies she had purchased in the village market—bread, dried fish, onions, and a handful of herbs.

Not much.

But enough.

Winter had not been kind to Westhaven.

Fishing catches were smaller than usual, and merchants from the southern cities rarely visited anymore. Rumors of war had made travel dangerous.

Even this far from the great kingdoms, people felt the consequences.

Aurelia.

The name appeared often in conversations.

The fallen kingdom.

The broken crown.

The endless wars.

Lyra never paid much attention.

The affairs of nobles had nothing to do with her.

At least, that was what she believed.

As she approached the top of the cliff, she spotted a familiar figure standing beside a weathered lighthouse.

Old Bran.

The keeper of the lighthouse.

And the village's greatest source of unwanted advice.

The elderly man leaned heavily on his cane as he stared toward the sea.

Without turning, he spoke.

"You're late."

Lyra rolled her eyes.

"You say that every day."

"And every day it's true."

"You don't even know what time I left home."

"I know because I'm old."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only answer old men need."

Lyra laughed despite herself.

Bran finally turned.

His weathered face looked even older beneath the gloomy sky.

Deep wrinkles lined his cheeks, and his white beard danced in the wind.

"You should head home," he said.

"The storm will get worse."

"I've survived storms before."

"This one feels different."

"You always say that too."

The old man frowned.

"Not always."

Something in his voice made Lyra pause.

Bran rarely sounded uncertain.

She glanced toward the horizon.

Dark clouds stretched endlessly across the sea.

The water beneath them appeared almost black.

For a moment, unease crept into her chest.

Then she dismissed it.

Storms were storms.

Nothing more.

"I'm not afraid of rain."

"Rain isn't what worries me."

"What does?"

The old man remained silent.

His eyes stayed fixed on the distant horizon.

Finally he sighed.

"Forget it."

Lyra narrowed her eyes.

"You know that's the fastest way to make me curious."

"I know."

"Then tell me."

"No."

"Bran."

"No."

"Bran."

"No."

She crossed her arms.

The old man grinned.

Victory.

The annoying old fool enjoyed these moments far too much.

Before Lyra could continue arguing, a shout rose from below.

Both of them turned.

The sound came from the harbor.

Men were running toward the shoreline.

Others pointed toward the sea.

A bell began ringing.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

The warning bell.

Lyra's stomach tightened.

That bell was never rung without reason.

"What happened?" she asked.

Bran's expression darkened.

"I don't know."

Together they hurried down the cliff path.

The wind intensified around them.

By the time they reached the harbor, nearly half the village had gathered along the docks.

People were staring toward the sea.

Lyra pushed through the crowd.

Then she saw it.

A ship.

Or what remained of one.

The vessel drifted through the waves like a ghost.

Its mast had snapped in half.

Its sails were shredded.

The hull bore massive scars as though some giant claw had torn through the wood.

The ship should not have remained afloat.

Yet somehow it did.

Silence spread across the harbor.

Even the fishermen stopped speaking.

A strange feeling settled over the crowd.

Fear.

The vessel drifted closer.

Closer.

Closer.

Until finally it struck the outer rocks and became trapped among them.

Nobody moved.

Nobody spoke.

Then a figure appeared on the deck.

A man.

Barely standing.

His armor was damaged beyond recognition.

His cloak hung in bloody strips.

One arm appeared useless.

The crowd gasped.

The stranger raised his head.

Even from a distance, Lyra could see exhaustion etched across his face.

The man looked as though he had traveled through hell itself.

Then his eyes found her.

Not the crowd.

Not the harbor.

Her.

For a heartbeat, the world seemed to stop.

The stranger staggered forward.

Raised a trembling hand.

And pointed directly at Lyra.

His voice was carried by the wind.

Weak.

Broken.

Yet unmistakable.

"Your Majesty..."

The harbor fell silent.

Lyra stared at him.

Certain she had misheard.

The stranger collapsed.

And at that exact moment, thunder shook the heavens above Westhaven.

For several seconds, nobody moved.

The only sounds were the crashing waves and the distant growl of thunder rolling across the sea.

Then the harbor exploded into chaos.

"Get a boat!"

"Move!"

"Someone help him!"

Fishermen rushed toward the docks while others untied ropes and lowered small vessels into the water.

Lyra remained frozen.

Your Majesty.

The words echoed inside her mind.

Absurd.

Ridiculous.

The dying stranger had clearly mistaken her for someone else.

She was Lyra of Westhaven.

Daughter of a fisherman.

Nobody important.

Nobody royal.

A hand gripped her shoulder.

Bran.

"Come."

"What?"

"We're leaving."

Lyra blinked.

"What are you talking about?"

The old man's face had gone pale.

Paler than she had ever seen.

"Now."

His voice carried an urgency that immediately unsettled her.

"Bran, someone is hurt."

"I know."

"Then we should help."

"No."

The answer came too quickly.

Too sharply.

Lyra stared at him.

"Why not?"

Bran looked toward the wrecked ship.

His jaw tightened.

For a moment he seemed to be fighting some internal battle.

Then he lowered his voice.

"Because if that man knows what I think he knows, we're already too late."

"What does that mean?"

Before he could answer, another shout rose from the docks.

The rescue boat had reached the wreck.

Three fishermen climbed aboard.

Moments later they emerged carrying the stranger.

Even from a distance, his condition looked terrible.

Blood stained his armor.

A deep wound crossed his chest.

One of the fishermen shouted toward the shore.

"He's alive!"

The crowd surged forward.

Lyra instinctively stepped closer.

Bran grabbed her arm.

Hard.

Too hard.

"You're hurting me."

The old man immediately released her.

For the first time in years, genuine fear appeared in his eyes.

Not concern.

Not caution.

Fear.

"Listen to me," he said quietly.

"If I tell you to run later, you run."

"What?"

"Do you understand?"

"Bran—"

"Do you understand?"

Something about his expression made her answer.

"...Yes."

The old man nodded.

Neither of them spoke again as the rescue boat returned.

The wounded stranger was carried onto the dock and laid upon a pile of fishing nets.

Villagers gathered around him.

The local healer pushed through the crowd.

A gray-haired woman named Mera.

She knelt beside the stranger and immediately began examining his injuries.

The crowd waited.

A few moments later she looked up.

"He won't survive the night."

Whispers spread.

The stranger coughed violently.

Blood stained his lips.

Yet despite his condition, his eyes remained open.

Searching.

Looking.

Until once again they found Lyra.

The wounded man tried to rise.

Failed.

Tried again.

"Easy," Mera said.

"You're dying."

"I know."

His voice sounded rough, as though every word cost him pain.

The healer frowned.

"Then save your strength."

"I have none left to save."

A few villagers exchanged uncomfortable glances.

The stranger slowly reached beneath his torn cloak.

Immediately several fishermen grabbed knives.

The man ignored them.

After a moment he pulled out a small object wrapped in cloth.

His hand trembled.

"Her."

He pointed weakly toward Lyra.

The crowd turned.

Dozens of eyes suddenly focused on her.

Lyra wished the ground would open and swallow her whole.

The stranger spoke again.

"Bring her."

"No," Bran said immediately.

Everyone looked at him.

The old lighthouse keeper rarely involved himself in village affairs.

Yet now he stepped forward.

His cane struck the wooden dock.

The stranger's gaze narrowed.

Recognition flashed across his face.

"Bran."

The old man's expression darkened.

"You know me?"

The stranger managed a weak smile.

"I was hoping you were dead."

Several villagers looked between them in confusion.

Lyra felt her pulse quicken.

"What is happening?" she demanded.

Neither man answered.

The stranger coughed again.

Blood spilled onto the dock.

This time even Bran seemed shaken.

The wounded knight slowly extended the cloth-wrapped object.

"Take it."

"No."

"Take it."

"No."

"Bran."

The old man closed his eyes.

For several seconds he said nothing.

When he finally opened them, decades of exhaustion seemed to rest within them.

"You should have stayed away."

"I tried."

The knight laughed weakly.

"It wasn't enough."

Bran stared at the object.

Then at Lyra.

Then back at the knight.

The silence felt unbearable.

Finally Lyra stepped forward.

"Can someone please explain what is happening?"

The stranger looked at her.

Really looked at her.

His eyes softened.

For reasons she could not explain, the expression made her uncomfortable.

As though he had expected to find her.

As though he had spent years searching.

"You have her mother's eyes."

The words struck like a hammer.

Lyra frowned.

"What?"

The knight's smile faded.

"You don't know."

"Know what?"

The man closed his eyes briefly.

Regret crossed his face.

"So he never told you."

"Told me what?"

No answer came.

The knight appeared exhausted.

Mera touched his shoulder.

"Stop speaking."

"I can't."

"You'll die."

A faint smile touched his lips.

"I know."

The healer looked away.

There was nothing more she could do.

The stranger gathered what little strength remained.

Then he held out the cloth-wrapped bundle once more.

This time toward Lyra.

"Take it."

The crowd watched.

Bran watched.

Even the storm seemed to pause.

Slowly, uncertainly, Lyra stepped forward.

She accepted the bundle.

It felt surprisingly heavy.

For a moment nothing happened.

Then the cloth slipped.

A piece of gold became visible.

The crowd gasped.

Lyra carefully pulled the fabric aside.

A crown.

Not large.

Not extravagant.

Yet unlike anything she had ever seen.

Golden branches twisted around one another like living vines.

Tiny gemstones shimmered within the metal.

Even beneath the gray storm clouds, the crown seemed to possess its own light.

A strange warmth spread through her fingers.

The instant she touched the metal fully, something happened.

A flash.

Not with her eyes.

Inside her mind.

A city of gold.

Towering white spires.

Thousands of banners dancing beneath seven glowing moons.

Then fire.

Screams.

Blood.

Darkness swallowing everything.

Lyra stumbled backward.

The vision vanished.

Her heart pounded.

The crown nearly slipped from her hands.

"What was that?"

Nobody answered.

Because nobody else had seen it.

The stranger, however, had.

His eyes widened.

Then tears appeared within them.

Not from pain.

From relief.

"Thank the gods."

Bran cursed under his breath.

A curse so old that Lyra had never heard it before.

The knight laughed softly.

"Now you believe me."

The old man said nothing.

Which frightened Lyra more than any answer could have.

Lightning flashed across the horizon.

Thunder followed.

The stranger's breathing became weaker.

Much weaker.

He looked toward Lyra one final time.

"The Crown of Stars..."

His voice nearly disappeared.

"Protect it."

"What are you talking about?"

"The kingdom..."

The knight swallowed.

His eyes began losing focus.

"The kingdom needs its queen."

A terrible silence followed.

Then the stranger exhaled.

And did not breathe again.

The storm finally broke.

Rain poured from the heavens.

And somewhere beyond the dark horizon, unseen by everyone in Westhaven, black sails were already moving toward the village.

The rain came down in sheets.

Within moments, everyone on the docks was soaked.

Yet nobody moved.

The dead knight lay motionless upon the weathered planks while villagers stood frozen around him.

The Crown of Stars rested in Lyra's trembling hands.

She wished it didn't.

She wished none of this had happened.

A few hours ago, her greatest concern had been whether the fishing boats would return before the storm worsened.

Now a dead stranger had called her queen.

And somehow everyone seemed to expect answers from her.

Unfortunately, she had none.

The first villager to speak was a fisherman named Corin.

"What did he mean?"

Nobody answered.

Corin looked toward Bran.

The old lighthouse keeper immediately became the center of attention.

"He knew you."

Still no answer.

"Bran," Corin pressed, "who was that man?"

The old man stared at the body.

Rain dripped from his white beard.

For a long time he remained silent.

Then he sighed.

The sound carried years of exhaustion.

"His name was Sir Aldric."

Lyra blinked.

"You know him?"

"Unfortunately."

The crowd exchanged uneasy looks.

Bran rarely sounded bitter.

Especially toward dead men.

"He was a knight of Aurelia."

Whispers spread immediately.

Aurelia.

Again that name.

The fallen kingdom.

The shattered throne.

The endless wars.

One of the villagers crossed himself.

Another muttered a prayer.

Stories about Aurelia traveled far.

Most were legends now.

Tales of golden cities, dragon banners, and kings who spoke with the stars.

Children grew up hearing them.

Adults dismissed them.

Yet everyone knew the kingdom had existed.

And everyone knew it had fallen.

"What was a knight of Aurelia doing here?" someone asked.

Bran's expression hardened.

"Looking for her."

Every eye turned toward Lyra.

She suddenly wished the rain would wash her away.

"This is ridiculous," she said.

"I'm nobody."

The silence that followed made her uncomfortable.

Because nobody seemed convinced.

Not even herself.

The vision still lingered in her mind.

The city.

The flames.

The seven moons.

She had never seen those places before.

Yet they had felt real.

Terrifyingly real.

Mera carefully covered the dead knight's face with a cloth.

Then she stood.

"What do we do now?"

Bran answered immediately.

"We leave."

Several villagers frowned.

"What?"

"We leave."

The old man's gaze swept across the harbor.

Then toward the sea.

The storm clouds had grown darker.

The waves more violent.

And something in his eyes made Lyra follow his gaze.

At first she saw nothing.

Only rain.

Only ocean.

Then lightning flashed.

For a brief instant, distant shapes appeared against the horizon.

Ships.

Several of them.

Her stomach tightened.

"Bran."

The old man didn't answer.

"Bran."

"I see them."

The words came quietly.

Too quietly.

Corin squinted through the rain.

"What ships?"

The next flash of lightning revealed them again.

This time everyone saw.

Three vessels.

Large.

Fast.

And moving directly toward Westhaven.

A heavy silence settled across the harbor.

Then Bran spoke.

"They found us."

The old man's face had gone pale.

Not pale from age.

Pale from fear.

Real fear.

Lyra had never seen such an expression on him before.

"Who found us?"

Bran turned toward her.

For a moment he looked like a man carrying an unbearable burden.

Then he finally said the words.

"People who have been searching for you your entire life."

The world seemed to tilt beneath her feet.

"What?"

"You were never a fisherman's daughter."

Rain hammered the docks.

The villagers stood motionless.

Nobody even breathed.

Lyra laughed.

A nervous, disbelieving laugh.

"No."

Bran said nothing.

"No."

His silence frightened her.

"No."

The old man lowered his eyes.

And that was enough.

Something inside her broke.

The certainty she had carried her entire life.

The belief that she knew who she was.

Where she belonged.

Who her family was.

All of it cracked at once.

"My father..."

Bran closed his eyes.

"He loved you."

The answer hit harder than any blow.

Not denial.

Not reassurance.

Confirmation.

Lyra felt tears mixing with rain on her cheeks.

"He wasn't my father."

"He raised you."

"Answer me."

The old man looked older than ever.

"No."

The single word shattered twenty years of certainty.

For a moment Lyra could not breathe.

The harbor disappeared around her.

The storm vanished.

All she could hear was her own heartbeat.

Everything had been a lie.

Or perhaps not a lie.

A secret.

A secret everyone except her seemed to know.

Bran stepped closer.

"Your father died protecting you."

Lyra stared.

"What?"

"He chose you."

The old man's voice softened.

"He knew exactly who you were."

Her chest tightened.

"He knew?"

"Yes."

"And he never told me?"

"Because he promised."

The words carried genuine sorrow.

Lyra wanted to scream.

Wanted answers.

Wanted the world to make sense again.

Instead she simply stood there while rain poured around her.

Lightning flashed once more.

The black ships looked closer now.

Much closer.

One of the fishermen swore.

"They'll reach the harbor before nightfall."

"No," Bran said.

"They'll reach us within the hour."

Panic spread through the crowd.

Villagers began talking over one another.

"What do they want?"

"Are they pirates?"

"Should we fight?"

"Run where?"

Bran slammed his cane against the dock.

The sharp crack silenced everyone.

"You cannot fight them."

"How do you know?"

"Because I've seen them before."

Something cold entered his voice.

"They are not here for Westhaven."

His gaze settled on Lyra.

"They are here for her."

Nobody spoke.

The implication hung in the air.

Heavy.

Terrible.

Corin looked toward the approaching ships.

Then back toward Lyra.

Understanding dawned.

If the strangers wanted her—

The village was in danger because of her.

Lyra saw it happen.

One by one.

The realization spreading through the crowd.

Fear.

Not hatred.

Not yet.

But fear.

She couldn't blame them.

She felt it too.

Bran stepped forward.

"We leave now."

"Leave where?"

"Away from here."

"That's your plan?"

"It's the only plan."

The old man looked toward the lighthouse.

Then toward the northern cliffs.

As though calculating routes in his mind.

"We can reach the old mountain road before sunset."

"You expect me to just follow you?"

"Yes."

"After lying to me my entire life?"

Pain crossed his face.

"Yes."

Lyra wanted to refuse.

Wanted to stay.

Wanted answers before anything else.

Then another flash of lightning illuminated the sea.

The black ships were undeniably closer.

And for the first time she saw the banners flying above them.

A silver serpent wrapped around a black crown.

Something deep within her reacted instantly.

A feeling older than memory.

Older than reason.

Fear.

Pure fear.

She had never seen that symbol before.

Yet every instinct screamed that she should run.

Bran noticed.

His expression darkened.

"You recognize it."

"No."

"Your blood does."

The answer made no sense.

Yet somehow it felt true.

The old man looked around the harbor.

At the villagers.

At the storm.

At the dead knight.

Then back at Lyra.

"The choice is yours."

She stared at him.

"If I stay?"

Bran looked toward the ships.

"They kill everyone."

The words landed like stones.

No hesitation.

No uncertainty.

Just certainty.

A terrible certainty.

Lyra looked around.

At the people she had known her entire life.

Corin.

Mera.

The fishermen.

The children hiding behind their parents.

This was her home.

The only home she had ever known.

And now danger had followed her here.

Not because of something she had done.

Because of who she was.

Or who others believed she was.

Thunder shook the heavens.

The Crown of Stars felt warm in her hands.

Almost alive.

Waiting.

Watching.

For a long moment, Lyra stared at the approaching ships.

Then she made her choice.

"Tell everyone to leave."

Bran nodded.

The old man looked relieved.

And deeply saddened.

As though he had hoped this day would never come.

Around them, the bells of Westhaven began ringing.

Not for a storm.

Not for a shipwreck.

But for evacuation.

For danger.

For war.

And far out at sea, aboard the lead vessel beneath the banner of the silver serpent, a tall figure dressed in black armor watched the village through the rain.

When the bells began ringing, he smiled.

"She is there."

The armored figure turned toward his crew.

"Prepare the landing boats."

Lightning flashed across the ocean.

His silver eyes gleamed in the darkness.

"After twenty years," he said softly, "the last queen has finally been found."
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The bells continued ringing long after Lyra left the harbor.

Their mournful sound followed her through the rain-soaked streets of Westhaven like a farewell.

Villagers rushed in every direction.

Some gathered food.

Others loaded carts.

Children cried while parents attempted to calm them.

The peaceful fishing village had transformed into chaos.

And somehow, Lyra was at the center of it.

She hated that.

The Crown of Stars remained wrapped in cloth beneath her cloak.

Even hidden, she could feel its warmth.

A steady pulse against her side.

Like a heartbeat.

She tried not to think about it.

Unfortunately, she had plenty of other things to think about.

Most importantly—

Bran.

The old man walked beside her as they climbed toward the northern edge of the village.

For nearly ten minutes neither spoke.

The silence eventually became unbearable.

"Start talking."

Bran sighed.

"I was hoping you'd wait longer."

"I've waited twenty years."

The old man couldn't argue with that.

Rain drummed against their cloaks.

Ahead of them, villagers were already moving toward the mountain road.

A long line of frightened people disappearing into the gray afternoon.

Lyra kept her eyes on Bran.

"If you lie to me again, I'll leave."

"You won't."

"I might."

"No."

His answer came with frustrating certainty.

Lyra glared.

Bran shrugged.

"You want answers too much."

Unfortunately, he was right.

"Fine," she said. "Then answer me."

The old man nodded.

"What do you want to know?"

"Everything."

Bran laughed.

"That would take weeks."

"Then start with the important parts."

The old lighthouse keeper became serious.

For a while he simply walked through the rain.

Choosing his words carefully.

Finally he spoke.

"Twenty years ago, Aurelia fell."

Lyra had heard that much before.

Everyone had.

The story was known across half the continent.

"The royal family was murdered," Bran continued. "At least that's what the world believed."

"And?"

"And one child survived."

Lyra felt her stomach tighten.

No.

Not yet.

She wasn't ready to hear him say it.

"The youngest princess."

There it was.

The words she had been dreading.

Bran stopped walking.

Slowly, he looked at her.

"That child was you."

The rain seemed colder.

The wind harsher.

For several seconds Lyra simply stared.

Waiting for the old man to laugh.

To admit it was all a misunderstanding.

Instead she found only sadness in his eyes.

"No."

"You know it's true."

"I don't."

"You do."

Lyra opened her mouth.

Then closed it again.

Because deep down, something inside her had already begun accepting the possibility.

The vision.

The crown.

The knight.

The strange recognition she felt when seeing the serpent banner.

None of it made sense otherwise.

Bran continued.

"Your mother was Queen Elara."

The name stirred nothing.

And yet—

A faint ache touched her chest.

As though hearing a forgotten melody.

"Your father was King Alaric."

Again, nothing.

Just a strange sense of loss.

"They died protecting you."

Lyra looked away.

The words felt wrong.

Not because she doubted them.

Because they involved people she couldn't
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