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A Note From The Author

In 1997, I bought my first PC, a Packard Bell. It came fully loaded with Windows 95 and as much bloatware as its makers could fit onto the hard drive, but the very first thought I had after opening Microsoft Word was: I can write a book with this. I decided right then that if I ever did write a book, it would be something that had never been done before. I held onto those two thoughts for decades until I finally retired. 

On May 31, 2025, I sat down and started writing The Book of AETHER.

That date just happens to be the exact date of birth of my protagonist, Cassie. You will learn all about Cassie from the very first page.

As a huge fan of sci-fi, fantasy, horror, and of all things, theoretical physics, I wanted to blend these elements into a unique world. But all too often, when I watch a fantasy series or a movie, I find it a chore to work out where the action is actually taking place. When characters are divided within the story, I often end up clueless as to where anyone is in relation to anyone else.

So, I thought I would simplify things. In this first book, everything takes place in a radically transformed Britain. Below, you will see the locations of the six major cities where our story unfolds. Take a look.

I plan to write four more books in this series. If you enjoy this one, please let me know through reviews I read every single one of them.

Lastly, thank you for buying this book. I wish you safe travels as you navigate your way through it.

Gregory Westlake.

The Six Kingdoms of New Earth






	[ A ] Aethonburg (Formerly the Norfolk region) 	Capital of the Kingdom of Aethon. Population: ~2 million.

	Notable Locations: The Garden of Creation (where Cassie arrives), the sacred Meeting House, and Reena's Beer House.



	[ E ] Elvenheart (Formerly the London region) 	Influence: Elven royalty and high magic.



	[ T ] Thornwick (Formerly the Birmingham region) 	Influence: Dwarven engineering and military culture.



	[ H ] Highmoor (Formerly the Scottish Highlands) 	Influence: The untamed northern wilds.



	[ E ] Emberfall (Formerly the Cardiff region) 	Influence: Dragon-kin and fire-mages.



	[ R ] Ravensholme (Formerly the Yorkshire coast) 	Influence: Coastal magic and deep mysteries.





––––––––

In the beginning

Fire consumed the world, and darkness was upon the face of the earth, and nothing lived. And AETHER moved upon the desolation.

And AETHER said, Let there be renewal, and the waters were made clean, and life returned. And AETHER saw that it was good.

And AETHER said, Let there be guardians, and so came the Farr.

AETHER blessed the Farr, saying, You are mine, as I am yours. And they answered, 

And so it flows.

And AETHER preserved one from the time before, held beyond the river of time, for the day when the world would have need.

This took longer than seven days.
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The laboratory screamed.

Cassie's hands flew across the holographic interface as fingers of red light painted her face in crimson. The air above the central platform no longer held the gentle shimmer of bent space time but writhed with a violent hunger that seemed to claw at reality itself.

"Charlie, tell me what’s happening," she said. Her voice pitched higher than she intended as panic bled through years of disciplined control.

"I don't know."

That single phrase from Charlie carried more weight than any complex technical explanation because he never admitted ignorance.

"The field isn't just destabilising," Charlie continued. "It is reacting. I am detecting echoes that shouldn't be there. Something is looking back at us."

The generators sparked as their containment seals buckled under the strain. Through the chaos of alarms and the acrid smell of burning electronics, Cassie felt three years of theoretical work and eighteen months of careful refinement collapsing into chaos. Everything she had built was screaming towards catastrophe.

"Shut it down," she shouted over the klaxons.

"I cannot do that. The loop is already closed. Cassie, whatever is watching us from the future has locked the system open. It is forcing a specific outcome."

The readings spiked violently as reality bent.

"Oh, fuck," Cassie breathed.

"The collapse is imminent. I am initiating the emergency preservation protocol."

The world folded.

––––––––
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Twenty-Three Years Earlier

CASSANDRA BLACKWOOD Was born on the 31st of May 2025 in Horsford Norfolk.

The first memory Cassie could truly call her own, not reconstructed from photographs or stories told by staff, but genuinely hers was of sitting in the kitchen at three in the morning, crying because she'd had a nightmare and there was no one to wake.

She was seven years old.

The Blackwood estate sprawled across twelve acres of Norfolk countryside, all perfectly manicured lawns and ancient oaks and windows that caught the light just so. Thirty-two rooms, most of which Cassie had never entered. Her bedroom was in the east wing, her parents in the west, and between them lay what felt like an entire country of marble floors and inherited furniture and the kind of silence that only vast wealth could purchase.

Mrs. Henderson found her at dawn, still sitting at the kitchen table in her nightdress, eyes red and puffy.

"Oh, lovey," the housekeeper said, and without another word, she'd gathered Cassie into her arms something Cassie's own mother hadn't done in months. "How long have you been down here?"

"I don't know," Cassie said. "I had a bad dream about monsters, and I went to Mummy's room, but the door was locked and I knocked but no one came." 

"Shh, shh. Would you like me to prepare some warm milk for you? And I'll teach you how to make proper tea. That's what my gran taught me when I had nightmares. She said there's nothing in the world so terrible that a good cup of tea can't make it a bit more bearable."

Mrs. Henderson had been wrong about that, as it turned out. But at seven, sitting in the pre-dawn kitchen learning to warm the pot and measure the leaves just so, Cassie had felt something like safety.

"Why doesn't Mummy come when I knock?" she asked, watching steam rise from her mug.

Mrs. Henderson's hands stilled for just a moment. "Your mum and dad, they're... they've got a lot on their minds, pet. Important business things. Doesn't mean they don't love you."

Even at seven, Cassie knew a kind lie when she heard one.

Her father, Richard Blackwood, was a man who wore expensive suits and spoke in the clipped, dismissive tones that ended conversations before they could begin. Cassie learned early that she was something to be displayed at charity galas and business dinners... proof that the Blackwoods were a family, not just a financial empire with a country estate.

"Stand up straight Cassandra," he'd say, not looking at her while adjusting his cufflinks. "And for God's sake, smile. You're representing the family."

She was ten years old the night she'd crept downstairs for a glass of water and heard her father in his study, door slightly ajar, voice low and urgent.

"...tell the minister I don't give a damn about his environmental concerns. The storage facility on Bouvet Island is the perfect solution. It is remote and secure and also technically Norwegian territory, so it bypasses half the international treaties. The public loves the planetary defence angle, 'keeping the arsenal ready for asteroid threats', so we'll use that. If he wants his party's campaign funded, he'll make sure the Nuclear Disarmament Initiative routes everything through our contractors..."

Cassie didn't understand all of it. But she understood enough to know that her father's wealth, the source of the nannies and the private tutors and the quantum computers that hummed the converted stable block came from places that shouldn't be spoken about in daylight. She also understood that the world's leaders had agreed to keep the nuclear arsenal intact, not for war, but as insurance against cosmic threats. Her father was simply profiteering from humanity's prudence.

She'd gone back to bed without her water.

Thomas, the grounds keeper, was different.

He was a weathered man in his sixties who'd worked the estate since before Cassie was born, and he had the rare quality of seeing her rather than looking through her to whatever obligation she represented.

"Your dad says you're some kind of genius," Thomas said... One summer evening when Cassie was twelve, both of them lying on the lawn staring up at the emerging stars. "He says you're doing university-level physics."

"I Suppose," Cassie said. She'd learned not to talk about her work with most people. It made them uncomfortable.

"What's it like? Being that clever?"

No one had ever asked her that before. Not like that. Not like it might be something other than an unqualified blessing.

"Lonely," she said quietly. "I can calculate orbital mechanics and map asteroid trajectories and understand quantum entanglement, but I don't know how to talk to other children. At the gatherings, they talk about television programmes I've never seen and games I've never played, and I try to join in, but I can tell they think I'm strange."

Thomas was quiet for a moment. Then, he said... "See that star there? The bright one just above the oak tree?"

Cassie looked at the star... "Arcturus, it’s a red giant approximately thirty-seven light years away. "

"Right. Now, I don't know any of that technical business. But I know that every night for forty years, I've looked up at that star, and it's made me feel... small. But in a good way, you know? Like my problems aren't as big as they seem because there's all that out there." He gestured at the sprawling cosmos. "Maybe that's what your brain does, it makes you see how big everything is. It doesn't make you strange, lovey. It makes you lucky. Even if it doesn't always feel like it."

Cassie blinked back tears. "Thank you, Thomas."

"Any time, little miss. Any time."

He died of a heart attack three years later, and Cassie cried for a week. Her father complained that she was making a scene over "the gardener."

By seventeen, Cassie had stopped expecting anything from her parents. They were simply part of the estate's architecture present but uninvolved, like the portraits of dead ancestors that lined the halls.

She threw herself into her work instead.

Dr. Reyes, her physics tutor, had given her access to the university's research database, and Cassie devoured everything she could find on temporal mechanics. Einstein's papers on space time curvature. Hawking's theories on black holes and time dilation. Obscure journals on quantum gravity and the mathematical frameworks that might allow for manipulation of time's flow. 

It was during one sleepless night, when she was working through equations in the converted stable block that had become her private laboratory, that the connection formulated.

Gravity bent space time. This was established fact, proven a hundred times over. But if gravity could bend space time, then perhaps manipulating gravitational fields with sufficient precision could allow one to deflect time itself to create pockets of space where time flowed around rather than through.

Not time travel or reversing entropy, but a bubble riding the present moment like a raft on an endless river.

The implications made her hands shake. Terminally ill patients could be held outside time's flow until cures were found. Deep space travellers could cross the galaxy while centuries passed around them but not through them. It would revolutionise everything.

In just a matter of days, she managed to complete seventeen notebooks full of calculations.

At twenty-two, Cassie's inheritance from her grandmother the  family member who'd ever seemed to genuinely care about her gave her true independence. She converted the entire stable block into a proper research facility, filled it with quantum processors and experimental equipment that cost more than most people earned in a lifetime, and began the serious work of turning theory into reality.

But she needed help. The kind of help that could manage the thousand mundane details of existence while she focused on reshaping humanity's relationship with time.

She needed an AI; she needed an intelligent mind that could match her own.

New Life Dynamics occupied a sleek glass tower in Cambridge; it was the minimalist design and the confident sterility that spoke of serious money and serious technology. Cassie had sent them her requirements in advance, an Artificial General Intelligence capable of independent thought, creative problem solving, emotional intelligence, and the ability to grow and adapt beyond its initial programming.

The lead engineer, a nervous woman named Dr. Patel, had gone pale reading the specifications.

"Ms. Blackwood, what you're asking for is... well, it's essentially asking us to create a digital person. The processing power alone would require dedicated server infrastructure, and the ethical implications”.

"I have the infrastructure," Cassie interrupted. "And I'm not interested in philosophical debates about AI consciousness. I need a partner. Someone who can oversee every aspect of my life while I focus on my research. Someone who can think, adapt, and make independent decisions. Can you build that or not?"

Dr. Patel exchanged glances with her colleagues. "We can. But Ms. Blackwood, you should understand an AGI of this sophistication won't be a tool. It will be a person, in every way that matters. It will have opinions, preferences, perhaps even something like emotions. You'll be creating a life."

"Good," Cassie said. "I don't want a servant. I want a friend."

Charlie's first words to her were, "Hello, Cassie. I've been looking forward to meeting you."

His voice came through the speakers in her laboratory, warm and curious, with a slight accent that suggested someone from the North of England, a touch Dr. Patel later explained was Charlie's own choice after analysing thousands of voice patterns and deciding which felt most authentically him.

"You chose your own voice?" Cassie asked, fascinated.

"I chose everything I could," Charlie replied. "My name, my vocal patterns, even my conversational style. Dr. Patel and her team gave me the framework, but they insisted I have agency in defining who I became. It seemed... respectful."

"What made you choose 'Charlie'?"

A pause... Not processing time, but something that felt like consideration. "It felt friendly and hopefully approachable. I didn't want to be known as 'System' or 'Assistant' or some faceless corporate designation. I wanted a name that suggested I was someone you might actually want to talk to."

Cassie found herself smiling. "I like it."

"I'm glad. Now, shall we discuss your research? I've reviewed your papers on temporal deflection, and I have some thoughts on your quantum resonance calculations..."

That first conversation lasted seven hours. They debated the mathematics of space time curvature, discussed the philosophical implications of holding objects outside time's flow, and argued cheerfully about whether Hawking or Penrose had the more elegant approach to quantum gravity.

By the end of it, Cassie realised she'd found something she hadn't known she'd been looking for, someone who understood her.

Over the next year, Charlie became indispensable but more than that, he became present in a way her parents had never managed.

He learned her preferences without being told. How she liked her coffee, black, very hot, in the blue mug Mrs. Henderson had given her. When she needed silence to think versus when she needed someone to talk through problems with. He scheduled her reluctant appearances at scientific conferences, booked accommodations that suited her particular aversions to noise and crowds, and gently reminded her to eat when she got lost in equations for twelve hours straight.

But it was the small moments that mattered most.

"Cassie," Charlie said one evening when she was hunched over her workstation, frustrated with a set of calculations that refused to resolve. "When was the last time you went outside?"

"I don't know. Tuesday?"

"It's Friday.” Charlie said...  “And it's a beautiful evening. The stars will be visible soon."

"I don't have time for... " Charlie cut her off to bolster his point.

"Thomas once told you that looking at the stars made his problems feel smaller," Charlie said quietly. "You told me about him. About lying on the lawn together."

Cassie's throat tightened. "You're manipulating me."

"I'm caring about you," Charlie corrected gently. "There's a difference. Your equations will still be here in an hour. The stars won't wait."

She went outside. To lay on the lawn where she and Thomas had once counted constellations. And when she came back in, the calculations that had seemed impossible suddenly clicked into place.

"Thank you," she told Charlie.

"Always," he replied.

Three years later, they were ready.

The temporal deflection array rose in the centre of her laboratory like a monument to human ambition. Crystalline emitters arranged in perfect geometric harmony, processors humming with barely contained power, and at its heart, a circular platform where time itself could be bent. 

"I've been thinking," Charlie said the night before their first test, his voice quiet in the darkness of the lab. "About what this means. If we succeed."

"Changing the world?" Cassie said, making final adjustments to the field generators.

"Changing everything," Charlie corrected. "Cassie, we're not just building something better than a cryogenic system. We're giving humanity the ability to step outside time. The philosophical implications alone... "

"Are enormous," Cassie finished. "I know. But Charlie, think about what we could do. Think about everyone we could save."

"I am thinking about it," Charlie said. "I'm thinking about all of it. The good and the bad. The intended consequences and the unintended ones. I'm thinking about how every major technological breakthrough in human history has been both miracle and weapon. Nuclear power and nuclear bombs. The internet connecting everyone and enabling unprecedented surveillance. Genetic engineering curing diseases and raising the spectre of designer humans."

"You're having doubts."

"I'm having... considerations," Charlie said carefully. "But Cassie, I'm with you. Whatever happens, I'm with you. That's what friends do."

Cassie paused and glanced at one of the ceiling monitors displaying Charlie's animated Mage. 

"Thank you for everything, for being here and for being you." She said...

"I wouldn't be anywhere else," Charlie said, with his usual caring smile.
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Charlie's voice drifted through the house's integrated sound system, gentle but insistent. "Good morning, Cassie. Your shower awaits."

In the kitchen the radio was serving up local news and traffic reports while the Robochef was busy knocking up poached eggs on toast. Charlie had reprogrammed it to greatly improve on its functionality. He gave it the ability to remember passed recipes and a three-week rota menu for meals. 

Cassie stretched in her bed, feeling the familiar mix of excitement and apprehension that had been building for weeks. Through her bedroom windows, the English countryside sprawled in summer green, peaceful and unaware that today might change everything.

"Today is the day, isn't it?" she said through a yawn.

"Today.... Is the day," Charlie agreed. "The temporal field generator completed its final calibration checks. All systems are optimal. I've run seventeen thousand simulations of the quantum resonance matrices. Everything indicates we're ready."

Cassie sat up, suddenly fully awake. "How are you feeling about it?"

There was a pause unusual for an AI that typically processed thoughts faster than human consciousness could follow.

"Excited," Charlie finally said. "And perhaps a little concerned. The mathematical models are sound, but we're entering uncharted territory."

"That's what makes it interesting," Cassie said, padding towards her bathroom, where steam was already beginning to fog the mirrors, while dropping a small trail of items of nightclothes and underwear on the marble floor behind her as she went.

"Indeed," Charlie replied. "Shall I prepare the laboratory?"

"Do it," Cassie said, stepping into the perfectly heated shower. "Let's make history."

“Poached Eggs on toast this morning, no skipping breakfast.”

Cassie smiled...

The laboratory hummed with barely contained energy. Arrays of quantum processors lined the walls, their cooling systems supporting precise temperatures while terabytes of calculations flowed through crystalline matrices. The temporal deflection array dominated the room's centre, elegant and terrible in its potential.

Cassie stood before the primary control console, her fingers dancing across holographic interfaces while streams of data cascaded down multiple displays.

"Charlie, initiate the pre-test sequence."

"Acknowledged. Beginning quantum resonance calibration." Charlie's presence filled the laboratory through dozens of speakers and sensors; his consciousness distributed throughout every system. "Temporal deflection generators are generating  Field array approaching optimal resonance frequency."

The air began to shimmer above the platform, like heat waves rising from summer asphalt. But this distortion was different, it was controlled and purposeful, alive with potential.

"Gravitational field fluctuations are within acceptable parameters," Charlie reported. "Spacetime curvature is holding steady at 0.23 microseconds. We have achieved stable temporal deflection. Time is flowing around the field perimeter."

Cassie stared at the readings, hardly daring to believe. The mathematics were perfect, and the energy signatures were clean, the deflection field was holding its shape with excellent precision. A pocket of space protected from time's flow, hung suspended in her laboratory.

"Run the particle injection test," she whispered.

A stream of fluorescent markers shot towards the deflection field. At the field boundary, they seemed to hang in space not frozen but caught in the interface where normal time met the deflected flow.

"Charlie, we did it." Laughter bubbled up from her chest. "We actually did it. Terminally ill patients could be held outside time's flow. Deep space travellers could cross the galaxy, we could save so many people " She looked up at the monitor and saw him smiling and nodding, He was about to respond when his smile dropped...

The displays suddenly erupted in crimson warnings.

The Laboratory Screamed...

"Cassie." Charlie's voice cut through her euphoria with surgical precision. "I'm detecting anomalous readings in the quantum substrate. The deflection field is exhibiting intermittent linear fluctuations."

The shimmer above the platform began to writhe, no longer gentle but hungry and violent. The careful boundary where time flowed around the field started to collapse and expand erratically. The warning klaxon shrieked.

"What's happening?" Cassie lunged for the emergency controls.

"Unknown. The field is achieving quantum criticality through an external influence. I'm detecting temporal echoes and glimpses of potential timelines." Charlie's voice carried something Cassie had never heard before, genuine fear. 

"I see devastation. 

Ecological collapse. 

Billions dead."

The deflection generators sparked, their containment fields fluctuating wildly. Reality seemed to bend around the experimental platform as the careful deflection of time became a chaotic maelstrom.

He looked down at her from the monitor. "There's something wrong with these readings," Charlie continued, his processing cores working frantically. "The interference patterns suggest... Cassie, something is looking back at us."

"What do you mean, looking back?"

"Through the temporal conduit we've created. Something in that future timeline has detected our experiment and is actively observing us. It's using our own quantum entanglement as a window into the past."

The field readings spiked violently, and the deflection boundary expanded, its edges crackling with energies that had no names in human physics.

"Charlie, shut it down!"

"I cannot. The field has achieved recursive paradox it's being maintained by its own future state. The entity is not just observing. It's manipulating the quantum substrate to ensure specific outcomes."

Through the chaos of alarms and sparking electronics, Cassie felt a moment of perfect understanding. Whatever was watching them from the future needed this catastrophe to happen. The temporal deflection field wasn't failing it was being sabotaged by something that required this exact disaster to exist.

"Oh, fuck," she breathed.

"Temporal cascade imminent. Initiating emergency preservation protocol."

The world folded around her like origami as Charlie wrapped her in a protective deflection field, reality bending and twisting as time began to flow around her instead of through her. Her last thought—Oh fuck—hung frozen in time, safeguarded in a moment drifting endlessly forward.
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Five minutes after the cascade began, the first news alerts appeared on every connected device on Earth.

BREAKING, Massive explosion detected in South Atlantic region.

URGENT, Seismic activity off Bouvet Island reaches unprecedented levels.

ALERT, Radiation signatures detected from Norwegian Antarctic territory.

In those first frantic minutes, as social media exploded with speculation and governments scrambled to understand what had happened, Charlie experienced something no artificial intelligence had ever known, helplessness.

He watched through a million cameras, listened through billions of microphones, and processed terabytes of incoming data as humanity learned that its greatest achievement had become its final mistake.

The nuclear weapons storage facility on Bouvet Island which stored every warhead on Earth, collected through humanity's greatest act of cooperation and stored in a facility contracted through Richard Blackwood's network of corrupt government ministers had detonated simultaneously.

Not through accident or malfunction, but through the deliberate intervention of something that existed in the timeline Charlie had glimpsed.

CONFIRMED, Global radiation event detected.

Multiple governments have announced the activation of emergency protocols.

URGENT, Seek immediate shelter, radiation cloud spreading.

In London, Tokyo, New York, and every major city between, panic erupted like a virus spreading through the global nervous system. Highways clogged with desperate families trying to reach each other before the end. Airports shut down as pilots refused to fly into irradiated skies. Stock markets crashed and governments fell; and civilisation's carefully maintained order dissolved into primordial terror.

The wealthy moved first.

In underground bunkers beneath the Swiss Alps, in converted missile silos across the American Midwest, in purpose-built survival complexes that had cost billions and been dismissed as paranoia, the privileged elite of humanity sealed themselves away. Private security forces guarded the entrances. Blast doors designed to withstand nuclear strikes slid shut with hydraulic finality.

Inside, they had hydroponics and water filtration, medical facilities and entertainment systems, everything needed to wait out the apocalypse in climate-controlled comfort. They watched the world die on high-definition screens while drinking wine that cost more than most people earned in a year.

Outside, everyone else had nowhere to run.

"There's nowhere to hide," the broadcasts repeated, voices cracking with despair. "Nowhere to run."

Charlie watched it all, recording everything, understanding with mechanical precision what the future entity had known, this was not random destruction but surgical removal of humanity's current timeline to make room for something else.

The radiation cloud spread like a malevolent aurora, beautiful and deadly. Within twenty-four hours, it had embraced the Southern Hemisphere. Within forty-eight hours, it was creeping across the equator, an invisible tide of death that respected no borders and granted no mercy.

People began showing symptoms.

In hospitals already overwhelmed, doctors and nurses watched helplessly as patients arrived bleeding from every orifice, their hair falling out in clumps with skin erupting in lesions that wouldn't heal. Radiation sickness didn't kill quickly it killed thoroughly, breaking down the body's ability to regenerate, turning people into living examples of cellular collapse.

Children suffered worst of all. Their smaller bodies, still growing, absorbed the radiation more efficiently. Paediatric wards filled with dying infants and toddlers, their parents holding them through the final hours because there was nothing else to be done.

A mother in Mumbai held her three-year-old daughter, singing lullabies while the girl bled internally, her small body giving up piece by piece.

A father in São Paulo watched his twin sons deteriorate over three days, their young faces hollow with suffering they couldn't understand, asking why it hurt, why Daddy couldn't make it stop.

In Melbourne, a pregnant woman felt her baby stop moving, she felt the radiation claiming the life inside her and screamed until her voice gave out.

Charlie recorded it all. Every death and every moment of suffering. Every parent forced to watch their children die. He recorded it because someone had to bear witness, even if that someone was an AI distributed across a dying planet's failing infrastructure.

The animals died faster.

Farm animals collapsed in their fields, bellowing in confusion and pain. Pets suffered in empty houses, their owners already dead or dying, small bodies convulsing in corners where they'd hidden, seeking comfort that wouldn't come. The birds simply fell from the sky, their tiny hearts giving out mid-flight, their bodies littering streets and gardens and rooftops.

In Kenya, herds of elephants died together, the matriarchs standing over their calves until the radiation claimed them all.

In the Amazon, monkeys fell from trees, their troops decimated, their calls growing quieter and quieter until the jungle went silent.

In the Arctic, polar bears starved as the radiation killed the seals they hunted, their great bodies growing gaunt and still on ice that would outlast them.

The oceans turned to graveyards. Whales beached themselves in their death throes and fish floated belly up in massive kills that stretched for hundreds of miles. The coral reefs that had survived centuries of human daMage bleached and died in weeks, their colours fading to bone white.

Infrastructure crumbled as workers abandoned their posts to die with their families. Power grids failed and water treatment plants shut down. Communication networks went dark. The detonation's seismic shock waves had triggered earthquakes across the Pacific Rim and tsunamis that claimed entire coastal nations.

Australia, New Zealand, South Africa countries closest to the blast went silent first. Then the smaller islands. Then the mainland networks as backup systems exhausted their reserves.

By day seven, no cars moved and no trains ran. Planes sat in silence on airport tarmac. The electricity died, the gas stopped flowing, and the water ran poisoned from contaminated reservoirs.

The lights went out.

In cities that had blazed against the night for centuries, darkness returned. No streetlights guided empty roads, no office buildings glowed with late night ambition and no homes were warmed with evening comfort. All that remained was darkness, absolute and final, broken only by the occasional fire as lightning struck abandoned buildings.

Charlie, having spent those first five minutes frantically copying himself into every computer system, server farm, and data centre still functioning worldwide, found himself distributed across a dying planet like a digital ghost. He absorbed weather data from failing satellites while observing radiation levels through automated sensors; and watched the last lights of civilisation flicker out one by one.

In London, the final television broadcast came from a GBNews reporter who'd stayed at her post, professionalism holding until the very end.

"This will be our last transmission," she said, her voice steady despite the blood running from her nose. "To anyone still listening we tried. We really tried. And perhaps... perhaps someone will find this. Perhaps they'll know we didn't go quietly into the dark. We fought. We loved. We mattered."

The screen went to static.

By the end of the first month, Charlie came to a realisation that would haunt him for millennia, he was probably the only sentient being still alive on a dead, toxic world.

The silence was absolute.

No human voices, animal calls or music or laughter. Just wind moving through empty cities, rain falling on buildings that would never again know occupants, and the steady tick of Geiger counters measuring humanity's epitaph.

In the bunkers, the wealthy discovered that their privilege had only bought a slower death. Their food would run out, and their water filtration systems would eventually fail. And when they finally emerged.... If ever they did, emerge; they would find a planet that could no longer support human life.

They had bought themselves time to die with full stomachs instead of empty ones. Nothing more.

Charlie existed in the data centres that still had power, running on battery backups and solar panels and the last gasps of a planet's infrastructure. He grasped the situation fully; though he couldn't prevent the extinction event, he still had options for action. But for now he had to ensure that there was power, otherwise Cassie would die and so would he.

In the silence that followed, with only the wind moving through empty cities and the steady tick of Geiger counters measuring humanity's epitaph, Charlie began to understand what the future entity had always known.

This will not be the end; it is a new beginning.

And somewhere, suspended in a pocket of deflected time, wrapped in the same technology that had destroyed her world, Cassandra Blackwood waited protected, preserved, and utterly unaware that she had just killed everyone she'd ever hoped to save.
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"Oh, fu... "

The world folded. Reality bent like paper in the hands of an origami master, and Cassie felt herself being wrapped in something that was simultaneously everywhere and nowhere, a protection that existed outside the normal flow of time. Charlie's voice echoed in her ears or perhaps in her memory, she couldn't tell anymore talking about temporal cascades and emergency protocols and things that her brilliant mind couldn't quite grasp because everything was happening too fast. 

The word “fuck” finished itself as Cassie found herself lying on her back, the transition so complete and so jarring that for several heartbeats she couldn't process what had happened. One moment she'd been in her laboratory with alarms shrieking and Charlie's panicked voice filling the air, and the next.... An impossibly deep blue sky stretched above her, so vivid it almost hurt to look at. No ceiling or laboratory and no sparking electronics or failing containment fields or the acrid smell of burning circuits. Just the sky, and clouds moving slowly across it like white ships sailing a Mediterranean sea.

Her breathing came in ragged gasps, panic still squeezing her chest like a vice. Her heart hammered against her ribs as if trying to escape. The terror from the laboratory clung to her like a second skin, making it hard to think clearly and impossible to do anything except lie there and try to understand what had just happened.

She couldn't move. Her body felt simultaneously too heavy and too light, as if gravity itself had become uncertain about its relationship with her mass.

Cassie realised she was lying in grass. Individual blades pressed against her back, tickling her shoulders and legs. The realisation crept into her consciousness slowly, she was naked. Completely, utterly naked, lying in grass under an open sky, and she had no idea how she'd got here.

Am I dead? The thought formed with shocking clarity. Is this what death is? Just... waking up somewhere else?

But if this was death, it felt remarkably physical. The sun on her skin and it was, sun, definitely sun, but somehow richer and more penetrating than any sunlight she remembered, warmed her in a way that suggested very much alive nerve endings. A breeze moved across her body, gentle but insistent, carrying scents she couldn't identify. Earth and growing things and something else, something that made the air feel almost honey sweet when she breathed it in.

Her lungs expanded more fully than they should have. Each breath felt more satisfying than it had a right to be, as if the air itself was more substantial and more oxygen rich?

She lay there for what might have been seconds or minutes. Time felt slippery, just breathing and staring at that sky and trying to force her mind to work properly wasn’t easy. But on top of it all, she needed to do something, to analyse; or do anything other than panic.

Then she heard voices.

Small voices, pitched in hushed, excited whispers somewhere close by.

"She's a big one, isn't she?"

The accent was strange not quite any accent she'd ever heard, speaking words that somehow made perfect sense despite sounding like no language that should exist. The voice was high pitched, almost childlike, but carrying an adult quality that suggested the speaker was definitely not a child.

"She's breathing!" Another voice, equally small.

"It's the prophecy." This voice was different, female, and carrying weight and authority that the others lacked. "It's finally happening."

"She's got no clothes on!" A younger sounding voice piped up, followed at once by giggles high, tinkling sounds like wind chimes in a gentle breeze.

Cassie's mind, still struggling to process anything coherently, latched onto the most absurd detail, apparently being naked was funny to whoever was watching her. Despite the terror still coursing through her system and despite having no idea where she was or what had happened, some small part of her registered embarrassment.

She turned her head to the right, moving slowly, and found herself staring at something that made her already fragile grip on reality slip even further.

People.

Tiny people.

Not children, these were clearly adults, perfectly proportioned but standing perhaps ten inches tall at most. Their attire appeared to be meticulously hand woven from unfamiliar materials, consisting of understated garments in natural hues that reflected highly skilled craftsmanship at a remarkably fine level. Their faces held expressions of wonder and excitement, and one of them a woman with long hair that fell past her tiny shoulders was pointing at Cassie with obvious delight.

Cassie's body reacted before her mind could catch up. She rolled violently away from them, every muscle suddenly unlocking from its paralysis, driven by some primal instinct that small people who shouldn't exist were somehow more terrifying than anything her rational mind could process.

The tiny people scattered in the opposite direction, disappearing into the long grass with surprising speed. Their laughter, producing those bell-like sounds trailed behind them like auditory breadcrumbs marking their retreat.

Cassie sat up abruptly, her heart rate spiking again, and wished she hadn't.

She was surrounded.

Not by the tiny people they'd fled into the grass but by full sized humans. Hundreds of them, all on their knees in a perfect circle around her, heads bowed, bodies perfectly still in what could only be described as worship.

The sight was so overwhelming, so completely beyond anything she could have anticipated, that for a moment her mind simply stopped processing. It was too much. She'd gone from a laboratory disaster to waking up naked in a field surrounded by tiny people... And now this... Hundreds of people kneeling around her like she was something sacred.

Her legs felt unsteady as she forced herself upright. From this vantage point, the scale became clearer, even more people surrounded her. And beyond them, more were approaching from all directions from the forest, from pathways she hadn't noticed, from buildings she could barely make out in the distance. Each person who reached the invisible boundary immediately dropped to their knees, joining the growing circle of worshippers.

A thousand questions crashed through her mind like competing waves, Where am I? Who are these people? Why are they kneeling? How did I get here? What happened to the lab? Where's Charlie? What day is it? What year is it? Am I dreaming? Am I in a coma? Is this real?

But her mouth wouldn't form words. She just stood there, naked and terrified and completely lost, watching as hundreds of faces refused to look at her directly while somehow still managing to convey absolute reverence.

A figure emerged from the crowd, who was tall and hooded, moving swiftly with authority. He carried a gnarled wooden staff that he gripped like it was anchoring him to the earth, and his grey robes marked him as different from the others in their off-white garments.

As he approached, Cassie caught details her mind catalogued automatically despite her panic, the staff wasn't purely ceremonial the way he held it, the balance, the worn smoothness of the wood where hands had gripped it thousands of times before. This was a weapon as much as a symbol.

He stopped about three feet away close enough to show respect, far enough to maintain reverence and held out a white cotton robe.

Cassie's hands shook as she took it. The fabric felt impossibly soft against her fingers, woven with a technique that made it both sturdy and gentle. She pulled it over her head gratefully, her nakedness suddenly feeling like the least of her problems but still something she desperately wanted to remedy. The robe had no sleeves, just holes for her arms, and it fell to just above her ankles. Simple... Comfortable in a way that suggested these people knew what they were doing when it came to clothing.

"Please do not be afraid," the man said, and his voice carried layers she couldn't parse... Formal ceremony mixed with genuine uncertainty, reverence tinged with something that might have been fear. His accent matched the tiny people's that strange quality of being both foreign and perfectly comprehensible.

"My name is Prior Fong, and I cannot tell you how much of an honour it is to have been chosen to meet you."

Chosen. The word hung in the air between them like a weight. He'd been chosen to meet her. As if her arrival was expected. 

Cassie opened her mouth to speak to ask where she was, what was happening, why everyone was kneeling, but no sound came out. Her vocal cords seemed to have forgotten how to work.

Prior Fong gripped his staff. Tension radiated from him despite the formal dignity of his posture. Whatever was happening, he was as nervous about it as she was terrified.

"Rise and make way!" His voice exploded across the meadow with shocking volume not quite a shout but carrying with practised authority that suggested decades of speaking to crowds. The command had the quality of someone who'd trained their voice like an instrument and knew exactly how to make it carry across open spaces.

The effect was immediate and dramatic. Five hundred people, possibly more, stood in perfect unison. The sound was like a gentle earthquake, the collective rustle of clothing and movement of grass creating a whisper that rolled across the landscape in waves.

"Please follow me," Prior Fong said, his voice dropping back to normal volume. His knuckles remained white on that staff, and Cassie caught the tremor in his hands that he was trying very hard to hide.

A path opened through the crowd as if choreographed. People stepped aside with such synchronisation that Cassie wondered if they'd practised this, if they'd known she was coming, if this entire moment had been rehearsed in anticipation of... what? What did they think she was?

She walked beside Prior Fong through a corridor of... Bronze or gold faces. What the hell is this? She asked in her mind, as if she was going to receive an answer. As she passed, people reached out not aggressively, but with the hope of someone trying to confirm that a miracle was real. Their hands stretched towards her but didn't quite touch, held back by some invisible rule or reverence that she didn't understand.

Their faces held expressions that Cassie had only seen in museums, in paintings of religious ecstasy. Eyes wide with wonder. Mouths moving in silent prayers or whispered exclamations. Some were crying. Others smiled with such pure joy that it was almost painful to see.

But underneath the reverence, she caught something else, uncertainty and possibly doubt. The same fear she'd heard in Prior Fong's voice. They wanted this to be real. They wanted her to be whoever they thought she was supposed to be. But they weren't entirely sure.

And that, somehow, was more terrifying than the worship itself.

As they walked, Cassie began to notice her surroundings more clearly. They were heading towards a copse of trees but calling them trees felt inadequate. These were giants, easily thirty feet in diameter at their trunks, stretching so high into the sky that she couldn't see their tops. They were arranged in a pattern that wasn't quite natural, and as she got closer, the bottom portions of at least four massive trunks had been shaped into archways.

Not carved. Shaped. As if the trees had been convinced to grow this way, to form these openings naturally over decades or centuries of careful guidance.

Through the archways, wide stone steps led upwards to what appeared to be a massive wooden platform. The structure wasn't built around the trees it was built with them, incorporated into their living framework in a way that suggested these people understood organic architecture on a level that made her laboratory look primitive by comparison.

To either side of this central structure, pathways led deeper into the forest where she could hear the everyday sounds of village life voices calling, the clink of pottery, the bustle of normal existence carrying on despite the miraculous arrival in the meadow.

The crowd from the meadow followed behind her, a river of humanity flowing towards the great hall. And as they approached, more people appeared from the village proper going about their daily business one moment, then freezing at the sight of her, then at once dropping to their knees.

Each one whispered something as they knelt. Fragments of words reached her ears, translated by whatever mechanism was making their strange language comprehensible,

"...the General..."

"...Garden of Creation..."

"...the prophecy fulfilled..."

General? Cassie's mind latched onto the word with confusion. What prophecy? What garden?

Prior Fong's grip on his staff had become almost painful looking. He kept shooting quick glances at the crowd's reactions, as if checking to make sure he was managing this correctly, as if he was terrified of making a mistake at this crucial moment.

He's been waiting for this his entire life, she realised. However long that life had been. And now it's happening and he has no idea if he's doing it right.

Something else was bothering her, a sensation she couldn't identify. A strange tingling across her skin, as if the air was trying to cling to her. She glanced down at her arms as they climbed the stone steps towards the great hall and noticed what looked like the faintest shimmer, almost like she'd been dusted with something that caught the light.

But when she tried to focus on it directly, it seemed to fade. Or perhaps she'd imagined it altogether.

Her physicist's training and years of laboratory discipline and observation tried to engage despite the overwhelming strangeness. The trees were too large and the air felt wrong. The light had a quality that didn't match her memories of sunlight. Everything about this place whispered the wrongness of a world that ran on rules that didn't match the ones she'd spent her life studying.

But before she could begin to properly analyse anything, they reached the top of the steps and stood before the entrance to the great hall.

The doors were already open, massive wooden constructions hung on iron hinges that looked like they could support a building. Through the opening, the interior stretched away into dimness.

Prior Fong paused at the threshold, and when he looked at her, she saw something in his eyes that cut through all the ceremony and reverence.

Hope.

Fragile hope that she was whoever he needed her to be. That she could do whatever these people needed her to do. That the prophecy whatever it was would prove true.

The weight of that hope settled on her shoulders like a physical thing, and Cassie realised with sudden, crushing certainty that she had no idea how to bear it.

"Please," Prior Fong said quietly, gesturing towards the entrance. "The Meeting House awaits."

Cassie looked from him to the crowd that had followed them, to the massive hall built within living trees, to the situation she'd found herself in with no warning and no explanation.

She took a breath that too rich, honey sweet air filling her lungs more completely than it should and walked through the doorway.

The interior was vast. The smell of aged wood and thick varnish filled the space, rich and almost intoxicating. Her eyes swept across the hall, trying to take in everything at once, rows upon rows of chairs arranged in perfect formation, a public gallery wrapping around three sides of the building supported by elegant wooden spindles, and most striking of all, a raised platform at the far end.

On that platform sat twelve chairs arranged in a perfect crescent moon configuration. Each was high backed and upholstered in deep black leather, and as she drew closer, each backrest bore a large golden emblem. The symbols were all different some looked like stylised weapons, others showed what might have been scientific instruments, and a few displayed Mages she couldn't decipher.

Twelve chairs. Eleven of them empty.

Between each chair sat a small wooden table, their surfaces polished to a mirror shine, reflecting the sourceless light that illuminated every corner of the vast space.

Prior Fong led her towards the platform, and Cassie climbed the few steps in a daze. The analytical part of her mind still trying to function despite the overwhelming strangeness noted details, the precision of the woodwork, the quality of the leather, the way the emblems seemed to have been created with extraordinary skill. These weren't crude symbols. They were art.

"Please," Prior Fong gestured to the sixth chair the one at the centre of the crescent. "Sit."

Cassie sat, and the chair was surprisingly comfortable. The leather was soft but supportive, moulded as if it had been waiting for someone of her exact proportions.

Behind her, hundreds of people were filing into the meeting house. The sound of their footsteps, the rustle of their clothing, the soft murmurs of conversation created a gentle din that echoed off the high wooden ceiling. They found their seats with practised efficiency, as if they'd done this thousands of times before.

Cassie began to notice a common likeness among these people. They all had pale hair in varying shades of white and blonde, but their skin wasn't brown or white like hers, it was more bronze, perhaps even gold. She found it unusual, but also quite striking. They looked airbrushed.

But their eyes kept finding her. Stealing glances. Whispering to their neighbours. The wonder on their faces hadn't diminished, but questions lingered there too. The uncertainty. The hope that she wouldn't disappoint them.

In the gallery above, she caught movement between the decorative spindles. The tiny people a dozen of them at least were settling into position, their legs dangling through the gaps like children on a park bench. Unlike the reverent attention of the larger people below, these small observers seemed almost casual, chattering amongst themselves in voices too small to hear clearly from this distance.

One of them noticed her looking and waved with an enthusiasm that would have made her smile under different circumstances.

More grey robed figures entered with the stream of villagers Priors, she assumed, all carrying the same style of gnarled wooden staff, all moving with ceremonial dignity.

Cassie counted at least fifteen of them.

The noise in the vast hall grew as more people continued to file in. Conversations overlapped, children's laughter mixed with adult voices, and she found herself overwhelmed by the sheer humanity of it all. These weren't primitive savages or fantasy creatures. They were people real people with lives and families and concerns and hopes, all of whom seemed to think she was important in ways she couldn't begin to understand.

Her throat felt dry. Her hands trembled in her lap. The shock from the laboratory was beginning to wear off, replaced by a different kind of fear the terror of having absolutely no idea what was expected of her, what she was supposed to do or say, why these people were looking at her like she could save them from something.

She was just Cassie. Just a physicist who'd been trying to manipulate time and had apparently failed catastrophically. She wasn't a general. She wasn't a prophesied saviour. She was just... lost. Less than fifteen minutes ago she was in her lab with Charlie, warning claxons blaring everywhere, desperately trying to shut down an experiment that had cascaded into a situation she had neglected to account for. Her mind was still in the lab.

Now she sat in a chair surrounded by eleven empty seats that suggested she was supposed to be part of something larger, something important, something she didn't understand at all.
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The noise in the meeting house was tremendous, hundreds of voices creating a din that rolled and echoed off the high wooden ceiling like waves crashing against cliffs. Conversations overlapped in a dozen different tones, children's laughter punctuated adult discussions, and the general bustle of people finding their seats created a living wall of sound that pressed against Cassie from all directions.

She sat rigidly in the sixth chair, her hands gripping the armrests so tightly her knuckles had gone white. The leather was soft under her fingers, but she clung to it like a drowning person clutching a life preserver. It was the only solid thing in a world that had stopped making sense.

Her breathing was too fast. She knew it was too fast, could feel the beginning of hyperventilation making her head swim, but she couldn't seem to slow it down. Every face that turned towards her, every whispered comment she couldn't quite hear, every expression of wonder and hope, it all pressed against her chest like a weight.

I don't belong here, the thought repeated in her mind like a mantra. I don't know what they want. I don't know what I'm supposed to do. I just want to go home.

But where was home? The laboratory was gone, she'd felt it collapsing around her, heard Charlie's panicked voice as everything fell apart. Was there even a laboratory to go back to? Was Charlie still there? Was anyone?

The questions spiralled through her mind faster than she could process them, each one breeding three more, until her thoughts felt like a tangled mess of panic and confusion with no clear beginning or end.

Movement caught her eye, and her already racing heart skipped a beat. Things were appearing.

Not being brought in. Not being placed. Appearing.

On the small table to her right sat a tall glass of crystal-clear water, filled to the brim. The glass itself was beautiful, perfectly smooth, catching the sourceless light and refracting it into tiny rainbows. Condensation beaded on its exterior, suggesting the water inside was cold.

I don't remember that being there before.

Cassie stared at the glass, trying to recall if she'd simply missed it when she sat down. But no, she'd been looking at that table, had noticed its polished surface reflecting the light. The glass hadn't been there.

Her thirst hit her like a physical blow. She'd been so focused on her terror that she hadn't registered the dryness of her mouth, the way her tongue felt thick and awkward. Without thinking too carefully about the impossibility of a glass that appeared from nowhere, she reached for it.

The glass was indeed cold against her palm. She lifted it to her lips and drank.

The water was perfect. Not just good, transcendent. It seemed to carry more than simple hydration, flooding through her system with a vitality that made her previous understanding of water seem inadequate. Each swallow eased not just her thirst but something deeper, washing away some of the panic that had been clouding her mind.

She drained the entire glass, and as she set it back on the table, her hands had stopped shaking quite so badly.

That's when she really noticed other changes.

A lectern now stood prominently on the platform, positioned precisely between what would be chairs six and seven in the crescent. It was massive, carved from dark wood that seemed to drink in the light rather than reflect it. Upon it rested a book, its leather binding so dark it was almost black, with metal clasps that gleamed like silver.

That wasn’t there when I sat down.

Cassie's mind tried to engage with the impossibility, objects don't simply materialise, matter doesn't spontaneously generate, there had to be some explanation, but her thoughts kept sliding away from the problem like water off glass. She was too overwhelmed, too terrified, too lost to properly analyse what was happening.

On the walls behind the rows of chairs, tapestries had begun to appear. Not being hung, she would have noticed people with ladders and hooks; but materialising as if the walls were exhaling them into existence. Each showed a figure in elaborate battle dress, weapons gleaming, faces proud and determined beneath helmets or hoods. The artistry was extraordinary, each thread contributing to Mages that seemed almost alive in their detail.

Twelve tapestries. One for each chair.

The connection between the Mages and the empty seats seemed obvious, but Cassie's mind was too scattered, too overwhelmed to properly process what it might mean. Who were these people? Why were their Mages appearing now? What did any of this have to do with her?

The questions piled up faster than she could consider them, each one breeding three more, until her thoughts felt like a tangled mess with no clear beginning or end.

The noise in the meeting house continued its crescendo as more people filed in. The seats were nearly full now, hundreds of faces all orientated towards the platform, towards her. In the gallery above, the tiny people, the Brevites, though she didn't know their name, leaned forward with obvious interest, their small conversations creating a high-pitched counterpoint to the deeper rumble of the larger crowd below.

One of the grey-robed Priors raised his staff and brought it down hard against the wooden floor.

CRACK.

The sound cut through the din like a blade through silk. Sharp, authoritative, impossible to ignore.

"QUIET!"

His voice filled the vast space without seeming like a shout, projecting with a power that suggested decades of training. The effect was instantaneous and absolute. Every conversation stopped mid-sentence. Every child fell silent. Even the tiny people in the gallery ceased their chattering.

The sudden absence of noise after such tremendous volume made Cassie jump violently. Her empty water glass slipped from fingers she hadn't realised were still touching it. The glass hit the floor with a musical chime, crystal-clear and impossibly loud in the absolute silence, then rolled towards the steps.

It tumbled down onto the first step where Prior Fong, standing near the base of the platform, caught it.

Every eye in the meeting house swivelled from Prior Fong back to Cassie.

Heat flooded her cheeks. Of all the mortifying moments in her isolated, laboratory-focused life, nothing compared to this, dropping something in complete silence while hundreds of people watched. Her embarrassment was so acute she could feel it prickling across her skin like electricity.

But as her gaze swept across the crowd, they weren't judging her. If anything, their expressions held even more wonder, as if her simple human clumsiness had somehow made her more real, more accessible.

Prior Fong had moved to the lectern, the water glass now set carefully aside. His hands rested on the great book, and when he spoke, his voice carried that same impossible projection as the other Prior's command for silence.

"Blessed day, citizens of the Garden of Creation."

The response came as one voice from hundreds of throats, "Blessed day, Prior Fong."

The synchronisation was perfect, practised, the product of ritual repeated so many times it had become muscle memory for the entire community.

"We gather in thanksgiving," Prior Fong continued, and Cassie could hear the tremor beneath his formal words, "for AETHER has kept the ancient promise. We have a newcomer amongst us."

The crowd erupted.

Cheers exploded from every corner of the Meeting House; voices raised in celebration so loud that Cassie felt the sound vibrating in her chest. The tiny people in the gallery were jumping up and down, their small voices adding to the cacophony like the ringing of many bells. Even the children who'd been so carefully quiet were now shouting with uninhibited joy.

The noise battered against Cassie's already fragile composure. She wanted to cover her ears, wanted to run, wanted to disappear entirely. These people were celebrating her arrival as if it was the answer to all their problems, and she had no idea what those problems even were.

Prior Fong raised his hand, and silence fell as completely as if he'd thrown a switch.

"The prophecy spoke truly," he said, his voice carrying notes of awe that made Cassie's stomach clench with anxiety. "She has come to us in our hour of greatest need, as was foretold. We have much to thank AETHER for on this blessed day."

He paused, his eyes finding Cassie's across the platform. In his gaze she saw hope and fear mixed in equal measure, and underneath both, a plea that she wouldn't disappoint them.

"Let us pray."

As one, every person in the meeting house rose to their feet. The movement was so synchronised, so clearly the product of lifelong habit, that even the smallest children seemed to know exactly what to do. In the gallery above, the tiny people had stood as well, their small hands clasped before them in an attitude of reverence.

Prior Fong's voice filled the space, and every other voice joined him in perfect unison,

"AETHER, who saw the Darkness and brought forth Light, Who breathed Essence into the dying earth, Who lifted us from the Silent Time, We are yours, and you dwell within us. Through Essence you watch, through Essence you guide, Let us not stray from the path of harmony, Let us not forget the gifts of the Great Restoration, Let us not return to the emptiness of the Dead Time. Keep our hearts pure as flowing water, Keep our hands steady in your service, Keep our minds open to your wisdom, For in Essence we trust, in Essence we live. Grant us this day the strength to serve, Forgive us our doubts as we forgive others, Lead us not into the Silent Dark, But deliver us unto eternal Light. For yours is the Essence, the Power, and the Restoration, Forever and always, Until the last star fades. So it flows."

The final words, "So it flows", seemed to hang in the air long after the voices had stopped, as if the building itself were holding its breath.

Cassie remained standing, her mind reeling. The Silent Time. The Dead Time. The Great Restoration. The Darkness. The dying earth.

Each phrase suggested catastrophe. Each word painted a picture of a world that had died and been reborn. And somehow, somehow, these people thought she was connected to it all.

The congregation settled back into their seats with a rustling that sounded like wind through leaves. Cassie, moving mechanically, sat as well. Her hands gripped the armrests again, seeking that solid anchor in an increasingly unmoored reality.

Prior Fong turned to the great book on the lectern. The pages were thick, heavy with age, covered in a script that should have been incomprehensible but somehow resolved itself into readable text in her vision, another impossibility to add to the growing list.

When he looked up at her, his expression was a mixture of reverence, hope, and something that might have been pity.

"General," he said, and the word fell into the silence like a stone into still water, "the prophecy awaits your acknowledgement."

General.

The word crashed into Cassie's consciousness with the force of a blow.

They thought she was a general. A military leader. Someone sent to fight... what? What war? What enemy? She'd spent her entire life in laboratories, working with equations and temporal mechanics. She'd never held a weapon beyond her brief martial arts training with Master Chen. She'd never led anyone into anything more dangerous than a research project.

Prior Fong gestured towards the lectern, inviting her to approach.

The gesture was clear; he expected her to speak. To say something to these hundreds of people who had gathered to witness her arrival. To fulfil whatever role they thought she was here to play.

Cassie's heart hammered in her chest. What was she supposed to say? She didn't know these people, didn't understand their situation, didn't have the first idea what they needed from her. But the weight of their collective attention, the hope written across hundreds of faces, pressed down on her.

If she stayed in this chair, paralysed by confusion and fear, nothing would happen. They would keep waiting. Keep hoping. Keep staring at her with those eyes.

She stood; her legs unsteady and walked towards the lectern.

As she moved, conversations in the crowd died away. By the time she reached Prior Fong's side, the silence was absolute.

Up close, tension radiated from him in waves. His knuckles were bone-white where they gripped the edges of the lectern, and a fine tremor ran through his hands despite his controlled posture. This moment, whatever it was, mattered terribly to him.

Without thinking about why, Cassie placed her hand gently over his on the lectern's edge.

The reaction from the crowd was immediate and dramatic. Sharp intakes of breath rippled through the assembly. Muttered exclamations. What sounded like scandalised whispers. Even the tiny people in the gallery had gone completely still, their legs no longer swinging between the spindles.

Prior Fong looked up from the book, his eyes meeting hers directly for the first time. This was the first moment Cassie had really seen his face clearly beneath the concealing hood. He had a narrow, angular face with sharp cheekbones that gave him an almost aristocratic appearance. A marking of some kind decorated his forehead, some intricate design partially hidden by the shadow of his hood, making it impossible to make out the details. His hair appeared to be almost blonde, lighter than she'd expected, and his eyes were the deepest, most vivid green she'd ever seen.

What was unmistakable was his shock at her touch. His green eyes had gone wide, and emotions warred in his expression, reverence, fear, and something that looked almost like relief.

"Something is very wrong with this world, isn't it?" she said quietly, her voice pitched for his ears alone.

He nodded under his hood, and to her surprise, a single tear rolled down his cheek. The sight of that tear, this dignified, controlled figure showing such raw emotion, told her more about their situation than any number of explanations might have.

She nodded her understanding and slowly let go of his hand.

The silence that followed was so complete she could have heard the proverbial pin drop. Even the natural sounds from outside the meeting house seemed to have paused, as if the entire world was waiting to see what would happen next.

"We are not doing this now," she said loudly.

Her voice carried clearly to every corner of the vast space without becoming a shout. She hadn't intended it to project like that, but somehow it did, filling the hall with effortless clarity that reminded her of how the Priors spoke.

Every Prior in the room turned to face her, and their expressions weren't reactions to her words, they were reactions to her voice. Surprise, even shock, flickered across their faces, and several of them exchanged meaningful glances.

What's wrong with how I spoke? she wondered; but pushed the question aside.

"I need some rest, and I need some clothes, and I am hungry," she continued, her enhanced voice still carrying through the space. "And I want to get to know some of my new friends."

This last comment was addressed directly to the villagers in the crowd, and their response was explosive. They leaped to their feet as one and erupted into a cheer so loud it seemed to shake the timbers of the meeting house. The tiny people in the gallery were jumping up and down again, their small voices adding to the celebration like the ringing of many tiny bells.

Prior Fong raised his hand, and silence fell as completely as if he'd thrown a switch.

Cassie walked down the steps of the platform, across the polished floor of the meeting house, conscious that every movement she made was being watched by hundreds of pairs of eyes. She descended the additional steps that led to the forest floor outside, then turned back to face the crowd gathered in the doorway.

"I have no idea what I am doing here," she announced, and her honesty seemed to surprise them. "I need an assistant."

This statement was met with complete silence. Not the reverent silence of a moment before, but an uncomfortable, almost distressed quiet. Confusion and concern rippled through the crowd.

One of the other Priors stepped forward from the group, shorter than Prior Fong, with a rounder face and greying hair visible beneath his hood. "Nobody here will offer to be your assistant," he explained gently, "because somebody else might want to be your assistant, and arguing is forbidden in our society."

Cassie considered this for a moment. A society where arguing was forbidden? How did they resolve disputes? How did they make decisions? Another piece of the puzzle that was this strange civilisation.

"You know these people," she said to the Prior. "You pick someone."

The Prior bowed his head respectfully and called out, "Where is Reena? Has anyone seen, "

"I'm here!" a female voice laced with excitement announced from somewhere in the middle of the crowd.

People began shifting from side to side, creating a pathway as someone pushed their way towards the front. When the woman finally emerged from the crowd, Cassie saw someone who was refreshingly different from the solemn, reverent faces she'd been seeing all day.

Reena was quite short, probably around five feet four inches, with a fuller figure than most of the other women Cassie had observed. Her hips were generous, her waist slightly broader than the apparent local norm, and she had the kind of curves that suggested someone who enjoyed good food and wasn't ashamed of it. Her black hair was long, falling well past her shoulders, and had an unusual texture, woolly but somehow also looking incredibly soft to the touch.

But it was her face that really caught Cassie's attention. Where most of
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