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Chapter 12: The First Story of Tomorrow

The years passed slowly. Like the silver leaves of the Memory Tree in spring, they gently unfolded. The Memory Garden became a place no map could fully describe. Roads and compasses were used to reach it, but only those with priceless memories ever reached its gates. Some arrived in tears.



Prologue: When the stars began to scream 

THEY REMAINED MOTIONLESS. They screamed. The sleeping villages scattered across the valleys of Vere heard nothing. No sirens wailed. The forests were empty of birds. As if the night were normal, the rivers continued to flow beneath the silver bridges. Only Lyra heard them. Holding a lantern, she trembled at its blue glow with every hidden cry and stood alone on the eroded cliffs overlooking the Sea of ​​Glass. Above her, thousands of stars twinkled through the pitch-black darkness, each one throbbing like the heartbeat of a frightened soul.

They were beggars. Lyra grew up hearing them. She told her mother when she was five that the stars cried whenever one was forgotten. Her mother kissed her gently on the head and smiled. “You will learn that the world hides its darkest truths behind beautiful things,” she whispered when she was younger. Now her mother was gone. Not extinct. Worse.

Forgotten.

No one in the village remembered that she had ever existed. Her neighbors? No, not even her closest friends. Except for Lyra's father, no one else appeared in the old family photographs. It was as if reality itself had quietly erased her mother wherever she had been. Only Lyra remembered. Every laugh, every bedtime story.

Every tender hug. She had stopped telling people years ago.

There was no point in arguing with a world that insisted someone had never lived.

A sharp pain shot through her chest.

The stars screamed again.

This time, the scream was louder. The flame of her blue lantern turned black. Lyra gasped for air. "No..." Far beyond the cliffs, the horizon began to shift.

At first, it looked like a distant mist. Then the moonlight revealed impossible waves rolling across the very earth itself.

Not water.

Not smoke, but a vast sea of ​​shifting shadows. Its surface held faces for fleeting moments before fading away. Smiling children. Weeping soldiers. Old women. Across vast distances, lovers reach out to one another. Before you can concentrate, they're all gone. The Undertow.

The oldest nightmare in every surviving legend.

It appears only once every hundred years, devouring entire kingdoms without destroying anything. Entire cities vanish from history as if they had never been built. Memory itself becomes its prey, making survival impossible. People don't simply die.

Their names go unrecorded. The bells of the Temple of Moonwell finally begin to ring. One.

Two.

With the twelfth bell, every window in the village is lit by the fearful candlelight. Doors are flung open.

People stream into the streets, staring into the creeping darkness.

The Undertow has awakened.

Again.

Lyra hurries up the winding stone path toward the temple grounds. The raging fire is spreading faster than panic. Children cry. Traders abandon their carts.

The soldiers, who had trained their entire lives against inanimate enemies of flesh and blood, stood frozen, unable to raise their weapons against something incorporeal.

Inside the temple, the air was thick with the scent of incense.

The high priestess stood before an ancient stone basin filled with liquid moonlight. Lyra felt younger than she actually was, as if the tide had taken years to reach the village. Silence fell.

The old woman reached her hand into the glowing water.

A single silver thread slid across her palm as she withdrew her hand. As if alive, it coiled gently. "He chose the thread," she whispered. Nothing changed. No one breathed a sigh of relief. The thread floated into the air. Slowly...

Silently... It floated through the crowded temple until it wrapped around Lyra's wrist.

Everywhere, there were stifled gasps. Her father stumbled and stumbled back. "No."

His words trailed off. "Something must have gone wrong." Nothing had. Since the dawn of recorded history, the Living Thread had chosen every bride to be sacrificed. It never hesitated in its choice, never erred. The High Priestess approached Lyra, her weary eyes glistening with tears.

"My child..." "No."

Lyra could barely speak. "Just tell me." The old woman cupped Lyra's trembling hand in hers. "The Night King has summoned his bride." Silence fell over the temple. The tales were known to all. One willing bride journeyed through the paths of night to a kingdom beyond dawn every century. The subterranean tide receded. The world was saved.

The bride never returned. Some said the Night King devoured their souls. Others thought he created them as stars. No one knew the truth.

No one returned to tell it. Outside, the subterranean tide drew ever closer. The earth trembled under countless unseen footsteps.

Lyra could now hear faint whispers in the wind from the black waves, now close enough, yet not threatening. Names.

So many names. People cast aside by history.

No one remembered them anymore. With a second cry, the stars responded. Lyra looked around the temple.

To frightened children hiding behind their mothers. To elderly couples holding hands for what they thought would be their final moments. To her father, his face ashen with grief. Then, she understood. Courage had never been the point. Choosing who deserved their future was. Slowly, Lyra untied the small wooden pendant that hung from her neck. Her mother had carved it years before she vanished from the world's memory.

A tiny flower. The last proof that someone had ever loved her. Lyra pushed the pendant into her father's trembling hands. "If..."

She stopped. There weren't enough words to say goodbye.

Her father cupped the pendant in his fingers. His eyes filled with tears. "I will remember you." She smiled sadly.

"I know."

She wished that promise would be enough in her heart. The temple doors opened of their own accord.

The cold night air rushed inside.

Beyond the threshold, she waited for a chariot unlike anything made by human hands.

Pale branches, like polished bones, formed its frame. Six silent white horses stood before her.

There were no eyes. Instead, they shimmered beneath their skin like silver constellations, drifting slowly like living galaxies.

The driver had no face.

Only a smooth ceramic mask reflected the night sky.

He sat down. "Wait for the night's paths." The villagers stepped back. No one tried to stop her.

Some destinies carry a weight too heavy for ordinary hands to bear.

Lyra inhaled one last breath of the world she had always known.

The scent of pine trees.

The smoke of firewood.

The refreshing rain.

Her father's embrace. The neighbors' laughter.

Every ordinary miracle suddenly seemed precious.

She climbed into the carriage.

Instead of making a sound, the door closed silently. The horses raised their heads toward the glaring stars.

Then they began to gallop.

Not across the world, but between moments, in the shadows. Lyra looked out of the carriage window again as the village disappeared behind her. At the temple gates, the subterranean tide stopped. It didn't advance.

It simply waited. As if it already knew she had accepted its offer.

A kingdom without sunrise opened its gates far away, beyond the unbelievably dark roads. And somewhere within its infinite darkness, a lonely king who had buried countless brides closed his eyes...

Because, for the first time in three thousand years, he feared to meet the woman fate had chosen for him.
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