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​Introduction

The Hush of the World begins The Aetherium Saga: three unlikely allies are forced together when a manufactured Aether Storm tears apart Kaelen's village. As the Empire moves to bury the truth and the Cult of the Final Silence fans the unraveling, Kaelen, Lyra, and Elara race north to the Frostfangs seeking answers in Old Magic. This volume tracks their flight through Hush-scarred hamlets, Blight-crystallized forests, and icy shrines, while Imperial writs brand them terrorists and the Aether itself screams for relief.
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​Chapter 1: Hushed Harvest
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Kaelen woke to the kind of hush that did not belong to a village on harvest week. No roosters, no wind riffling the rye heads outside the window, not even the distant clack of the watermill. Only the creak of the farmhouse settling and the faint, electric prickle under his skin that had kept him half-awake for hours. He lay still, palm flat against the straw mattress, letting that prickle run from his fingertips into the floorboards. The boards throbbed back, a heartbeat hidden beneath wood and clay, uneven and unwell.

His mother, Meriel, called from the hearth. "Up, Kael. Wagons roll at first bell."

"Already awake," he said, though he stayed another moment, listening. The Aether—Father Arin always called it the Breath—usually murmured through the land like a river under ice. Today it was a tight, strained whine, as if the whole field held its breath. He swung his feet down. The cold bit him harder than usual. The prickle climbed his calves.

Downstairs, the kitchen smelled of boiled oats and river mint. Tamsin, his younger sister, had her hair tied up in a lopsided knot and flour on her cheek. "You look like a ghost," she said around a grin. "Bad dreams?"

"Bad quiet," Kaelen answered. He took the wooden bowl his mother offered and sat at the long table. Father Arin was already there, mending a leather harness. His hands, corded from years of plowing, moved with care despite the split strap.

"Weather's wrong," Arin said without looking up. "No wind and the clouds are hanging too low. Might be a still day."

Kaelen wanted to say more, to tell him about the pressure under his skin, the way the Aether's pulse stuttered. But whenever he tried to explain, Arin nodded and said, "You hear the land different. You always have. Make it useful." So Kaelen swallowed the words and ate.

Outside, the fields lay gold and ready. Neighboring families were already moving, carts creaking toward the communal granary. A pair of grey-cloaked riders passed on the road, escorting a lacquered wagon bearing the Empire's sigil. Tax collection, early this season. The lead rider's posture was too alert, eyes sweeping the hedgerows. The second wore her helmet slung at her hip, hair in a dark braid, face set in a line that said she expected trouble and hoped to find none. Lyra, Kaelen heard someone call. He had seen her yesterday at the waystation, arguing with the quartermaster about ration spoilage. A soldier, not a local. She carried herself like someone who had marched for days and still trusted her sword more than the people around her.

"Empire's impatient," Tamsin muttered. "Maybe they're hungry for once."

Arin gave her a look. "Mind your tongue. Take the second cart to the granary. Kael, you hitch the first."

Kaelen stepped into the yard. The air tasted coppery. Birds avoided the sky. He touched the rough flank of their draught mare, Sina, and felt her muscles twitch under his palm. The prickle sharpened. It was like standing too near a lightning rod before a storm, a pressure building with nowhere to go.

He set the harness, checked the wheels, and led the cart toward the lane. Villagers called to him as he passed—"Mornin', Kael"—but their voices were dampened, as if wrapped in wool. He tried to shrug it off. Harvest week was always tense with quotas and counting. Maybe he was imagining the Aether's pain because he'd stayed up too late reading. He had, after all, borrowed a worn copy of "The Stilling of Waves" from the old hedge-priest and fallen asleep over diagrams of magic shields.

At the granary, the air felt thicker. The building's stone walls sweated even in the cool morning. The Empire's clerks ticked boxes on slates, quills scratching. Lyra stood with them, arms folded, expression bored to a knife's edge. When Kaelen backed the cart up, she glanced his way, eyes narrowing for a heartbeat.

"Another farm boy with shadows under his eyes," she said to no one in particular. "You all sleeping poorly these days?"

Kaelen almost ignored her, but the prickle along his arms flared when her gaze met his. "Feels like the air's holding its breath," he said quietly. "Maybe it's waiting for you to leave."

A huff of something that might have been a laugh flashed across Lyra's face and was gone. "If the air wants me gone, it can file a complaint." She turned back to the clerks as if the moment had never happened.

Kaelen unloaded sacks. Each one thudded heavier than it should, as if gravity had thickened. By the time he finished, sweat glued his shirt to his back. He wiped his brow and caught sight of a stranger on the far side of the square.

She stood near the well, a rolled canvas strapped to her back, a satchel bulging with metal tubes and glass vials. Her coat was travel-stained but fine, embroidered at the cuffs with patterns he did not recognize. She held a brass lens up to the sky, adjusting screws to catch the light. When she lowered it, her eyes shone with keen, distracted focus. Elara. Kaelen knew her only by rumor: a scholar from the Mages' Conclave, exiled for a paper that offended the wrong master. No one in the village had seen her do anything overtly magical. They said she asked more questions than she answered.

Elara noticed him looking. "Good morning," she said, as if the words were another experiment. "Do you feel it?"

Kaelen hesitated. "Feel what?"

"The quiet, like a missing note. It is stronger here than it was in Valer. The fluctuation curves—" She caught herself, recalibrated. "There's a pressure shift in the Aether. I came to measure it."

Lyra shot her a look. "You measure air now, scholar?"

"I measure everything," Elara said. "And today everything is wrong."

Arin called Kaelen back to the carts. "We have another load. Move."

Kaelen nodded to Elara. "It's not just you," he said. "The land feels...hurt."

Elara's eyes flickered with interest, but she said nothing more.

The second load went no faster. By midday, Kaelen's skin hummed like it was threaded with bees. He drank water, but his tongue stayed dry. In the far distance, a line of clouds had gathered, dark and unseasonal, but they did not move. The sun pinned them in place.

Children chased each other between carts until the hush made them slow and glance over their shoulders. Even the clerks stopped bickering. One of them, a man with ink on his cheek, whispered, "Hear that?"

At first there was nothing. Then a tone, too high to be sound and too low to be felt, slid through the air. Kaelen stiffened. The tone grazed his bones like a bow drawn over cracked glass. Sina snorted and stamped. The clerks clapped hands to their ears without knowing why.

Elara dropped her lens. It clanged on stone. "Move away from the square," she said sharply. "Now."

Lyra's hand went to her sword. "Why?"

"Because the Aether is about to scream."

Kaelen reached for Tamsin, who had wandered back with a basket of bread. "Go home," he told her. "Run."

"What's happening?" she asked, but his face must have told her enough. She ran.

The tone sharpened, splitting into threads. The air in the square thickened like sap. Kaelen could not pull a full breath. His vision wavered as if heat rose from every surface. He felt, rather than saw, the first tear.

Space bent above the well, a clear ripple like water disturbed. It expanded, a wobbling bubble that caught light and broke it into jagged prisms. Stone underfoot hummed. A gust of wind came from nowhere, whipping dust into eyes and mouths.

Lyra barked orders without waiting for authority. "Get back! Keep the children behind the carts! You—" She pointed at Kaelen. "Help me push these wagons to form a barrier."

He moved on instinct, shoving the heavy carts into a rough wall. Sina and the other beasts strained against their tethers, eyes rolling white. The clerks scrambled. Elara pulled a set of copper rods from her satchel, jamming them into the ground in a circle and stringing wire between them with a speed that belied her academic reputation.

The bubble tore open.

It was like someone ripping cloth, only the cloth was reality. A slashing void yawned, edges fraying into serrated lightning. The tone became a wail. Kaelen doubled over as pain not his own tore through him. He felt rivers he had never seen evaporate, roots shrivel, birds fall from the sky. The Aether was bleeding.

The first thing to come through was not a thing at all but a distortion, a smear of light and shadow that hurt the eyes. Then it coalesced into a shape vaguely like a stag if a stag had too many joints and skin made of stretched translucent crystal. Its antlers were fractal branches. Its mouth opened and closed without sound, but the wail intensified.

People screamed. Lyra drew steel and planted herself between the creature and the children. "Stay behind me!"

Elara finished her circle and slammed a palm on one of the rods. A faint shimmer sprang up, a dome of weak containment. "It will not hold for long," she hissed.

Kaelen pressed his hands to the dirt. He could not fight with a sword. He could only feel. The Aether, usually distant, was a torrent now, surging and confused, flooding every nerve. He reached for the rhythm he'd always sensed in the fields, tried to align with it, to soothe. The torrent did not soothe. It bucked and screamed. He whispered anyway. "Hold together. Hold."

For a heartbeat, the creature's antlers flickered. It turned its faceted head toward him as if hearing. The containment shimmer faltered.

Lyra lunged, blade slicing across one crystalline joint. The sword left a shallow groove. The creature jerked, antlers striking the ground. The impact sent shards of Aether glass spraying, each shard landing with a hiss that melted stone.

Another tear opened, smaller, to the left. A second creature clawed through, this one more insect than stag, with too many legs and a thorax that pulsed. The wail doubled. Kaelen's teeth rattled.

"Elara!" Lyra shouted. "Do something!"

"I am!" Elara snapped. Sweat ran down her temples. She adjusted the copper rods, muttered a string of precise syllables, and the dome brightened. "I need an anchor. The field is sliding."

"Use me," Kaelen said before he could think.

Elara glanced at him, eyes widening. "You are not trained."

"It hurts," he said. "I can feel where it hurts. I can hold."

Lyra barked, "Do it, or we all die."

Elara seized Kaelen's wrist and pressed his palm to a rod. The metal burned cold. Power surged up his arm, a river of hot ice. He bit down a scream. Elara's voice wove around him, a pattern of control. He followed the pattern, not with knowledge but with instinct. The dome steadied.

The stag-thing reared and struck the dome. Light spiderwebbed but held. The insect creature scrabbled along the edge, mandibles gnashing at the copper wire. Lyra moved in arcs, her sword a bright line, slashing at joints when the creatures tested the barrier. Arin and other farmers, armed with pitchforks and axes, joined her, flanking to drive the beasts back when they slipped half-through and recoiled.

Kaelen's vision narrowed. The world was Elara's words and the roar of pain in the Aether. He glimpsed flashes not of here but elsewhere: a city street with lamps exploding; a mountain spring turning to grit; a child in a distant village crying over a well gone dry. All of it braided into the scream.

"Focus!" Elara commanded. Her grip on his wrist tightened. "Keep the field level!"

He tried. The dome flickered anyway. The creatures battered it. Lyra cursed, blood on her cheek. One of the clerks lay unmoving, trampled in the chaos. Somewhere, Sina snapped her tether and bolted. The carts shifted, barrier gaps opening.

Then, as sudden as a door slammed shut, the pressure in the air shifted. The tone cut off. The tears shuddered and cinched like wounds closing. The stag-thing, half-inside, was sheared clean, its front half collapsing inside the square, back half vanishing. The insect creature shrieked a sound Kaelen felt in his marrow before it, too, vanished into nothing.

Silence rushed in. Not the earlier hush, but a ringing emptiness. Kaelen's knees gave out. He would have hit stone if Lyra hadn't caught his shoulder. He realized Elara had let go. The copper rods smoked.

For a long moment, no one moved. Dust hung. The only sound was the moan of a injured mule.

Lyra spoke first, voice hoarse. "What in all hollowed halls was that?"

Elara, pale but steady, crouched by the severed half of the stag-thing. She prodded it with a rod. It crumbled into crystal shards that dissolved into a slick, iridescent sludge and then to nothing. "An Aether Storm manifestation," she said quietly. "Localized. Engineered, perhaps. The rip was too clean."

Kaelen pressed his palm to the stone again. The prickle remained, but the scream was gone. In its place was a new sensation: a raw ache, like a wound just stitched.

Tamsin emerged from behind a cart, eyes wide. "Kael?"

He managed a weak smile. "I'm here."

Lyra wiped her blade and looked toward the road. "The Empire will ask questions. I have no answers they will like."

Elara picked up her fallen lens. The brass was scorched. "They already know," she said. "They sent me to measure and to bury. But this—" She gestured to the dissolved shards. "This cannot be buried."

Arin put a hand on Kaelen's shoulder. "You held the storm," he said softly, awe threaded through roughness. "How?"

Kaelen shook his head. "I did nothing. I just heard it hurt."

Lyra sheathed her sword. "Pack what you need," she told him. "They will come to make this disappear. And they will not be gentle with witnesses."

"You do not command here," Arin said, bristling.

Lyra met his glare. "I command myself. And I suggest you protect your son. Soldiers will be here by dusk."

Elara nodded reluctantly. "She is right. The Conclave does not like uncontrolled stories. They will label this hysteria. They will ask why a farm boy touched a containment field and survived. They will take him to a quiet room and ask until there are no more questions."

The square erupted into voices—fear, anger, denial. The hush was gone, replaced by too much noise. Above it all, Kaelen felt the Aether like a frightened animal, crouched and waiting to be hurt again. He stood, legs trembling, and looked at the road leading north, toward the Frostfangs, and at the one leading south, toward the Empire's heart.

By afternoon the square smelled of lye and smoke as villagers scrubbed away the sludge that had been a creature. A hedge-priest burned herbs until the air grew bitter. The Empire's junior officer took names with brusque efficiency, eyes flat when anyone mentioned the tear in the sky. "Localized lightning," he said, even as he stepped carefully around a patch of stone fused to glass. Lyra kept herself between him and Kaelen whenever possible, the angle of her body making her allegiances clear even if she said nothing.

Elara stalked the perimeter with her satchel open, stealing moments to slip fragments of stone and soil into vials before the clerks could see. When they did notice, she smiled with enough disdain to make them doubt their own authority. "You do not know what you are looking at," she told a clerk who tried to stop her. "Let someone who does collect it." The clerk, unused to backtalk from scholars, retreated with a scowl.

Kaelen spent the afternoon patching a roof torn by the storm's winds, more for something to do than because it needed him. His hands shook when he hammered nails. He found himself listening for the Aether even as he worked, testing for another swell. All he found was a deep ache, like a bruise on the world.

At dusk, fires sprang up for warmth more than celebration. Harvest songs were not sung. People huddled close, whispering. Tamsin leaned into Kaelen's side, her small shoulders rigid. "Are they going to make you go away?" she asked.

"I don't know," he said. "But I will not go without saying goodbye."

She scowled at the darkening road. "You better not go without saying goodbye at all."

Arin joined them, carrying a bowl of stew that steamed in the cooling air. "Eat," he ordered, voice gentler than the word. "You look like you'll float away."

Kaelen obeyed. The stew tasted of woodsmoke and fear. Arin watched him finish, then spoke in a low rumble. "You have always heard things others do not. I told you to make it useful. Today you did. I do not know what that means for tomorrow."

"Lyra says they'll take me," Kaelen said.

"Lyra also says the Empire is made of fools who would trip over their own swords if not for regulation polish," Arin replied. He sighed. "She may not be wrong about you being a target. If she says go, go. Your mother will be angry with me. I prefer her anger to losing a son to a cell."

Meriel approached then, wiping her hands on her apron. Her face was lined with exhaustion. She cupped Kaelen's cheek. "You are not leaving tonight," she said, more command than question.

Lyra emerged from the shadows. "Tonight," she said. "They will move you at dawn. We need a head start."

"We?" Meriel asked sharply.

"I am not letting him walk alone," Lyra said. "And the scholar needs him." She jerked her head toward Elara, who stood a few paces away, listening without pretending otherwise.

Elara lifted her hands in surrender. "It is true. His connection stabilizes readings. And the Empire will not let me pursue this line with freedom. With him, I have leverage and data."

Meriel looked between them, jaw tight. She pulled Kaelen into a hug fierce enough to hurt. "If you leave, you write," she said into his hair. "Even if you have to bribe a crow."

"I will," he promised, though he did not know how.

Tamsin added her own hug, arms like a vise. "Bring me something from the north," she demanded. "A stone that hums. Or a feather from a Frostfang hawk. Something real."

He managed a laugh that was almost real. "Something real," he echoed.

After his family went inside, Kaelen sat on the porch steps, watching the stars emerge. The air still hummed faintly. He tried to imagine never feeling it again, living in a place like the Hush where magic died. The thought hollowed him.

Lyra sat beside him, boots planted, hands resting on her knees. "You did well," she said quietly.

He shook his head. "I just stood there."

"Standing there kept us all alive," she said. "Take the compliment before I start charging coin for them."

He glanced at her. "Why help me? You could walk away."

Lyra's mouth tightened. "I walked away once. From orders I should have disobeyed sooner. Not again. Besides, the Empire already thinks I am involved. Might as well earn the accusation."

Elara joined them, lowering herself stiffly to the step. "I sent a message to a colleague. Encrypted, but that will only delay interference. We must move quickly."

Kaelen looked north. Somewhere beyond the dark line of hills lay the Frostfangs, and beyond them answers or more questions. The Aether under his skin pulsed, faint and sore. He placed his palm on the porch, feeling the wooden boards, the stone foundations, the earth. "Hold together," he whispered again.

The harvest would not finish today. The world had hushed, screamed, and now it held its breath once more, waiting for what came next. Kaelen did not know what that was. But as night gathered and three unlikely allies planned an escape, he knew he could not stay and pretend the scream had not happened.

\newpage

​Chapter 2: A Soldier's Quiet Exit

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: A Soldier's Quiet Exit
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The waystation smelled of old grease, wet leather, and the ink the quartermaster loved more than any breathing thing. Lyra leaned against the cracked plaster wall and watched Sergeant Dell scribble in his ledger with exaggerated care, as if his pen strokes alone held the Empire together.

"Nine barrels of grain, two crates of salted pork, one crate of dried lentils," Dell intoned. His finger traced down the column. "And three kegs of ale. All accounted for except..."

He paused, frowned theatrically, and jabbed the page. "Except these." He lifted the top of a crate. The smell that wafted up was of sweet rot.

Lyra pushed off the wall. "We rode four days through rain. Maybe your crates are not as watertight as your ego."

"Watch your tongue, Captain." Dell loved the honorific despite the fact that Lyra had resigned her commission months ago. Out here, far from the capital, titles stuck like burrs if they were useful. "Spoilage is sabotage in a time of shortage. I cannot sign off on this."

Lyra folded her arms. "We escorted your convoy through bandit country, kept your clerks from being skewered by highwaymen, and you are concerned about a few moldy lentils?"

Dell sniffed. "Protocol exists for a reason. Supplies go missing. Numbers must be exact."

"Then file a complaint against the rain," Lyra said. She kept her voice even. Once, she would have pulled rank and watched him snap to attention. Once, she would not have been here at all. She would have been leading a company, not babysitting carts.

But once had ended on a night of smoke and orders that stank worse than this crate. She took a slow breath and let the memory go.

Outside, the village square churned with harvest traffic. Farmers pushed carts loaded with sacks toward the granary, muttering about quotas. Two grey-cloaked riders posted at the road kept their spears pointed just enough toward the crowd to remind everyone whose crop this truly was. Lyra had stood where they stood, spear held like a statement of law. She knew how many paces it took to close the distance between a hungry villager and an Imperial guard. She knew how quickly a spear could become a line in a corpse.

She also knew she did not want to be on either side of that line anymore.

"Sign the manifest," Dell said. "We do not release payment until all discrepancies are resolved."

Lyra raised an eyebrow. "Resolved how? Will you grow new lentils in your ledger?"

Dell's lips thinned. "You are difficult."

"I am tired," Lyra said. "And my riders are hungrier than your quills." She tapped the edge of the crate. "Write it up as spoilage in transit. That is truth. Or accuse me formally, and we can put you on a horse and ride to Valer to argue in front of the Bureau of Supply. How long do you think your ink will last on that trip?"

Dell hesitated. The thought of leaving his ledger to mildew in his absence pained him visibly. Finally he sniffed again and scribbled. "Spoilage in transit," he said, sour. "Half payment docked."

"Fine." Lyra did not argue. Coin mattered; pride did not. She signed with a blunt stylus, her name a scrawl that still felt unfamiliar since she had stripped the flourish of her rank. The paper looked wrong with only Lyra, no Captain, no unit designation. Freedom was a strange emptiness.

Her riders, three of them, lounged in the courtyard, horses tethered to a rail. Bren joked with Nima about the way Dell's tongue clicked when he wrote. Sef cleaned his bridle with the care of a monk polishing an altar. They looked to Lyra when she exited, eyes asking without words whether coin was secured.

"Half," Lyra said. "Spoilage docked."

Bren spat. "Figures. Rain soaks his head and we pay for it."

Nima grimaced. "Any word on the next contract?"

Lyra shook her head. "I am not taking another Imperial escort."

Three pairs of eyes widened. Sef paused mid-polish. "What does that leave? Merchant trains?"

"Maybe," Lyra said. "Or maybe I leave you here to find your own quarrels. I told you when you signed on: one run. No promises beyond."

Nima looked away. Bren muttered a curse. Sef merely nodded as if this was the expected end to all things. In a way, it was. No one stayed under Lyra's command long anymore. She made sure of that. No attachments. No more hands on the













































































​Chapter 3: Scholar in Exile
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