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CHAPTER ONE
The Return to the Stones
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They came to the sea-cliff at dawn.

All five of them, together, for the first time — Kael and Venn from the mountain, Sable from the forest, Lyra from the plains, Corr from the sea, Fen from the deep earth. Five sets of feet on the cliff path. Five Flamemarks burning in the grey pre-dawn, each its own colour, painting the sea mist in fire.

White. Violet. Teal. Amber. Cobalt.

They did not speak on the path. There was nothing that needed saying that had not already been said in the weeks of travel that had brought them here, in the libraries and the underground passages and the sea-cliff meetings and the long night conversations that had woven them into something that was not yet a word but was becoming one.

The standing stones waited.

And behind them, on the road from five directions, as Kael had planned and Sable had warned and Lyra had prepared for and Corr had accepted with the equanimity of someone who had seen storms that were worse: the Elder Councils were coming.

Not one. Not two. All five.

It had taken eleven days from Greydelve. Eleven days during which Venn had moved between clan territories like a ghost, leaving specific, carefully worded letters at five separate locations — not to the Elder Councils directly, but to the most scientifically inclined members of each. The ones who responded to evidence. The ones who had asked questions before, even if they had voted with the majority after.

Elder Oswin of Ashenclaw. Sable's own aunt, Researcher Veth of Duskmantle. The Goldenthroat Royal Archivist. The Ironwhisker Engineering Council's youngest member. The Tideborn Navigator's Guild Chief.

The letters had said: Come to the Hollow Crown sea-cliff on the first day of the new moon. Bring your Elder Council if you wish. What happens there will answer a question your Council has been asking for a hundred years. We invite you to observe. We ask only that you do not interfere until it is done.
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