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Prologue: The Weight of Knowing

The first time Tess saw a future, she was seven years old and her baby brother was drowning.

She saw it in a flash—his small body tumbling into the river, the current pulling him under, their mother's scream. She saw herself running, jumping, grabbing his hand. She saw him saved.

Then she saw another future. Herself not fast enough. His body floating facedown. Their mother's scream becoming something else entirely.

Then another. Herself falling too. Both of them drowning together.

Then another, another, another—

She screamed for three days.

When she finally stopped, her brother was fine. He had never fallen in the river. The futures she saw were just possibilities, not certainties. But they lived in her mind now, every version of his death, every version of her failure, every version of everything that could go wrong.

Her parents didn't understand. The village Elders didn't understand. No one understood.

Tess was seven years old, and she was already broken.

Chapter 1: The Seer

By fifteen, Tess had learned to function.

The visions never stopped—they were a constant river in her mind, branching and swirling and showing her everything that might be. But she had built banks for that river. Levees and channels and places where the flood could go without drowning her.

It wasn't peace. It was survival.

On the morning the visitors came, Tess was sitting by the river—the same river where her brother had almost drowned in a thousand futures—watching the water flow. The real water. The one that was actually here.

She felt them before she saw them. Two futures converging on her present. Two paths, both demanding she choose.

Elder Sera arrived first. She was old in the way Kin got old—centuries behind her, but still strong, still sharp. Her eyes held the patience of someone who had watched civilizations rise and fall.

"Tess," she said, sitting beside her. "You know why I'm here."

"The Keepers want my gift."

"We want you. Your gift is part of you, but it's not all of you. We want to help you understand it. Control it. Use it for peace."

Tess watched the river. In one future, she went with Sera. Spent decades in quiet contemplation. Helped the Keepers navigate the complex web of possibilities without ever forcing a single choice.

In another, she refused. Stayed here. Watched her village tear itself apart as the division between Keepers and Relics deepened.

"I'll think about it," she said.

Sera nodded. "That's all I ask."

She left as quietly as she had come.

Warden Corvus arrived that afternoon. He was young—barely fifty—with the intensity of someone who believed in action above all. His eyes burned.

"Tess. You know why I'm here."

"The Relics want my gift."

"We want your power. There's a difference. The Keepers will teach you to hide from the future. We'll teach you to shape it."

Tess watched the futures branch. In one, she went with Corvus. Became a weapon. Guided the Relics to victory after victory, until they ruled the Kin and prepared to rule the humans beyond.

In another, she refused. He left angry. The war came sooner.

"I'll think about it," she said.

Corvus studied her. "Don't think too long. The future won't wait."

He left.

Tess sat by the river until dark, watching a thousand futures flow past like water.

Chapter 2: The Weight

That night, the visions were worse.

They always got worse when she had to choose. Every possibility amplified, every branch splitting into more branches, until her mind was a forest of futures with no clear path through.

She saw the Keepers' valley—peaceful, hidden, slowly fading as the world changed around them.

She saw the Relics' city—powerful, growing, preparing for wars that might never come.

She saw war. So much war. Keepers and Relics killing each other over disagreements that had hardened into hatred. Humans discovering the Kin and hunting them. The spark going out forever.

She saw peace. Fragile, temporary peace. Moments of connection before the next crisis. Bridges built and burned and built again.

She saw herself in every future. Old and young. Happy and broken. Alive and dead.

She saw—

"Stop."

The word came from somewhere outside the visions. Tess grabbed onto it like a rope.

"Please stop."

The visions receded—not gone, never gone, but quieter. Tess opened her eyes.

She was in the forest. She didn't remember walking here. Her feet were bleeding. Her hands were scratched. She had been walking for hours, maybe days.

A cave mouth gaped in the cliff before her. Water fell across its entrance, catching moonlight and breaking it into rainbows.

Tess walked forward. Through the waterfall. Into the dark.

Chapter 3: The Cave of Memories

Inside, the cave was warm.

Paintings covered the walls—ancient beyond measure, depicting scenes Tess recognized from Kin history. Luma and Ash with their animals. Mira at the Pharaoh's court. Figures she didn't know, stretching back to the beginning of her people.

And in the deepest chamber, a woman sat on a stone.

She was ancient. Older than anyone Tess had ever seen. Her skin was like bark, her hair like moss, her eyes like deep water reflecting stars.

"You came," the woman said. "I wondered if you would."

"Who are you?"

"I am what remains. The memory of all the Kin who came before. The echo of their hopes and fears and choices." The woman smiled. "You can call me Echo. It's as good a name as any."

Tess sat on the floor. She was too tired to stand. "Are you real?"

"Real enough. Real as the cave. Real as the paintings. Real as the futures you carry." Echo leaned forward. "Show me."

"Show you what?"

"The visions. All of them. Let me see what you see."

Tess hesitated. She had never shared the full weight of her visions with anyone. It was too much. Too terrible. Too intimate.

But something about this ancient presence made her feel... safe.

She opened her mind.

The visions flooded out—all of them, every branch, every possibility, every death and birth and choice. They filled the cave like light, like water, like fire.

Echo watched. Absorbed. Felt.

When it was over, she was weeping.

"Child," she whispered. "Oh, child. How have you borne this alone?"

Tess had no answer. She had never had an answer.

Chapter 4: The Lesson

They stayed in the cave for three days.

Echo taught Tess to navigate the visions—not to stop them (that was impossible) but to find herself within them. To remember that she was not the futures she saw. She was the one seeing them.

"The future is a river," Echo said. "You think you have to follow every branch, every current, every drop. But you don't. You just have to find your boat."

"My boat?"

"Yourself. Your center. The part of you that exists whether the futures happen or not." Echo touched Tess's chest, just over her heart. "Here. This is your boat. The visions are the water. You are not the water. You are the one floating on it."

Tess closed her eyes. For the first time in eight years, she tried to find herself—not the seer, not the gift, not the weight. Just Tess.

She was there. Small and scared and tired, but there.

"I found me," she whispered.

"Good. Now hold on to that. No matter what you see, no matter how terrible
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