
THE HELD BREATH

By Mason Pike


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Held Breath

Chapter One: The Light That Has Always Been

A Novel

Copyright © 2026 Mason Pike

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Published by Black Lantern Publishing.

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Light That Has Always Been  

[image: ]


Chapter Two: A Name Written in Grief  

Chapter Three: Six Thousand Years Ago  

Chapter Four: The Architecture of a Held Breath  

Chapter Five: What Will Be Released  

Chapter Six: The Oldest Words  

Chapter Seven: The Institute's Reaction  

Chapter Eight: A Colleague Who Believes  

Chapter Nine: The Gifts of Stillness  

Chapter Ten: What Has Not Completed  

Chapter Eleven: Institutions of the Permanent  

Chapter Twelve: The Mercy Argument  

Chapter Thirteen: A Living Hand  

Chapter Fourteen: The Weight of Proxy  

Chapter Fifteen: The Grief Is Hers  

Chapter Sixteen: Confinement  

Chapter Seventeen: Parallel Work  

Chapter Eighteen: The Escape  

Chapter Nineteen: The God's Resting Place  

Chapter Twenty: Inside the Grief  

Chapter Twenty-One: What the World Feels  

Chapter Twenty-Two: The First True Dawn  

Chapter Twenty-Three: The Changes  

Chapter Twenty-Four: The Aftermath of Institutions  

Chapter Twenty-Five: Corven and the Dawn  

Chapter Twenty-Six: The First Sunrise  

—-
[image: ]


<br><br><br>

# Chapter One: The Light That Has Always Been

The archive smelled of amber and old paper and the particular stillness of things that had been breathing the same air for a very long time. Mira Sev did not notice the smell anymore. She had not noticed it for perhaps twenty years, which was how long she had been coming here, and the mind, she had found, was economical about smells - it filed them under *home* and stopped reporting them.

What she did notice, always, was the light.

It came in through the high windows along the archive's eastern wall - not because the eastern windows admitted more light than the others, but because Mira had chosen the desk beneath them thirty years ago and had not moved. The light at the Vethani Archive was the same as the light everywhere in Amberael: amber, steady, sourceless in the way that things which have always been present seem to have no origin. It was the light of permanent twilight, which was to say it was the light of the world as the world had always been - or as it had been for six thousand years, which was as far back as living memory extended and beyond which the historical record grew fragmentary and strange.

Mira worked by this light. She had always worked by this light. She spread the new text flat against the desk with both hands, not reading yet, only feeling - the texture of the vellum, the slight warp where someone had once rolled it improperly, the raised lines of an illumination at the top corner that her fingertips traced without looking down.

Her hands were a scholar's hands. The right was ink-stained in three colours that had long since ceased to be three and had become simply the permanent tincture of her skin: the black of fact, the red of inference, the grey of uncertainty. She kept three pens in a wooden case at the top of her desk, and she reached for them in order without looking - black first, always black first, because the first obligation was to record what was actually there before the mind began to colour it.

She was somewhere in her mid-forties, though she would have been unable to give the exact year without checking her papers. Age in Amberael was a different accounting than age elsewhere might have been, or than age had been before the Stillness - she knew this from the pre-Stillness texts, from the records of people who had grown old in the ordinary way, with the ordinary urgency, and who described time as something that pressed. Mira did not find that time pressed. She found that it accumulated, the way the light accumulated in the archive's high ceiling, gathering in pools that never changed and never dispersed.

She uncapped the black pen.

The text before her was a translation - she could see that from the hand; the translator was Sorven at the eastern academy, whose work she knew, whose margins she could identify by their particular compression. Sorven translated with admirable economy and a slight tendency to choose the dramatic word over the precise one, which Mira compensated for in her reading. Below the translation, in Sorven's cramped footnotes, was the original dialect notation. Pre-Stillness eastern, Mira identified it without effort. From the far eastern province, recovered - she checked the accompanying letter - from a collapsed temple excavation three months prior.

She began to read.

—-
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At six o'clock by the archive's clock - a clock that kept excellent time, because the Stillness had not affected the mechanisms of timekeeping, only the nature of what was being kept - Mira capped her pens. Not because she was done, but because she had reached a place in her thinking where more hours would produce diminishing returns. She had been a scholar long enough to know the difference between the productive tiredness that came from good work and the flat tiredness that came from forcing the mind past its useful limit. She packed her satchel with the care of someone who had packed the same satchel thousands of times: the current journal, the pen case, the folded copies of the three texts she was comparing, the small flat stone she carried as a weight for holding pages open in a wind. The stone was greenish, river-smooth, and had come from the bed of a river she had walked beside fifteen years ago when she had briefly left the city for a conference and had not left it since.

She walked out of the archive into Vethani.

The city met her with its usual amber face. The light was the same on the street as it had been through the high windows - not brighter, not dimmer, not changed by the hour or the season. This was the Stillness's most visible gift: you were never caught unprepared by weather, by darkness, by the inconvenient arrival of night. Vethani's architecture had been designed around this certainty. The buildings had windows that were wide and decorative rather than functional, since there was no meaningful difference in light between inside and outside, between the windows open and closed. The streets were laid out without consideration of shade, because shade was ornamental rather than necessary; the light was never harsh enough to require relief from it.

She walked home through the market district, which at six in the evening was at the same volume it was at six in the morning and at noon and would be at midnight: the sustained, particular hum of a city that did not rise and fall with the light. Stalls lined the broader streets. She passed the fruit stalls first - they always caught her attention, though she had been passing them for years. The fruit was arranged by colour and stage rather than by type: the sellers had developed an exquisitely precise vocabulary for the stages of growth that the Stillness permitted. There were seven recognised stages for the large southern pear, from the tight pale green of earliest formation to the deep red-gold that was the furthest stage achievable before the fruit simply held, swelling no further, suspended at its last moment of becoming. You bought a pear at stage six if you wanted it soft. You bought it at stage four if you wanted it firm. You could not buy it ripe, because ripe was the moment after stage seven, and stage seven was where things stopped.

The seller was a woman Mira had bought from for twenty years. The woman's daughter now worked the stall beside her. The daughter had been fourteen when Mira first noticed her and was fourteen still - not in appearance exactly, because something changed in people between the Stillness's pauses, some slow accrual of expression and manner and the weight behind the eyes. But in size, in the way the body had fixed itself at a particular stage of becoming, she was still the girl Mira remembered.

Mira bought two pears at stage five. She put them in her satchel.

She walked on.

—-
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Her apartment was on the fourth floor of a building that had been old when she moved into it and was old in exactly the same way now. This was another of the Stillness's qualities: the architecture did not age, or aged so slowly that the difference was unmeasurable across a human lifetime. The building's stones were the same stones they had always been; the wooden banister on the staircase had the same smoothness it had always had; the particular squeak on the third step from the top was the same squeak it had always been, and she stepped over it out of habit.

Her apartment was not a person's space. She had understood this for years, had accepted it with the equanimity she brought to most things she had understood and could not change. There were books on every available surface arranged by the logic of current relevance rather than any fixed system. There were maps on the walls - she had maps on three of the four walls, and the fourth wall was her board. There was a small kitchen she used adequately and a bedroom she used sufficiently and a study, which was the largest room in the apartment, and the study was where she actually lived.

The board occupied the whole of the study's north wall.

She had been building it for twenty years. It had started as a single pinned sheet - a timeline, the earliest one she had constructed, mapping what was known about the Stillness's beginning against the historical record. Over the years it had become something larger and stranger: a three-dimensional argument made flat, connected by threads of red and black that traced the relationships between discoveries, each discovery itself a paper or a card or a copied fragment, annotated in her three inks, growing across the board in the way that a vine grows across a wall - not with the orderliness of intention but with the opportunistic precision of something following the available light.

She stood before it, as she did most evenings, and looked at what she had built.

There was a shape forming. She had been aware of the shape for two years - aware of it the way you are aware of a sound at the edge of hearing, not quite definite enough to locate. The threads were converging. She could see the convergence; she could not yet see what it pointed to. But the centre of the board - she had left the centre of the board deliberately clear, had resisted the urge to fill it, because she knew, with the particular certainty of someone who had spent twenty years on a problem, that the centre was where the answer would go - was almost close enough to touch.

She took out the black pen.

She added a new notation in the upper right quadrant: a reference to the text Sorven had sent, a date, a cross-reference to two other fragments she had been working with. She drew a thread from it to a paper in the middle right. She stepped back and looked.

The shape was clearer tonight. Not clear - not yet - but clearer. She could feel it the way she felt the onset of sleep: a heaviness at the edge of consciousness, a gathering. Something was about to resolve.

—-
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The knock at the communicating door came, as it often did, just as she was settling into serious work. She did not sigh. She had stopped sighing at Tessaly's knocks years ago, having discovered that sighing produced no effect on Tessaly whatsoever and only made her feel churlish.

"It's open," she said.

Tessaly came through with the unhurriedness of someone who had lived in the same building for fifty years and had never found a reason to rush. She was, as she had been when Mira moved in and as she would be - Mira had always thought this and had never been able to fully articulate what she thought about it - for as long as Mira lived here, an old woman. Not extremely old; old in the comfortable, settled way of a person somewhere in their late sixties, with white hair pinned loosely and hands that had the good texture of a long and practical life. She had been this old for all the years Mira had known her. She would go on being this old.

"I made too much soup," Tessaly said. She had a covered bowl in one hand. "Again."

"You always make too much soup."

"I always make exactly enough soup for two people," Tessaly said, with the serenity of someone who has repeated a satisfying argument many times and expects to go on repeating it. "The problem is that you're never hungry."

Mira was, in fact, hungry. She had eaten a small lunch at her desk and forgotten about it since. She cleared a corner of the table - this required moving three books and a cylinder of maps - and Tessaly set the bowl down and produced, from the pocket of her robe, a spoon, because Tessaly knew that Mira never had clean utensils near the table.

"Sit down," Mira said.

Tessaly sat. She looked at the board with the familiar gaze of someone who had been looking at it for twenty years without understanding it and had made a thorough peace with not understanding it. "New things," she said.

"A new text came today."

"Is it the answer?"

This was what Tessaly always asked. She had been asking it since the early years, and she asked it without irony - it was a genuine question, arrived at by the genuine reasoning that if someone spent twenty years looking for something, the relevant question was whether any given new thing was what they had been looking for.

"Not yet," Mira said. "Close to it, perhaps."

Tessaly nodded as if this were satisfying. "What are you looking for, again? Remind me. I forget the specifics."

Mira ate a spoonful of the soup, which was good - Tessaly cooked the way she did most things, with quiet competence and no drama. "Why the Stillness began," she said.

"Ah." Tessaly considered this. She had been alive in the Stillness for all her life and found it, as most people found it, simply the world. "And you think you'll find out?"

"I think I'm close to finding out."

"What will you do when you know?"

Mira looked at the board. The threads. The shape at the centre that was almost legible. "I don't know yet," she said. This was honest. She had been trying not to think too far past the discovery, because thinking past the discovery felt like counting a hatch before the egg had cracked, and because there was something else in it, some darker border on the question, that she had not yet been willing to look at directly.

They ate together in the amber light, which did not change, which had never changed, which fell across the bowl and the table and the board and Tessaly's white hair with the same steady quality it fell across everything in the world.

—-
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At midnight - a midnight that looked, as Mira had often noted, entirely identical to noon - she could not sleep. This was not unusual. She returned to the study and stood before the board.

She had been working with a new framework for six months: not asking *what* the Stillness was - that had been done, exhaustively, by the Institute and by scholars for five thousand years - but asking *why it began at the moment it began*. The distinction had seemed trivial to her colleagues when she had first proposed it. They had pointed out, patiently, that the moment of the Stillness's beginning was well-documented, or as well-documented as something six thousand years old could be. They had pointed out that the extensive scholarship on the Stillness's mechanism was the relevant literature.

She had said: I am not interested in the mechanism. I am interested in the cause.

There had been a particular silence in the room when she said that, and she had understood from the silence that she had proposed something that was either very obvious or very dangerous, and she had subsequently determined that it was neither - it was simply unfashionable. The Institute preferred to study the Stillness as a phenomenon; asking why implied an agency behind it that the Institute found professionally uncomfortable.

She did not find it professionally uncomfortable. She found it, increasingly, the only question that mattered.

She stood at the board. She traced the threads with one finger, not touching the papers, just following the lines. Her finger moved through the upper right - the new text, Sorven's translation, the temple excavation from the eastern province - and then left, toward the middle of the board, and then down, toward a cluster of fragments she had been working with for three years. Her finger slowed. Stopped.

She stood there for a long time with her finger not quite touching the board.

Then she reached for the grey pen - the pen of uncertainty, of things known to be true only provisionally, of inferences that felt certain but were not yet proven - and she wrote a single word on a small card and pinned it to the centre of the board.

She looked at it.

Then she put her palm over it, covering it completely.

The amber light fell across her hand. The board was still around the covered card. The threads all led here, to this point she was covering. She could feel the word under her palm - not literally, but in the way you feel the shape of a thing you already know, the weight of it already familiar even when you cannot yet say why.

She stood there for a very long time in the light that had always been this light, her hand pressed flat against the centre of the board, in the apartment she had lived in for twenty years, in the city she had lived in for forty, in the world that had been breathing in for six thousand years and had not yet breathed out.

Then she removed her hand, and looked at what she had written, and looked at it for a while longer.

And then she went to bed, and slept, and the amber light did not change while she did.

—-
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*The word on the card was covered. For now, she would leave it covered. Some things need to be known before they can be said.*

—-
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<br><br><br>

# Chapter Two: A Name Written in Grief

The text arrived in the ordinary way - by the archive's morning courier, bundled with eleven other packages of varying size and provenance, annotated by the receiving archivist with the date of delivery and the name of the sender. Mira almost did not open it.

This was not negligence. She received, on average, three translated fragments per week from the network of regional scholars and translators she had spent twenty years cultivating, and the yield was approximately one useful fragment per fifteen received. The distribution had not improved over the years. She had become better at reading the accompanying letters to determine which packages to prioritise, and the letter from Sorven at the eastern academy had not, on first read, distinguished itself: *fragment recovered from collapsed temple excavation, eastern province, pre-Stillness eastern dialect, believed to be theological in content, thought to be relevant to your ongoing research given previous queries re: Stillness mechanisms*.

She had set it on the secondary pile. Secondary pile meant within the week.

She opened it three days later, on a Tuesday that looked identical to all other Tuesdays. She was between tasks - she had finished a cross-reference and not yet started the next - and she picked up Sorven's package because it was nearest to hand and she disliked the idle moment. She unwrapped the oilskin, removed the translation, and began to read.

She read three lines and stopped.

She read those three lines again.

She set the translation down carefully on the desk, very flat, and looked at it for a moment the way you look at something when you are not certain you have seen it correctly and do not want to have to accept that you have.

Then she read it again from the beginning.

—-
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The translation was eight paragraphs long, which made it medium-length for a pre-Stillness fragment of its type. The dialect was eastern - Sorven had noted in the footnotes that it was a regional variant consistent with the far eastern province, probably third generation pre-Stillness from the style of certain constructions, which would make it older than almost anything she had worked with. The content was theological, as the letter had promised: a record of a temple community's observations in the period before the Stillness.

This was not unusual. The archive contained dozens of such records. What was unusual was the verb.

In the fragment's second paragraph - she returned to it, running her finger under the line - the writer described the event of the Stillness's beginning not as a *cessation*, not as a *stopping*, not as any of the thirty-seven documented verbs that pre-Stillness writers had used to describe what happened. The writer used a word that Sorven had translated, with a footnote expressing some uncertainty, as *a breath drawn in and held*.

Mira had spent twenty years reading scholarship on the Stillness and had never seen this verb.

She turned to Sorven's footnotes. *The original term is a compound verb in the eastern dialect with no clean equivalent in standard Ambaric. The nearest approximation is the physiological act of breathing in and choosing not to breathe out - specifically the holding that comes not from choice but from arrest, the halt of an involuntary process. I am uncertain whether this is the intended meaning or whether the writer was using the word metaphorically for cessation; I note that this is the only instance of this verb I have encountered in connection with the Stillness event and defer to your judgement.*

Mira read the footnote twice.

Then she turned back to the main text and read the third paragraph, and the fourth, and in the fifth paragraph she found something that stopped her breath in a way that was - she was aware of this, even in the moment - a small and involuntary imitation of what she was reading about.

A name.

The writer referred to a god by name. This was not, in itself, remarkable; the pre-Stillness records were full of divine names. But this name she had not seen - not in twenty years of reading, not in any of the Institute's scholarship, not in any of the adjacent texts. She would have remembered it. She remembered everything in the category of information relevant to this research, and she did not remember this name.

*Aeravel.*

She sat with the name for a moment.

Then she reached for the black pen - fact, certainty, what is actually there - and she wrote the name on a new card, precisely, in her best hand.

—-
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The archive's catalogue system was thorough by the standards of a civilisation that had had six thousand years to develop thorough catalogue systems. Mira spent the remainder of the morning searching it.

Aeravel did not appear. Not directly - she searched the name in every form she could think of, every plausible variant and corruption, and the catalogue returned nothing. She went to the physical stacks and pulled the indices herself, which she had not done in years because the catalogue was generally more reliable than her memory of the stacks' organisation. Nothing.

She returned to her desk and sat for a while, thinking.

Then she went back to the stacks and pulled a different category of text: the oblique references. The theological texts from the Stillness period that referred to pre-Stillness divine entities without naming them - she had catalogued these herself, years ago, as a background task, because she had noticed that the Stillness period had a curious habit of referring to things by description rather than name. She had noted it as a cultural shift and filed it under *interesting but unexplained*.

She spent three hours in the stacks with the oblique reference texts. In the seventh text she pulled, she found it.

Not the name - the description. A phrase: *the Unnamed*. Used in a theological context, referring to a divine entity whose name had been, the text implied, deliberately set aside. Not unknown - set aside. The distinction was there in the grammar: the writer knew the name and was choosing not to use it.

In the ninth text: *the Held One*.

In the twelfth: *the One Who Stopped*.

All three of these were Stillness-period texts, written after the Stillness had begun. Mira laid them side by side on the desk and looked at them. Three different writers, three different contexts, three different descriptions - all of which, she now understood, referred to the same entity. An entity whose name had been written clearly in a text written *before* the Stillness began, and which had been subsequently and systematically replaced with circumlocutions.

The name had been taken out.

She wrote this in red ink - inference, not yet fact.

Then she wrote, beneath it, the question that came with it: *By whom? And why?*

—-
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The Institute's astronomical records were one of its genuine achievements. The Stillness had not stopped the stars - the stars moved, slowly, in the amber sky, and six thousand years of observations had produced an astronomical record of extraordinary precision and completeness. Mira had used these records before for rough dating, but she had never pushed them to their limit, partly because she had not had a specific date to look for and partly because the calculations required were laborious.

She had a date now - or rather, she had a window. The pre-Stillness texts had always established the beginning of the Stillness as "the Great Pause," a phrase so general as to be frustrating, with scholarship placing it "approximately six thousand years ago" with an uncertainty of two or three centuries in either direction. Mira had always found this uncertainty suspicious - six thousand years of civilisation and they could not date their own beginning with more precision than a three-century window? - but the records of the Stillness's beginning were unusually sparse, as if the beginning itself had disrupted the record-keeping.

The fragment gave her something new: the temple writer described Aeravel's action in relation to a specific astronomical event. The eastern province's pre-Stillness tradition used star positions as their primary calendar system, and the writer noted the position of three specific stars at the moment of the Stillness's beginning, with the precision that characterised a community that kept careful sky-records.

She took the notation to the astronomy section of the archive and set the Institute's star charts beside it.

She spent the rest of the afternoon doing the reverse calculation: working backward from the current star positions to find when the three stars named in the fragment would have been where the writer described them.

She found the century in an hour. She found the decade in two. She found the year by midnight.

She sat in the archive, alone - the other scholars had left hours ago, and the night archivist was a young man named Pell who trusted Mira to lock up - and she looked at the year she had calculated and then she did something she had not done in the archive in years: she allowed herself to feel what she had found.

The Stillness had begun in a specific year. She had the year. Six thousand and forty-one years ago, with a margin of error she estimated at plus or minus four years. Not a century. Not a decade. A year, and probably within a few months of the specific month, if she did further calculations.

This was not a cosmic accident. This was not a geological event or a slow process or a natural phenomenon of the kind that scholars at the Institute still, occasionally, proposed. A geological event did not have a year. A specific year meant a specific moment. A specific moment meant -

She wrote in her journal: *A cause. An agent. A choice, or something that functioned as a choice. The Stillness began at a moment because something happened at a moment. What happened at that moment was connected to an entity named Aeravel, whose name was subsequently removed from the public record.*

She stared at what she had written.

Then she wrote, beneath it: *This was not an accident.*

—-
[image: ]


She walked home through streets that were the same at midnight as they were at noon. The market district had thinned but not emptied; the fruit sellers had their stalls shuttered but the tea houses were open, and the amber light fell on the steam rising from their chimneys with the same quality it fell on everything - steady, unvarying, a light that implied no urgency because urgency required time, and time, here, had a different quality than it had in the old records.

She thought about Aeravel.

A god. The old word for a god was *aeran* - a being of divine nature who participated in the world in ways that mortal beings did not. There had been many aeran before the Stillness. The Stillness had not destroyed them, exactly - the theological consensus was complicated - but it had changed their relationship to the world in ways that the scholarship had not agreed on. After the Stillness, divine activity had become rare and then absent. The gods had, apparently, withdrawn. The Church of the Held Moment had its own theology for this, which she had read and found insufficient.

What kind of grief, she found herself thinking, could hold a world mid-breath?

She stopped in the middle of the street.

She had been thinking about the mechanism - about how, not about why. But the fragment had given her a why, or the beginning of one. The verb. *A breath drawn in and held.* Not a closing down, not a freezing, not any of the mechanical metaphors the scholarship had used. Something physiological. Something that happened to a body that was not in the body's control.

The intake of breath before grief.

She knew this. She had felt it - small versions of it, in her life, at the moments of small losses. The breath that came in and would not release. The body's arrest before the full arrival of sorrow.

What she was thinking was not yet a theory. It was an intuition, which was a different category, and she was careful with the category. She uncapped the red pen in her mind and held the intuition at a careful distance.

But she was thinking it.

She went home. She went to her journal and she sat at her desk and she wrote for an hour without stopping, and what she wrote was the first rough shape of a theory she had not yet proven and could not yet claim, about a god named Aeravel and a grief so complete that the world had inhaled and failed to exhale, and about what that meant for the world's future, if the world ever found a way to breathe again.

When she was done, she put the pen down. She looked at the journal entry for a long time.

Then she wrote at the bottom, in grey - uncertainty, the provisional, the things she suspected but could not yet say: *The name was removed from the record because knowing the name meant knowing the cause, and knowing the cause meant knowing the world could be different. Someone, six thousand years ago, decided the world should not know this. I do not know yet who, or why. I do not know yet if they were wrong.*

She closed the journal. She went to the board and looked at it - at the threads, at the centre, at the card she had covered with her palm the night before.

The card still had her palm over it. She had covered it again this morning without thinking about it, the way you cover something that isn't ready to be seen yet.

She left it covered.

But she knew now that the word she had written on the card was right.

She had written: *Aeravel.*

She had known it before she knew it. Twenty years of research, and the convergence had been waiting for a name - a name that someone had tried to take out of the record, and had almost succeeded, and had not quite managed because a temple in the eastern province had collapsed and buried a fragment in rubble for six thousand years, and a scholar named Sorven had found it, and a scholar named Mira had opened the package.

She stood before the board in her study at two in the morning, in the amber light that did not change, with the name of the god at the centre of everything she had been building, and she thought: *Now we begin.*

—-
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<br><br><br>

# Chapter Three: Six Thousand Years Ago

She had not left the archive in five days. The archivist Pell had taken to leaving a covered plate of food near her desk in the evenings, and she had taken to eating it without quite noticing she was doing so. This was, she knew, not ideal behaviour. She had been here before - the state of research that consumed the periphery of life and left only the central question - and she had always emerged from it eventually, slightly thinner and slightly further along. The archive was patient with her. It had been patient with her for twenty years.

What she was building now, in the careful columns of her working journal, was a picture of the world before.

The before was the strange part. It had always been the strange part, and she had always moved past it quickly in her research because the before was not, technically, her subject - her subject was the Stillness, not the world that had preceded it. But the name Aeravel had changed the direction of her inquiry. To understand what had happened, she needed to understand what had been. To understand Aeravel's grief, she needed to understand what the world looked like when it was still moving.

The pre-Stillness texts she could access were few and fragmentary. This was understood - the Stillness had disrupted record-keeping at a fundamental level in its early period, and the records of the world before were preserved only in what had survived the confusion of the transition. What she had was perhaps three hundred extant texts, of which she had personally read or catalogued two hundred and sixty. The remaining forty were in restricted collections she had not yet accessed.

She began with what she knew.

—-
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The world before had had day and night.

This was the thing she kept returning to - not because it was intellectually surprising; she knew it, had always known it, it was in every history text - but because she could not quite make it real in her mind. She could read the description of true night, of absolute darkness, and understand it as a fact, but she could not imagine it from inside the world she lived in. The amber light was all she knew. It was all any living person knew.

The pre-Stillness writers described night as both feared and beloved. There were records of dedicated priests of darkness - a whole theology around the absolute dark, the world's necessary unconsciousness. There were records of night-fear as a common affliction, particularly in children. There were records - and these were the ones that caught her, that she read and reread with the attention she normally reserved for purely technical matters - of dawn. People had apparently made a practice of watching the sun rise. They did not do it because it was unusual; they did it because it was beautiful, and because it happened every day and they knew it would happen and chose to watch it anyway.

She could not imagine what that looked like. She tried: a gradual change of light, moving through colours she did not have in her experience. She had read descriptions. She had read the words *rose* and *gold* and *the first light*, and she knew them as words the way she knew words in dead languages - she could define them but could not feel them.

But the people before the Stillness had felt them. Every morning, for the whole history of the world before, there had been dawn.

She wrote in her journal: *The Stillness took away the morning. I have never thought of it this way before. It took away the transition - the moment of change from dark to light. It locked the world in the amber between.*

—-
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The texts were consistent about another quality of the world before: completion.

Things completed in the world before the Stillness. Seeds grew and fruited and the fruit ripened and fell and rotted and became new soil. Wounds healed or they did not - the texts were clear about this, that the world before the Stillness was a place where wounds had outcomes rather than states. Either the healing succeeded or it failed; either you recovered or you did not; there was no middle ground of permanent suspension between those two results.

And people died.

The texts described this without the weight of tragedy that the contemporary reader would bring to it - the very old dying was not, in the pre-Stillness world, a crisis or a horror. It was the completion of a life. There were texts about the deaths of elders that described the event as quiet and attended and appropriate, and the writers did not seem to be hiding their grief behind propriety; they seemed to genuinely understand dying as a form of finishing. A life that had been lived and reached its ending. A breath, taken in and released.

Mira sat with this for a long time.

The breath, taken in and released.

The Stillness was, she was increasingly certain, the opposite of this. Not the absence of life but the suspension of completion. Not death but the permanent failure to reach the ending - of wounds, of growth, of lives. Amberael was a world in which nothing could finish.

She had known this intellectually for twenty years. She was beginning to feel it differently.

—-
[image: ]


Aeravel.

The god of - and here was the problem. The pre-Stillness texts were not entirely consistent about divine attributes. The theological system before the Stillness had been complex and varied by region, and the divine portfolio was understood differently
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