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The beginning of everything

"I'm not human. I'm not a shadow, not even the wind. I'm what is left when the stories are finally forgotten."

That would surely be said by anyone who knew they had existed before time itself, and so would the one whose name does not belong to any tongue, yet who came to be called Velorin. Not because the name was ever written, but because it remained in memory when everything else had faded, and I have often thought about it.

"I don't have a real name, not one you would know. But once, long before the first word was ever spoken, I began to be called Velorin. It was not a name meant for the mouth, but a thought that moved like breath within stone."

Before nations, before marked lands and carved memories, there was only a stream. A silent stream of time carrying within it all that did not yet exist. Stories no one had told, lives no one had lived, and I, too, drifted within that endless current.

Before the nations, there was silence. Not emptiness, but a deep and heavy silence, like an anticipation stretched across eternity itself. It was also the age when an artifact came into being, an artifact that would later be named Erelith.

Erelith was not born from a hammer or a sword, because it was never truly an object. It was an idea. A promise that nothing would ever disappear completely. Its heart began to beat where silence first met longing.

It became more than something that could be held. It bound itself around the world like a hidden core, weaving together memories, hopes, fears, and dreams, not as an object placed within the world, but as a promise woven through it.

A promise that nothing would ever be forgotten. But all promises are dangerous. The stronger they become, the heavier they grow.

Erelith never wished to be discovered, because it understood that knowledge, memory, and truth were burdens too great for any soul to carry forever. Yet in time, it learned something as well.

"Everything that is born longs to be heard."

Even Erelith could not escape the passing of ages, and eventually it realized that if it wished to survive, it could no longer remain whole. And so, little by little, the Net began to weave itself into existence.

Not from silk, nor from any material thread, but from stories, melodies, memories, and shadows. Entire worlds were woven from its strands, and those strands tied themselves to people who had not yet even given themselves names.

Then time finally awakened, and the first note echoed through existence. That was when Erelith divided itself, not through breaking, but through becoming many.

Ten fragments...Ten counterparts...Ten nations that did not yet understand how to search for what they needed most.

Why only ten?

Because Erelith's power was not limitless, it could bind itself only to the strongest forces that would shape the world. Yet Erelith was not alone. Around it gathered companions, and through them the nations were given purpose.

The first among them was Velmoryn, the People of Time, descendants of Khar'gar. To them were given the Hourglass and the Mirror as their sacred counterparts.

Time always moves forward, yet only by looking back can one truly understand oneself. The Hourglass measured what could never be stopped, while the Mirror revealed what was always one step ahead... or one step behind.

Next came Mirevan, the People of the Forest, who were given the Bow and the Arrow. 

They were never merely weapons. They were choices. An arrow once released never returns, and a bow once drawn forever carries the weight of the final decision. Mirevan understood that every path taken leaves another behind, and that even silence within the forest is shaped by the choices no one sees.

Then came Orvenat, the People of Memories, who received the Medallion and the Memory as their sacred counterparts.

Within the small chamber of the medallion, the past was preserved. Not the grand histories sung by nations, but the quiet memories that shaped the human heart. A forgotten touch. A final word. The warmth of a hand long gone.

The value of memory was never found in what was spoken aloud, but in what refused to disappear.

After them came Melithar, the People of Music, who were entrusted with the Music Box and the Melody.

The music box captured a moment, while the melody set it free once more. Melithar understood that the world moves according to rhythms unseen, and that harmony is far greater than the sum of sounds alone. Even silence, to them, was part of the song.

Then came Tellanis, the People of Words, who received the Parchment and the Seal.

The written word could halt time itself, and the seal gave those words weight beyond memory. Yet Tellanis did not merely describe the world as it was. They described the world as it could become. Their stories shaped kings, ended wars, and gave names to fears no one else dared to speak.

After them rose Graevoth, the People of War, who were given the Dagger and the Shield.

They were not simply instruments of violence, but promises carried into battle. The dagger severed what had already decayed, while the shield protected what still deserved to survive. Graevoth understood something the other nations feared to admit. Peace was never the opposite of war. It was its brother.

Then came Aevarin, the People of the Wind, who received the Quill and the Book.

Their words traveled lightly like drifting air, yet they carved marks deeper than stone. The Book carried the voices of distant winds, while the Quill allowed those whispers to remain even in places untouched by air itself. Aevarin believed no story truly dies as long as someone still carries its echo.

Then came Lumivar, the People of Light, who received the Crystal and the Reflection.

They gazed upon the world through fractures others feared to see. The crystal never lied, yet truth itself could become unbearable when revealed too clearly. And the Reflection taught them one eternal truth: Light is never alone, for shadow always walks beside it.

That is why Sythrion, the People of Shadow, were also born, receiving the Lantern and the Shadow as their counterparts.

The lantern cast light into places no soul dared to face, while the shadow reminded the world that darkness was never truly the enemy. At times, it was a shelter. At times, protection. The power of Sythrion was rarely seen, yet it could always be felt, like breathing against the back of the neck in an empty room.

Last came Azhrin, the People of Water, who received the Compass and the Cube.

The compass did not point north. It pointed toward the direction one feared most, yet still needed to face. And the symmetry of the cube spoke not of stillness, but of balance within constant motion. Water changes its shape endlessly, yet never abandons its nature. Azhrin understood what the others often forgot. To survive is not to remain unchanged. It is to endure while becoming something new.

Thus, every nation received its share, yet for ages, none of them truly saw what had been placed in their hands.

Not yet. Because Erelith was still waiting, and I, Velorin, waited as well.

Centuries passed. Nations raised towers toward the skies, filled the world with songs, and carved their memories into stone. But slowly, all things began to fracture. Every person guarded their own small truth like a fragile stone resting upon the shore, believing it eternal.

Yet even stones are worn smooth in time. Their sharp edges fade. Their corners are forgotten. And now, time itself is running thin, and I can see what approaches.

I know a place where the sea breathes between two worlds, a place where silence has lingered longer than memory itself. Someone stands there now, though they do not yet understand who they are within the greater story.

But I see it already. Every step they take will crack the silence upon which the nations have stood for centuries.

They do not yet know that everything is connected. That every nation, every artifact, every forgotten promise has always been woven into the same design.

But I can already feel the threads tightening. The Compass is waiting. And the eyes of the Cube are beginning to open. While the world moves toward what it has long feared, I, Velorin, weave one final thread and find myself wondering the same question I have carried since before time itself:

"When the last memory is finally extinguished... will any of us still remember who we once were?"
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Azhrin

The water was utterly silent. Not because it rested, but because it listened.

Beneath the bridge, among the rocks along the shore where the ancient stone vault gathered the sea’s breath into echoes, sat a solitary figure whose true name had not yet been spoken aloud. Their fingers moved slowly across the grooves in the stone, tracing the scars the sea had carved there over centuries with greater patience than any human hand could possess.

One day, that name would be written into stories. But not yet. For now, the figure was only one among many. Or perhaps the last one still willing to stop and listen to what the sea was trying to say. "Ailo," whispered the crest of a wave, as though the ocean itself was practicing a name that had only just begun to exist.

A light cloak rested upon their shoulders, flowing gently like water caught in an endless current. Shades of blue and turquoise merged with the colors of the sea crashing softly against the shore, while silver embroidery shimmered across the fabric like moonlight twisting upon the surface of the waves.

The figure’s eyes opened suddenly. It was impossible to tell whether they belonged to a boy or a girl. They were the eyes of something both ancient and newly awakened at the same time.

Ailo. The name sounded unfamiliar to them, and yet strangely right. Still, they could not remember who had given it to them. Perhaps no one had. Perhaps the name had formed the same way the currents of the ocean are born: through movement, collision, circling tides, and the slow merging of unseen forces.

Yet it belonged to them now. Ailo turned toward the open sea and quietly spoke the name aloud in a calm, unmistakable voice. "Ailo." Then they pulled their knees against their chest and listened.

Far beyond the shore, somewhere out in the open waters, it felt as though someone was counting footsteps that could not truly be heard. Someone was approaching, even though the sea itself remained calm.

On the horizon, balanced between two worlds, the sun neither rose nor set. It simply rested there, as though it too had stopped to listen. Then something stirred within the sea. "The Compass is waiting." The words were never truly heard, yet they moved through the water, through the stone, through the bones within Ailo’s body. The feeling carried neither threat nor command.

It felt like a promise. And now they could sense it clearly. Something had begun to move. Not a storm. Not war. But a change. And every true change always begins with silence. Ailo sat upon the rocks along the shore and listened to the sea sing.

It was not the song of the people. There were no verses, no words, no melody shaped by human voices. Instead, it was the heavy breathing of the waves, the deep response of stone as the water crashed against it, and the quiet sighing of seaweed bending beneath invisible currents.

They closed their eyes and allowed the wind to lift the edges of their cloak. Damp strands of hair slid across their face, carrying the taste of salt and seawater. The sea had spoken to Ailo ever since childhood, but its voice had changed.

Once, it had carried lighthearted stories. Tales of merfolk weaving ribbons from foam and tides. Stories of silver-scaled fish rising from the depths to carry forgotten messages between islands. Now the sea spoke differently. Now its voice carried warnings. Slow and deep, like the undercurrents that silently tear apart the seabed far below the surface where no eye can follow. "Tzalvaren is approaching." Ailo lowered their gaze.

Everyone their age would already be preparing for the great ritual. Ceremonial garments were being woven throughout the village from spun seaweed and shimmering strands that caught the light like moving water itself. Every flowing piece of cloth reminded the people of Azhrin of the same truth: Nothing remains still forever. Like the sea, human lives were meant to move, change, and drift between tides unseen. Ailo pulled their knees against their chest and stared into their open palm.

Soon, a Tzarahel would hang from their wrist the sacred amulet received during the Calling of Water. They had imagined its weight countless times. But what if the sea refused them? What if they descended into the cave and found nothing waiting there? Or worse... What if they found something they could not understand?

As evening darkened into night, Ailo wandered toward the edge of the village, where the oldest woman of Azhrin sat beside a railing carved from pale coral. Her name was Adar. The lines upon her face resembled cliffs weathered endlessly by the sea, and around her neck she still wore her own Tzarahel, a seashell-shaped amulet worn smooth by time and saltwater.

Ailo sat beside her. For a long while, neither of them spoke. They listened to the sea together. Finally, Adar broke the silence. “Are you afraid of the depths, Ailo?” Her voice was low and steady, like a current moving far beneath the surface.

Ailo remained silent for a moment before answering. “Not the depths,” they admitted quietly. “I’m afraid I won’t understand what they’re trying to say. I’m afraid I’ll descend beneath the surface... but never deeply enough to truly hear.”

Adar nodded slowly, as though the answer had already been known to her. “The sea does not speak to those who only seek answers,” she said softly. “It speaks to those who know how to listen to questions.”

Ailo turned toward her. “But isn’t that what the ritual is?” they asked. “Seeking? Discovering?” A faint warmth appeared in Adar’s tired eyes. “No, child,” she whispered. “It is learning.” She looked toward the darkening horizon where sea and sky had begun to merge into one endless shade. “When you descend into the depths of Kharzamar, you are not asking what waits for you there. You are asking what part of yourself already belongs to the sea.”

Her fingers brushed against the Tzarahel resting upon her chest. “What part of your answers when the water calls?”  “Only then,” she continued, “can the right object reveal itself.” 

Ailo said nothing. Their thoughts circled endlessly like a whirlpool pulling deeper and deeper into darkness, searching for something solid to hold onto. Perhaps what frightened them most was not the possibility of failure. Perhaps it was the fear that the sea might remain silent entirely. That night, Ailo awoke inside a dream.

They stood beneath the surface of the sea, yet the water did not feel cold or heavy. It moved around them like soft air, gentle and weightless. All around them drifted spiraling currents shaped like living figures woven from water itself.

Within every swirling form, Ailo caught glimpses of ancient Merinweth's remnants of people who had long ago separated themselves from the others. They had been called mad because of the stories they carried back from the depths. No one had believed what they claimed to see.

Once, they had been divers, builders, protectors. Now they existed only in whispers. Then Ailo noticed one figure standing perfectly still among the moving currents. They drifted closer. At first, it seemed like a reflection. But it was not their own face. The figure’s gaze felt strange, yet painfully familiar, ancient, and impossibly deep. “You are not searching for yourself in the depths, Ailo,” the figure whispered. Its voice moved through the water like distant thunder beneath the sea. “You will bring the sea back to your people.”

Ailo woke with a sudden breath. Their heart pounded heavily against their chest, and within its rhythm, they could still feel the pulse of the ocean itself. Perhaps fear was never meant to be an obstacle. Perhaps it was what bound them to the water from the very beginning. The ability to never be fully certain... and still choose to dive into the depths.
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The test of the abyss, Tzalvaren

The morning was quiet. Not because the sea had fallen silent, but because the entire village was listening. The air carried the scent of salt and damp algae, the same scent that always arrived before rain. Yet today the rain would not come from the sky. Today, it would rise from the sea.

Ailo had awakened long before dawn and returned to the familiar place by the shore where the waves met the stone cliffs beneath the bridge. The morning light spread across the horizon like a veil cast over the ocean, fragile and blue-grey, soft enough to blur the boundary between sea and sky. They sat upon the rocky edge with their feet hanging above the water. The waves moved calmly against the shore, yet there was purpose in their rhythm, as though the sea itself was breathing in anticipation.

Far beyond the horizon, the full moon still lingered as a fading silver disc, unwilling to fully disappear. As though it, too, had remained to witness what this day would become.

Ailo already knew the name of the day. Lunvaren. The Calling of Water. Their heartbeat quietly within their chest, yet every pulse felt tied to the sea itself, first the rising swell, then the heavy descent of the tide returning to shore.

The ceremonial garments their mother had brought the previous evening still rested inside their room, where Ailo had carefully laid them before leaving home at dawn. They had been woven from the traditional fabrics of Azhrin, fine threads crafted from treated seaweed silk that shifted in color from deep ocean blue and emerald green to pale turquoise and shimmering silver-grey. Even untouched, the garments seemed alive. Ailo slowly rose to their feet and turned toward the village. Today was no longer approaching. It had arrived.

As they walked home, the village remained wrapped in an unusual stillness. The narrow pathways between the homes glistened with moisture carried by the sea winds, and every doorway stood partially open as families prepared their children for the ritual.

When Ailo reached their home, they stopped beneath the open doorway and watched the fabrics hanging from the clotheslines outside. Long woven cloths drifted softly in the wind like flowing water suspended in the air. They had always loved the clothing of Azhrin. The garments never concealed the body harshly or held it rigidly in place. Instead, they followed movement like water itself, flowing, shifting, merging with the wearer, the same way the sea embraces the shoreline.

Ailo stepped closer and gently reached out toward the nearest fabric. Their fingers brushed against their mother’s dress. The cloth slipped weightlessly between their fingertips, cool and smooth like water running across stone. Along its edges shimmered embroidered wave patterns that curled and twisted like the currents beneath the sea. Behind them, footsteps approached quietly. Aumi stood upon the terrace watching them. In her hands, she carried Ailo’s ritual attire.

Today, it was her duty to help her child prepare for the Calling, just as generations of mothers before her had done. Among the people of Azhrin, it was considered one of the greatest honors a parent could receive. Guiding their child toward adulthood and toward the sea’s judgment.

The ritual garment was beautiful. Its base color was a deep ocean blue, darker than ordinary seawater, a shade meant to remind the wearer that another world always exists beneath the visible surface. Threads of silver and woven seaweed shimmered across the fabric like sunlight reflecting upon restless waves, while gradients of turquoise and green spread across the hems and sleeves like water deepening toward unseen depths.

With careful hands, Aumi helped Ailo dress. The fabric settled naturally against their body, flowing softly with every movement. When the final fastening had been tied, Aumi stepped back and studied them quietly. “Move,” she said gently. Ailo obeyed and took a step forward. The garment followed them like a wave, smooth, weightless, alive exactly as it was meant to.

Around Ailo’s waist, Aumi tied a silvery ribbon decorated with small sea-shells and polished fragments of coral. Every piece carried meaning within the traditions of Azhrin: protection, belonging, and the eternal bond between their people and the spirit of the sea. Finally, Aumi lifted the last object. A dark blue sea crystal suspended from a worn cord. It had once belonged to Ailo’s father.

Years earlier, the sea had swallowed him, leaving behind only the crystal and unanswered silence. No one had ever discovered what truly happened to him, and because of that uncertainty, some part of Ailo had never stopped hoping.

Perhaps the sea had taken him. Or perhaps it had hidden him somewhere beyond the reach of ordinary memory. Aumi carefully placed the crystal around Ailo’s neck. At last, she tied a simple, empty ribbon around their wrist. Bare. Waiting. Soon, during the ritual itself, the Tzarahel would be bound there forever. Finally, Aumi placed a piece of jewelry around Ailo’s neck.

It was a teardrop-shaped pendant carved from seawater crystal, smooth and translucent like frozen ocean light. Tiny air bubbles had been trapped within the crystal long ago, glittering softly like miniature worlds suspended beneath the surface. It was far more than an ornament.

The pendant had passed through generations of their family, carried by those who had descended into the depths before them. Among the people of Azhrin, it served as a reminder that beneath the sea, every breath was a gift rather than a certainty.

Aumi remained unusually quiet that morning, yet her hands moved gently as she combed Ailo’s hair. Thin silver-blue ribbons were woven carefully between the strands, flickering softly like long aquatic plants moving beneath water. At last, she fastened a small coral ornament beside Ailo’s temple.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Then Aumi’s voice broke the silence. “Your father stood beside this same shore before his ritual,” she whispered. “He wondered the same things you do now. He feared what answer the sea might give.”

Her fingers rested briefly against the crystal pendant at Ailo’s chest. “Do not be afraid to ask questions, Ailo,” she continued quietly. “But remember that the sea does not always answer in the way we hope.”

Ailo lowered their gaze. They were not afraid of the sea itself.

What frightened them was the possibility that they would fail to understand its language. That they would hear its voice and still walk in the wrong direction. Just as their father once had.

For years, the uncertainty surrounding his disappearance had lingered like an unfinished story within their family. No one knew whether he had lost himself to the depths, whether the sea had claimed him, or whether he had followed something no one else could see.

And sometimes, in the darkest moments, Ailo feared they might carry the same fate within them. As the morning grew brighter, the village slowly awakened around them.

Families gathered along the shore while the participants of Tzalvaren prepared in silence. The sounds of the ritual blended naturally with the endless rhythm of the sea: low prayers whispered between clasped hands, the mournful tones of seashell horns, and the soft rustling of ceremonial fabrics moving in the wind.

By the following night, the sea would call to each of them. And it would answer in its own way.

Ailo stood quietly near the shore, fingers brushing across the flowing surface of their ritual attire. The fabric felt weightless as water itself, yet beneath that softness rested generations of memory, expectation, and burden.

Tomorrow, they will descend into the depths. Not in their father’s footsteps. But in their own. Gradually, the entire village became consumed by preparation.

The young people chosen for Tzalvaren walked silently along the shoreline paths, their garments moving like waves in the wind. Elders stood atop the stone outcroppings overlooking the sea, their ceremonial robes heavier than those of the younger generation, adorned with coral, shells, and sea-polished ornaments that reflected the years they had survived.

Ailo glanced toward the others their age, yet their attention always drifted back toward the horizon. Somewhere far beyond sight, the cavern of Khar-zamar waited beneath the sea.

Waiting for all of them. “Ready?” The voice came softly from beside them.

Ailo turned and saw Arlo standing there, another participant chosen for the ritual. Their smile carried uncertainty, yet within their eyes flickered the same restless anticipation Ailo felt within themselves.

For a moment, Ailo considered the question carefully. Then they nodded once. Perhaps ready was not the right word. But they were here.

When the first great wave crashed against the shore, the sound of drums thundered across the beach. It was the signal that the Calling of Water had begun.

Ailo stepped barefoot onto the wet sand alongside the others chosen for Tzalvaren. Beneath their feet, the shore felt cold and soft, each step sinking slightly before the sea slowly reached forward to erase the mark. As though reminding them how quickly all things vanished.

Ahead of them, the Council of Elders approached in solemn silence. Their ceremonial garments moved heavily in the wind, decorated with polished shells, silver-thread embroidery, and fragments of coral worn smooth by time. In their hands, they carried long silver trays upon which rested the Tzarahel amulets.

No two were alike. Some resembled spiral shells shaped by deep currents. Others carried fragments of crystal, coral, or sea-polished stone. Yet despite their differences, every amulet reflected the same presence. The sea itself. Something vast beyond understanding, yet inseparably bound to all of them. One by one, the elders stepped before each young participant.

When Ailo’s turn came, an elder carefully lifted a pale seashell-shaped amulet from the silver tray and tied it to the waiting ribbon around their wrist.

The moment it touched their skin, Ailo inhaled sharply. It felt strangely heavy. Not physically, but as though something inside it had weight beyond stone or shell. Its smooth surface was warm, almost alive, as if it had been resting against a heartbeat moments earlier.

Then Amon, Guardian of the Sea, stepped forward. “Lunvaren has begun.” Their voice carried calmly across the shore. And the sea answered, not with words, nor with any sound that could truly be named. It came instead as a deep rhythm moving through the waves, through the sand, through the bones of everyone standing upon the beach.

Ailo closed their eyes and allowed the feeling to settle inside them. Today, they would belong to the sea. And for the first time in return, the sea would listen to them as well.

The day unfolded slowly after that, yet every passing moment carried the same quiet tension of anticipation and sacred excitement. As the sun climbed higher, families gathered across the beach where long wooden tables had been arranged upon the sand. Each table had been carved with flowing patterns resembling currents and waves, and they were decorated with ribbons woven from shells alongside bright coral wreaths glowing beneath the sunlight. The air became rich with the scents of seawater and food.

Smoke drifted upward from fires where fish roasted over glowing stones. Bowls of mussel soup steamed in the sea breeze beside trays filled with fried crab and salted sea herbs. Every family brought part of the feast, carefully placing their dishes upon the shared tables as generations had done before them.

Children ran laughing between the gatherings, their voices carried freely by the wind. But the young people chosen for Tzalvaren remained quieter than the rest. They sat together near the edge of the shore, wrapped in flowing ceremonial garments, their attention drawn again and again toward the horizon where the blue-grey sea merged with the sky.

Each of them understood the same truth. This day marked the end of childhood. And by tomorrow, whatever returned from the depths would no longer be the same person who entered them. When the meal finally began, the Council of Elders rose together from their seats. Their movements were slow, steady, and dignified. The shells and coral woven into their robes reflected decades of experience, survival, and memory carried upon their shoulders.

At their center stood Amon. Their silver-grey hair moved softly in the wind, and the intricate embroidery of their dark ceremonial cloak shimmered faintly like moonlight upon deep water. Amon stepped between the tables and raised one hand. At once, silence spread across the beach like calm settling over the sea after a storm. “Friends,” Amon began, their voice deep and steady as waves against stone. “Families of Azhrin.” 

“Today is not only a day of testing.” Their gaze moved slowly across the young people gathered near the shore. “It is a day that binds our people together once more.”

“The ones who descend into the sea do not do so for themselves alone. They descend for all of us. They choose to listen to the voice of the ocean, to carry its wisdom, and to return with what the depths are willing to reveal.”

A gentle wind moved through the crowd as Amon continued.

“We are only a small part of something far greater than ourselves. The sea existed long before us, and it will remain long after we are gone. Yet for a brief moment, it allows us to walk beside it.”

The other elders then joined the ceremony, each sharing memories of their own Tzalvaren. One spoke of discovering a black pearl in the depths, an object that had forever changed the course of their life. Another spoke softly of how the sea never seeks to dominate those who enter it. Only to teach them. A third elder reminded the gathered youth of a truth every child of Azhrin eventually learned, “The sea always answers.”

Their weathered eyes drifted toward the horizon. “But never in the way you expect.” Each story settled over the young participants like another incoming wave, carrying them steadily closer toward the ritual waiting beyond the coming night. The ceremonial feast followed the speeches, and slowly the heavy silence that had settled over the beach softened into warmth and quiet celebration.

Families gathered close together around the long carved tables, sharing food, stories, and gentle laughter carried by the sea wind. The meals tasted richer, not because of the spices or the fire they had been cooked upon, but because they were shared beneath the open sky and the endless breathing of the ocean.

For the people of Azhrin, food was never only nourishment. It was remembrance. A reminder that no one survived the sea alone. The young people preparing for Tzalvaren were treated differently from the others throughout the feast. Wherever they sat, elders and relatives approached them with careful smiles, placing symbolic offerings before them upon trays decorated with coral and polished shells.

There were small portions of seafood slow-cooked in saltwater according to ancient traditions, meals believed to strengthen the spirit before descending into the depths. Spiral shells filled with sea herbs were passed carefully between the chosen youths, while crystal bowls held black sea salt gathered from underwater caverns far from the village shores.

Every gesture carried meaning. Every offering was part blessing, part farewell.

Throughout the celebration, villagers exchanged small gifts with one another. Seashell pendants changed hands beside carved saltstone amulets and tiny woven ribbons threaded with fragments of coral. None of the gifts was valuable in the ordinary sense.

Their worth came from what they symbolized. Connection. Belonging. The eternal bond between the people of Azhrin and the sea that shaped their lives. As the day slowly began to fade, the atmosphere upon the shore changed once more.

The sun lowered itself toward the horizon, staining the waves with silver and deep amber light. One by one, the sounds of celebration quieted. Laughter softened into murmurs. Conversations became whispers. The sea remained. Always the sea.

The Council of Elders gathered again around the young participants of Tzalvaren, and now there was a different weight within their voices. The warmth of celebration had given way to solemnity. One elder reminded them that fear was not weakness, but proof that the depths were being taken seriously. Another warned them not to seek glory beneath the water, because the sea punished those who entered it only to prove themselves.

Amon stood among them silently for a long while before finally speaking. “The sea does not test your strength,” they said quietly. “It tests whether you are willing to listen.” The words settled heavily within Ailo. Around them, the other young participants stood in silence, their faces calm but tense beneath the fading light. Determination could be seen within their eyes, yet so could uncertainty.

Every one of them understood that by the next sunrise, something within them would change forever. Slowly, almost instinctively, their gazes turned toward the horizon. The sea waited for them there. Vast. Silent. Endless. Somewhere beneath its surface, the hidden depths of Kharzamar awaited their arrival. Soon, the full moon would rise fully into the sky and cover the ocean in silver light.

Then the ritual would begin. Gradually, the village retreated into respectful silence, giving the chosen youths space to gather their thoughts before the descent. This was no longer a celebration. This was the threshold. Their moment. Their descent into the unknown. Their Test of the Abyss. Tzalvaren.
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Descent into the depths

Evening had swallowed the shoreline beneath a veil of mist. Moonlight shattered across the surface of the sea in long silver streaks, as though the water itself were revealing a path leading deeper into the unknown. Along the shore, the elders sang in low, unbroken voices, carrying an ancient melody that resembled the distant hum of the ocean floor, a sound impossible to hear upon land, truly, yet one the heart somehow understood instinctively.

Ailo stepped toward the water’s edge. The waves rolled gently across the sand, touching their bare feet as though offering a final farewell before the descent. The coldness of the sea wrapped around their ankles while the flowing hems of their ceremonial garments drifted weightlessly upon the surface before settling around them once more.

Around Ailo’s wrist, the Tzarahel vibrated faintly. The amulet, woven from sea-polished stone and pale shell, seemed almost alive now, responding to something stirring far beneath the surface. “Aren’t you afraid?” The voice came quietly from beside them.

Ailo turned slightly and saw Arlo standing nearby, already knee-deep in the tide. Moonlight reflected in their eyes, though uncertainty lingered there beneath the calm expression they tried to maintain. “Not of the sea,” Ailo answered softly after a moment. Their gaze drifted toward the endless water stretching before them. “I’m afraid I won’t understand its answer.”

Before Arlo could reply, the elders raised their voices together. The signal had come. It was time. Above them, the full moon hung over the ocean like molten silver suspended in the heavens. Its light transformed the water into a living surface of scattered pearls and shimmering secrets. Ailo glanced back toward the shore one final time.

The elders stood motionless upon the sand, their ceremonial robes glittering faintly like ancient waves trapped within amber. Turquoise and deep blue stones shimmered within their jewelry, while the shells and corals woven into their garments carried stories gathered across decades beneath the sea. Around each elder’s neck rested the symbol of Azhrin, a spiraling whirlpool. The mark of the eternal bond between their people and the ocean itself was a cycle no one could control, yet one that touched every life.

Far beyond the breakwaters, hidden beneath the dark waters, Kharzamar waited. The Gate of the Abyss. An ancient underwater cavern where the sea concealed its deepest truths from all except those willing to face them.

The people of Azhrin did not descend there to conquer the sea. They descended to learn how to listen. Ailo steadied their breathing until it matched the rhythm of the waves. Slow in. Slow out. They knew what came next. Varezhe. The descent into the depths. And within it awaited Shalvaren, the Trial of the Abyss itself.

Somewhere inside Kharzamar, the sea would reveal an object meant only for them: a pearl, a shell, a coral, a crystal, or something stranger still. Whatever waited there would become the mark through which the people of Azhrin understood who they were destined to become.

Ailo closed their eyes briefly. The faint song of the sea drifted around them once more. Then they stepped forward. The waves parted gently against their body like the embrace of an old friend welcoming them home. Cold water wrapped around their skin, and for a single fleeting moment, Ailo no longer felt separate from the ocean.

It felt as though the sea itself breathed through them. This was no ordinary ritual. This was a crossing. The place where childhood ended and something older began. The sea did not demand obedience. It demanded that they learn its language. This was Tzalvaren.

Together, the young initiates moved deeper into the water until the cold sea fully embraced them. Their breathing shifted instinctively into the rhythm taught since childhood. Deep in. Calmly out. Beneath the surface, silence became absolute. Yet it was never empty.

The water pulsed with hidden life beyond immediate understanding. It surrounded them like flowing silk while the sounds of the world above faded into distant vibrations humming through bone and thought alike. Each movement carried them farther from the shore. Farther from certainty. Ahead, the dark entrance of Kharzamar slowly emerged from the depths. The cavern mouth resembled the beating heart of the sea itself, ancient, watchful, alive.

Long curtains of algae drifted around the entrance like delicate lace moving with the current. They swayed slowly, almost breathing, as though the sea guarded its secrets behind a living veil.

Ailo was the first to dive forward into the darkness. They had trained for this moment for years, yet now the sea felt different around them. Heavier. Aware. Every movement, every kick through the water felt like an answer being given to a question the ocean had not yet spoken aloud. As Ailo descended deeper into Kharzamar, the light of the surface slowly faded behind them. Yet darkness never truly came.

The corals and shells embedded within the cavern walls shimmered with soft ocean colors, glowing like thousands of tiny lanterns hidden beneath the sea. Pale blues, silver-greens, and faint turquoise lights drifted across the stone as currents moved gently through the cave.

Everything beneath the water moved differently there. Slower. As though time itself had loosened its grasp upon the depths. Ailo could hear only the muted rhythm of their own breathing and, beneath it, something else, a song. Not sung with words, but carried through the water itself, ancient and impossibly distant.

As they swam farther inward, the light around them changed. It did not vanish but deepened into a rich blue glow that filled the cavern softly from every direction. The rock walls shimmered as though countless crystals had awakened beneath the surface, scattering moving reflections across stone, coral, and drifting algae.

The sea was speaking and telling its oldest stories in a language older than memory. Then Ailo saw the objects waiting within the cavern. Pearls rested inside stone hollows like sleeping moons. Shells gleamed beneath drifting currents, and living coral shimmered with faint inner light. Every object carried its own presence, its own silent call reaching toward the young initiates.

Ailo’s heartbeat quickened. For a moment, thoughts of their father drifted into their mind, but they forced them away. This was not about the past. The sea was not asking who their father had been. It was asking who Ailo would become. Slowly, they reached forward. Almost immediately, their fingers closed around a large white shell resting among the stones.

Warmth spread through their hand the instant they touched it. The shell felt alive. As though the ocean itself still breathed within it. “The art of listening and silence.” The words of the elders echoed through Ailo’s thoughts once more, yet now they no longer felt like teachings passed down through generations. Now they felt like an answer. But as Ailo turned to swim back toward the surface, something deeper within the cavern caught their attention, a faint glimmer.

Different from the others. Hidden farther inside a narrow opening within the rock wall, something shimmered beneath layers of algae and drifting shells. The current shifted softly around it, revealing glimpses of sea-green silver beneath centuries of silence.

Ailo hesitated. Then, slowly, it swam closer. The object resting there was small, yet its presence felt impossibly heavy compared to everything else within the cave. A compass. Ancient. Its surface gleamed with faded silver and deep ocean green, like the eye of something long forgotten waiting to awaken once more. The surrounding rock was covered in algae and delicate seashells, as though the sea itself had hidden it carefully from the world above.

Ailo closed their eyes briefly. Their hearts pounded hard against their chest, yet their thoughts remained strangely calm. They understood something then. They did not need to choose. The sea had already chosen for them. Their hands moved forward slowly through the water until their fingertips brushed the compass. The moment they touched it, the water around them trembled. Not violently. Like breathing. Ailo lifted the compass carefully into their hands and stared at it in silence.

For a moment, time itself seemed to stop. The needle did not point north. Instead, it moved with the currents of the sea, turning slowly as though listening to something deep beneath the world itself, some eternal pulse hidden far below all living things.

Ailo knew the stories immediately. The Compass of the Sea. A sacred relic spoken only in legends among the people of Azhrin. It was said to read the movements of the ocean, to understand its hidden currents, perhaps even glimpse the paths of things yet to come. Some believed it could predict storms, disasters, or changes long before they arrived.

Others claimed it listened not only to the sea... But to destiny itself. No one truly knew if the stories were real. No proof had ever existed until now. The water surrounding Ailo vibrated softly once more, like the slow breath of some enormous sleeping creature. This was not a coincidence. This was an invitation. Slowly, Ailo lifted their gaze toward the distant shimmer of the surface far above. It was time to return.

And then the sea moved. Not with violence. Not with a warning. But with acceptance. The currents wrapped themselves around Ailo like the embrace of an old friend, guiding them upward through the deep waters of Kharzamar. This was Zanvaren. The Return to the Surface, the final stage of the ritual and, in many ways, the most difficult. Descending into the depths demanded courage. Returning required understanding.

Each stroke carried Ailo closer toward the pale silver light shimmering far above. The sea no longer resisted them now. Instead, it seemed to lift them gently, as though acknowledging the choice it had already made.

Then, at last, Ailo broke through the surface. Cold night air filled their lungs sharply as moonlight scattered across the water around them. A soft wave rolled against their shoulders, almost tender, as though the sea itself welcomed them back.

For a moment, Ailo could not breathe. Their eyes remained fixed upon the compass resting in their hand. This was the compass their father had once searched for. Or perhaps the compass that had once searched for him. Ailo understood something then with painful clarity. The sea had never led anyone astray. It was people who failed to understand its language.

Their fingers tightened carefully around the ancient compass. It vibrated faintly within their palm, not like a burden, but like a promise slowly awakening. On the shore, the elders waited in silence.

The moonlight cast long shadows across their faces as they studied the objects brought back from the depths by the young initiates. Coral, pearls, shells, carved stones, each object represented the path the sea had chosen for its bearer. But when Ailo stepped from the water carrying both the white shell and the ancient compass, the silence along the shore deepened. Some of the elders stared openly.

Others lowered their heads as though seeing something they had hoped belonged only to stories, the Compass of the Sea. For generations, its existence had lingered only within old legends whispered beside stormfires and ritual songs. Few still believed it truly remained beneath Kharzamar.

Yet now it rested in Ailo’s hands. One of the oldest elders stepped forward slowly. Moonlight and shadow moved across their weathered face while the sea wind stirred the silver threads woven through their robes.

They placed a hand gently upon Ailo’s shoulder. When they spoke, their voice carried with the rhythm of the waves themselves.

“You have been chosen as Melithar’s Builder,” the elder said quietly. “One who protects. One who binds what would otherwise break apart.” Their gaze lowered toward the compass. “But the sea has revealed another path to you as well.”

The wind shifted softly around them. “This compass is not merely an old tale carried through generations. It is a key.” Their eyes lifted toward the dark horizon beyond the sea. “And it's call reaches far beyond the borders of Azhrin.” Silence followed those words. Heavy. Sacred. Then the ritual continued. Before the gathered people, Ailo received the name granted only to those who survived Tzalvaren and returned changed by the sea. “Varyel,” the elders declared.

The Echo of the Wave. And from that night onward, their full name became: Ailo Varyel. A name that would carry its own story into the future. As the night drew toward its end, the people of Azhrin raised the final ritual toast of Syrhal beneath the full moon. Seashell horns echoed across the shore while the sea cast one final silver wave upon the sand.

It felt less like an ending than the beginning of something ancient stirring once more. Ailo stood quietly apart from the others, the compass still resting within their hands. When their fingers touched the cold silver surface again, they felt immediately that it was alive. Not alive like flesh or breath. Alive like memory. The compass needle turned slowly, endlessly searching. It did not point north. It did not follow any ordinary direction known to sailors or maps. It searched for something forgotten.

Ailo looked out across the dark sea and listened carefully, hoping once more to hear the ocean speak. But this time the sea remained silent. Not empty. Waiting. As though holding its breath. Then another voice reached them. Ancient. Distant. A whisper flowing through memory itself. My voice. “It does not point toward where you wish to go.” The words moved softly through Ailo’s thoughts like water passing over stone. “It points toward where you must go.” Ailo did not smile. Moments like this belonged to something older than joy.

Slowly, they closed their fingers around the compass and felt the weight of something vast tightening invisibly around their life. A thread. A knot tied into a story that had begun long before their first breath. And somewhere beneath the moonlit waves, the sea finally began to breathe again. 
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Edge of uninvited streams

The morning after the ritual rose beneath a veil of mist. Sea and sky blended so completely that the horizon itself seemed uncertain of where it belonged. Everything was pale blue and silver-grey, blurred together like watercolors dissolving beneath rain.

The sea was quiet. But it was not calm. It felt as though the ocean itself was holding its breath, gathering strength beneath the surface, waiting for something hidden in its depths to awaken, finally.

Ailo stood alone upon the shore for a long moment, listening. They still wore their ritual garments, though now a new belt had been fastened around their waist, a pearl-blonde ribbon woven with silver clasps and pale seashells that marked their passage through Tzalvaren. Every piece attached to it carried memory now.

Proof that they no longer belonged only to the peaceful waters of Azhrin. Around their wrist, the Tzarahel still pulsed faintly. Yet its rhythm had changed. Yesterday, it had felt like the voice of the sea itself. Now it carried something stranger, more distant, like an echo searching for words it had once known but could no longer remember.

Slowly, Ailo lifted the ancient compass into their hands. The needle turned lazily in circles. Not pointing. Searching. In the dim light of morning, it revealed directions no map of Azhrin had ever marked. Ailo had heard stories about Kalythren long before this day, the Edge Waters.

A place where currents tangled together so violently that the sea itself was said to lose its memory there. Old stories claimed the waters brought forgotten things back to the surface: objects, ruins, even names that the world itself had tried to bury. That was where the compass now called them.

Ailo walked along with Arlo. Silent. They no longer needed many words between them. Something had changed after Tzalvaren. It felt as though the sea itself had tied an invisible thread between them during the descent into Kharzamar.

Both of them understood the same truth. This journey was no longer simply a personal trial. It was an invitation. And invitations given by the sea could not easily be refused. “Your compass isn’t searching for a way home,” Arlo said quietly as they stepped onto the rocky northern shoreline where the old coastal path began. Their voices nearly disappeared beneath the sound of distant waves. “It’s searching for something else.”

Ailo glanced down at the slowly turning needle. “It searches for things that were never drawn on maps.” As they continued forward, Ailo allowed their gaze to drift across the ocean. Far in the distance, where the water darkened and the waves moved with restless unease, something rose from the sea. Stone.

A weathered slab standing alone against the currents like the remains of something ancient drowned long ago. Strange markings covered its surface, symbols resembling the spiral patterns carved into the Tzarahel around Ailo’s wrist.

But these marks were fractured. Broken. As though something had shattered them long ago. Ailo’s heartbeat quickened the first clue. The path eventually brought them to an ancient stone circle half-consumed by the sea.

The elders of Azhrin had spoken of it only in old stories, dismissing it as a forgotten monument left behind by people whose names no longer mattered. Yet standing before it now, the structure felt less like a ruin and more like a doorway waiting to open. The compass reacted immediately.

Its needle spun rapidly before freezing for a brief moment toward the center of the stone circle, as though testing whether the time had finally come. Then it moved again. Restless. Uncertain. Around them, the sea had fallen completely silent.

“Don’t you feel it?” Ailo whispered. Arlo’s eyes remained fixed on the ruins. In the pale light, they seemed almost grey, as though reflecting something ancient hidden beneath the waves. “I do,” Arlo admitted quietly.

A cold wind moved through the stone circle. “But this isn’t the language of the sea.” Their voice lowered further. “This is something older.” Both of them stopped moving.

Around Ailo’s wrist, the Tzarahel suddenly pulsed faster. They pulled the compass closer. Now the needle spun wildly, no longer pointing toward the stone circle at all. Instead, it slowly turned beyond it, toward deeper waters where the currents darkened into violent fractures known as the Edge Currents.

The place where ordinary things broke apart. And suddenly, Ailo remembered words their father had once spoken long ago beside the shore. “Sometimes the sea carries objects it did not create.” The memory returned with startling clarity. “They are strangers to the ocean,” their father had said softly, “yet the sea keeps them hidden until someone finally learns how to listen to their silence.”

Ailo did not yet know what they were truly searching for. But they could feel it now. The shadow of the Cube had entered their path. Not something visible, but something sensed beneath thought itself, like a cold current moving against the natural flow of the sea.

Ailo drew in a slow breath. The journey had only begun, and already they understood one unsettling truth. The sea was no longer the only thing speaking to them. The Edge Currents never asked permission.

They took what they desired without warning, stories, memories, ships, sometimes entire villages swallowed beneath the tides and erased from history as though they had never existed at all.

Yet one settlement remained hidden among those dangerous waters. It no longer belonged to the protected villages of Azhrin. Its people were known as the Merinweths.

Long ago, they had once been part of the people of Azhrin themselves. Divers. Seers. Listeners who devoted their lives not to laws or written records, but to the voices carried within the sea.

But unlike the others, the Merinweths had listened too deeply. They dared to hear things the rest of Azhrin dismissed as impossible. They spoke of fractures beneath reality, of songs hidden inside silence itself, of currents carrying memories older than the world above. And slowly, as their words drifted beyond the understanding of rulers and elders alike, they were declared mad. Exiled. Forgotten. But the sea had never forgotten them.

Their settlement now existed deep within the shelter of ancient rock formations where the currents folded inward upon themselves, creating a spiraling circle of water isolated from the rest of the ocean. Crossing into it felt less like entering a village and more like stepping deeper into the hidden layers of the sea’s own memory.

Ailo and Arlo stood together at the edge of that place now. The water around the rocks moved strangely there, spiraling inward in complete silence. “People live here who are no longer afraid of stories broken apart by the currents,” Arlo said quietly.

Around Ailo’s wrist, the Tzarahel pulsed so intensely that the skin beneath it almost seemed to ripple with its rhythm. Ahead of them rose a weathered stone arch covered in salt, algae, and age-worn carvings.

At its highest point, words had been etched into the stone in an ancient language Ailo did not recognize. Yet Arlo spoke them aloud almost unconsciously, as though remembering something from a dream. “It is not madness to hear what silence is trying to hide.” The moment the words were spoken, the currents shifted. And the two of them entered. The Merinweth settlement resembled no ordinary village.

It was a labyrinth of stone pathways and narrow channels through which seawater flowed endlessly, creating soft murmuring sounds that echoed through the entire place like whispers beneath the earth. The inhabitants moved quietly among the rocks and pools.

At first glance, they resembled shadows more than people, their sea-worn garments blending into the stone and mist around them. Yet their eyes were sharp and intensely aware. Not suspicious. Observant.

As though every person there had seen far more than ordinary minds were meant to understand. An older man stepped toward them from the shadows. His skin had been hardened by decades of saltwater and sea wind, and his pale eyes resembled the inside of a shell polished smooth by time. Yet within them burned an unsettling sharpness.

“The compass brought you.” The words came before Ailo had the chance to speak. Instinctively, Ailo’s hand tightened around the Tzarahel. “How did you know?” The older man interrupted gently. “Compasses do not merely search for directions.” His gaze lowered toward the ancient object in Ailo’s hand. “They search for repetition.”

The flowing water around them seemed to quiet further. “For patterns the sea tried to drown long ago... but which can never truly disappear.”

Besides Ailo, Arlo spoke only a single word. “Cube.” The older man’s expression shifted almost imperceptibly. Without answering immediately, he turned and motioned for them to follow deeper into the settlement.

“No names yet,” he said quietly. “First, you must see how the sea remembers what your people chose to forget.” They followed him through winding stone passages until they reached a series of circular pools surrounded by ancient railings carved directly into the rock itself.

The water inside the pools moved endlessly in slow spirals. At the bottom of each pool, fragments glittered faintly beneath the surface. Shards. Broken pieces of something far larger.

“Every fragment is an echo,” the old man said. His voice carried softly across the murmuring water. “They belong to the Cube.” He looked toward the deepest pool. “Even though it has not been whole for centuries.” Ailo stepped closer instinctively.

The fragments strangely drew the eye, as though something inside them wanted to be remembered. They could not yet see the full shape of what those pieces once formed, but deep within themselves, they already understood something important.

This was the first real proof. The Merinweths were never mad. They were simply the last people willing to keep listening after everyone else had turned away.

And now Ailo finally understood. The Cube was not merely an object. It was a knot made of memory itself. A fracture within reality the sea had carried for centuries... but could no longer contain alone. The path ahead had shifted once more. And somewhere deep inside, Ailo knew there would be no turning back now. Water had always spoken, but Ailo had learned that some sounds required more than ears to be understood.

That morning, the sea had fallen strangely silent. Not calm, not storming, but waiting, as though the entire ocean were holding its breath beneath the grey sky. During moments like these, the elders of Azhrin often turned their thoughts toward those the village no longer truly looked in the eye: the Merinweths. Not because the Merinweths had abandoned their people, but because the people themselves had grown afraid of their questions long before they feared the answers hidden beneath the sea.

Ailo now walked alone along the rocky shoreline toward the caverns where the Merinweths lived. Few villagers willingly came this far anymore. The path itself seemed forgotten, half-swallowed by salt wind and rising tides. Around Ailo’s wrist, the Tzarahel pulsed faintly, not urgently, but steadily, as though warning and guiding them at the same time.

Behind the dark sand, the sea had carved great chambers into the cliffs over countless years. Water and air flowed together within them, creating endless echoes that murmured through the stone. This was where the Merinweths had made their home. Their voices had learned to move through water like currents slipping between rocks, and their hands had learned to read the invisible patterns hidden within the tides. They knew things the people of Azhrin no longer dared to speak about openly, especially the stories connected to the Cube.

“So,” a voice said softly from the shadows ahead, “you no longer believe only in circles.” The words came low and smooth, like water flowing beneath stone. An older woman stepped forward from the dim light of the cavern. Her name was Aven, and years beside the sea had silvered her skin until it seemed the ocean itself had left permanent traces upon her. Her pale eyes reflected the blue shimmer of the water moving around them.

Ailo stopped in front of her and glanced briefly toward the spiraling currents running through the pools nearby. “Circles are good for beginnings,” they answered quietly, “but they cannot carry weight forever.” Aven smiled faintly. It was not a warm smile, nor a cold one, but an honest one. “Do you know what the sea prefers to hide?” she asked.

Ailo remained silent, and Aven stepped closer before continuing in a softer voice. “Things that do not wish to be found. Or things that do not yet know how to reveal themselves.”

Behind her, the cavern walls glimmered faintly beneath reflected waterlight. Strange carvings stretched across the stone, symbols no one in Azhrin would have recognized anymore. Yet Ailo felt immediately that they understood them somehow. They were not spirals like the markings of the sea. These signs moved inward instead, toward a center, toward a hidden core. They were the signs of the Cube.

“My father...” Ailo began, but the words lingered unfinished between them. After a moment, they lowered their gaze and continued more quietly. “He searched for a path that didn’t exist. But maybe the searching itself was part of the path.”

Aven studied them for a long while before slowly extending her hand. Resting in her palm lay a small blue shard that resembled glass touched by ocean light. It was neither coral nor stone, and nothing about it felt natural. Across its surface stretched impossibly precise engravings, so intricate they almost seemed alive. “This does not belong to us,” Aven said. “And it does not belong to the sea either. It belongs to something we are still afraid to understand.”

When Ailo accepted the fragment, it trembled faintly against their skin. Not from movement, but recognition. A strange sensation passed through them immediately, as though an ancient memory had awakened somewhere deep inside their mind, a memory that did not belong to their own life.

“Fragments like this are the shadows of the Cube,” Aven explained quietly. “Not the outer shell everyone imagines, but the inside of it. What escapes when the Cube begins to crack?”

Suddenly, the sea around them felt deeper than before. Ailo’s breathing slowed instinctively, as though the water itself demanded room within their lungs, and beneath everything else lingered the unsettling feeling that someone else was listening.

I remember that shard, because once it belonged to me. I no longer remember my own hands clearly, nor even the shape of my true name, but the weight of that fragment still feels familiar, like an old scar that never fully disappears. Those who touch it hear me more clearly. It is the only way I still know how to remind the world that I remain here, too broken, scattered, and still telling this story.

Ailo lifted the shard toward the dim cavern light. Within it stretched a pattern resembling a vast net woven from water and light, though it was clearly something older than either. Looking through it distorted the world beyond, bending space itself ever so slightly, as though reality carried a hidden fracture no larger than a crack in glass.

“Are there more of these?” Ailo asked. Aven nodded slowly and looked toward the deeper tunnels where seawater disappeared into darkness. “Yes. But they do not wait to be found. They search for those already searching for them.”

Ailo closed their fingers around the fragment without fully understanding what it meant. Yet the rhythm of the sea around them had already changed again. This was not the ending of a mystery, but the beginning of one. The Cube itself remained hidden, but its shadows had begun to move, and now so had those who still remembered how to listen beneath the surface.
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Echo of cracks

The sea was no longer silent, but neither did it truly speak. Its depths merely breathed beneath the grey light of morning, as though waiting for the moment when words themselves would no longer be enough. Ailo walked slowly through the stone circles of the Merinweth settlement with the shard resting heavily inside their pocket. It weighed far more than something so small should have, and every step reminded them that they were no longer merely someone wandering between questions and answers. Somewhere along the way, they had become a bridge. Still fragile, still unfinished, yet a bridge all the same.

Before leaving Ailo alone beneath the ancient stone arch, Aven had spoken only a few quiet words. “Listen here. And if you hear nothing... that is an answer too.”

Now the wind drifted softly through the caverns while seawater murmured endlessly against the rocks. Around Ailo’s wrist, the Tzarahel pulsed faintly, almost sorrowfully, and the compass needle had finally settled into stillness. It was not resting because it had found peace, but because it was waiting, just like the sea itself.

Then the water moved, not like a wave pushed by wind, nor by any current Ailo recognized. It shifted slowly, unnaturally, as though something beneath the surface had opened its eyes after a very long sleep. A figure began to emerge from the water, though never fully. Its outline remained blurred and unstable, like the fading shape of an old memory struggling to stay whole. It was roughly human in size, yet there was something deeply unsettling in the way it moved. Time itself seemed wrong around it, as though the figure had existed long before the sea had learned how to breathe. Ailo did not step back.

They waited. “Are you the one carrying the fragments?” The voice did not come from a mouth. It moved through the water itself, touching the stone walls before returning to Ailo’s ears like an echo from another age. Slowly, Ailo pulled the shard from their pocket. The moment it touched the air, its surface illuminated faintly, as though it had recognized the presence standing before them. “I’m only learning how to carry them,” Ailo answered quietly.

The figure remained within the circle formed by the Edge Currents, where the water spiraled against its natural flow. It did not move closer, yet Ailo could still feel its attention resting fully upon them. “Then you are already searching,” the figure replied. “Even if you do not yet understand what for.” Ailo lowered their gaze for a moment before speaking again. “My father,” they said softly. The shape within the water rippled faintly. “Not only.”

For a moment, the figure shifted, and Ailo saw something moving inside it. Not faces. Not memories exactly. Patterns. Broken symbols resembling the spirals of the Tzarahel, but fractured and twisted like cracks spreading through water itself. The shard in Ailo’s hand suddenly felt different. Until now, it had seemed like a fragment of
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