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​Chapter 1: The Dimming Light
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​Part 1: The Flickering Tower

The lighthouse had never faltered before.

Ila gripped the cold railing of the city’s highest terrace, her breath fogging in the sharp air. She’d stood here as a child, her father’s rough hand on her shoulder, his voice steady as he’d said, “That’s our shield, Ila. Long as it shines, we’re safe.” The great beam had stretched across the void then, a blade of light slicing through the dark, unbroken. Eternal. But now, as she watched, it flickered—a heartbeat of shadow before blazing back to life. Brief, almost invisible, yet it clawed at her chest.

The Last Lighthouse was failing.

Below, the city stirred uneasily. Narrow streets glowed faintly with the echo of the beam, where people left candles flickering at doorsteps, murmurs rising like prayers to a fading god. They felt it too—the weight in the air, the dark beyond the walls pressing closer, hungry for a crack to slip through. Ila’s fingers tightened, her father’s words souring in her memory. He’d died years ago, lost to a repair mission the Lightkeepers had called routine. She’d believed in the shield back then. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

She turned and descended the spiral stairwell, boots echoing against brass pipes that hummed with a faint, stuttering pulse. The tower’s machinery was ancient, its secrets hoarded by the Lightkeepers—white-robed watchers who never fixed anything, only stood vigil. But waiting wasn’t in her blood.

In the control chamber, she pressed a hand to the metal wall. A tremor buzzed through her palm, off-rhythm, wrong. She slid to the console, its glass dials cloudy with age and scanned the readings. Energy levels danced erratically; the reserves—meant to last another century—were a whisper from empty. Her stomach twisted. Something was draining it, something the Lightkeepers hadn’t bothered to explain.

A resonant chime cut through the silence, sharp and cold. Ila spun as the heavy door slid open, revealing High Keeper Solin. His white robes hung pristine, but his fingers brushed the hem like a man clinging to a fraying thread. “This isn’t your place, Ila,” he said, voice smooth as polished stone.

She squared her shoulders. “The beam’s faltering, Solin. I saw it myself.”

“We know.” His calm grated against her. “It will be handled.”

“How?” She stepped closer, heat rising in her throat. “The reserves are dying. Something’s bleeding them dry, and if we don’t—”

“You’ll do nothing.” Solin’s gaze hardened, though a flicker of weariness crossed it. “The lighthouse has stood a thousand years. It will stand longer still. We guard it.”

“Guarding isn’t fixing,” she snapped.

He studied her, a trace of pity softening his edges. “You don’t see it, Ila. The light’s more than gears and wires. It’s bigger than us both. You can’t mend what isn’t yours.”

“Then whose is it?” Her voice trembled with defiance.

Solin said nothing. He turned, robes whispering against the floor, and the door sealed shut behind him.

Ila’s breath shook free, her pulse a drumbeat in her ears. If the Lightkeepers wouldn’t move, she would.
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​Part 2: A Warning Ignored

Sleep eluded Ila that night.

She hunched over her metal desk, lamplight casting jagged shadows across faded schematics. Her quarters were cramped, a nest of tools and papers—she’d always preferred the hum of machinery to the city’s stifled quiet. The blueprints were relics, half-lost to time, but they sang the same old song: the lighthouse’s core was self-sustaining. Whatever drained it now wasn’t part of the design.

A sharp rap at her door jolted her upright.

She opened it to find Solin flanked by two Lightkeepers, their robes spotless, faces blank as the stone walls. “Come with us,” he said, turning without waiting.

Her pulse quickened, but she masked it with a steady step, following them through the tower’s winding halls. The air thrummed with the pulse of conduits, the city’s lifeblood, leading them downward to the Hall of the Keepers. It was a cavernous chamber, its walls etched with symbols no one could decipher, candles flickering in reverence to a past long buried. At its heart stood the Council Table, a slab of black onyx where the elders waited, their eyes cold and unyielding.

Solin took his place at the head, hands clasped. “Do you know why you’re here?”

Ila lifted her chin. “Because I won’t stop asking.”

A ripple of murmurs passed through the council. Solin’s gaze darkened. “Because you’re tampering with what you can’t grasp.”

“The beam’s dying,” she said, voice firm. “And you’re just watching.”

“We observe,” Solin replied.

“Observe?” She laughed, sharp and hollow. “You’ve been observing for years while it crumbles. One more failure, and—”

“The lighthouse has stood a thousand years,” an elder cut in, his voice dry as dust.

“Not if you sit on your hands,” Ila shot back.

Solin leaned forward, shadows pooling in his hollowed eyes. “You’re young, Ila. You see cracks and think they need filling. But the light isn’t a machine to tinker with.”

She gritted her teeth. “Then what is it?”

Silence draped the room, thick and heavy.

Finally, Solin spoke, soft as a blade’s edge. “You are forbidden from meddling with the lighthouse’s workings.”

Her spine stiffened. “What?”
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