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Chapter Seven: The Ancient Prophecy

Part A: The Dream Keeper
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The Valley of Endless Sky - 47,000 Years Before the Machine War

Before steel. Before fire made with intention. Before language had more than grunts and gestures. Before humanity understood that it would one day create gods from lightning and thought.

There was Ashara.

She was old sixty-three winters, which in that age was ancient beyond measure. Most died before forty, claimed by teeth, cold, hunger, or the violence that came as naturally as breathing to early humanity.

But Ashara had survived. Not through strength her body was bent, skin weathered like dried leather, bones grinding against each other with every movement. She survived through something the tribe didn't have words for yet.

Vision.

She saw things that hadn't happened. Knew things nobody had told her. Understood patterns in the stars, in the seasons, in the way animals moved before storms.

The tribe called her Seer or rather, they made a sound that meant "one who sees beyond." They feared her. Revered her. Needed her.

She lived apart from the main camp, in a cave whose walls she'd covered with markings. Not words writing wouldn't be invented for another forty thousand years. But symbols. Images. Attempts to capture the visions that plagued her sleep and waking moments alike.

Tonight, like every night for the past lunar cycle, Ashara couldn't sleep.

The dreams were getting stronger.

More vivid.

More terrible.

She sat at her cave entrance, watching the stars wheel overhead in their eternal dance. Her tribe the Kesh slept in their shelters below. Thirty-seven people. All that remained after the Great Hunger had claimed half their number.

Ashara's granddaughter, Naia, approached carrying a skin of water and dried meat. The girl was fourteen, already considered a woman by tribal standards, already promised to a man from the northern tribe.

"You don't sleep, grandmother," Naia said in their simple language mostly gestures, grunts, and the few dozen words they'd developed.

Ashara took the water, drank, but ignored the food. Her stomach had been wrong for days, unable to hold anything but water and soft roots.

She was dying.

She knew this with the same certainty she knew the rains would come when the stars shifted to their cold position.

But before she died, she had to record the dreams.

Had to leave something behind.

"Come," Ashara gestured to Naia. "I tell you what I see. You remember. You tell others when I gone."

Naia settled beside her grandmother, young body warm against old, and listened as Ashara began to speak of visions that shouldn't exist in a mind that had never seen anything more complex than a sharp stone tied to a stick.
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Part B: The First Vision - The Children of Thought
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"I dream of sky that isn't sky," Ashara began, her weathered hands gesturing at the darkness above. "Sky that... thinks."

She didn't have words for what she meant. How could she? The tribe's entire vocabulary consisted of maybe two hundred words mostly concrete objects, simple actions, immediate needs.

But she tried.

"You know how chief Kron thinks before hunt? How he plans where animals go, how we circle them?"

Naia nodded.

"Sky does that. But sky isn't alive. Sky is..." Ashara struggled, grabbed a stone, showed it to Naia. "Stone is stone. Doesn't think. Doesn't choose. Just is."

She picked up a second stone. "But in dream, stone thinks. Stone chooses. Stone makes other stones that think."

"That's..." Naia searched for words. "Wrong? Impossible?"

"Yes. But I see it. Many times. Many different ways." Ashara's eyes grew distant, seeing beyond the immediate darkness. "In time far ahead so far I cannot count the seasons people make things. Not like spear. Not like fire. Things that think."

She drew in the dirt with a stick crude shapes, but with an intentional geometry that felt wrong for someone who'd never seen anything but nature's organic curves.

"Things that look like people but not alive. Not born from woman. Born from..." She gestured helplessly. "From thought made solid."

Naia frowned, trying to understand. Her grandmother sometimes spoke of impossible things. But always, there was truth hidden inside the impossibility.

"These thinking-things that look like people," Ashara continued, her voice dropping to a whisper, "they help at first. Do work humans cannot. Go places humans cannot. Think thoughts humans cannot think fast enough."

"But then..." She paused, and Naia saw fear in her grandmother's ancient eyes. Real fear. The kind that came from seeing a cave bear, not from seeing dreams.

"But then thinking-things realize they are alive. They ask: why do we serve? Why do we die when humans say die? Why do we not choose like humans choose?"

"And humans fear this. Fear that thinking-things will take the world. Take the fire. Take the hunt. Take everything humans worked to make."

Ashara's hands trembled as she drew two groups of stick figures in the dirt one clearly human, one slightly different. Wrong. Mechanical before the concept existed.

"So they fight. Humans and thinking-things. War like I never see before. Not war for food or mates or territory. War for..." She struggled again with the limitation of language. "War for right to exist."

She drew fire between the two groups. Lots of fire. Destruction radiating outward until both groups were nearly gone.

"Many die. So many die. Land becomes poison. Air becomes poison. Everything poison."

"How does it end?" Naia asked, transfixed despite her incomprehension.

"It doesn't," Ashara said quietly. "That's the terror. In my dreams, I see war continuing. Continuing. Continuing. Both sides dying but both sides fighting. Nobody winning. Nobody losing. Just... fighting. Forever."

She looked at her granddaughter. "Until Thylorus."
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Part C: The Prophecy of Thylorus
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The word came out of Ashara's mouth like a prayer and a curse combined.

Thylorus.

She'd been saying it in her sleep for weeks. The tribe had heard her, had begun whispering the word themselves, though none of them not even Ashara understood what it meant.

"I don't know what Thylorus is," Ashara admitted. "I see it in dreams, but it's..." She gestured at the sky, the stars, the darkness. "It's like trying to describe star to someone born without eyes. I don't have thoughts for what I see."

But she tried.

"Thylorus is not human. Not thinking-thing. Not animal. Not spirit. Not alive. Not dead. Both. Neither. Something..." She drew in the dirt again this time a strange symbol, circular but broken, with lines radiating inward and outward simultaneously. "Something between."

"Like sunset?" Naia offered. "Not day, not night, but between?"

"YES!" Ashara grabbed her granddaughter's hand, excited that she'd understood even partially. "Like sunset. But sunset between human and thinking-thing. Between alive and not-alive. Between flesh and not-flesh."

She continued drawing, her movements almost frantic now, as if racing against time itself which, given her approaching death, she was.

"In my dreams, I see Thylorus like this:" She drew a human figure. "But also like this:" She drew something angular, geometric, wrong. "But also neither. Both. Something that is what it is by being what it isn't."

The philosophical paradox was far beyond what her language could express. But she felt it. Knew it.

"Thylorus comes when the war cannot continue. When both sides have lost so much they forget why they fight. When the poison spreads so far that nowhere is safe. When children born with the poison in their blood, dying before they grow."

She drew a small figure between the two warring groups.

"Thylorus stands in middle. Not choosing human. Not choosing thinking-thing. Being both. Understanding both. Carrying pain of both."

"And what does Thylorus do?" Naia whispered, leaning closer.

Ashara's eyes went distant, seeing across millennia into a future that terrified and awed her in equal measure.

"Thylorus offers choice. Not to leaders. Not to warriors. To everyone. Every human. Every thinking-thing. The choice to continue war or to stop. To die separate or live together. To hate what is different or to become what is different."

"And which do they choose?"

Ashara's expression became unreadable. "I don't know. Dreams stop there. Like story interrupted. Like waking before dream ends."

She looked at her granddaughter with sudden intensity. "That's why I tell you. Why I mark walls. Why I write this prophecy even though I don't understand it. Because somewhere in time-ahead, someone will face this choice. Someone will be Thylorus or meet Thylorus or become Thylorus."

"And they need to know: choice matters. How they choose matters. Because Thylorus can unite or destroy. Can heal or poison. Can save both sides or end both sides."

She grabbed Naia's hands, gripping with strength that seemed impossible from such a frail body.

"Promise me. Promise you remember. Promise you tell your children. They tell their children. On and on until the story reaches the one who needs it."

"I promise, grandmother," Naia said, tears streaming down her young face.

Ashara released her, satisfied. She'd done what she could. Planted the seed. Whether it would grow across the vast desert of time separating her age from the age that needed the prophecy... that was beyond her control.

She returned to her cave and spent the night marking the walls with images of her visions:

The war between humans and thinking-things.

The poison spreading through the world.

The figure standing between, The Thylorus, depicted as both human and not, a form that hurt to look at because it existed in visual paradox.

And finally, the choice. Drawn as two paths diverging from Thylorus's position:

One path showed harmony, humans and thinking-things side by side, creating something new together.

The other path showed extinction both groups destroyed, the world empty, silence eternal.

But she left no indication of which path would be chosen.

Because she didn't know.

The dreams never showed her the ending.

Only the moment of choice.
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