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*For five thousand years, they thrived. But paradise has a price.*
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The Weight of Memory

The crystal remembered everything.

Five thousand years of sunlight and shadow, of voices raised in song and prayer, of hands that glowed and hands that did not. Five thousand years of children born and elders buried, of buildings raised and gardens planted, of ships sailing to every shore of the known world and returning heavy with trade and tales.

The crystal remembered the first Kaelen, standing on this very spot, watching the sun set over a sea that had drowned his homeland. It remembered the first Lyra, her hands blazing with borrowed light, descending into the deep places to speak with the earth. It remembered the covenant they had made, the promise they had spoken, the stone they had laid in the foundation of the first temple.

And it remembered Theron. The first Theron. Sailing east into the darkness, carrying his hunger like a child clutches a poisoned toy.

The crystal remembered everything.

But the people had forgotten.
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THE CITY THAT HAD GROWN around the temple was called New Harbor, though it was no longer new and its harbor was the finest in the known world. White stone buildings climbed the hillsides in graceful terraces, their walls inlaid with crystalline patterns that glowed softly at night. Canals carried fresh water from the mountains to every quarter. Gardens bloomed on rooftops and in courtyards, filling the air with scents that shifted with the seasons.

Fifty thousand people called New Harbor home. Fifty thousand souls who ate from crystal-enhanced fields, whose homes were lit by crystal-stored sunlight, whose children played in streets paved with crystal-dusted stone. They had never known hunger. They had never known fear. They had never known anything but prosperity and peace.

They had forgotten the covenant.

Not deliberately. Not maliciously. The warnings had simply become... background noise. Stories for children. Myths that old women told to explain why you shouldn't take more than your share, why you should respect the earth that fed you. Everyone knew the tales. No one believed them.

The crystals provided. The crystals always provided. Why would they ever stop?
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HIGH IN THE TEMPLE of Memory, a woman who had lived longer than anyone could remember sat alone in a chamber lined with glowing stones. She was called the Oracle, though that was not her name. Her name had been lost centuries ago, along with the names of all the others who had come before her. What remained was memory—the accumulated weight of five thousand years of history, passed from Oracle to Oracle through the touch of crystal and the gift of the glow.

She was the last. There would be no more after her. The gift was fading from the bloodline, diluted by generations of intermarriage with those who did not carry it. Soon there would be no one left who could hear the crystals' song, who could remember what the earth had said, who could renew the covenant when it was tested.

And it would be tested. She could feel it coming, like a storm on the horizon, like a fever in the blood. The hunger was returning. Somewhere out there, beyond the western sea or the eastern mountains, the descendants of Theron were gathering, nursing their ancient grievance, waiting for their moment.

The Oracle touched the central crystal of her chamber and let the memories flow through her.

She saw the first Kaelen, young and fierce, standing against his own people to protect the covenant. She saw the second Kaelen, born five thousand years later, rising to defend the city against the first returning hunger. She saw the pattern, repeating endlessly—Kaelen and Lyra, always together, always fighting, always renewing a covenant that should never have needed renewing.

And she saw the next Kaelen, not yet born, not yet dreamed, waiting somewhere in the bloodline for the moment when he would be needed.

The Oracle withdrew her hand from the crystal and sighed.

She was so tired. But she could not rest. Not yet. Not until she had found the ones who would come after, the ones who would carry the memory forward, the ones who would face the coming storm.

The crystal pulsed gently, asking if she was all right.

No, she thought. But that doesn't matter.

What mattered was what was coming.
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The Celebration

Kaelen stood on the balcony of the Palace of Waves and tried to feel something.

Below him, the city celebrated. Fifty thousand voices raised in song. Torches and crystals combined to create light shows that danced across the harbor. Ships from every land he'd ever heard of—and some he hadn't—filled the anchorage, their sails furled, their crews mingling with the crowds. The air smelled of roasted fish and spiced wine and the sweet incense burned only on holy days.

It was the five-thousandth anniversary of the Founding. The day, according to tradition, when the first refugees had set foot on these islands and begun the long work of building civilization. Five thousand years of continuous habitation. Five thousand years without conquest, without collapse, without the kind of disasters that had swallowed so many other peoples.

Five thousand years, and Kaelen felt nothing but hollow.

"What's wrong with me?" he whispered to the night air.

The crystals lining the balcony pulsed gently, as if trying to comfort him. But their light felt cold. Distant. Like voices speaking a language he'd once known but had forgotten.

"Brooding again?"

He turned. Lyra stood in the doorway to his chambers, her arms crossed, her expression caught between amusement and concern. She was sixteen, a year younger than him, but she carried herself with a certainty he envied. Her dark hair was pulled back with crystalline pins that caught the light, and her skin—he'd known her long enough to notice—had the faintest luminescence, barely perceptible unless you were looking.

"The party's that way." She gestured toward the city. "Everyone's waiting for the prince to make an appearance."

"I'm not a prince."

"Your mother is queen. Your father was king before he died. That makes you a prince, whether you like it or not."

Kaelen didn't like it. He had never liked it. The palace felt like a cage, the title like a weight. All he wanted was to study the old texts, to lose himself in the archives, to understand why the world was the way it was. Instead, he was expected to smile and wave and pretend to be happy about a celebration he didn't feel part of.

Lyra came to stand beside him. Their shoulders touched—a small comfort, but a real one.

"Talk to me," she said. "What's really going on?"

He hesitated. Then: "I've been having dreams."

"Everyone has dreams."

"Not like these." He turned to face her. "I dream of drowning. Of islands sinking into the sea. Of a woman with glowing hands, reaching for me, trying to warn me about something. And a voice—vast, old, speaking words I can't understand but somehow know are important."

Lyra's expression shifted. The amusement faded, replaced by something more serious.

"When did these start?"

"A few months ago. Around the time the preparations for the festival began." He shook his head. "They're just dreams. They don't mean anything."

"Do you believe that?"

He wanted to say
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