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BOOK ONE

THE FIRST STONE

*They came as refugees. They became a legend.*
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The Drowning World

The ice remembered.

For forty thousand years, it had gripped the northern continent in a frozen fist, shaping mountains, carving valleys, holding captive the waters that would one day drown the world. The people who lived at its edge called themselves many things—the Children of the Mammoth, the Sea-Watchers, the Ones Who Remember—but they did not remember enough. They did not remember that ice always melts.

Kaelen stood on the cliff's edge and watched his homeland die.

Below him, the sea was eating the world. Waves that had once lapped peacefully at the shore now crashed against the foundations of buildings his great-grandfathers had built. The sacred circle where elders had sung to the stars for a thousand winters was already underwater. The mammoth-bone walls of the Great Hall tilted at a drunken angle, half-submerged, as if the earth itself was too tired to hold them upright.

"Three days," his father had said that morning. "Maybe four. Then the cliff goes."

Kaelen was nineteen. He had lived his whole life in this place. He had climbed every rock, hunted every valley, kissed a girl named Sera in the birch grove that was now twenty feet under salt water. He had expected to die here someday, old and honored, with his children's children around him.

Instead, he was watching it vanish.

The sun was setting behind the clouds—a watery orange smear that gave no warmth. In its dying light, he could see the fleet: forty small boats, lashed together in the cove where the harbor used to be. They had been building them for months, ever since the elders admitted what everyone already knew. The ice was gone. The sea was rising. The land was drowning.

Three hundred souls. That was all that remained of a people who had numbered in the thousands when Kaelen was born.

"Kaelen."

He turned. Lyra stood behind him, wrapped in a sealskin cloak, her dark hair plastered to her face by the salt spray. She was eighteen, a year younger than him, but she carried herself with an old soul's weight. Her hands—the hands that glowed faintly when she worked, though she tried to hide it—were tucked beneath her cloak.

"The elders are meeting," she said. "Your father wants you there."

"I know."

"He's afraid you'll do something foolish. Like stay behind."

Kaelen looked back at the drowning land. The thought had crossed his mind. If he was going to die anyway, why not die here, where his ancestors had died, where the bones of his people lay beneath the rising water?

But then he thought of the dream he'd had last night—the same dream he'd been having for weeks. A chain of islands, green and warm. Mountains that smoked but did not burn. Crystals that glowed with inner light. And a voice, vast and old, speaking words he couldn't understand but somehow knew were important.

*You are not the first. You will not be the last. Tread carefully.*

"I won't stay," he said.

Lyra studied him with those too-old eyes. "You saw something. In your dreams again."

"Did you?"

She didn't answer. But her hands, hidden beneath the cloak, glowed briefly—a soft gold light that she couldn't control and couldn't explain. She thought no one knew. Kaelen knew. He'd known since they were children, when she'd touched a dying bird and its broken wing had knit itself together under her glowing fingers.

"Someday," he said, "you're going to have to tell me what you are."

"Someday," she agreed, "you're going to have to tell me what you see."

They stood together on the crumbling cliff, watching the light fade, watching their world end.

Below them, the fleet waited.
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THE FLEET
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The Last Night

The Great Hall was drowning.

Not literally—not yet—but the water had crept within fifty feet of its walls, and the old stories said the hall had been built a hundred miles from the sea when the first stone was laid. Now the waves lapped at the edge of the sacred ground, and the elders sat in a circle by torchlight, pretending they couldn't hear the water's hungry whisper.

Kaelen stood in the shadows near the entrance, watching. His father, Thorne, sat among the elders—not as the leader, though everyone knew he should be. Thorne was a hunter, not a politician. He spoke in actions, not words. The real power belonged to Theron's father, Malak, who had been born with a silver tongue and a heart that measured everything in advantage.

"The boats are ready," Malak was saying. His voice carried through the hall like oil on water—smooth, coating everything. "But forty boats cannot carry three hundred people and supplies for more than a few weeks. We must make choices. Hard choices."

"What choices?" That was old Marta, the healer, Lyra's grandmother. Her voice cracked with age and grief. "We're all that's left. We stay together or we die separately."

"Together, we die slowly," Malak said. "Separately, some of us might live."

Kaelen felt his stomach turn. He knew what Malak was proposing—had heard the whispers for weeks. The old and the weak should be left behind. The boats should carry the strong, the young, the useful. It was practical. It was logical. It was also, Kaelen knew with a certainty that came from somewhere deeper than thought, wrong.

His father rose. "We will not leave anyone."

"Thorne—"

"I said no." Thorne's voice was quiet, but it cut through Malak's oil like a knife through ice. "We came here together. We leave together. If some of us die on the water, so be it. But we will not make the sea's work easier by killing each other first."

Murmurs rippled through the circle. Some nodded agreement. Others—Malak's followers, the ones who whispered in corners—exchanged glances that Kaelen didn't like.

Malak smiled. It was not a kind smile. "Your sentiment does you credit, Thorne. But sentiment will not feed the hungry or stretch the water skins. When we are all dead, your noble words will be food for the fish."

"Then let the fish eat well." Thorne sat down. The matter, as far as he was concerned, was settled.

It wasn't, of course. Kaelen could see that. Malak's smile had not reached his eyes, and the glances his followers exchanged had sharpened into something that looked like calculation.

Outside, the sea kept rising.
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LATER, KAELEN FOUND Lyra on the beach, her feet bare in the cold sand, watching the boats bob in the moonlight. The water was higher than it had been at sunset—he could see that much. The cove that had sheltered their fishing boats for generations was now deep
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