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Dedication

[image: ]


Humanity achieves its highest form when intellect and empathy work together in balance. A civilization truly thrives when individuals overcome their inner struggles—such as anger, jealousy, and harmful intentions. This book is devoted to those uncommon individuals who, during difficult times and without seeking recognition, calmly and elegantly control their most challenging emotions.
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Author’s Note
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This book covers a vast period of time, much longer than any one person could fully understand at once. It begins before the Earth had a name, before any creature walked, swam, or looked up at its sky. It ends long after all those things have faded away. Between these points, it stops at certain moments—some very old, some barely imagined—where something ordinary was about to become something completely different.

In this book, you won’t follow one person from start to finish. That was on purpose, not by chance. No single life is long enough to cover the entire story. Instead, each chapter introduces a new character: a diver in a dark ocean, a king who once burned himself in devotion but has forgotten why, two brothers on a hillside, a scholar with six wagons and not enough time, and a scientist observing a number she never let herself think about. None of them know each other, and most will never meet. What connects them is not family or friendship, but a pattern—one the book invites you to notice, chapter by chapter, until you begin to see it before the characters do.

Here is the pattern, clearly stated so you don’t have to guess: nothing in this book goes wrong because someone had to survive. When an animal harms another, it usually happens out of hunger, fear, or to protect its young. That’s all that is needed, and it doesn’t ask for anything more. Humans, however, are different. That difference is the main focus of this book. We are capable of causing harm that serves no real purpose—harm driven by envy, pride, humiliation, or hatred that has outlived its reason. This kind of unnecessary harm is the only ground the book’s oldest and quietest character ever stands on. He doesn’t force anyone’s hand. He never had to. He just waits until someone is already leaning too far toward ruin and gently helps them lean back.

You’ll meet him early on, though not by name at first. He used to be a devotion worth admiring—truly, for a very long time. What happens to him, and through him, as the book takes you through different ages, is not a story about a monster arriving from outside to destroy an innocent world. It is a story about how easily a good thing can turn bad, one small, seemingly reasonable choice at a time, when no one is watching closely enough to notice when it started.

This book is fiction. It draws from real history—a burned library, a bomb, a war, a famine that humanity has actually experienced—and from religious traditions, mainly Islamic, involving beings and events that science cannot confirm or deny. It doesn’t ask you to take either of these as literal truth. It only asks that you take the pattern seriously, because that is the only part of the book that wasn’t made up. You’ve probably seen this pattern yourself, in smaller and less cosmic forms. A grudge that lasts longer than it should. A small cruelty that, in the moment, seemed almost justified. A decision made out of fear, later dressed up as reason.

There is also a witness in this book—someone who does not act, cannot choose for anyone, and says very little until the very end. You won’t know, while reading most of this book, that the witness is even there. That is on purpose. Some presences are only visible once you know to look back for them.

Read it in one sitting if you can. It was written to be read that way—each chapter meant to pull you into the next, like a held breath pulling toward the moment it finally breaks. No matter how you approach it, I’d like you to do one thing with it afterward: take notice, in your own life, of that brief half-second pause this book keeps coming back to—the moment between wanting something more than you really need and going for it anyway.

That moment of silence is the sole actual subject this whole lengthy story has ever revolved around.
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Chapter One: The Kindling 
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Roughly 4.5 billion years ago. Earth is barely a hundred million years old. Already, the jinn calls it home—cities of living fire built along its restless, still-cooling ground. No one has ever seen the sky itself turn violent. Tonight, that changes. A woman training three children will have less than a minute to learn it.

The morning is ordinary. That is why Kessia almost misses the wrongness entirely.

She spends it the way she spends most mornings—kneeling with three young ones at the edge of the field. They are not yet hers to teach. They are only hers to keep from unraveling themselves through pure excitement. Doreth is the oldest, barely a hundred years old, already impatient with anything that isn't fire itself. Sael is the quiet one, careful with her shape in a way most children aren't. And Pell, the youngest, has spent the whole morning trying to hold the shape of a bird—against every instruction Kessia has given him.

"You'll unravel doing that," she tells him. It's the third time she's said it. "A bird's shape wasn't built for what we're made of. Hold your own shape first. Chase birds once you're old enough that losing yourself costs you something you'd miss."

"Anzir says I have a talent for it."

"Anzir says a lot of encouraging things to children who remind him of himself." She says this warmly. It happens to be true. Anzir found her a hundred and forty years ago, unraveling herself the same reckless way, in a field two ridges from here. He didn't scold her. He taught her to hold a shape properly instead.

It is, in every way, an ordinary morning. On a world four hundred million years old. A world that has, mostly, stopped trying to kill everything on it. None of them—not even Kessia—sense what's coming until it has almost already arrived.

It reaches her first as a wrong note in the air. Faint, at first. She almost blames her own tiredness for it.

"Tell me you feel that," she says, when Anzir arrives, settling beside her the way he has for a hundred and forty years.

He doesn't answer right away. That is its own kind of answer. Anzir has watched this sky longer than any elder on the ridge. If he doesn't know what's coming, no one does.

"I feel it," he says finally.

"What is it?"

"I don't know."

The children go still. All three of them. Young jinn always go still when an elder's calm suddenly drops away.

She is a jinn—though that word won't exist for four billion more years, spoken by a species not yet born, on a world with no name of its own besides the one she already calls it: home. Something in the sky above that home has just gone wrong. Wrong in a way none of them have ever felt before.

It arrives as a wound in the dark before it becomes a shape. A deepening, the way a held breath deepens before it breaks. Then it stops being a wound. It becomes a whole world of its own—small only compared to what it's about to do. It is moving fast enough that the gap between near and now has nearly vanished.

"Kessia." Anzir's voice has lost every trace of calm. "Get the children off the ridge."

"There isn't time to reach the ridge."

"Then get them into the fields. The deep ones. Now."

She doesn't ask what he means to do. She already knows. And there's no time left to argue him out of it. She has time for exactly one thing. "You taught me to hold a shape when I had no business holding one," she says, already turning. "Don't you dare let this be the last thing you teach me."

"Go," is all he says back.

"Down," she tells the children, pulling all three by the hand toward the nearest vent field. "All the way to the floor—"

"What is that?" Doreth asks, staring up at a sky gone the color of nothing at all.

"Something the world hasn't decided whether it will survive. Move."

The fastest path runs straight past a collapsing channel. She sees it too late to avoid—the ground already folding where the tremor has outrun the strike itself. She has to choose. The long way around might cost them the seconds they don't have. The short way might not hold long enough for all four of them to cross.

"Sael, hold Pell's hand. Don't let him drift. Doreth, stay right behind me."

She doesn't wait for an answer. She goes straight through. The walls groan and shift as they cross. They clear it three body lengths before it finishes collapsing behind them.

"Almost there," she says, and doesn't let her voice show what that crossing nearly cost them. "Down. All the way down."

The strike, when it comes, is not clean. It's a graze—a flaying, not a killing blow. But from where Kessia crouches with three children pressed into the deepest fold of the field, the difference hardly matters. The sky goes past white into a color with no name. The ground doesn't just shake. For several seconds, it forgets what "solid" is supposed to mean.

Above them, the world's thin outer skin is being torn away entirely—flung up into a curtain of melted rock that will, in a hundred years, none of them will live to see, gather itself into a pale, watching companion in the sky.

None of that matters yet. What matters is that the field holds. That the walls Anzir spent a century building are doing exactly what they were built for. Those three children pressed against her are still holding their shape. Still here. Pell has stopped trying to hold a bird's shape. He's holding almost nothing at all, folded as small and tight as he can go. Kessia keeps one hand against his shaking current the whole time, the way you'd keep a hand pressed to a wound.

"Anzir," she says once the ground remembers what "solid" means. She says it to no one. There is no one left near enough to hear.

The surge that follows lasts the better part of a day—the world's own furious attempt to settle back into a shape it no longer fully remembers. When the air finally quiets enough to risk moving, Kessia leads the children back up into a world that no longer looks like the one they left.

The near ridge is gone. Not damaged. Gone—replaced by something raw and unrecognizable, still glowing faintly at its broken edges. She doesn't let the children linger there. She's searching for something—a shape she'd know anywhere, in any current, at any distance. It isn't there.

She searches for the better part of another day. Long past the point where searching stops being reasonable. Another elder finally finds her still searching and tells her, gently, what by then she already knows.

He held the outer edge long enough for the deep vents to seal. That's what she's told. That's what she will keep telling others for the rest of her long life whenever his name comes up. He held the line. He didn't have to be asked twice.

There is no body to grieve. That's the particular horror of their kind—death leaves only an absence where a shape used to be. Kessia sits at the broken ridge for a long time
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