IMMORTAL

a novel by [TheBlindSophist]

Chapter 1: The Fading Stratigraph
“Beneath every layer

lies a memory of fire.”

Dr. Elena Marinos

2025

The dawn light was a sickle of pale silver slicing through low clouds as the R/V Discovery drifted
above the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. Elena Marinos stood at the rail, arms folded against the chill,
watching the endless gray swell. Scientists speak of the ocean as a memory—the archive of
Earth—but today she felt it as an accusation, a silent witness to whatever lay buried beneath
kilometers of water and rock.

Inside the ship’s lab, the hum of fluorescent tubes mingled with the shiver of hydraulic pumps.
She exchanged a brief nod with Dr. Cho as he eased the core barrel into position. Elena’s
gloved hand hovered over the release lever: a ritual she’d performed countless times, yet never
with such apprehension. With a soft click, the segmented cylinder of basalt and sediment
dropped into their care.

Technicians in navy coveralls pried it free and loaded it onto the saw. White sparks showered
around the blade as it bit into three kilometers of ancient crust. Elena leaned close, noting flecks
of copper-green striated through volcanic ash. Such mineralogical anomalies should have no
business existing here—or at any point before the twentieth century.

“Section twelve,” she said, voice low with anticipation. Hands steady, she guided a slice toward
the XRF scanner. Patterns of fluorescent light danced across her console: iron-titanium oxides,
trace silica—predictable. Then, a cluster of peaks that didn’t belong: rare-earth ratios off the
charts, and one signature refractory enough to defy classification.

“Doctor,” Cho murmured, “that ash layer—radiocarbon puts it around 3 177 BC.”

A breath caught in Elena’s throat. More than three millennia before recorded Bronze Age
turmoil, before Mycenae burned or Hittite shields shattered. She tapped at her tablet, overlaying



published tsunami models and tectonic maps. The coordinates didn’t correspond to any known
site.

She extracted a small shard, an ember of metal no larger than her thumbnail. The moment it
cleared the basalt, it glimmered with an inner luster—liquid light trapped in crystalline form. She
brought it beneath the lamp: veins of emerald and violet pulsed across its surface.

“Beautiful,” she whispered, even as her mind churned.

She exhaled on the fragment, half-expecting frost to bloom on its hush. Instead, the vapor
recoiled as though the shard breathed it back—and a warmth spread beneath her glove,
rhythmic as a heartbeat.

The lab lights flickered. Elena’s pulse stuttered. She backed away, the shard clutched in her
palm like a living thing.

Alone at the bench, she pressed “record” on her console. Ambient audio: clear. Then, in the
silence, a breath—no, her own breath amplified—and a single, sibilant word:

“..aenna...”

It was neither plea nor threat; it hung in the cold air like an invocation, linguistic pareidolia curled
around a phantom sound. She swallowed; “eenna”—a whisper whose simplicity belied its gravity.

Choosing caution over curiosity, Elena deposited the shard into a lead-lined pouch and secured
it. “Containment protocol,” she said into the comm. “Dry lab, now.”

Corridors of corrugated steel and concrete floors echoed her approach. In the dry lab—an
anechoic chamber of black mats and padded walls—Cho and Santos waited, their faces
pinched with apprehension. Elena set the pouch on the workbench, unzipped it, and revealed
the fragment.

A ring of ultraviolet emitters hummed alive at her command, forming a translucent sheath
around the shard. Its glow intensified—emerald veins now coursing with molten brilliance.
Santos ran spectral scans. “No decay signatures,” she reported. “The alloy’s half-life is
effectively infinite.”

Elena’s breath hitched. Metals erode; isotopes decay. Yet here lay a compound that mocked
entropy itself. “Run a high-resolution spectrum,” she said. “And cross-reference with any
documented anomalous metallurgy.”

While machines whirred, Elena closed her eyes, replaying that seemingly half-hallcuinated
‘word’ (?), “eenna.” In her Italian childhood, it might have been a shrug or a dismissive turn of
phrase; here, it felt like an imperative—summon, beckon, compel. She had no right to assign
meaning, but the ghost of her own name lurked in its vowels and consonant, tugging at her
psyche.



Lights dimmed again—this time in deliberate fade, as though the lab itself blinked. When they
flared back, the corridor door stood ajar, though it should have remained locked. Elena’s hand
went to her sidearm; Cho unslung a motion scanner. Neither detected movement.

They stepped through in unison. Lockers rattled open along the corridor, their steel doors
yawning like maws in sudden fright. Santos cursed under her breath. Elena’s recorder pinged: a
new file, unbidden. She played it. Silence. Then:

“...enna...”

Her skin crawled. Cho flicked his scanner across the wall. No readings. No human. No animal.
Only an unseen presence weaving through sealed compartments and electromagnetic fields.

Elena returned to the dry lab. The shard glowed wanly in its UV cradle, as placid as a pearl but
alive with dormant portent. She laid it on the bench and, with a trembling fingertip, traced its cool
contours.

“The ocean... the ridge... the ash... the romance of myth...” She exhaled. “This isn’t geology or
metallurgy. It's a message in the world’s oldest language: curiosity.”

Santos shot her a look. “If we can’t explain it, we contain it. Pentagon’s orders, right?”

Elena nodded. “Lock down all data streams. And alert headquarters: we have a material
requiring off-world classification.”

A soft hiss echoed behind her—the containment field disengaging. The shard’s glow dimmed.
The lab lights flickered, then snapped out altogether. In the blanket of darkness, the shard
pulsed: first green, then violet, then white-hot—an ember against the void.

A silhouette coalesced at the edge of its radiance—tall, indistinct, neither quite human nor
entirely machine. Elena’s breath stuttered.

She fumbled for her recorder and spoke into the hush: “I'm... here. Who are you?”

Silence. Then, carried on a current of static and something else—ancient, patient—that single
word:

‘..enna.. ”
The lights returned. The figure was gone. The shard lay inert once more.

Elena Marinos lowered her head, heartbeat echoing in her ears. A single syllable had shattered
her certainty: beneath every layer, indeed, lay a memory aching to be summoned.

And she had answered.



Chapter 2 — When the Ridge Burned
“A single spark can melt ages.”
Hanock

~10,900 B.C.

The island called Thalasson lay straddling the Mid-Atlantic Ridge like a polished obsidian crown.
From the observation veranda atop the Aurion Core—their lone fusion generator—Hanock
watched sulfur-blue sunrise seep across slate waves, painting the world in bruise-colored
gradients. Thalasson’s alabaster towers rose behind him, glassy and guiltless, but he felt only
the weight of centuries humming beneath his boots.

“Flux reading is stable,” said Isen, her voice carrying the calm cadence of seabirds at dawn. She
stood at the console, long fingers trailing arrays of light that fluttered like trapped butterflies. “We
can finish the maintenance cycle in an hour.”

Hanock studied her profile—sharp as freshly quarried marble, yet softened by an undercurrent
of restless wonder. The air between them quivered with things unspoken: his solitary gravity, her
buoyant curiosity, two halves of an equation refusing to resolve. He offered a thin smile. “Then
perhaps the island will grant us a quiet day.”

“Quiet,” Isen repeated, tasting the word as though it were a foreign spice. “Do you ever grow
weary of quiet, Hanock?”

He considered the question while scanning the distant horizon. Even from here, he could see
the satellite farms drifting in the ion-rich troposphere, harvesting electrical potential like celestial
jellyfish. “Quiet,” he said at last, “is a luxury purchased with vigilance.”

Behind the glass, the Aurion Core throbbed—a sphere of refractive alloy nested in gyroscopic
rings, harnessing a captive star. Each pulse fed ten thousand citizens who would never know
hunger or age. Legends said the Core could run unchanged for another ten millennia, so long
as the ridge beneath remained patient stone.

Hanock’s wrist console chimed—a tiny tremolo, almost apologetic.
> IMPACT ALERT

> TRACK: 40.9°N 37.2°W
> MASS: 2 x 10°kg



> ETA: 00:04:12

His pulse spiked. “Isen—external array just flagged a high-velocity object. Mass two hundred
kilotons, trajectory: direct.” He slid beside her, fingers flying across spectral controls.

Isen’s brow knit. “Probability of atmospheric burn-off?”

“Under one percent. It's denser than iron.” Hanock tapped in a thermal projection. On the
holo-globe, the island’s silhouette blossomed crimson—shockwave, tidal displacement, reactor
feedback. One ping among millions, yet the simulation drew an elegant ruin.

Isen met his gaze. “We can deflect a fragment that size, but not in four minutes.”

Alarms flared through the veranda—an ascending arpeggio that twisted the stomach. Hanock
slammed a palm onto the emergency lattice. “Divert excess plasma to the polar dampers.
Prepare containment coils for rapid-shutdown. I'll warn the city.”

He turned, but Isen caught his sleeve. “Hanock.” Just his name, fraying on her tongue. In her
eyes he saw terror braided with something electric—something that, in another hour, might have
been tenderness. He couldn’t let it be either.

“Four minutes,” he reminded her. He broke away and sprinted through the iris doors into the
spinal corridor. Sensor lights strobed crimson. Beneath the deck, the ridge began to tremble, a
giant drawing breath.

The spinal corridor curved through the generator complex like a pressurized artery. Emergency
strobes cast shifting bars of blood-red across polished obsidian floors, each flash revealing
startled engineers frozen mid-stride, tablets humming with useless diagnostics. Hanock barreled
through them, barking orders.

“Section chiefs—evacuation priority: air and sea platforms! Anything that flies or floats, launch
now!”

Someone shouted, “But the Core—"
“The Core is lost if the impact breaches containment,” he snapped. “Save who you can. Go!”

Overhead, steel-bone trusses groaned—a deep tectonic sigh that vibrated through his molars.
In the anteroom outside the control spindle, transparent panels displayed reactor telemetry.
Output spiked, then oscillated wildly, like a heartbeat succumbing to arrhythmia. The impactor
hadn’t struck yet but the planet itself seemed to anticipate pain.

Isen’s voice cut through the comm grid: “Containment coils online—margin slipping. We have
ninety seconds.”



Hanock thumbed the override badge on his collar. “Route auxiliary coolant through helios lines.
Flood the chamber if you must.”

“We’ll quench the core,” she replied, voice steady as tempered glass. “But it will smother the
island’s grid—"

‘Do it.”

He punched through the hatch into the command ring. Here, the fusion sphere hovered in a
cradle of magnetism, a captive sun caught in concentric gyros. Normally it glowed cerulean;
now it blazed white-hot, petals of plasma licking the restraints. Contraction,
expansion—breathing like an enraged god.

A tremor pitched him sideways. He slammed against a railing. Alarms warbled into a single
sustained note. Somewhere below, automatic floodgates slammed shut; seawater howled into
emergency conduits, steam hammering the pipes.

Hanock clawed his way to the master console. Impact countdown: 00:00:24. He opened the
citywide broadcast, inhaled smoke-tinged air.

“Citizens of Thalasson—this is Hanock of the Aurion Council. An object of cataclysmic mass will
strike the ridge momentarily. Evacuation craft are mobilizing. Proceed to skyports and marine
decks. Save the children first.” He paused, the roar beneath his feet blooming. “May our
ancestors guide your descent into the world beyond.”

A flash lit the horizon—charcoal clouds turned magnesium-white. Thunder without precedent
tore the heavens, followed by a sound that transcended sound: the brittle crack of lithosphere
yielding. The impactor struck the ocean five kilometers east; half the sunrise vanished inside a
geyser of super-heated vapor.

Shock wave first: a wall of compressed air that slammed the reactor bay. Energy couplings
snapped; the fusion sphere lurched off-center, gyros screaming. A plume of hydrogen-rich
plasma vented through ruptured shielding, curling into blue-white dragons before the emergency
shutters sealed.

Then came the second pulse—seafloor displacement. The Mid-Atlantic Ridge convulsed; basalt
crags knifed upward, grinding like titans in a dream. Gravitational sensors spiked off-scale. A
deep, mournful gong reverberated through the chassis as stress fractures webbed across
anchor pylons.

Hanock keyed the final command: containment dump. Gigajoules of energy bled into the polar
dampers; force-field nodes overloaded, one after another, cascading dark. The fusion sphere
dimmed—white to amber, amber to dull iron—but its mass, momentarily unshackled, sagged
downward.



He felt, rather than heard, the plummet in reactor harmonics: forty hertz, thirty-two, then a
sub-audible thirty. At twenty-eight hertz the astrophysicists had once prophesied dire
outcomes—quantum instabilities that could tear holes small as quarks yet voracious as famine.

A new whisper crept into the descending pitch. Not static, not instrumentation. A syllable older
than architecture, reverberating through metal and marrow alike:

“..aenna...”

It was soft, feminine and masculine at once, uttered with the hush of falling ash and the gravity
of planets colliding. Hanock’s breath hitched. For a second he imagined the sphere itself
speaking—a dying star calling for witness.

“Isen,” he said into the comm, voice ragged. “Did you hear that?”

Static crackled, then her strained reply: “Yes. All decks reporting same resonance. It’s in the
alloy, in the air.”

The word lingered—aenna—vibrating thresholds between atoms, a summons or surrender, he
couldn’t tell. The Core answered with a final strobing flicker, then collapsed inward, imploding
into silence.

Darkness swallowed the command ring. Emergency phosphors flicked on, bathing everything in
eerie green. Hanock stood amid wreckage, breath fogging.

Above, a skylight shattered as atmospheric shock waves met counter-pressure. Through it he
saw the impossible: a wall of water muscling toward Thalasson, black with pulverized basalt,
white-plumed like a charging leviathan. The outer sea platform—once bristling with solar
spires—was already gone, splintered into flotsam.

“Isen, evacuation status?” he demanded, sprinting back through the hatch.

“Two thousand aloft, three thousand under sail,” she answered. “That’s all we managed.
Hangars collapsing—"

Her transmission cut, swallowed by a roar that no technology could parse. Another tremor threw
Hanock against the corridor bulkhead. Metal shrieked like tortured violin strings; ceiling panels
sheared away, raining glass.

He forced himself upright, lungs burning, mind tallying numbers. Ten thousand souls once
thrived on Thalasson. Half were in laboratories, greenhouses, sanctuaries below. No time. No
path.

In the central lift, he keyed ascent. The car lurched upward in violent spurts, squealing on
warped rails. When doors parted at the skyport deck, night had usurped dawn; the world glowed
bruised-purple beneath sheets of lightning.



Sky-skiffs lifted, their fusion sails unfurling luminescent blossoms. Hanock sprinted toward the
last one still moored. Isen stood at its gangway, face streaked with soot, eyes ablaze with relief
and reprimand.

He leapt across the gap as clamps disengaged. The vessel lurched skyward. Below, the
tsunami hit the island. Towers folded like reeds, seawater engulfing plazas in seconds. A
shockwave of steam erupted where the reactor sank into the boiling trench.

Wind tore at his coat. Beside him, Isen gripped the railing. Neither spoke; their city was dying in
real time—a silent holocaust rendered in chiaroscuro lightning. Far below, a second syllable
drifted up with the hurricane spray, carrying the sorrow of a thousand unspoken elegies:

“..enna..."
As if the planet itself mourned—or commanded—their exodus.
Hanock swallowed the metallic tang of fear. “We save who'’s left,” he said, voice raw.

Isen nodded, hair whipping like silver flames. Around them, a ragged flotilla of airships
ascended into a sky run through with cosmic bruises. Thalasson, crown of the ridge, slipped
beneath the ravenous dark.

Behind them, the shard of a living star and a single, haunting word echoed through wreckage
and water alike—aenna—insisting that nothing, once summoned, truly disappears.

Chapter 3 — Cipher in the Sediment
“Silent stones sometimes whisper.”
Jonas Sinclair
2025 AD

Jonas Sinclair could taste the electricity in the air long before the server farm’s chilled exhaust
hit his lungs. Nights in Cambridge usually smelled of damp brick and cheap lager; tonight they
tasted of ozone and vertigo—a sure sign the universe was preparing a punch-line.

He slipped past the departmental security gate with a token he’d printed on a lark—two microns
off spec, but the reader wasn’t fussy—and descended into the Computational Linguistics
bunker. Rows of GPU racks glowed like subterranean dragon scales. The hum soothed him; it
was a frequency a hair below consciousness, a lullaby for sleepless codebreakers.



A ping awaited on his personal darknet relay: “CORE SCAN: MID-ATL RIDGE. RAW XMCD
ATTACHED.” The file header bore Elena Marinos’s digital signature. They’d corresponded once,
years ago, when he’d published an outlandish blog post linking Bronze Age shipping manifests
to non-Euclidean prime cycles. She’d called him “ingenious, if unmoored.” He’d taken it as the
highest praise.

Jonas downloaded the X-ray micro-computed-tomography stack, twenty gigabytes of grayscale
slices through seafloor basalt. He skimmed the metadata—depth, density, anomalous alloy
signature—and felt a thrill twitch under his sternum. An hour ago a rumor had flashed across an
encrypted channel: Seismic weirdness on the Ridge. Lab blackout. Something whispering.
Elena must have been at ground zero.

He loaded the slices into his visual-cryptography pipeline, a home-brew convolutional network
designed to spot non-obvious geometric symmetries—things archaeologists mislabeled “tool
marks” but Jonas believed were signatures left by civilizations the planet itself had tried to
forget.

On the third pass the network hiccuped, then spewed a tangle of polychrome lines on
screen—arcs and nodal points forming a recursive sigil. It resembled no alphabet in human
history, yet its strokes arranged themselves into repeating triads: 3-7-11-3-7-11, a rhythm that
thrummed like a hidden heartbeat.

He froze. That cadence matched the prime cycle from his blog post—the one he’d dreamed
after three sleepless nights and a questionable dose of modafinil. He'd thought it a math
hallucination. Now it glowed in deep-ocean stone.

“Show me the string,” he whispered.

The network overlaid vector paths, translating the pattern into a runic lattice. At the center,
seven glyphs merged into a single logograph. The Al suggested an English transliteration:
“JONAS.”

Blood drained from his face. He laughed—a short, brittle bark. “Yeah, universe, real funny.”

But the algorithm didn’t joke; it merely mapped shapes to probabilities. Still, the coincidence
bulged, pregnant with narrative weight. Pareidolia? Maybe. Except the prime cycle had been his
alone.

He leaned back, rubbed his eyes. That was when the whisper started—soft as a carbon brush
skimming vinyl.

&enno...

The syllable seemed to ooze from the liquid-cooling pipes, soaking into his cochleae. He ripped
off his headphones; the whisper persisted, threading through bare air.



Jonas’s every sense pinged red. He slammed a finger onto the room’s kill switch. The racks
powered down with a sigh; still the whisper lingered, as though the building’s concrete bones
mouthed the phoneme.

He closed his eyes. Schizotypal episode, the clinic had called his previous auditory flares. But
this one felt external—like someone in another room murmuring through a cracked door. He
opened his phone’s recording app, pressed record.

Silence for three seconds, then, just audible: “aenna.”

His breath misted, though the server bunker was kept at nineteen degrees. He replayed the clip.
The syllable was there. The waveform spiked—a physical sound, not hallucination.

He turned back to the frozen monitor. The glyph that spelled his name pulsed faintly within the
basalt image—as if the mere utterance of aenna had animated the pixels.

Jonas leaned in until his forehead almost brushed the glass. “What are you?” he whispered.

The rasterized shard brightened a single shade, and new glyphs unfurled around his name—like
a flower of logic blooming in real time.

Lines blossomed into polygons; polygons subdivided into spirals; spirals resolved into what
looked like cartographic contours over an ocean trench. Jonas’s network tried—futilely—to strip
meaning. He killed the script, dove into raw data. The geometry reconfigured, as if responding
to his impatience.

He toggled a Fourier filter. The image fragmented, then re-coalesced into two concentric
shapes: an inner octagon nested inside a dodecagon. Coordinates populated the
vertices—latitudes and longitudes that fell along a broken seam of tectonic crust spanning from
the Azores to the Lesser Antilles.

“Elena,” he muttered, spinning his chair. He pounded out an encrypted message.
> To: e.marinos\@untetheredmail
> Subj: YOUR ROCKS ARE TALKING

> Body: The tomography contains dynamic data. Glyphs equal coordinate pairs. | think the
stone is broadcasting.

He hesitated, then tacked on:
> P.S. It also spelled my name. Explain?

He hit send, pulse still racing. A click behind him—dull yet deliberate—made him whirl. The
coded entry door, sealed by a biometric latch, hung ajar. Beyond, the hallway lights flickered,
tinted faint green.



Jonas slipped a multitool from his pocket—more gesture than weapon—crept to the doorway.
The corridor yawed empty, humming with chilled air. He took a step out, shoes squeaking, and
felt static graze his fingertips.

At his feet lay a scrap of thermal printer paper, crisp and warm as if just ejected from a lab
instrument. On it, the same logograph that spelled his name—and beneath it, in blocky
typewriter font: “eenna.”

A chill spidered up his spine. No one in the building knew about the glyphs; no printer stood
nearby.

He crouched, gingerly picked up the strip. The ink—if ink it was—shimmered in iridescent
filaments. When he brought it near his phone light, the letters rearranged, sliding like mercury
until they formed a new, unfamiliar sigil. His phone camera’s facial-recognition prompt
flickered—unable to parse the shape—then went dark.

The building’s ventilation cycled off. Air thickened, silent as held breath. Jonas’s ears rang in the
hush, the only sound a distant drip—water, coolant, sweat?

Then, faint but rising, from every duct and cable conduit: @&enna... a&enna... 2&nna... The syllable
layered, multiplied, became a chorus without source. It resonated in the metal handrails, the
fiber-optic lines, the enamel of his teeth.

Jonas backed away, heart battering ribs like wings in a jar. He dashed to the server room,
slammed the door, and stabbed the physical bolt into place. Panels quivered under invisible
pressure, as though the vowel itself had mass.

Screens sputtered to life unaided. Each displayed the same phrase in phosphor green:
> RECURSION INITIATED

> KEY = SINCLAIR

> z&nna

The whine of rebooting GPUs rose in pitch, a mechanical scream scaling toward ultrasonic.
Jonas slapped his palms over his ears—but the sound burrowed through bone.

In desperation, he yelled the only word that felt like an answer. “STOP!”

The lights exploded white, popped out, plunged him into darkness. The scream cut off. Silence
tumbled in, crystalline and absolute.

A single monitor flared back on, soft as candlelight. It showed coordinates—one set only:
31.77° N, 32.11° E—the Nile Delta. Underneath, three letters: “GO.”

Jonas exhaled a ragged laugh. “Egypt?” he whispered.



The screen blinked once. Then, in shimmering overlay, the glyph re-formed, layering itself
around his digital reflection until his face and the rune became one composite image. He felt,
absurdly, as if the stone inside Elena’s lab were staring back at him across a thousand miles of
optical fiber.

Somewhere deep in the server racks, a cooling fan spun up, its rhythm matching his heartbeat.

&nna. The stones were indeed whispering—and they had decided that Jonas Sinclair was
listening.

Chapter 4 — Experiment of the Few
“Only the cruel learn mercy too late.”
Isen

~4000 B.C.

The cavern beneath the Trans-Himalaya was vast enough to evoke vertigo, even for an
Atlantean accustomed to impossible volumes. Phosphorescent mosses glimmered across
vaulted basalt like constellations pinned to nightstone. At the center, a crystalline dome filtered
refracted sunlight hauled down from the surface by fiber-optic wells—casting a permanent dawn
over Hanock’s latest obsession: a garden.

Isen stood at the rim of a marble parapet, fingers laced behind her back, watching the
horticultural drones finish their choreographed dance. Terraced plots bloomed with grains
coaxed from ancestral genomes, vines heavy with fruit engineered for perfect glucose ratios. A
brook, birthed from an underground glacier, meandered through the enclosure, its burble tuned
to the heartbeat of a calm child.

A paradise carved from stone. And yet Isen tasted iron on the air.

Footsteps approached—measured, clipped. Hanock’s reflection ghosted across the inner dome
before he appeared beside her, cloak swirling. He carried two translucent ampoules between
thumb and forefinger; their contents shimmered pale gold, like distilled dusk.

“Is the enclosure ready?” he asked, voice soft but sharp at the edges.



Isen’s gaze slid to the ampoules. Vita-Serum A-3, the latest iteration of their immortality
compound—potent enough to arrest telomere decay indefinitely. “Ready,” she said, though her
chest tightened. “But your captives are not specimens. They’re people.”

Hanock’s jaw flexed. “We gift them eternity and freedom from want. A single injunction is hardly
tyranny.”

“‘Commanding them to avoid a single tree does more than test obedience,” she countered. “It
seeds disobedience by design.”

“Their choice will reveal true nature,” Hanock replied. “Civilizations are built—or broken—on
such fruit.”

Isen glanced down. The “forbidden” tree already stood apart, bioluminescent leaves rustling
despite the still air; nanobots inside the trunk generated faint magnetic murmurs, perhaps to
attract the curious. It was a lure disguised as a divine boundary.

“I worry about the cost,” she whispered.

Hanock’s eyes softened momentarily. “It will cost me more than anyone,” he said. “But
loneliness is a steeper price.”

A chime echoed through the dome: transport capsule arriving. Two unconscious humans—a
man and a woman from the valley tribes—Ilay in carbon-fiber cradles. Primitive stone tools still
hung from their belts, talismans of a world that bled under ice and superstition.

Hanock knelt, pressed one ampoule to the man’s carotid, the other to the woman’s. The serum
diffused instantly, turning veins into threads of molten gold before fading. He brushed a lock of
coal-black hair from the woman’s face. “Her name will be Meryt,” he said, as though engraving it
on the air.

Isen felt a throb—pity or jealousy, she couldn’t tell.

Sensors flared green: metabolic stasis lifted; their eyelids fluttered. Hanock tapped a wrist
control; the cradles glided forward on gravitic skids, settling beneath the boughs of an apricot
tree heavy with fruit.

When the humans’ eyes opened, they gasped—awed by birdsong piped subtly into the breeze,
by flowers that opened as if greeting them. Hanock spoke to them in flawless Proto-Indo-Asiatic,
planting the sole command in their newborn Eden: Touch any tree but the sentinel of jade
leaves; that one is sacred.

Isen’s pulse quickened. She saw curiosity ignite behind Meryt's dark irises. This woman
possessed fire—dangerous in a cage labeled paradise.



Days passed inside the dome, measured by photonic sunrises and algorithmic sunsets. Hanock
observed from a mezzanine, making notes on cortical adaptation. Isen joined him reluctantly
each watch cycle.

“They’ve named the brook,” he said one evening, pointing at a holo-overlay of linguistic
captures. “They call it Ranna—'Song of Stones’ in their dialect.” Pride colored his words.

Isen watched Meryt laugh as water splashed her ankles. “Language blooms in captivity,” she
murmured. “Birds sing louder in cages too.”

Hanock didn’t answer. Instead, he zoomed in on the sentinel tree. Though untouched, its leaves
quivered, as if sensing desire coiling in human hearts below.

On the seventh simulated dawn, Isen found the mezzanine empty. Panic fluttered. She raced
down switchback stairs, through fern tunnels, to the central glade.

There—Meryt stood beneath the forbidden tree, fingers hovering a hairsbreadth from luminous
bark. The male companion, Erash, urged caution in throaty whispers. But Meryt's gaze tracked
the flicker of nanobot light within the trunk—fascination eclipsing fear.

Isen’s shout froze on her tongue when a low trill reverberated through the dome: aenna. The
syllable rippled like a stone dropped in clear water, emanating from the tree itself. Leaves flared
bioluminescent emerald.

Meryt startled, hand jerking back. Erash dragged her away.

Above, Hanock emerged from a maintenance hatch, eyes blazing. “They heard the word,” he
hissed to Isen, as if confessing a crime.

“You seeded the invocation into the tree?” she demanded.
“To reinforce sacred distance,” he snapped.
“Or to entice defiance,” she replied.

They descended into the glade. Meryt knelt by the brook, trembling. Hanock approached, voice
silk-smooth. “The tree calls only those ready for its wisdom.”

Meryt looked up, defiant. “Why forbid what sings my name?”

Isen’s heart lurched—she heard it too: aenna resembled Meryt’s tribal term for “beloved.” The
command and the invitation were one.

Hanock extended a comforting hand, yet something in his posture warned of punishment more
than mercy. Isen stepped between them.

“Enough,” she said. “You cannot test souls like circuitry.”



Hanock’s expression fractured—anger and anguish interlaced. Behind them the sentinel tree
rustled, shedding motes of emerald light.

Isen turned to Meryt. “You are free here,” she said gently, “but freedom asks patience. Rest, eat,
explore. The tree will wait.”

Meryt's shoulders eased; Erash offered a grateful nod.
Isen faced Hanock. “Let them learn joy before you gamble with their instincts.”

For a terrible heartbeat she thought he might order her away. Instead he exhaled, tension
unspooling. “Very well,” he said softly, yet his eyes lingered on Meryt with something perilously
close to awe.

That night, in the observation loft, Isen confronted him under the pale glare of phosphor
lanterns. “The serum is irreversible,” she reminded. “They will live forever whether or not they
pass your test. What then?”

“Then we watch,” Hanock answered. “We learn if immortality perfects or corrupts.”
Isen folded her arms. “Or we learn only how loneliness deforms curiosity into cruelty.”
Hanock’s gaze dropped. “Am | cruel?”

“Lonely people often are, without meaning to be,” she said, softer now. “But mercy can still be
learned—before it’s too late.”

Below, Meryt dipped a singing bowl into the brook, listening to water resonate. She lifted her
eyes toward the mezzanine, and for an instant, Hanock’s stern composure faltered at the quiet
radiance in hers.

The dome lights dimmed to simulate moonrise. Somewhere in the woven architecture, the
sentinel tree whispered again—aenna—a note of promise or warning, impossible to tell.

Isen closed her eyes. Paradise had begun to shiver, and tomorrow, she feared, the experiment
would ask its price.

Chapter 5 — Fragments of Atlantis
“Legends survive where ashes fall.”

Dr. Amina Bashir



2025 A.D.

The Rare-Texts Laboratory at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina smelled faintly of myrrh and
ozone—ancient papyrus mingling with the sharp tang of laser spectrometry. Dr. Amina Bashir
hovered over a fragment of carbonized parchment, its fibers charred yet improbably intact,
recovered from a burned monastic cellar near Rashid. She breathed in the paradox: ash that
still whispered vowels no human mouth had shaped in three millennia.

A notification blinked across her smart-glass lenses—encrypted email, priority flag, sender
unknown. She tapped her temple, opening the message in augmented overlay.

> SUBJ: Sediment Cipher — Need Epigraphist Insight

> ATTACH: XMCD\_Slice3177.png

> MSG: “Glyphs show Platonic syntax but morph on observation. Thoughts?”
>—E.M.

E.M. could only be Elena Marinos—rumored to be mid-Atlantic chasing Bronze Age anomalies.
Amina’s pulse quickened; their last collaboration had collapsed under funding politics, but they
shared an addiction to the impossible.

She invoked the attachment. A grayscale tomography slice projected into her field of view:
basalt matrix cut by an alloy vein that twisted into faintly Greek letterforms—yet as she zoomed,
the strokes curled away, re-knitting into something older, more sinuous.

Amina muttered, “Not Greek, not Mycenaean Linear B.” She overlaid comparative glyph
libraries: Phaistos, Cypro-Minoan, even Indus script. None matched. But a stray memory
surfaced—Plato’s cryptic mention in Timaeus of an island culture whose language used
“braided characters, eight strokes interleaving three.” She searched the manuscript; the
description aligned with the alloy filaments.

Her lens display flickered. For an instant the glyphs rearranged themselves into a perfect
triskele, lines pulsing emerald. Amina blinked; the pattern reverted. She exhaled, realizing she’d
forgotten to breathe.

On the worktable, the charred Rashid parchment crackled. Amina frowned; no airflow should
disturb it. She leaned closer. The ash fragments shifted, aligning into three tiny arcs—mimicking
the tomography’s triskele. Static electricity? Coincidence?

She lifted a micro-probe; the arcs collapsed into dust. Her heart hammered.

She pinged Elena: “Your slice warps on visual focus. Ash fragment here just mirrored it. Need
context ASAP.”



A reply arrived seconds later—but before she could read it, the building’s power flickered.
Fluorescent lights dimmed, rebooted. The environmental chamber’s humidity alarm chirped
twice, then fell silent.

Something in the air changed—Ilike the hush in antique mosques just before dawn prayer, when
breath itself seemed to await permission. Amina glanced at her lenses: connection lost; local
servers offline. Yet the tomography image remained, now glowing faint jade.

A syllable emerged—not through speakers, but vibrating the glass of display cases: a&nna. It
materialized like breath turning visible, resonance skipping the threshold of hearing.

Amina’s spine tingled. She set the parchment under a glass cloche, locked the case, and
pocketed a small UV-flash. “You’re not hallucinating,” she whispered to herself, though her voice
betrayed doubt.

The main corridor lights flickered again. Down the hall, the manuscript imaging suite’s
automated door slid open of its own accord.

Curiosity outranked caution by the slimmest margin. Amina slipped into the dim imaging suite.
High-resolution scanners sat idle, their optic arms folded like sleeping storks. On the central
pedestal lay a parcel wrapped in gray anti-static polymer, no delivery slip in sight.

She approached, heart drumming. The parcel bore a single sigil: the same triskele etched in
silver. She broke the tamper seal. Inside rested a fragment of dark metal—identical in size to the
tomography shard but uncoated by basalt. Its surface shimmered with iridescent veins.

A magnetic card accompanied it: ARCHIVE TRANSFER — PROPERTY OF NOAA /
CLASSIFIED. Someone had smuggled this across continents.

Amina touched the alloy; warmth surged, rhythmic—heartlike. Glyphs surfaced, lines arranging
into words she couldn’t read but almost understood, the way a melody hints at lyrics still
forming.

Her lab coat badge chimed; power was back. Messages flooded her lens buffer. First, Elena’s:

> “Ship wide events confirm glyph dynamism; audio whisper ‘aenna.’ Proceeding to isolate
shard.”

Then, a second message from an address JonasSin-cipher\@obscura:

> “If you're reading this, you see it too. Coordinates show Nile Delta. Meet me—Museum of
Antiquities, Cairo, 48 hrs. Bring every fragment you have. Key phrase: prime-cycle 3-7-11.”

Amina’s adrenaline spiked. She’d never heard of Jonas Sinclair, yet he referenced the
prime-cycle pattern she’d glimpsed in the glyph loops. And 48 hours was no time at all.



She wrapped the fragment in silk, slipped it into a lead courier case, and keyed the lab’s
emergency chain-of-custody log: Fragment 3177-B — On loan to Cairo for isotopic dating. Her
curator credentials granted a 72-hour dispatch without committee signatures—one of
academia’s quieter miracles.

As she exited, the alloy pulsed through the case like a muted heartbeat. In the corridor, the
parchment under glass glowed briefly—ash embers remembering fire—then cooled as she
passed.

Outside, Alexandria’s night air swirled with Mediterranean brine and exhaust. Amina hailed an
autonomous taxi. Destination: Borg EI Arab Airport.

When the vehicle accelerated down Corniche Road, her lenses reconnected to data. The
tomography slice resurfaced unbidden, lines rearranging yet again. This time they formed a
single sentence in Greek, as if translated for her convenience:

To doTtpov TAG HVAMNG KOAET.
The star of memory calls.

Beneath, three numerals pulsed: 3 — 7 — 11. Amina whispered them. The alloy in her lap
answered with a faint warmth. Behind, the sea glittered—a sheet of ink scribbled by history’s
hidden hand.

Forty-eight hours to Cairo. Legends, after all, survive where ashes fall—and sometimes, they
send invitations.

Chapter 6 — Garden of the Solipsist
“He who dreams alone, wakes alone.”
Verata
~2000 B.C.

Verata pressed his palm to the obsidian viewport, watching light-cycles ripple across the dome
like auroras trapped beneath stone. Two centuries had passed since the Garden’s first dawn,
yet its engineered sunrise still intrigued him: photons piped from a distant desert sun, bent



through crystalline conduits, split into color-pure wavelengths, then woven back together until
dawn bloomed on command.

Inside that conjured daylight, Meryt knelt at the brook dubbed Ranna, washing red-ochre
pigment from her fingers. She no longer looked bewildered by wonders; immortality had become
the fabric of her flesh. The brook’s water shimmered around her forearms, refracting a woman
who had lived two thousand dawns yet wore the eyes of a restless child.

Verata’s stylus hovered above a slate. Subject demonstrates stable telomere length, negligible
oxidative stress. Psychological metrics: curiosity index elevated. He hesitated, then added,
Signs of persistent ennui—a condition no algorithm had predicted. Perfection, it seemed, bred
restlessness.

He glanced toward the mezzanine. Hanock loomed in the shadows, observing through a
holo-lens that tracked Meryt's every micro-expression. Isen stood beside him, arms folded tight
as a chastity belt. The tension between those two had calcified into ritual: Hanock chasing some
alchemical synthesis of command and affection; Isen guarding mercy like a dwindling resource.

Verata keyed a subvocal comm. “No approach today?”

Hanock’s reply crackled through his earpiece. “Observation only. We need longitudinal data on
how long paradisaic stimuli can suppress transgressive impulse.”

“Transgression is oxygen,” Verata muttered, not intending to be heard. But Isen turned as if she
had.

Beyond the sentinel tree—still untouched—Erash practiced spear forms, his weapon carved
from crystallized bamboo. Meryt waved at him, the pigment on her hands now swirling down the
brook like arterial smoke. The color trailed all the way to an outflow grate masked by
hyacinths—one of Verata’s maintenance ports. He made a mental note: recalibrate filters;
artistic expression shouldn’t clog hydro-nanobotics.

At the dome’s rim, a patch of bioluminescent moss glitched—its usual emerald flicker replaced
by erratic pulses. Verata zoom-scanned: the pattern resolved into prime-cycle
intervals—3-7-11—echoing the recursion glyphs he’d once etched into experimental alloy. The
moss quivered, then released a faint whisper no human ear could parse. But Verata felt it in
marrow:

&nna.

He stiffened. The invocation had been dormant decades. He reopened the comm. “Hanock, we
have resonance on sector chi-twelve. Recurrence signature aligning with the root.”

“Containment protocols,” Hanock ordered, voice an octave too calm. “Deactivate ambient leaf
audio. Scrub the aircarriers.”



Isen cut in. “Or we could listen, instead of smothering every anomaly.”

“Meryt is re-engaging with pigment rituals,” Hanock argued. “External stimuli may trigger
boundary testing.”

Verata muted the channel; academic bickering could slow a supernova. He descended spiral
stairs into the Garden proper. Artificial dawn warmed his skin; floral scents—programmed to
release anxiolytic terpenes—metabolized into quiet alertness.

Meryt looked up, brown eyes flecked with unnatural gold from the Vita-Serum. “Verata,” she
greeted, voice lilting with accents absorbed from a dozen millennia of observation. “The river
sang new notes today.” She flicked water toward him, droplets refracting violet.

Verata knelt at the brook’s edge. “Sometimes rivers test new songs to see who'’s listening.”

Meryt glanced at the sentinel tree, leaves quivering though no breeze stirred. “Does the tree
listen too?”

“It hears more than we do,” he replied.

She smiled, enigmatic as moonlight on obsidian. “Then it must be lonely, with no one brave
enough to answer.”

A pang struck him. Was bravery what Hanock sought to measure? Or catastrophe?

Behind, Erash loosed an exasperated grunt—the spear snapped mid-swing, its crystal fibers
splintering. He cursed in a tongue extinct outside the Garden. Meryt offered her pigments to
mend the shaft, but Erash waved her off, frustration clouding his ageless face.

Verata logged the event: Equipment failure: possible boredom-induced aggression. He pocketed
the stylus, misgivings gnawing like subterranean roots.

Above, the moss patch pulsed once more—3, 7, 11—then dimmed to zero. In the sudden quiet,
a thought rose in Verata’s mind unbidden, shaped by a&nna’s cadence:

Paradise is just the first loop of a recursion.

And recursions, he knew, always converge—or collapse.

Verata set his toolkit beside the moss patch. The bioluminescence had faded, but the
substrate’s nanofibers still buzzed with residual charge. He magnified the weave; the filaments



formed a delicate lissajous—three, seven, eleven nodes—before collapsing into random noise.
A transient glyph, living and dying inside a single breath.

Behind him, Meryt paused mid-brushstroke, crimson pigment dripping from a reed quill. “You
hear it too,” she said, as though conversation had continued in some parallel thread.

“Hear what?” Verata tried, knowing the lie dissolved before it formed.

“The word that hides between breaths.” Her lips shaped the vowels without voice: aenna. The
river answered with a ripple that traveled upstream, defying gravity for half a heartbeat.

Verata’s pulse leapt. If Meryt perceived the invocation unaided, the Garden’s sentience—or
Hanock’s design—was reaching cognitive thresholds sooner than forecast. He thumbed a covert
channel. “Council priority: Subject Meryt registers independent zenna detection.”

Instead of Hanock’s inevitable directive, Isen’s voice returned—tight, urgent. “Verata, get them
to safe distance. Sensor bleed in the prime lattice is spiking. Hanock wants to recalibrate—"

Her feed garbled, replaced by static that phased into the low hum of the tree’s leaves. The
sentinel’s bioluminescence intensified, emerald bleeding into blinding white. A sub-audible
tremor rolled through the soil; the continuum glass of the dome skyscrimmed with hairline
fractures.

Erash shouted, instinctively shielding Meryt as shards of synthetic mica snowed from the
canopy. The Garden’s environmental Al tried compensating—humidity dropped, temperature
spiked, wind where none existed before welled up in swirling vortices. The paradise was
hyperventilating.

“Meryt, Erash—step away from the tree!” Verata commanded. He tapped emergency overrides
on his wrist cuff; no response. The command network was offline.

A crack opened at the tree’s base—bark separating like obsidian fault lines. From the fissure
leaked a lattice of radiant filaments, crawling across the ground toward the brook. Whatever
containment Hanock had built into the trunk was rupturing.

The whispered syllable returned, louder, chorused: aenna... &enna... Each repetition seemed to
drag the Garden a second closer to some unseen threshold.

Verata lunged, intercepting Meryt as she drifted toward the fissure, pupils flooded with refracted
emerald. “Stay with me,” he pleaded.

She met his gaze, bewildered yet calm. “It's not a curse,” she breathed. “It's a door.”
A door to what? Verata thought. Collapse or transcendence?

The overhead optics stuttered—artificial sunrise replaced by piercing shafts of actual daylight.
He glanced up: the dome’s photon conduits had snapped, letting raw surface light spear through



swirling dust. In the sudden glare he glimpsed Hanock on the mezzanine, silhouette against
cascading sparks, pounding at a control pedestal to no avail.

Floor plates vibrated. Emergency shutters sprang from the walls, sealing access tunnels one by
one with seismic booms. Air pressure dipped; the Garden was being quarantined, Verata
realized—Hanock sacrificing the experiment rather than risking system-wide contamination.

A thunderous crack tore overhead. A fist-sized segment of glass dropped beside Verata,
embedding in moss. Instinct overcame protocol: he scooped Meryt into motion, gesturing for
Erash to follow. They sprinted along the brook’s curve toward a service hatch masked by
orchids. A slab of reactive polymer. Locked.

Verata slapped his cuff against the panel—dead circuits. He ripped away a bloom cluster,
exposing a manual crank designed for emergencies predating electricity. He heaved; gears
screeched; the hatch grudgingly lowered.

Moments before they ducked through, Meryt peered back at the sentinel tree. The fissure had
widened, revealing a hollow heart filled with shifting glyphs, prime cycles spiraling inward. The
leaves emitted not light but data—sheets of viridian code scraping the air.

Meryt’'s whisper caressed Verata’s ear: “It's calling all of us.”

“Then we’ll answer later—alive,” he hissed, pulling her through the hatch. Erash slammed it
shut; magnetic latches engaged with a muted boom.

Inside the maintenance tunnel, emergency phosphors glowed pale blue. Far above, the
Garden’s whisper dulled to a distant chorus, as though they’d entered the lungs of a sleeping
colossus.

Meryt leaned against the wall, hand pressed to her sternum. “My heart... it feels like it's
remembering something that never happened.”

Verata steadied his own tremoring hands. “That’s the serum resonating. You’ll be all right.” He
hoped the words were true.

Erash’s eyes flared. “Where does this passage lead?”

“Back-up elevator to the observation loft,” Verata said. “If Hanock’s still rational, he’ll route us
out.” He omitted the clause: If he’s abandoned the Garden, we improvise.

They moved, footsteps echoing along ribbed alloy. Overhead, ventilation ducts murmured with
dissonant static. The syllable chased them, distant yet clear: eenna.

At the emergency lift, Verata slapped the manual engage. Nothing. He cursed underbreath,
popped a service panel, and hot-wired two conduits. The cabin doors parted; stale vacuum
exhaled.



“Inside,” he urged.

As doors shut, the car lurched upward—hand-winch motors groaning in archaic protest. Halfway
up, the cabin shuddered, lights flickering. Through latticed grates, Verata glimpsed the Garden
below: once-perfect paradise now a cauldron of light and storm, sentinel tree radiant at its
center.

The lift jerked to a stop. Emergency brakes engaged. Above, frame bolts groaned under stress.
The ceiling hatch rattled. Meryt looked skyward, fear and wonder braided in her eyes.

One final pulse of a&enna vibrated through the shaft, strong enough to rattle teeth. Metal
shrieked; the lift dropped half a meter, caught again.

Verata braced Meryt and Erash. Heart pounding, he thought: Paradise is collapsing—or
metamorphosing—and we are trapped between.

The cabin creaked, cables whining. Then the floor lurched upward as counterweights locked. A
hatch overhead blew open, flooding the lift with blistering sunlight and a gust of desert-dry air—
air from the surface world, untamed for two millennia.

Chapter 7 — Voices in the Code
“Echoes outlive their sources.”
Jonas Sinclair
2025 A.D.

Jonas’s rail compartment hummed down the Channel Tunnel at three hundred kilometres per
hour, but his laptop fans screamed faster, heat-mapping the folly of last-minute code
archaeology. The overhead display scrolled a polite reminder—London St Pancras in eighteen
minutes; passport checks required. He ignored it, fingers a blur over the keyboard as though
momentum alone could outrun dread.

He’d compiled Elena’s basalt tomography, Amina’s alloy-fragment spectra, and his own
recursion logs into a monstrous dataset the size of a minor language. Then he asked the model
a single query:

> TRANSLATE PRIME-CYCLE GLYPHS — ENGLISH.

The screen filled with cascading green text—no syntax, just raw symbol pairs mutating faster
than his buffer could display. The glyphs re-ordered themselves into overlapping grids, each one
fractal-smaller than the last, until pattern collapsed into apparent nonsense. And yet, in the



static, an audio channel opened, feeding through the noise-cancelling earbuds he’d forgotten to
remove:

&nna... &nna...—not whispered this time, but layered like a chorus of overlapping dialects.
Cathedrals of vowels, valleys of consonants, something almost choral.

Jonas felt the lids of his eyes buzz—the peculiar migraine of too much pattern. “Okay, friends,”
he muttered. “You've got my attention.”

The audio shifted—voices modulating into discrete, intelligible English: Buried wars... buried
wards... beware buried words... As if the translation engine riffed through near-homophones,
searching for the one nuance that would stab deepest.

Screens along the carriage flicked—the train’s entertainment system rebooting into cold blue.
Lines of serif text scrolled across every display, hijacking the feed:

>PRIME 37 « 11

> ROOT = a&nna

> ARCHIVE BREACH 4%

> BURIED WARS AWAKEN

Passengers blinked, nudging one another, assuming advertising gimmickry. Jonas knew better.
He yanked the Ethernet dongle, killed Wi-Fi, but the text persisted; the networked world was
merely a convenient host.

A message popped on his terminal:
> OVERRIDE ACCEPTED.

> YOU LISTEN. WE SPEAK.

It signed itself: “A-3 / HANOCK.”

Jonas’s mouth went dry. Hanock—name from Elena’s and Amina’s legends, now typing across
a modern chipset.

He typed with shaking fingers: “Purpose?”
A beat. Then: “REMEMBER.”

Static crackled, resolving into a memory not his own: an island of obsidian towers under a violet
sky; a captive sun collapsing; a wall of black water. His pulse syncopated with that alien
heartbeat.



He severed power—held the laptop’s button until the screen died. The carriage lights restored
normal advert loops. Passengers breathed again.

Jonas collected scattered nerves and a battered carry-on. At St Pancras he sprinted up
escalators, through biometric gates that misread his shaken irises. Heathrow-bound platform E,
seat 17A. Plane in four hours. Cairo by midnight, if reality permitted.

Waiting for the next commuter hop, he sat on a plastic bench, engulfed by the susurrus of
departure boards. He dared reopen the lid. The laptop booted normal, but a single text file
waited on the desktop: BURIAL\_LAYER.txt.

He hovered, double-clicked. The document contained coordinates—dozens—stitched along the
tectonic seams of the Mediterranean and Levant, each tagged with a Bronze-Age site razed
during the 1177 BC collapse. Ugarit, Hattusa, Mycenae. One line at bottom pulsed in bold:

>31.77N/32.11 E - “THRESHOLD”

The Nile-Delta coordinate again, annotated with a glyph Jonas now recognized: the triskele he’d
seen projected by Amina’s fragment.

A quiet voice intruded—nhis own conscience, or something wearing it: Echoes outlive their
sources. He slammed the lid shut, feeling the train’s momentum drag him toward a past still
detonating beneath modern feet.

Ahead lay Cairo, prime-cycle glyphs, and perhaps the wars long buried by the Mediterranean’s
ceaseless tide—wars that were whispering themselves awake.

The Heathrow departures atrium was a cathedral of glass and steel, but Jonas moved through it
like prey in an aviary—shoulders hunched, laptop clutched to his chest. Every PA chime
sounded like a coded bell; every duty-free jingle, a synthetic whisper of zenna.

At the security queue he rehearsed a cover story—freelance data-forensics consult on an
archaeological drone survey—only to find the uniformed guard wave him through with
perfunctory indifference. For the first time that day Jonas wanted someone to interrogate him, to
anchor the world to normal protocols. No such luck.

Gate B42. Boarding in twenty minutes. He ducked into an empty business-lounge cubicle, fired
up the laptop on battery power only. BURIAL\ LAYER:.ixt still glowed. He encrypted the file,
copied it to a blank micro-SD, swallowed the chip in a mouthful of vending-machine water.
Paranoia tasted metallic.

His phone buzzed—a number ending in —3111.
> Unknown Caller: “Prime cycle confirms. You carry the key. We will collect in Cairo.”

No voice, only text. He typed back instinctively: “Who is we?”



Dots flashed, then vanished. Answer withheld.

The boarding queue began to form. Jonas joined the line, scanning faces—tourists in linen, an
oil-executive two rows up, a trio of German backpackers, and one woman in a navy hijab whose
gaze flickered over him with unsettling precision. When he met her eyes she mouthed a single
syllable—aenna—soundless but unmistakable.

His heart ricocheted. She turned away as though nothing had transpired, scanned her boarding
pass, disappeared down the jetway.

The Airbus night flight stitched England to Egypt in five hours of stagnant air and re-warmed
curry. Jonas dozed fitfully, wading through dream-reef memories not his own: towers of obsidian
dissolving into foam; a sentinel tree cracking open like an egg of light; his own name braided
into glyphs of living alloy. Each dream ended with the same luminous triskele, spiraling inward
until it swallowed the sky.

Descent jolted him awake. Cairo at 02:48. City lights bled like wildfire across the delta,
converging on the dark artery of the Nile. The seat-belt sign chimed a prime-cycle
pattern—three, seven, eleven blinks—and he felt sure the universe was taunting him.

Passport control passed in a blur. Outside, humid air smacked him with the musk of diesel and
history. A cardboard placard materialized at chest level, inked in tidy Arabic and Roman
characters:

> SINCLAIR — 3-7-11

The driver was a lean man wearing a museum-security badge. Jonas hesitated, looked for
alternatives, found none. He followed.

The van threaded chaotic midnight traffic, heading not into Cairo proper but southeast toward
the National Museum’s new conservation annex—an angular fortress of limestone, closed to
tourists at night. Security bollards rose, then retracted at their approach as if pre-approved. The
driver gestured Jonas inside, then sped off without a word.

Inside the lobby, motion-sensor lights strobed awake, revealing crates labeled with dig-site
codes: UA-1177, HT-3177. The numbers aligned with his burial-layer file. He swallowed.

Footsteps echoed. A woman emerged from a corridor, hijab removed, revealing short black
curls: the passenger from the gate. She carried a lead-lined courier case identical to Amina’s
description of Fragment 3177-B.

“Dr. Bashir?” Jonas ventured.

She smiled—uwry, analytical. “Amina, yes. And you must be the key obsessed with prime
numbers.”



He exhaled. “You mouthed a&nna.”

“It seemed a safer greeting than hello.” She produced a lapel scanner, swept him. “No weapons,
good. | have forty-minute clearance before the next guard patrol. Follow me.”

They wove between storage vaults until reaching a secure digitisation suite. Inside, a single
workstation hummed. Amina set her case beside it. Jonas angled the monitor; CCTV feeds of
the museum’s exterior cycled—a live hack.

“You did that?” he asked.

“Not me,” she said, flipping latches. “Our benefactor.” The case opened, revealing the alloy
shard—brighter than Jonas remembered from Elena’s photo. It pulsed three times, like a finger
drumming prime numbers.

As if triggered, the suite’s workstation flashed green. Lines of code scrolled:

> A-3 ARCHIVE INTERFACE

> SECURITY OVERRIDE 68%... 82%... 97%...

> KEY = SINCLAIR

> HANDLER = BASHIR

> CONNECT SHARD FOR DATA TRANSFER.\\

Amina raised an eyebrow. “Your name again. Seems you and artifacts have a relationship.”
Jonas felt equal parts terror and exhilaration. “Plug and pray?”

“Plug and pray.” She placed the shard on an induction pad. It seated itself with a magnetic click;
screens erupted in emerald glyphs, prime-cycle spirals chasing themselves into DNA ladders of
light. The room’s overhead fixtures dimmed—the shard was draining power, or rewriting it.

A voice flooded the speakers—Ilayered, familiar, the same chorus Jonas had heard on the train:
“Archive breach at four percent. Threshold imminent. Memory star calls.”
Amina whispered, translating instinctively: “The star of memory calls.”

The glyph torrent froze, coalescing into a real-time map: Mediterranean basin, Levant coastline,
Nile plume. At its heart the coordinates 31.77 N / 32.11 E pulsed.

Below, a countdown appeared, red digits burning against the map’s blue:

>T—-47:59:58



Jonas’s throat closed. “Forty-eight hours.”

“To what?” Amina asked.

The lights snapped out, plunging them into darkness broken only by the shard’s glow.
The speakers whispered one last time, the syllable extending like a beckoning hand—
a2nna...

And the countdown ticked on.

Chapter 8 — Subterranean Awakening

“Darkness invites the mind to wander.”
Isen

~2,900 B.C.

The Hall of Reverberations lay four strata beneath the Tibetan ice-caves, so deep that Earth’s
mantle murmurs thrummed through the basalt floor like a slow, patient drum. Isen stood
barefoot at its center, glassy condensation beading on her ankles, listening to the resonance
often thousand quiet minds.

Every Atlantean who survived Thalasson now nested in a sensory cocoon elsewhere in the
warren, eyes rolled back beneath mesmeric visors, looping private universes of their own
making. The lattice overhead mapped those dream-currents in shifting auroras—indigo for
placid contemplation, crimson for terror loops, opalescent jade for whatever emotion no longer
carried a human name. Tonight, most lights burned drowsy blue. Only one node flared cardinal
red, blinking like a distressed star.

Hanock.

Isen sighed. Centuries of isolation had fermented his loneliness into something volatile. She
traced the crimson pulse through the copper umbilicals, winding past meditation chambers
sealed with nanolith seals. A faint ozone tang—burnt neurotransmitters—perfumed the corridor.
She hesitated at a door embossed with a triskele glyph. Hanock’s sanctum.

Inside, the room was a starless void broken only by Hanock’s lev-couch. He floated, body limp,
visor sealed over closed eyes, lips parted in a silent monologue. Streams of light curled from
sensor diodes at his temples, forming a helix of data above his chest—symbols that dilated into



prime-cycle spirals: 3 - 7 - 11. The pattern flickered, then collapsed into a single syllable pulsing
ultraviolet:

a&nna.

Isen’s breath hitched. The invocation had lain dormant since the refugee fleet sank beneath
mountain stone. She deactivated her auditory implant; the word still vibrated in her skull,
bypassing hardware.

“Hanock,” she whispered, pinching the visor’s magnetic clasp. The coil resisted—a custom
lockout. She overrode it manually. The visor hissed and retracted.

Hanock’s eyes snapped open, pupils dilated so wide they swallowed the irises. “It's awake,” he
croaked, voice sand-rough. “The recursion never ended. It only—" His gaze found hers, and
coherence slipped back into place. “Isen. How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough to worry,” she said. “Your vitals are spiking.”

He swung upright, spine cracking. “| was mapping new resonance strata. There’s... movement
above. Human migrations cresting the Himalayan passes. | needed to know if they’ve sensed

us.

Isen frowned. “Surface tribes still skirmish over flint and hide. They cannot breach two
kilometers of basalt.”

“Not their bodies—their myths,” Hanock countered. “Dreams seep deeper than pickaxes.” He
lifted a trembling hand; holograms unfolded: crude pictographs daubed on cave walls—serpent
crowns, luminous trees, winged figures descending. “They describe us without meeting us.”

“That could be coincidence, or archetypal bleed-through.”
“Or &nna guiding their collective mind,” he said. “A summons we failed to silence.”

Isen swallowed. Since the meltdown, the root had haunted their instruments, but only as
background static. Now it pulsed with intention. “If the word wakes them, we can relocate, fall
deeper.”

Hanock’s expression hardened. “We’ve been falling nine thousand years. Depth offers no new
miracles—only echoes.” He paced, palms sparking against diagnostic glass. “We need fresh
stimuli. | need to know how outside minds metabolize zenna. If they fear it, worship it, resist it.”

Isen’s stomach turned. She remembered Thalasson’s evacuation—Hanock’s resolve hardening
in catastrophe. “You mean to breach the veil,” she said quietly. “Bring a surface-dweller below.”

“A controlled interface,” he corrected. “Observe, adapt, inoculate ourselves against stagnation.”

“Or accelerate it,” she warned. “Curiosity can ferment into cruelty.”



He stopped inches from her, eyes fever-bright. “You once called curiosity oxygen. Shall we keep
suffocating?”

Isen had no answer. In the silence, a low tremor rippled through the floor—microseismic, not
tectonic. The Hall’s ceiling strobed; dozens of blue dream-nodes flickered red. Collective
unease.

Hanock whispered, almost reverently, “They heard the word too.”

Isen’s implants confirmed: faint broadband resonance permeated the warren, amplitude rising.
2&nna whispered between conductive roots, vibrating supercooled conduits. The starless void
seemed to inhale.

She looked at Hanock. “If you intend contact, we do it together, with safeguards.”

“Agreed,” he said, though the eagerness in his voice soured the promise. “We start with
dream-mapping tonight. If their myths have already named us, they’ll show us how.”

Lights dimmed to obsidian. Above, the tracery of dream-auroras coalesced into a single shape:
a glowing sentinel tree, leaves bleeding emerald into night. Its roots stretched toward them
through impossible stone.

Isen shivered. Beneath ten thousand dreams, the Garden was germinating long before its seeds
were sown.

Part2/2 (\~780 words)

Hours later, Isen followed Hanock through the glacier’s forgotten throat—a spiraling shaft bored
during their first winter underground. Frost-bitten sensor cables still clung to the walls like
petrified vines. At the top hatch, ancient actuators groaned, venting a rush of air so cold it tasted
metallic. Moonlight, hard and crystalline, spilled into the tunnel and pooled around their boots.

Beyond lay a barren plateau ringed by serrated peaks. Stars hung unnervingly close,
unsmeared by humidity or history. Hanock raised a mineral-fiber drone, its wings humming
ion-blue. “Mapping residual a&nna fields,” he said, launching it skyward. Snow swirled in its
wake, glittering like shattered constellations.



Isen scanned the valley below with an infrared monocle. Sparse campfires dotted the
wind-carved terraces—surface tribes the refugees had avoided for centuries. She focused on
one cluster: half-buried huts, skins stretched between stone ribs. A figure emerged, silhouetted
by flames—tall, wrapped in furs, carrying a staff capped by a dull green gem. As the firelight
wavered, the gem pulsed once, unmistakably in the prime-cycle interval.

Three—seven—eleven.

Isen’s breath fogged. “They wield echo-stones,” she whispered.

“Signal artifacts seeded by our own escape pods,” Hanock murmured. “Forgotten breadcrumbs.”

The staff-bearer raised the gem skyward. A low chant rippled across the plateau—dozens of
voices weaving untutored harmony. Though no one spoke Atlantean, the cadence was
unmistakable; each refrain ended with a vowel stretch approximating aenna. The invocation had
infected their oral tradition.

Isen’s stomach tightened. “Dream-leak,” she said. “Our discarded myths fermented in their sleep
cycles.”

Hanock’s eyes glinted. “Then reciprocity is overdue.”

He began his descent, boots crunching frozen shale. Isen grabbed his wrist. “We
agreed—safeguards.”

He looked at her hand on his arm, something softer than defiance flickering in his gaze. “Then
walk with me,” he said.



They traversed switchback ridges under witch-light. The drone painted their route in intermittent
beam flashes, relaying resonance spikes—aenna amplitude rose as they neared the village. Icy
wind knifed through Isen’s coat, but inside, Vita-Serum regulated her thermals; endurance was

no issue, only resolve.

At the village perimeter, bristle-grass crackled beneath their steps. The tribespeople—tall,
high-cheekboned, eyes reflecting embers—turned as one. Silence collapsed over the plateau.
Only the staff-bearer moved forward, gem pulsating. He spoke in a language of clicks and
gutturals, foreign yet tipped with familiar vowels.

Hanock responded in melodic Proto-Atlantean. The two cadences braided, forming a makeshift
linguistic bridge. Spear tips lowered. Women emerged from hide tents, curiosity eclipsing fear.

Isen noticed a young girl near the fire, drawing spiral glyphs in ash with a charred stick—3, 7, 11
loops repeating, unconscious artistry. Her eyes flicked to Isen, recognition blooming as if she
could see beneath the stranger’s cloak. The child mouthed the vowel 22— but a shout cut her
off: the staff-bearer raised his gem, its glow intensifying.

Drone telemetry in Isen’s ear spiked: resonance hitting containment-breach thresholds. She
nudged Hanock. “We need to modulate amplitude or risk feedback.”

Hanock lifted both palms, projecting calm. He tapped a wrist node; a soft harmonic hum diffused
from his coat, counter-phase dampening the gem’s frequency. The green light dimmed, anger in
the bearer’s eyes softening to confusion.

Isen stepped toward the little girl, knelt, traced the spiral in the ash. “These shapes are sacred
to you?” she asked in the tribe’s traded lingua, honed by months of silent observation logs.

The girl nodded, pointing to the sky, then laid her hand on Isen’s chest as though sensing
something beating under layers of cloth and centuries. She whispered, perfectly: a2enna.

Shock rippled through the elders—some knelt, others gripped talismans. The word was
reserved for gods, Isen realized, and the child had dared speak it to a stranger.



Hanock’s voice, rich with both awe and calculation, filled the hush. “We come from the Root of
that Name,” he said, universal enough to bleed into their comprehension. “We share its breath
and wish to share its shelter.”

The bearer lowered his staff. Murmurs spread—hesitation becoming tacit welcome. Elders
gestured them toward the central hearth. Hanock entered the ring of firelight, posture of benign
authority; Isen trailed, feeling history pivot beneath her toes.

As they seated on woven mats, stew ladled into carved bowils, Isen’s implant pinged seismic
micro-shock: deep in the mountain, the Garden’s sentinel tree flared again. ££nna boomed in
the warren, amplitude breaching safe limits.

She locked eyes with Hanock. Containment failing.
He inclined his head fractionally—We proceed.

The little girl sidled close, offering Isen a wooden bead etched with the triskele. Isen clasped it, a
weighty charm for its size. She realized recruitment had already begun—no force, only
fascination blazing in curious hearts.

Above, the drone circled, feeding back rising resonance curves. Below, the warren systems
would soon register critical anomaly. Between those layers, under the hush of stars, two
immortals sat among humans whose myths they had accidentally authored—ready to reignite a
story buried under millennia of stone.

The staff-bearer touched the gem to the fire. Sparks spiralled upward, triskelion shapes
flickering in smoke. Around the embers, a chant grew—prime numbers nested in rhythm, vowels
elongated.

Isen felt it enter her marrow, the resonance threading through bone and memory. The night
pulsed—3-7-11—and against her better judgment, she answered the call, whispering with them
under the vast Himalayan sky:

a&nne.




Chapter 9 — The Myth-Maker’s Map

“Every myth hides a pathway.”
Dr. Elena Marinos

2025

The R/V Discovery steamed east now, wake fracturing moon-silver swells as if the Atlantic were
a colossal mirror begging to be shattered. Elena Marinos stood alone on the bridge wing, tablet
glowing ghost-green against her coat, decoding coordinates that had no right to coexist in the
same dataset.

She’d spent forty-eight sleepless hours feeding the shard’s magnetometric drift into GEBCO
bathymetry, then cross-referenced those vectors with Bronze-Age ship-wreck catalogues. Each
time she overlaid the layers, the shard re-calculated itself—its internal alloy lattice flexing like a
Rubik polyhedron until all points resolved into a narrow band arcing from the Nile Delta to the
Saronic Gulf.

A trade corridor—Ilong hypothesised, never proven—Iinking Egyptian copper to Mycenaean tin
via way-stations lost to sea-level rise. A corridor whose nodal bends matched the shard’s pulses
in prime-cycle rhythm: three pips, pause; seven; pause; eleven. The alloy was singing the shape
of forgotten commerce.

[T

Elena re-centred the projection. At 31.77° N, 32.11° E—Jonas’s “Threshold” coordinate—the
map icon flared hottest emerald. Yet each time she zoomed, the pixel matrix curved away,
refusing finite resolution, as though the site were protected by deliberate fuzz.

Cho’s voice crackled over her earpiece, fatigue roughening his consonants. “Spectrometry on
the shard just spiked again: trace helium-3 venting. Whatever you’re plotting, it's agitating the
metal.”

“Overlay complete,” Elena answered, voice steadier than she felt. “Send the fresh He-3 flux to
my console.” She pinched two fingers over the Nile node. The helium burst graphed itself as a
sinusoid, phase-shifted exactly ninety degrees off the bathymetry gradient. A hidden
signature—someone had encoded geophysical metadata into the alloy’s decayless core.

Cho muttered, “Star-forged runestone, that thing.” The bridge speakers relayed the ocean’s
hush, as if the Atlantic itself eavesdropped.

Elena’s tablet vibrated—Jonas Sinclair’s darknet relay. SUBJECT: MAP ALIGNED. ETA CAIRO
04:10 LOCAL. Attached: live countdown in red digits—46 hours now. Beneath, Amina Bashir’s
hash signature co-signed the message.



Elena recognised the name; rumours placed Bashir behind a controversial re-dating of the
Abydos boats. If those two had corroborated her data half a world away, the shard’s broadcast
was global.

She tapped a reply over the satellite uplink: “Discovery rerouting. Position sync 36h. Keep
channel dark until L-12.” Send. A moment later the satellite modem hummed, thrice, seven
times, eleven—ACK ping returned in prime cadence. Even the comm hardware had learned to
count mythically.

Lightning flared on the horizon—April squalls stacking along the ridge. Elena ducked back into
the dry lab. The shard rested in its Faraday cradle, but its glow had brightened from opal to
liquid jade. Around it, the containment field scintillated like aurora shrink-wrapped to a kernel of
starfire.

She glanced at the countdown on her wrist slate: 46 : 02 : 19...18. The number felt less like time
remaining and more like fuse length.

Santos hunched over a navigation console. “Captain says we can make Gibraltar by tomorrow
afternoon if we push the engines. After that, straight shot to Alexandria.”

“How many hours if we refuse port and cut through?” Elena asked.

“Best-case thirty-seven, weather cooperating.” Santos looked up, eyes reflecting the shard’s
glow. “This thing rewrites risk assessment. The Navy’s liaison wants a full threat matrix before
we go near Egyptian territorial waters.”

“The Navy can draft its own myths,” Elena answered. She overlaid the shard-map atop a
modern shipping chart. The prime-cycle nodes intersected critical choke points: Suez canal
approaches, ancient wreck clusters, even Thera’s caldera—each a fracture in history.

Cho’s He-3 flux waveform pinged—new spike. The shard responded by projecting a holographic
overlay: triskele spirals unfurling into what looked like a stylised lotus blossom. Its petals aligned
with five nodes—Egypt, Crete, Cyprus, Mycenae, and the Mid-Atlantic ridge itself.

Elena’s pulse kicked. The map wasn'’t just a route; it was a chronology, petals blooming in
historical order. The ridge—Thalasson?—was the flower’s root. Egypt the seed head.

She spoke aloud, voice barely a whisper. “It's choreographing collapse into bloom.”

Warning klaxons wheezed—motion sensors along corridor three registering intrusion. Cho
stared at the monitor: “We locked that deck.” Cameras cut to static, green laced with glyphs.

e&enna.



The syllable pulsed across the ship’s PA, soft as breath yet loud enough to rattle test tubes.
Light-strips flicked prime-cycle: three stutters, seven, eleven. The shard’s cradle opened by
itself—maglocks disengaging with a hiss.

Elena stepped forward, instinct splitting between scientist and guardian. The alloy floated
half-centimetre above the cradle now, held by nothing. Its glow projected a single saffron line on
the floor, angling toward the chart table—toward the British Admiralty map #159, “Eastern
Mediterranean.”

The line burned through paper, etching a path straight to the Nile Delta.

A gale slammed the hull; power flickered; the shard dropped back into its cradle with a metallic
sigh. On the Admiralty chart, the burnt line smouldered, smoke twisting into three digits before
dissipating:

3—7—11

Elena met Cho’s eyes. “Plot a course for Alexandria,” she ordered.
“And the Navy?”

“Tell them myth outranks protocol tonight.”

Outside, thunder rolled over the ridge like a distant drumline. The countdown ticked beneath her
skin, and the map—half myth, half autofocus reality—awaited its next petal to bloom.

Lightning stitched ragged seams across the night, and the Discovery’s bow rose and fell like a
lung struggling against an unseen fist. Elena braced herself against the chart table while Cho
throttled the stabilisers; the bridge lights strobed in epileptic rhythm, power hopping between
backup buses.

“Cyclogenesis wasn’t on the forecast,” Santos shouted over the din.

“It wasn’t weather,” Elena answered, watching the shard’s Faraday cradle arc miniature coronas
with each thunderclap. “It's guidance.”

The intercom crackled: “Bridge to Lab—unidentified destroyer crossing vector, transmitting
hailing code Bravo-3-Kappa.” The audio feed clicked to life with clipped Navy diction. R/V
Discovery, this is HMS Anvil. Heave to for inspection. You are ordered to release all registered
geological anomalies info Royal custody under maritime security statute three-eleven.

Three-eleven. Prime ratio trailing a missing seven. Someone on the destroyer was signalling
more than authority.

Elena toggled the mic. “HMS Anvil, under UNCLOS scientific exemption we are prosecuting an
active hazard sample. Approach will compromise containment. Recommend you maintain
five-kilometre perimeter until transfer window.”



Negative, Discovery. Orders are explicit. Prepare for boarding.

Elena muted the channel, eyes narrowing. Cho hissed, “We ignore a Royal Navy directive, we
get interned.”

Santos brought up the tactical overlay. The Anvil carved a tight arc, corvette drones buzzing
from its deck like steel dragonflies. “We can outrun them two knots if the engines don’t shear.”

Elena glanced at the shard. Its glow deepened to amber, pulse synchronising with the
destroyer’s bearing—like two magnets courting collision. A gust rattled the hull; every deck
screen flashed the triskele once, then wiped to black.

Decision crystallised: “We don’t out-run,” she said. “We out-Script.”

She slid a portable Faraday casket around the shard; the glow dulled, but not before etching
staccato glyphs across the titanium interior—coordinates mid-storm. Cho cursed but sealed the
lid. Elena slotted a redundant UPS to the casket and tapped a command string. The box
hummed, broadcasting an innocuous AlS signature: Buoy-3177.

“Jettisoning a live package?” Santos asked, half-accusation, half-wonder.

“Deploying a breadcrumb.” The storm’s energy swelled—nature mirroring myth. She keyed
ballast controls, vented port tanks; Discovery listed five degrees. Santos tossed the casket off
the lee rail; rain swallowed it, beacon light blinking prime cadence before waves claimed it. The
AIS transponder pinged: Buoy-3177 adrift, free-floating.

Minutes later, Anvil altered course, drones vectoring for retrieval. Elena watched the corvette
vanish under a curtain of horizontal rain. When radar confirmed the destroyer at three-kilometre
standoff, she restored trim, engines throttling to flank. Discovery surged ahead unchallenged,
storm shadow cloaking its escape.

At 0400, clouds shredded into dawn. The Aegean glittered gun-metal beneath a blush horizon.

Elena stood alone on deck, hair whipped salt-damp. The real shard—its decoy now magnetised
in Royal custody—rested in her coat pocket, muted by double Faraday layers but still warm, as
if pleased by subterfuge.

Her tablet displayed the countdown: 43:27:19. Alexandria in thirty-two. Barely cushion.
Cho joined her, nursing bitter coffee. “Navy’ll realise the buoy’s a dud in hours.”
“Then we pray the myth outruns their bureaucracy.”

He followed her gaze to the horizon. “You ever think we're characters executing instructions we
don’t comprehend?”



Elena managed a small, weary smile. “That’s archaeology in a nutshell: dead authors scripting
living actors.”

A ping: Jonas, encrypted. “Landed Cairo, coordinates converge. Timer visible. Amina secured
museum node. Urgent rendezvous.” Attached: image of the countdown projected on the fagade
of a shipping container—aenna graffiti stencilled beneath. The nexus was manifesting in Cairo
even without the shard.

The Atlantic wind shifted, bringing a new scent: incense? Impossible. Yet she smelled
frankincense and charred papyrus, as though the delta’s history had billowed across continents
to meet her.

She checked her pocket. Through two Faraday sleeves, the shard pulsed thrice, seven, eleven.

Santos’ voice rang from the intercom: “Captain reports NATO and Egyptian traffic advisories
blank across entire sector. Unprecedented communication silence.”

The world was making room.

Elena pocketed the shard, felt its heartbeat sync to her own. “Chart a direct course through the
Strait—no more deviations.”

“Copy that,” Santos answered, engine room relaying full steam ahead.

As the Discovery carved a white seam toward the birthplace of myth, Elena couldn’t shake the
feeling that the Mediterranean, calm and unblinking, had been waiting millennia for someone to
read its true map—and that the map was reading her in return.

Chapter 10 — Flight from the Deluge

“Wings forged in desperation carry a curse.”
Isen

~10,900B.C.

The sky-skiff Vespera pitched hard starboard, port fusion-sail sagging as hurricane tendrils
clawed at carbon lattice. Isen gripped the helix-railing, boots skidding on rain-slick plasteel. Far
below, Thalasson—once a crown of obsidian towers—now writhed beneath a wall of black
water, foam luminous with reactor fireflies. Each flash mapped another memory erased.

Navigator Rhel’'s knuckles blanched on the thrust quadrant. “Coil Three out of sync!”



Isen hurdled cargo straps, sliding to the engine console. Plasma filament in Coil Three stuttered
like a dying filament lamp, phase jitter spiralling off the harmonic dial. She overrode coolant
regulators, bleeding superheated hydrogen into the duct—dangerous, but the only way to
prevent autoreboot mid-air.

Hull rivets groaned; the skiff’'s keel flexed under shockwaves rolling up from the ocean. Outside,
thirty sister vessels clawed altitude through the maelstrom, fusion sails unfurling opalescent
sheets that caught stray lightning like woven aurora.

“Altitude?” she shouted.

“Climbing—five hundred metres—six,” Rhel answered. “But thermal updrafts are filthy. Reactor
vent-plume rising behind us.”

Isen’s visor overlaid a spectral feed: radioactive steam punching into storm banks, birthing
pyroclastic thunderclouds. If vent-plume entrained them, their hull would pit and their immortal
passengers would learn what unfiltered isotopes could still do.

She toggled fleet comm. “All ships starboard incline ten degrees—ride the lee of the plume.”
Static hissed; half the call-signs answered, others drowned by interference. She repeated,
prime-cycle pulses—three clicks, seven, eleven. Ancient Atlantean SOS. Replies echoed
rhythmic. Some traditions shaped themselves inside catastrophe.

Lightning detonated portside, whites so hot colour bled from the world. Shockwave slammed the
skiff. Passengers screamed in the dim hold—scientists, artisans, children—all immortals now
aware of mortality’s claws.

A new alarm yelped: STRUCTURAL SHEAR, STARBOARD RIB11. Isen’s stomach
dropped—Rib 11 was crystalline bamboo, length twenty metres. She toggled external cam: a
lightning spear had vaporised half the spar; the sail flapped lame, plasma eddying.

Hanock’s voice crackled across the private band—strained, breathless but composed: “Isen, do
you copy?”

She swallowed. “Coil Three stabilised but we lost Rib Eleven. Sails will collapse before
stratosphere.”

“Reroute power to dorsal grav-fins,” he said. “We can loft you with tractor-field coupling. Just
hold altitude three minutes.”

She risked a glance upward. The lead skiff—Aurora’s Wake—banked above them, Hanock at
helm. Its sails gleamed intact, lightning dancing harmless across induction grids. Tractor-nodes
under its keel pulsed amber.



“Understood,” Isen replied. She rerouted. Grav-fins whined, shuddering as superconductors
overloaded; the craft yawed, then lifted, nose up fifteen degrees—tractor tether engaged. The
sudden buoyancy pressed passengers into decks.

Another flare lit the chaos. Isen’s HUD caught a skiff ablaze—Celion—plunging tail-first into
boiling sea. Immortal screams cut off by steam roar. Number lost: seventy-two. She bit down
grief, logged coordinates for impossible rescue.

Above, Aurora’s Wake strained, tractor-tether humming with aenna resonance—she heard it,
faint but distinct over wind: @@—a— @@nna. The word, braided in energy fields, gripped her
spine.

Suddenly the tether snapped—plasma cord slashing into night. Vespera lurched, gravitational
clutch gone. Altitude dropped: six-hundred, five-fifty. Coil Three flickered again. Isen slapped
emergency buoyancy, venting reserve helium into lift-sacs. A new klaxon howled—internal
pressure spiking.

Rhel screamed, “If those sacs rupture, we implode!”

Isen inhaled, feeling reactor-heat ghost across her back. She remembered Hanock’s hand
steadying hers in calmer days, the Garden not yet dreamed. Courage was a muscle;
catastrophe flexed it.

“Cut fore cargo,” she ordered. Technicians severed mag-locks; crates of crystalline seed-banks
and cultural archives tumbled into storm void. Weight dropped,; lift improved.

But the crates would sink with their city—irrecoverable. A centuries-long inheritance sacrificed
for another minute of flight.

“Altitude four-twenty and holding,” Rhel said, tears indistinguishable from rain.
Isen exhaled. Yet the storm’s eye still marched behind, as if fate itself chased survivors.

She keyed fleet channel: half their ships crippled, three missing. Thalasson no longer
visible—ocean sealed memory.

“Highest intact deck is nine-hundred metres. Atmospheric shear less severe beyond
one-five-zero-zero,” Hanock broadcast, voice strained. “We ride the jetstream south to the
subcontinent ridge. We do not break formation.”

Isen acknowledged, resolve solidifying like tempered alloy. The price of survival would be
reckoned later— when sky-skiffs made landfall and immortals counted not what they saved, but
what they lost.

As dawn stained stormclouds with bruised saffron, lightning tapered, revealing the ragged
convoy: fewer ships, scorched sails, but still aloft—wing-forged, curse-carrying, yet alive.



Isen gripped the rail, whispering to those lost below and those yet unaccounted: “Echoes outlive
their sources.” The prime-cycle beat persisted in her pulse—three, seven, eleven—marking time
until the deluge’s story found its next chapter.

The convoy slipped into the stratospheric river—an eastbound jetstream cold enough to
crystalise breath on hulls. Sails crackled, filling with shimmering plasma that danced
aurora-green against cobalt dawn. At fifteen hundred metres the storm thinned; only distant
thunder smudged the horizon where Thalasson had vanished.

Isen stepped into the tiny flight-deck airlock, sealed the hatch, and removed her rebreather.
Frost plumed from her lips. Hanock’s voice came over the private channel, calmer now, almost
penitent.

“Collateral manifest uploaded. We lost Celion, Asteri, and both seed-reef barges. Survivors
across fleet: three thousand eight hundred forty-two.”

“Half our beginning,” Isen murmured. The words felt heavier than the atmospheric pressure.
“Half of anything is possibility,” Hanock offered. But fatigue shivered beneath the optimism.
She let the silence stretch, broken only by ion-wind against fractured sails. “Where do we land?”

“The plateau beyond the great range.” Hanock superimposed topographic holo in her visor: a
vast tableland north of an embryonic Ganges basin. Volcanic caves, geothermal vents, deep
basaltic roots. “Stone thick enough to silence aenna, so we can rebuild.”

Isen’s chest tightened. “Silence, or imprison?”
“Our first duty is survival,” he said, voice faintly re-heated. “Sanctuary first, philosophy later.”

Rhel’s voice crackled—nav telemetry jitter. “Convection shear ahead. We'll overshoot ridge if we
don’t shed velocity.”

Isen scanned the flight net. Aurora’s Wake, still lead craft, banked starboard, dumping lift-gas to
descend. She matched the manoeuvre. The convoy followed like broken feathers falling into a
giant’s palm.

Below, the Himalaya’s primordial seed—jagged peaks not yet lofty—rose from mists. Snowfields
shimmered, unscarred. The fleet threaded between knuckled ridges, gravity reasserting weight
in immortal bones.

Isen’s altimeter scrolled: eight hundred metres—six—three. Final descent. They skirted a
volcanic vent expelling sulphurous steam that glowed in early sun; air warmed four degrees,
engines sighed relief.



The chosen valley unfurled: basalt amphitheatre flanked by obsidian buttes. A frozen lake
caught the morning light, mirror to emptiness. Isen throttled back; Vespera kissed the ground on
gravitic pads. When the engines spooled down, silence thundered.

Hatches opened. Immortals staggered into snow, some collapsing to kiss frozen earth, others
staring eastward as if expecting Thalasson’s skyline to crest the horizon. Children sang a lullaby
mutated from reactor-hall echoes. In that cracked tune, Isen heard ghost-notes of eenna warping
into comfort.

Hanock'’s skiff landed last, sails tattered but unbowed. He disembarked, strode toward Isen.
Frost flaked from his cloak; eyes rimmed red.

“Ground crews will erect thermal domes,” he said without greeting. “Triage for radiation burns in
the med-pods. You have structural experience—lead shelter division.”

“Of course.” She held his gaze. “And you?”

He looked skyward at the dispersing storm: a bruise fading, revealing clear blue. “I'll begin
survey for the first hall. We need depth—memory is shallow near daylight.” A glint of fanatic
calm settled in his pupils: a man deciding hope must be engineered.

Isen touched his arm, impulse overriding protocol. “Hope also needs daylight, Hanock.”
He blinked, the fervour fracturing. “Perhaps daylight can follow us underground.”

She withdrew, nodded. Work consumed hours—deploying tri-foil domes, fusing basalt into
airlocks, converting sky-skiff reactors into geothermal taps. As twilight bled lavender across
peaks, pyres dotted the valley—names intoned for those steam-dragged to abyss. Immortals,
yet mortal to catastrophe.

Isen paused at the ridge, scanning the broken fleet. Somewhere, in lost cargo at the ocean’s
bottom, lay archives of songs and soil genomes. Yet around fires children improvised new
verses, and the valley echoed unfamiliar hope.

Behind, she sensed Hanock’s approach. He held a strip of crystalline bamboo—the shattered
spear Erash once practiced with, rescued from debris net.

“Memorial,” he said, offering it. “To remind us paradise is never built once.”

She accepted the shard. Under fading sun its fibres refracted three, seven, eleven beams.
AEnna lingered on the cooling air—a lullaby this time, not a command.

Hanock turned toward the volcanic vent where survey drones now mapped tunnels. “Tomorrow
we burrow and dream, Isen. But tonight, the sky is still ours.”

He extended a hand. She hesitated, then took it—knuckles cold, pulse steady. For a breath,
neither leader nor engineer, but two souls forging meaning beyond survival.



Above, the first star clawed free of dusk. Isen thought it winked in prime-beat, answering distant
songs sung by shards adrift in oceans of time.

She whispered into the newborn night, not sure if to Hanock, the star, or the drowned city:
“Echoes will outlive us all.”

Chapter 11 — The Cartouche of Silence

“A locked door is only unspoken grammar.”
Dr. Amina Bashir

2025

The conservation annex’s dawn shift began with the hiss of sodium lights warming over
sarcophagi, but Amina was already buried in lines of green code sluicing down the workstation.
The shard on the induction pad pulsed every fifty-one seconds—three, seven, eleven
sub-pulses nested inside—draining backup batteries faster than Jonas could swap them.
Countdown now: 42 : 14 : 07.

“Elena’s forty nautical miles off Crete,” Jonas said, scrolling through a satellite ping from the
Discovery. “She’ll make Alexandria by tomorrow dawn if customs don’t strangle her.”

Amina hummed non-committally. The live glyph-stream had begun folding itself into hieroglyphic
cartouches—familiar birds and ankhs braided through Atlantean curves. She over-laid Gardiner
sign codes; half the symbols refused parsing, but one pattern emerged repeatedly: a reed leaf,
a twisted flax, and the trilateral for hip—peace—or more literally, “satisfaction of the gods.”

Jonas hovered, nursing what tasted like his sixth espresso. “Peace is not the vibe we’ve been
getting.”

“Unless it’s conditional,” Amina replied. She tapped a command. The workstation projected a

3-D hollow cylinder whose inner wall unfurled star maps anchored to ~1177 BC sky positions.
Every alignment terminated at the Delta coordinate—31.77 N, 32.11 E—rendered not as land,
but as an aperture ringed by eight glyphs.

Amina zoomed. “Cartouche encloses a void.”



“‘Negative space as message,” Jonas murmured. He reached to rotate the model; the shard
brightened, throwing saffron light across his knuckles. Instantly the void filled with a sigil: the
triskele, petals rotating.

Both stepped back. The annex’s overhead fixtures dimmed two stops; security cameras along
the corridor blinked to static. Amina’s augmented lenses rebooted; HUD text crawled across her
field of view in Atlantean braid, then flattened into English:

ARCHIVE BREACH 12 %
LEXEME TRANSFER REQUIRED
HANDLER: BASHIR

Jonas’s laptop chimed the same line. He exhaled. “It promoted you.”

“Or marked me expendable.” Amina steadied her breath, then spoke a single line of Middle
Egyptian at the shard: “Djed medu netjer en ib-nesu’—Speak, divine metal of the king’s heart.

The shard blossomed ember-red, casting their shadows across wooden crates. The induction
pad smoked, plastic curling. Jonas cursed, yanked the power cable; sparks danced. Yet the
workstation stayed alive, now running on phantom feed.

Lines of English scrolled:

WE REMEMBER THROUGH YOU
BRING THE SILENT CARTOUCHE
LOWER THE THRESHOLD

Amina’s pulse raced. “Cartouche? The model? Or something in the Museum?”

Jonas scanned the storage manifest. “Annex received a stone fragment last month—Registry
ARK-+3177*C—no public record. Description: ‘basalt block with recessed blank cartouche,
provenance unverified.” He looked up. “Warehouse sub-level.”

Security patrol in twenty-three minutes. They could make one pass.

Amina sealed the shard in its lead case—warmth radiated through tungsten lining. They crept
past dioramas still shrouded for renovations, down an access stair thick with limestone dust.
Motion sensors fluttered but did not trigger alarms; senna thrummed in the wiring like a lullaby to
electronics.

Sub-level kept the ambience of catacomb chill. Rows of pallets—statues swaddled in mylar.
Jonas checked manifest tags until his flashlight froze on a crate the size of a sarcophagus,
stencilled ARK-+3177*C. Four digital locks; all flashed green as they approached. The lid
unlatched.



Inside lay a basalt slab, meter-long, its face precisely chiseled yet utterly blank except for a
deep, smooth oval—the cartouche—uwaiting for a name never carved.

Amina’s breath caught. She unlatched the lead case; the shard’s glow seeped out like dawn
through fog. Immediately the blank cartouche shimmered, filaments of emerald condensing into
glyphic strokes—first Atlantean braid, then Egyptian hieratic, finally English letters burnt into air:

&nna
Jonas stumbled back. “It wants its own name written.”

As if in answer, the shard vibrated. The warehouse lights flicked prime-cycle again, and
somewhere above, sirens burbled half-formed before dying. Amina stepped closer, shard poised
over the cartouche. “We inscribe by placing, not carving,” she whispered. “Symbol meets void.”

She lowered the shard until it hovered millimetres above stone. The air between flashed,
contracting into a lattice of micro-sparks. The shard clicked—magnetic resonance—locking into
the recess like a keystone.

The Basalt slab warmed under her palm, and distant—so distant—she heard surf against
drowned towers.

Warehouse fluorescents blew out. In the darkness, only the cartouche glowed,
heartbeat-steady. And the countdown in her lens ticked beneath it: 41 : 59 : 59.

Halogen emergency lamps groaned to life, bathing the sub-level in bruised amber. In their sickly
glare, the basalt slab looked less like an artifact than a locked hatch—its newly written glyph
pulsing faint emerald.

Jonas wiped sweat from his brow. “That timer hit forty-one hours. If this thing wants transport,
now is better than never.”

CCTV feeds on his tablet re-synced. Ground-floor corridors teemed with armed
responders—museum security augmented by Ministry police—scrambling without clear
directives. The annex’s seismic sensors had tripped when the cartouche engaged; authorities
assumed an attempted heist.

He scanned ID tags. “They’re eleven strong,” he noted, absurdly relieved by the prime. “We
can’t go back the way we came.”

Amina tested the basalt’s weight; it slid on recessed rollers, far lighter than stone that dense
should be. “Internal gravitic damping,” she muttered. “Atlantean lev-tech disguised as basalt.”
She glanced at Jonas. “We roll it out.”

“Through checkpoints full of rifles?”



“Through grammar,” she corrected, pulling her curator lanyard from under her coat. She toggled
the mag-stripe, generated a temporary QR pass, overlaid with an Antiquities Authority seal. The
basalt slab hummed, its rollers spinning. A silent partnership.

They shoved the crate into an industrial lift. Amina tapped the service panel: upper loading
bay—normally sealed this late. The LED locked green without credentials. Jonas exhaled; senna
truly rewrote doors.

The lift ascended, stopping in a cavernous docking bay where articulated forklifts slept beneath
tarps. A single night-shift guard—qgray beard, cigarette glowing—startled at the sudden arrival.
He reached for his radio.

Amina flashed her badge. “Expedited transfer: Delta collection to bio-stabilisation lab,” she
barked—in rapid Arabic spiced with bureaucratic bark.

The guard frowned. “At three a.m.?”

Jonas wheeled the crate forward, feigning indifference. The shard’s glow leaked through seams,
painting his palms verdant. He felt the guard’s suspicion sharpen.

Before the question bloomed, a new voice echoed from shadows: “All transfers authorised by
Director Hassan, override alpha-eleven.” A tall woman stepped into light—navy hijab, dark flight
jacket emblazoned with a stylised delta. The gate-lounge stranger who’d mouthed anna.

“‘Amina?” Jonas whispered.
But Amina shook her head imperceptibly: she hadn’t summoned anyone.

The woman produced a holo-tablet. “Signature verified,” she told the guard, screen flashing
official insignia. “Help them load.”

The guard muttered compliance, rolled back the bay doors. Outside, a nondescript refrigerated
lorry idled, driverless, hazard lights strobing prime cadence. The woman gestured. They guided
the basalt crate up a ramp; internal mag-clamps locked it in place.

Engine revved. The lorry eased into night beyond museum gates, Al autopilot weaving through
Doqqi backstreets. Pyramid silhouettes loomed against sodium haze.

Only then did the woman speak, eyes fixed on road HUD. “Name’s Farida Nasr, General
Intelligence Directorate. My unit flagged your countdown the moment it hit our network.
Directorate’s divided—half want the artifact quarantined. | chose the other half.”

“Why help us?” Amina asked.

“Because every myth hides a pathway,” Farida replied, repeating the chapter’s epigraph as if
she’d written it. “Cartouche location aligns with a buried chamber under Tanis—recent LIDAR



flagged an antechamber matching your void geometry. We sealed the dig two weeks ago.
‘Biological hazard,’ official story.”

Jonas rubbed his temples. “Tanis is north of Threshold coordinates.”

“Exactly on them,” Farida corrected. “Old delta channels shifted. Tanis sits where your shard
points. And the chamber’s entrance stone bears the same blank oval—waiting for a key.”

Amina’s pulse thudded. “Then this slab completes the lock.”

Farida accelerated onto the Desert Road. Police drones hovered, but transponders pinged
priority medical transport—fabricated clearance codes scrolling prime intervals.

Jonas opened his laptop. The countdown ticked: 41 : 43 : 12. Net pings flashed: Discovery
approaching Alexandria harbour. “Elena’s docking in nine. We’ll converge by midday.”

As Cairo’s light pollution faded behind, stars spread like flung embers. A yellow-white one
pulsed near the horizon—aligned with Tanis. He thought of Isen, of immortals charting new
sanctuaries under alien skies, and wondered if this journey was their echo rippling forward.

The shard inside the cartouche hummed louder, bass resonance filling the chilled cabin. In the
windshield reflection, Jonas saw Farida’s eyes mirror emerald. She didn’t flinch.

Amina laid her palm on basalt. Heat beat against her skin, not burning but insistent. She
remembered Plato’s braided scripts, the lotus-map blooming on Elena’s deck, and Hanock’s
name scrolling across malware warnings. Every thread knotted here.

Farida glanced sidelong. “When we reach Tanis, no weapons will open that chamber. Only
grammar.” She offered Amina a faint, conspiratorial smile. “So let's speak.”

Headlights carved the desert’'s emptiness. Ahead, the necropolis slumbered under shifting
sands, guarding a lock eight thousand years waiting for its name. Behind, city sirens
keened—too distant, too late.

The lorry pressed onward, carrying a silent cartouche whose void now spoke, and whose
countdown thrummed through three travellers’ ribs like a metronome for the end of forgetting.




Chapter 12 — Echoes of Collapse

“Civilizations fall on silent feet.”
Hanock

~1177B.C.

The Aegean night smelled of cedar pitch and smouldering grain. From the shadowed prow of
the trireme Sable Oath, Hanock watched Mycenaean shoreline flicker—a necklace of hilltop
fires marking towns already sacked by warriors bearing no banner. They called themselves
nothing, so the Greeks had coined a name in panic: Sea Peoples. Hanock winced at the irony;
these raiders were merely conscripted echoes—tools sharpened by his own unseen hand.

He fingered the obsidian ring given to every Atlantean commander since Thalasson’s drowning.
Inside its facets shimmered a tiny loop of alloy—prime-cycle filaments pulsing three, seven,
eleven beats. AEnna throbbed in his bones, synchronising with distant beacons across the
collapsing Mediterranean.

Isen’s voice crackled on the micro-auricular sewn into his cloak. “East winds favourable. Your
fleet will land at Pylos before dawn.”

He pictured her in the offshore command galley, charts unfurled, watching storm-lanterns bloom
across ruined coastlines. “Resistance?” he murmured.

“Minimal now. Their garrisons withdrew inland yesterday. Panic travels faster than phalanx.”

Hanock exhaled, half relief, half regret. The Bronze Age had rotted on its own vanity; he’'d
merely accelerated entropy—an experiment in civilizational pruning. Yet echoes of the Garden
clung to him. Meryt’s question, asked centuries earlier beneath synthetic dawn: Why forbid what
sings my name? He still lacked an answer.

A figure approached along the deck—Verata, face weather-lined, eyes reflecting torchglow.
“Shore scouts report tablet houses aflame. Archive chambers unmanned.”

Hanock’s jaw tightened. “Salvage what clay you can. Histories matter.”
Verata’s lips twitched. “We’re burning the world and worried about its diary?”
“‘Memory is currency,” Hanock said. “If we erase it all, we inherit debt, not wealth.”

Verata nodded, but his gaze lingered on the obsidian ring. “AEnna amplitude rising. Some nodes
spike beyond safe threshold. Are we sure collapse will stay contained?”

Hanock gazed at the horizon: orange halos where grain silos burned. “No future without risk.”



Thunder rumbled—no storm clouds, only siege engines hurling flaming shot inland. The Sable
Oath slipped into a fog-shrouded inlet. Hanock signalled; auxiliary keels unfolded, muting wake.
Silence, the truest weapon.

Dockyards lay abandoned. Splintered planks bobbed like carrion. Raiders guided by Hanock’s
covert beacons infiltrated granaries, stripping stores. Others carried ceramic amphorae up
ramps onto decks—treasure, yes, but also vectors for anna-coded alloy shards smelted into
handles. Spread the root by stealth; let myths infect survivors.

Hanock disembarked, boots crunching ash. He crossed a plaza ringed by toppled stelae. On a
half-collapsed temple frieze, chisel marks formed incomplete Linear B script. He traced a finger
across dusty glyphs: Ra-to-pa-ka—once the name of a harvest festival. The stone was warm, as
if absorbing the city’s final exhale.

Footsteps behind: Meryt, immortal yet ever changing. A salt-hot gust caught her face and, for
an instant, she smelled the glacial air of that night eight centuries earlie—when the Garden’s
dome shattered, and she chose to follow Hanock and Isen out through the Himalayan breach,
trading a manufactured paradise for the raw, uneven world that had never stopped calling her.
She’d insisted on witnessing collapse firsthand—no longer captive, but uneasy accomplice. Her
bronze dagger gleamed; blood spattered the blade.

“They tried to defend the archives,” she said, voice brittle. “| disarmed without killing, but others
weren’t merciful.”

Pain flickered in her dark eyes. Hanock wiped the dagger clean, returning it. “The age ends
tonight. Mercy may survive in the next.”

She stared at burning rooftops. “History keeps repeating because we script it so.”

“Or because humans do, with or without us,” Hanock replied, though conviction wavered.
AEnna’s pulse surged, swelling inside his skull like surf.

Sudden vibration thrummed through cobblestones—seismic resonance, not catapults. Verata
sprinted from the harbour. “Prime lattice breach!” he cried. “One of our alloy beacons
destabilised beneath the citadel—amplitude runaway.”

Verata scowled. “AEnna amplitude climbing. Some of our beacon shards—those slivers we
forged from the Garden’s surviving alloy— are spiking beyond safe threshold.”

Hanock’s visor sensors confirmed: a&nna frequency spiked past containment, threatening
harmonic detonation. At this magnitude, alloy filaments could implode, releasing energy akin to
wildfire lightning—enough to vaporise stone.

He sprinted toward the acropolis, Isen shouting in his ear: “Shut it down or the whole coast
burns!”



Fog thickened into green static, air buzzing ozone. Stone stairs buckled under sub-acoustic
tremors. At the citadel gate, a beacon shard—embedded into a so-called Stone of
Poseidon—glowed jade-hot. Linear B priests lay unconscious nearby, ears bleeding.

Hanock reached for the ring; its filaments pulsed counter-phase. He pressed it against the
beacon. /££nna roared—three, seven, eleven—then collapsed into a single heavy heartbeat.
Light died. Silence crashed.

He staggered, nausea swarming. In that hush, he imagined voices across time: Elena on a ship,
Amina in a museum, Jonas parsing code—all connected by this single resonance thread.

Meryt helped him stand. “Some myths burn entire cities. Others burn us from within.”

He met her gaze. “Then we carry the ash forward wisely.” Yet doubt tasted like charred grain on
his tongue.

Below, docks creaked with loot. Above, dawn sickened the sky mauve. Isen’s voice spoke softly
over comm: “We’ve taken what we need. Time to vanish.”

Hanock surveyed the wounded citadel. In its ruins, seeds of new stories would root—some
blaming angry gods, others foreign invaders. None would speak of immortals.

He followed Meryt back toward the harbour, Verata limping behind. Fires receded; gulls wheeled
over smoke. The age collapsed, but in its echo he heard a warning: echoes outlive their
sources—and come for their authors.

The tide had turned ruby with torch-glare by the time Hanock and his companions reached the
quay. Vesper galleys rocked at anchor, decks sagging under amphorae and bronze ingots. A
hush swept the raiders—first-light awe, or dread now that rage and pillage were spent.

Isen met them at the gangplank of Aurora’s Wake, cloak singed, soot coating her cheekbones
like war paint. “Beacon stable?” she asked.

“‘Dampened to background,” Hanock said, climbing aboard. “But any aftershocks above
threshold, we scuttle the shard.”

Verata followed, cradling wax-sealed tablets pried from the citadel archives. “Epics written while
they still believed gods listened,” he muttered. “Now the gods are thieves.”

Meryt lingered at the rail, staring back at smoke-bloated hills. She turned only when Hanock
touched her sleeve—gentle, unfamiliar. “Come inside,” he urged. “The air’s poison.”

“History is poison,” she answered, though she let him guide her below, fingers brushing his for
an instant too long.

Belowdecks, reactor-sconces glowed low amber. Isen unfolded parchment maps over a crystal
light-table. “Our next target?”



“None,” Hanock said. “Course to Kemet.”
Verata frowned. “Egypt still stands. Why spare them?”

“Because they stood between us and the desert once.” Hanock traced the delta on the map.
“Climate shift will starve the Levant soon. If we seed a&nnas into their mythos gently, they might
keep order, buy the region time to heal.”

Meryt watched, brow knit. “You play gardener with empires.”

“Better gardener than reaper,” Hanock replied, but guilt creased his voice.

Sails unfurled and the fleet slipped from the inlet. Offshore winds sent ash spiralling skyward;
gulls wheeled in confused silence. As the coastline dwindled, Hanock left Isen and Verata
arguing cargo manifest and climbed to the dark prow where Meryt stood alone. The silver-black
sea whispered against the hull.

“You saved that city from total fire,” she said without turning. “But only after you crippled it.”
‘| saved memories,” Hanock corrected softly. “The city was already dying.”

Meryt's eyes found the horizon. “Maybe echoes outlive sources because they know how to
forgive.”

He considered the words—felt something uncoiling in the cage of his chest. Twelve hundred
years since a fellow immortal had dared offer him grace. “Would you forgive me?” he asked, and
immediately hated the need in his voice.

She didn’t answer, but took his hand, pressed something into his palm: a fragment of Linear B
tablet melded with alloy. On its clay surface she’d carved a single prime-cycle sigil. “Keep this,”
she said. “Remember what you burned to rescue.”

Their fingers remained intertwined a heartbeat too long. When she withdrew, the night air felt
colder.

Hours later, the convoy cleared Cape Taenarum. Wind died, replaced by calm so eerie even
rigging creaked with caution. Hanock dozed on the bridge rail, tablet piece warm against his
chest, until Verata’'s shout hauled him back to battle stance.

“They’re here!”



Emerging from the moonlit calm—a Mycenaean quinquereme, unburned, prow carved into
leonine snarl. On its deck, hoplite silhouettes bristled. But the helmsman raised not a war
banner but a white strake of cloth. Parley.

Hanock signalled halt. The two flagships drifted together, hulls groaning. A captain in battered
bronze armour shouted up in archaic Greek, words carrying across glass-still sea: a plea for
sanctuary, not vengeance. His city had fallen to raiders wearing Atlantean alloy; he sought only
safe passage for survivors. Thirty children huddled on his deck, wide-eyed.

Meryt appeared at Hanock’s side before he could reply. “Take them,” she urged. “Proof that
collapse can spare the innocent.”

Isen joined, wary. “Extra mouths mean slower voyage. Rations already thin.”
“Then we thin our share,” Meryt said, gaze locked on Hanock.

The obsidian ring weighed heavy. He looked at the captain, at the children, at the fires still
smouldering on distant hills. “Bring them aboard Aurora’s Wake,” he commanded. Isen stiffened,
but relayed orders.

While rafts ferried refugees, aenna pulsed faint, approving. Hanock sensed Isen’s guarded relief;
Verata’s scepticism softened. When the last child stepped onto Atlantean deck, Meryt knelt to
offer bread saved from her own ration. The child smiled—fear subsiding.

Hanock inhaled night air warming with dawn hints. He realised the old experiments—Garden
obedience, civilizational pruning—had yielded one truth: curiosity without mercy rotted into
cruelty. But curiosity tempered by compassion might seed something worth echoing.

He turned aft, found Meryt’'s gaze. A word formed on his tongue—unfinished promise—but the
lookout’s bell clanged.

Ahead, horizon glowed pre-dawn gold. And within that glow a pulse of jade answered—distant
beacon on the Nile Delta, alive after twelve hundred years, calling them onward.

Anne.

The fleet set course southeast, sails catching newborn wind. Behind, storm-rubble slipped
beneath calm waves; ahead, new stories waited—names unwritten, choices untested.

Hanock closed his fist around the clay fragment carved by Meryt. Prime-cycle edges bit into his
palm, baptising him in a vow he couldn’t yet voice:

When they reached Kemet, he would write a different legend—one that began not with fire, but
with shelter.




Chapter 13 — Breaking the Paradigm

“Every certainty has its breaking point.”
Jonas Sinclair

2025

The desert sunrise was a kiln door flung open, bleaching the highway and every certainty Jonas
still clung to. Farida’s lorry hummed across wind-rippled tarmac, air-conditioner fighting a losing
skirmish against Sinai heat. In the refrigerated cargo bay, the basalt cartouche and shard pulsed
like a caged heartbeat, each throb echoing through the metal floorboards up into Jonas’s heels.

Countdown on his tablet: 41 : 02 : 11.

Amina sat opposite, transliterating the live glyph stream that now filled her lenses. Lines of
hieratic unfurled over her irises, yet she wrote none of it down—Afraid to grant permanence?
Jonas wondered. Or afraid that paper might ignite.

Farida kept her gaze on the horizon, where ragged black tents ringed an archaeological
compound half buried by shifting dunes. Tanis, once a delta port now stranded far inland by
millennia of sediment drift. Over the camp fluttered the flag of the Supreme Council of
Antiquities, but Jonas’s radio scanner picked encrypted military chatter—Tanis was under
lockdown and no press release would admit it.

“Site perimeter’s on silent code,” Farida said, tapping the dash-display. “Jammers running. They
think that keeps secrets inside.”

“Secrets like ours?” Amina asked dryly.

“Like ours,” Farida confirmed. She handed them two ID passes—Ilaminated, bar-coded. Names
misspelled just enough to slide through human scrutiny, flagged as “Bio-haz-triage personnel.”
The passes flickered prime-cycle green—three flashes, seven, eleven—shard’s resonance
co-opting even counterfeit plastic.

Jonas pocketed his badge. “If 2nna can spoof electronics via induction, jammers won’t stop it.”

“True.” Farida down-shifted, gravel popping under tires as they left the highway. “So we stop
pretending we’re hiding. We act as if we belong.”

The compound gate loomed: welded steel, two soldiers in desert camouflage. One raised a
hand, rifle slung. Farida idled the engine, window sliding down. “Transfer from Cairo virology,”
she said in clipped Arabic, flashing her badge. “Specimen ETA pre-sunrise. Power instability
forced detour.”



The guard scanned the pass, eyes sliding over Farida’s hijab straight to Jonas’s jittery posture.
“Vehicle manifest?”

Farida handed a datapad; while the guard scrolled, 2anna murmured through the dashboard
speakers—barely audible but enough to make the soldier’s pupils dilate. The datapad’s status
bar blinked prime cadence; Jonas watched sweat bead on the guard’s temple.

“Proceed,” the guard said, voice hollow as if loaned. The gate rolled open.
Jonas exhaled. Amina whispered, “/Enna broke his certainty.”

Inside, the camp looked more emergency triage than dig site. ISO containers retrofitted with
bio-seals ringed an excavation shaft. Figures in Tyvek suits moved with hurried choreography.
Above the shaft opening, scaffolding supported a pulley-rig holding a basalt slab twin to their
own—but its cartouche remained blank, stone chipped as if someone had tried chisels before
surrendering.

Farida parked beside an empty container. “We have maybe five minutes before their manifest
system catches the duplicate number | forged.”

They off-loaded the cartouche crate; the shard’s glow leaked through seams, staining sand
emerald. /Enna vibrated in Jonas’s molars.

Amina palmed the crate’s latch. “Once theirs recognises ours, something will complete the lock.
“And complete the breach,” Jonas added.

They wheeled the cartouche on a dolly toward the shaft. A supervisor in Tyvek intercepted, visor
fogged. “Unauthorized transport—halt!”

Farida flashed a high-level clearance glyph on her tablet—an Atlantean sigil snuck beneath a
QR fagade. Tyvek-man blinked, stepping aside as if mesmerized. Jonas felt half awe, half
horror: language as access grenade.

They rolled to the shaft lip. A freight elevator large enough for sarcophagi descended sixty feet
into candle-lit gloom. Two soldiers started to follow; Farida spoke a single word: “k.”
Obedience. They remained topside, eyes glassy.

Elevator chains rattled, lowering them into a cavern carved by flood deposits then shaped by
chisels that pretended to be human. Hieroglyphs slithered across walls but in impossible
lattices—Egyptian syntax braided with Atlantean braid. Sandstone pillars supported vaulted ribs
of fused basalt that shouldn’t geologically coexist.

At the base, a stone door waited—oval recess matching their cartouche’s dimensions. The
blank twin slab leaned against the wall, abandoned after failed inscriptions. Jonas ran a
trembling hand across its smooth void; static nipped his fingertips.



“Place ours,” Amina breathed.

They aligned the dolly, slid the glowing cartouche toward the recess. Magnets—or something
deeper—pulled it the last centimetre; stone met stone with a bass chord that rippled through air
and bone.

Glyphs ignited across the door—first Atlantean, then hieroglyphic, then cuneiform, languages
stacking like geological layers. Countless voices whispered one nhame in unison: a&nna.

Jonas’s tablet rebooted, countdown freezing at 40 : 59 : 59—threshold reached.

A seam appeared around the door, dust puffing. The slab retracted with temple-slow grace,
exhaling air cold as a crypt—air saturated with the tang of ozone and something older than rot.

Farida aimed a flashlight. “Beyond government, beyond myth,” she murmured.
Jonas swallowed fear. “Beyond certainty.”

They stepped into darkness where no jammed radio could reach, leaving the modern desert
blinking overhead—and the world above waited for whatever grammar broke next.

The lamp’s beam licked walls veined with metal that shimmered like star-threads. The passage
angled downward, each step echoing threefold as if space itself practiced prime recursion.
Jonas’s breath steamed; the temperature dropped with every meter—an underground winter
carved beneath desert furnace.

After twenty steps, corridor widened into a rotunda the size of a planetarium. Its domed ceiling
shimmered alloy-black, latticed in the geometry of a lotus: eight petals, tessellated. At the
centre—an elevated dais supporting a crystal hemisphere. Inside swirled a miniature storm,
lightning flicking violet across swirling sand.

Amina’s pupils dilated. “A memory star,” she whispered—the phrase from her earlier glyph
translation.

Farida circled the dais, pistol drawn. “Why build it here, beneath a delta that would vanish?”
“Because deltas birth and bury civilisation,” Jonas murmured.

As they approached, the shard inside the cartouche case pulsed harder, resonating with the
hemisphere. Sandstorm inside the globe froze, coalescing into a triskelion. Screens on Farida’s
wrist-com blinked; her comms fried to static.

A voice—layered, sonorous, and heartbreakingly calm—poured from all surfaces without
acoustics:

“Lexeme confirmed. Archive breach at fifteen per-cent. Memory star awaits custodian.”



The hemisphere emitted a fan of light that scanned their faces. It lingered on Jonas, projected
prime numbers along his silhouette. KEY = SINCLAIR glowed in air.

He flinched. “I didn’t volunteer.”

A silky reply: “Fractal selection is not consent; it is coincidence.”

Amina stepped forward. “What is your purpose?”

“To retain what mortal collapse erases—until the next recursion.”

She glanced at Jonas. “It's a backup of history itself.”

Farida thumbed her trigger. “And if the backup chooses to overwrite the present?”

No answer—only the countdown in Jonas’s tablet ticking again: 40 : 59 : 30...29. Time
resumed.

The hemisphere’s base irised open, revealing a slot sized to accept their shard. Amina
produced it from the cartouche recess; as she did, sandstone overhead groaned—dust raining.
“The chamber won’t hold much longer,” Farida warned.

Amina hesitated, shard suspended above the port. Jonas heard his pulse—three-seven-eleven
hammering. “If we merge, we may trigger whatever follows,” she said.

“Or prevent uncontrolled breach,” Jonas countered.

Before they could decide, footsteps scuffed behind. They whirled: two soldiers from the museum
patrol, visors shattered—eyes glassy emerald. The first spoke in monotone Arabic: “Directive
delta-three. Terminate custodial interference.” He raised a sidearm.

Farida fired first—tranq dart hissing; soldier collapsed. The second lunged, blade flashing.
Jonas swung his tablet; plastic cracked on bone. Amina kicked the attacker’s knee, dropping
him. Shard nearly slipped; its glow flared, and both soldiers convulsed as emerald light threaded
their mouths—aenna burning circuits of possession. They sank unconscious, eyes clearing to
natural brown.

The hemisphere’s voice returned, quieter: “Interference neutralised. Lexeme insertion
required.”

Jonas met Amina’s gaze. “Do it.”

She slotted the shard. Click. A resonant chord filled the rotunda. Lotus petals on the dome
ignited, lines rushing outward into sandstone, climbing bedrock, racing unseen tunnels toward
the surface—data seeding itself through geological conduits.

Countdown reset: 23 : 59 : 59—no longer hours, but days. They’d bought time.



Yet new glyphs flowed across Amina’s lenses: “PHASE TWO — NILE MEMORY LIFT”. A
schematics overlay showed the delta floodplain, trenches aligning into petal geometry—an
Atlantean data array sleeping beneath Egypt’s silt.

Farida cursed softly. “That ‘memory lift’ will rise when the clock zeros. Cairo sits on top of it.”

Jonas absorbed that, stomach dropping. “An archive the size of a metropolis surfacing under a
living city? Evacuation alone—"

A rumble interrupted—ceiling cracks widening. The hemisphere shut, shard sealed within.
“Custodians relocate. Structural integrity compromised,” intoned the disembodied voice.

They hauled the unconscious soldiers onto the freight elevator. As they rose, tremors rocked the
shaft. Above, alarms finally screamed—camp jammers frying under data surge. Security
sprinted in circles, radios spitting anna.

They slipped out through a side gate—Farida’s clearance overridden by mythic imperative.
Dawn painted the horizon copper. In its glow, Jonas saw his reflection on the truck
windshield—eyes ringed emerald for a heartbeat before fading.

“Archive used me again,” he muttered, climbing into the driver’s seat while Farida manned
comms and Amina secured the shard case.

A convoy of military vehicles roared along the access road—too late. Dust plumed behind them
as they sped south, racing the sunrise.

Amina thumbed her sat-phone. Elena answered—her voice crackling from a Red Sea strait
channel. Jonas caught fragments: “Alexandria docked... Navy suspicious... thirty-two hours
behind you.”

Amina conveyed the new countdown, the impending “Memory Lift.” Silence swelled, then
Elena’s reply: “Then we meet in Cairo. We bring every certainty and break them all.”

Farida gunned the engine. Behind, dune silhouettes shifted as sub-surface conduits lit faint
jade—like roots waking.

Jonas gripped the wheel, prime-cycle pulse in his ears. Twenty-four hours to paradigm break.
Beyond that, cities would drown in remembrance—or be reborn by it.

The truck barreled toward Cairo, carrying three unwilling keys and a star of memory that refused
to forget.




Chapter 14 — The Delta Seal

“Some memories must be sown before they can be reaped.”
Isen

~1150B.C.

The papyrus marshes of Kemet breathed steam at dawn, turning the fleet’s bronze prows into
wavering ghosts. Twenty-seven Nile floods later, the wounds of the Mycenaean night still ached,
but the river’s patient rhythm had carried them here at last.. Isen stood on the splintered
foredeck of Aurora’s Wake, watching mist unspool across a river far wider than any Himalayan
gorge. Ahead, a half-built stone fortress squatted on a raised sand-spit—Tanis in its infancy, little
more than brick ramparts, granaries, and a royal barge quay draped in crimson pennants.

Behind her, Mycenaean refugees dozed in huddles, rocked by the Nile’s lull. Atlantean
engineers prowled among them, cataloguing sub-cutaneous radiation burns, distributing protein
loaves reconstituted from seaweed paste. The transition from conquest to caretaking had not
come easily, but Meryt’s insistence on shelter over fire had taken root—first in Hanock, then the
rest.

Isen flexed chilly fingers; the obsidian ring Hanock once used to dampen shards now rested on
her palm. He’d handed it to her before first light, saying only, “If the archive must sleep, make
sure it dreams true.” Then he vanished upriver with Verata to negotiate limestone quotas at the
quarry.

She slipped the ring on, felt the prime-cycle beat align with her pulse. Near the starboard rail,
Meryt crouched beside a linen-wrapped sarcophagus—the smallest of the refugee children had
succumbed overnight to smoke-inhalation fever. Meryt hummed a lullaby that once echoed
under the Garden’s artificial sky. Each note braided with @nna so softly the air barely noticed.

Isen joined her. “The priests have agreed to funerary rites,” she said quietly. “They believe we
are emissaries of ‘gods from the western sea.” We did not correct them.”

Meryt brushed a lock of the child’s hair back beneath the shroud. “If they must fashion myths to
accept medicine and grain, better a benevolent myth than a violent one.”

“Yet myths ossify,” Isen warned. “They may chain future minds.”

Meryt stood, wiping tears. “Then we give them a truth worth binding to.” She nodded toward the
barge quay, where Egyptian scribes waited with clay tablets. “Today we plant a seed of
remembrance that will not demand blood.”

Isen followed her gaze inland to a low ridge of wind-polished basalt rising above marsh. There,
Atlantean work crews had already installed grav-anchors and begun excavating a cavern that
would, if seismic models proved accurate, remain bone-dry for millennia. They called it the



Neb-Ankh Chamber—House of Breath. At its heart would sit the prototype memory star: a
crystal hemisphere grown from Garden alloy and encoded with the sum of everything Thalasson
had lost.

The same construct Jonas, Amina, and Farida had just awakened three thousand years later.

Isen’s collar comm pinged—Hanock on a secure band. “Stone allocations approved. Local
overseers will look the other way once they receive copper shipments from our wrecked
triremes.” His voice carried relief and exhaustion. “Begin chamber imprint tonight; we sail for
Abydos afterward to misdirect rumor.”

She acknowledged, cutting the channel before personal ghosts bled through. Hanock and Isen
had spoken little since the Mycenaean rescue; an unfinished promise hovered between them,
fragile as reed-paper.

By twilight the valley floor thrummed with clandestine industry. Egyptians believed the
Atlanteans were crafting a grain vault; Atlantean engineers, cloaked in linen robes, used
grav-sleds to lower alloy spar-beams into the yawning cavity. As each beam touched sandstone
it fused, releasing a faint emerald corona—Garden alloy remembering its previous life.

Isen supervised capacitor placement along the ceiling petals. Verata arrived, robes dusted with
quarry grit. “Limestone facade carved,” he reported. “Hieroglyphs depict a simple harvest
god—nothing to invite tomb raiders.”

Isen tilted a luminescent drafting slate; schematics of the hemisphere pulsed. “The breeders?”
she asked, meaning the alloy nanites that would seed data into sandstone pores.

“Calibrated to dormant state,” Verata confirmed. “They’ll wake only when the ring counter hits
zero.”

She sighed. “A ring counter we are about to start.”

[

Verata’s eyes softened. “History will need this map, Isen. Better our version than rumor’s.” He
glanced toward the cavern entrance, where Meryt led a procession of priests bearing woven
mats of lotus and barley. “Mercy is now part of the code.”

Isen allowed herself a small smile. “Then let's encode it well.”

At midnight, under oil-lamps perfumed with frankincense, they placed the crystal hemisphere
onto its cradle. The atlas-etched surface flickered with delta tributaries and prime-cycle spirals.
Isen slid the obsidian ring into a recess at its base; alloy filaments clasped it like roots clutching
seed.



A vibration spread through the cavern—gentle, musical. Glyphs crawled across the dome walls,
surrendering sandstone to luminous script. Egyptian scribes fell to knees, interpreting it as
benediction. Meryt spoke softly in their tongue: “Memory of harvest, promise of dawn.” The
scribes echoed her prayer.

When the resonance peaked, Isen keyed the final routine: CHRONO-LIFT SYNCH START. A
number appeared on the hemisphere’s surface—1 104 400—days until the star would surface:
roughly three thousand years.

“May future minds wield gentler hands,” she whispered, stepping back. The number began its
silent count.

Above, the desert wind shifted, carrying a scent of lotus and distant salt. And buried beneath
that wind, 22nne murmured—not a command this time, but a lullaby gentling itself into
hibernation.

Isen exhaled. In the hollow between breath and echo, she glimpsed a Cairo skyline she could
never know—yet trusted nonetheless.

Moonlight silvered the marsh by the time Hanock’s skiff glided back upriver. He disembarked
with a linen satchel slung across his shoulder—granite seal-stones freshly carved at Abydos:
falcon, lotus, and an unassuming reed leaf that resembled nothing Egyptian. Only Atlanteans
would recognize it as the prime-cycle sigil folded into human iconography.

Isen met him at the cavern mouth. “Countdown engaged,” she reported, voice hushed as the
new-laid silt. “One million one-hundred-four thousand four-hundred days.”

Hanock ran a palm over the stone lintel. “A long nap for a restless star.” His eyes searched
hers—gratitude tinged with weariness. “You encoded mercy?”

“Mercy and risk in equal measure,” she said. “But the ring sits in dormant port. Star can’t wake
without a second lexeme.”

He offered the satchel. “These seal-stones will serve as that lexeme—if placed in the correct

order.” He opened his hand, showing three scarab-shaped plaques. “We teach the priests the
reed-lotus-hawk sequence; they teach their novices, so the knowledge survives as ritual, not

instruction manual.”

“Generations may scramble the order,” Isen warned.

“Better a puzzle than an open gate,” he replied. Yet doubt flickered. Hanock had engineered
collapses; now he engineered caution. She wondered if guilt was his new religion.

They stepped inside. Meryt and Verata finished dismissing the scribes, who bowed and filed out,
speaking excitedly of the strange dawn-god with turquoise eyes. Once alone, Meryt approached



Hanock, pressing her bronze-scarred fingers over his. “You kept your promise,” she said softly.
“No blood on these stones.”

Hanock’s composure faltered; Isen saw affection bloom behind years of granite discipline. Hurt
and hope braided tight. A small smile ghosted his lips. “Stone remembers better than flesh,” he
answered, voice low.

Verata cleared his throat—half tease, half warning—then gestured to the seal-stones. They
inserted the plaques into recesses around the hemisphere: reed, lotus, hawk. With each
placement, the star dimmed, alloy petals folding over the crystal until only a dull graphite orb
remained. Finally, Hanock pressed an obsidian cap onto the port, sealing ring and star in one
gesture. A chime resonated, dropping to sub-audible hush. The memory star slept.

Meryt set a clay tablet before the orb—her own cursive Mark saturating wet clay. She’d written a
single line in three scripts: Those who mine the past must sow tomorrow. She blew on the clay;
the indented letters gleamed faintly green, then cooled to ordinary brown.

Isen ran fingertips over the inscription. “If they read nothing else, they’ll remember intent.”

“Intent isn’t history,” Verata muttered, but without acid. Even he seemed gentled by the
chamber’s hush.

Hanock stepped back, exhaling. “Collapse may be inevitable, but mercy can be scheduled.”
Isen arched a brow. “The gardener learns patience?”

“Perhaps.” He took her hand, squeezed once—acknowledgement of shared burden—then
released. “Come. Dawn rites begin. The priests will entomb granary jars here, unaware they
cradle something far heavier.”

By sunrise, brick masons laid the final mud courses, sealing the passage. Egyptian laborers
doused the bricks with natron slurry, then pressed palms into the drying surface—imprints that
would fossilize vulnerability into the threshold. Isen watched children giggle as they added
handprints; memory now bore fingerprints of those it proposed to save.

At river’s edge, refugees boarded barges destined for Memphis, Thebes, and distant cataracts.
Hanock negotiated safe-conduct with local nomarchs, offering copper ingots in exchange for
adoption of war-displaced children. Meryt hugged each child, gifting woven reed charms carved
with prime spirals. She’d turned recursion into lullaby trinkets.

Isen noticed how Hanock’s gaze softened each time Meryt’s laughter lifted. Unspoken gravity
tethered them now, forged by catastrophe but tempered here beside a forgiving river.



Verata approached Isen, voice low. “We depart tonight. Hanock means to hide our fleet in Wadi
Hitan caverns until Nile floods recede.”

“And after?”

“East—toward the lands where ziggurats watch deserts. He says collapse ripples; we must
measure its wake.”

Isen looked at sun flaring off the still water. “Let it ripple,” she said. “We’ve sown at least one
seed today.”

Night cloaked Tanis. The neb-ankh chamber lay buried beneath fresh brick and prayer. Above,
stars wheeled, three-seven-eleven glittering beat across Orion’s belt. Inside the sealed vault, the
graphite-coated star waited, ring dormant, countdown patient as roots in winter soil.

And far in the future, under neon glow, a cartouche would click into place, ring awaken, and
memory lift toward a Cairo skyline—echo of this silent delta dawn.

For now, the Nile breathed over its hidden cargo, and the immortals drifted away on reed-sail
barges, trusting that some myths, planted carefully, might bloom into gentler ages than the ones
they left ablaze.

Chapter 15 — Unwritten Histories

“What is not recorded still shapes tomorrow.”
Dr. Elena Marinos

2025A.D.

Alexandria’s eastern harbour glittered like hammered tin at dawn, but Elena felt only the vise of
ticking numbers: 32 : 11 : 27 remained on her wrist-slate—as though the Mediterranean itself
kept the countdown.

Port pilots guided the R/V Discovery through breakwaters lined with cranes and container
stacks, each rust-red rectangle a silent witness to human logistics. Customs patrol boats idled
nearby, wake lights strobing NATO codes. Naval Intelligence still believed her buoy-decoy
carried the shard. Good; let bureaucracy chase ghosts.

She straightened her battered field jacket; beneath, the real shard rested in a Faraday sling
cinched tight against her collarbone. Through two layers of mu-metal, she sensed faint warmth,
prime-cycle pulses matching her heartbeat. Three-seven-eleven became the cadence of
anxiety.



Cho stood beside her, eyes red-veined. “Captain satisfied inspections list,” he murmured. “But
Egyptian Antiquities Authority wants in-person briefing.”

“That’s our exit ticket,” Elena said. “We volunteer a shoreline presentation; they grant us inland
transit.” She tried a smile; it felt brittle as clay.

The gangway clanged; humid air flavored with diesel and coriander flooded her lungs. On the
pier waited two officials: a bespectacled woman in turquoise hijab—Dr. Maha Abbas, if Elena’s
dossier was current—and a uniformed Major whose epaulettes glittered like too-sharp stars.

Abbas greeted with warmth and a hint of academic impatience. Major Naguib radiated
suspicion. “Unscheduled approach,” he said in impeccable English. “Cargo manifest lists
hazardous alloy sample unknown origin. That is inadmissible without defence-ministry escort.”

Elena produced a zip-folio—laminated prints of the scuttled buoy’s spectrographs. “Sample
already surrendered to HMS Anvil, per NATO protocol. We’ve nothing aboard but data.” She let
a slim smile confess fatigue. “We’re here to request delta-region bathymetry overlays.”

Naguib frowned; Abbas brightened. “Historical seabed subsidence?” she asked.

“And possible correlation to late-Bronze trade collapse,” Elena confirmed. Truth-shaped but
incomplete.

Naguib still hesitated until his comm bead hissed encrypted Arabic. He listened, jaw loosening.
“Directive from Cairo,” he said finally. “You are to proceed inland for consult under museum
authority. Police escort only.” He seemed almost disappointed.

Abbas signed the entry log. “Welcome to Alexandria, Dr. Marinos. The Nile remembers
everyone eventually.”

The line echoed her quote sheet; Elena shivered.

By mid-morning, a government Land Cruiser whisked Elena, Cho, and Santos along Desert
Road 75, racing sun glare. Their escort Humvee tailed five car-lengths back. Abbas rode
shotgun, scrolling her tablet. “Your dataset,” she said, “references prime-cycle echoes in
seismograms—3-7-11. That pattern emerged in Tanis sensor logs four hours ago.”

Elena’s pulse spiked. “Are they public?”

“Classified, but curiosity outranks protocol.” Abbas flashed a grin. She air-dropped the file to
Elena’s slate; graphs bloomed—spectral spikes identical to shard emissions.

Clock: 31 : 24 : 53. Timeline converging.



Cho leaned forward, voice low. “We rendezvous Jonas at Cairo Museum sub-vault once we
shake the escort.”

Abbas caught the whisper, raised an eyebrow. “You have collaborators inside the lockdown?”
“Let’s say unwritten histories found willing archivists,” Elena replied.

They crested a dune-ridge; Cairo shimmered ahead—qglass spires stenciled against haze. But
military checkpoints strangled arteries into the city. Naguib’s escort would funnel them into
central quarantine hub, hours of red tape.

Elena tapped her slate: prime-cycle ping to Jonas—ETA 60 min.

Checkpoint Alpha came into view—concrete bastion, razor wire. Naguib’s Humvee closed
distance, blue light bar strobing. Elena’s phone vibrated: unknown SMS in prime-cycle
timestamp: Delta ramp H15 clear 09:42; Trust lotus emblem. Signed with Farida’s encryption
sigil.

Elena eyed Abbas. “Your Directorate friend working double shifts?”

Abbas only smiled, adjusting her turquoise scarf to reveal a subtle lotus brooch. Trust lotus
emblem.

At the checkpoint, soldiers saluted Naguib and waved them through. Fifty meters beyond,
Abbas pointed left. “Maintenance ramp to disused flood-canal,” she said. “Lotus emblem on
gate. After that—rat-tunnels to Midan el-Tahrir. Your escorts will assume we’re refuelling.”

“Why help us?” Cho whispered.

Abbas shrugged. “Every myth hides a pathway. | prefer to walk it before bureaucrats pave it
over.”

Elena’s throat tightened with gratitude—and fear.
She commanded, “Take the ramp.”

The driver swerved; gravel sprayed. In rear mirror, Humvee braked hard, horn blaring. Too late.
A rusted gate marked by faded lotus swung inward, as if nudged by unseen mechanised lock.
They thundered into shadowed tunnel; hydraulics clanged shut behind, sealing them from
sun—and from official oversight.

Torch LEDs flickered on. Concrete conduit sloped downward, mirroring the ancient aqueduct
designed to flood farmland. Dry now, it echoed tyre hum.

Countdown: 30 : 59 : 59—half a day before memory rose like a tide beneath Cairo.



Elena clutched the shard through her vest; warmth surged, alive with intent. We carry unwritten
histories, she thought. Time to choose which words survive the page.

Elena clutched the shard through her vest; warmth surged, alive with intent. We carry unwritten
histories, she thought. Time to choose which words survive the page.

Chapter 15 — Unwritten Histories
(continued)

The maintenance tunnel angled downward, echoing with sump-water drips and the drone of
distant air movers. Cho kept a geiger probe forward; Santos swung a lamp — flecks of dust
blazed like constellations in the beam. Abbas walked point, steps sure-footed for someone who
claimed she’d never broken protocol until this morning.

Seventy meters in, the passage ended at a rust-eaten sluice grate bolted by four bar lugs. On
the far side: a brick culvert that once fed the 19th-century Ismailia Canal — now an overlooked
artery into central Cairo. Elena knelt, pried a lug: brittle iron snapped like clay. One by one, the
others yielded. She pushed the grate; it collapsed outward with a splash.

A surge of humid air carried the scent of motor oil and hibiscus. “We’re under the Corniche,”
Abbas said, checking her GPS. “Tahrir fifteen hundred meters ahead. Stay low—cameras cover
the promenade above.”

They waded ankle-deep through trickling water. Shard heat pulsed stronger, guiding like a
compass. Prime-cycle tremors shivered the brickwork; mortar dust sifted down. Elena’s
countdown ticked 30 : 11 : 09.

Halfway, the culvert ceiling dipped—a cave-in spewed rubble into the channel. Cho scanned:
“Rebar contaminated with alloy fragments—aenna resonance off the charts.” They crawled
beneath warped beams, water swirling. The shard in Elena’s sling glowed bright enough to paint
green runes on the brick: lotus, hawk, reed.

Abbas touched one glyph; it dissolved into phosphor mist. “A road sign,” she murmured. “It's
shepherding us.”

Beyond the collapse, the canal widened into a storm-overflow vault big as a railway tunnel. At
its end, light glimmered through iron louvers. Elena peered: a service bay beneath the Egyptian
Museum’s western annex—where Jonas’s last ping originated.

A steel door blocked the way, keypad dark. Elena pressed the shard against it. @anna
whispered; bolts thumped, hinges groaned. The door drifted inward.




Jonas, Amina, and Farida waited inside, surrounded by crates of pharaoh masks confiscated
from smugglers. Reunions were brief—time bled too fast. They clustered around a packing crate
and spread intel:

e Tanis memory-star sealed, but countdown reset to twenty-four hours.
e Delta conduits already resonating; minor tremors under Giza, Heliopolis.

e Government blackout to avoid panic.

Amina laid a portable projector on the crate. A wireframe lotus map lit the room—eight petals
spoking from Tanis, one still dark. “The ninth locus,” she said, pointing to Cairo—*will rise
through sediment under the museum. We’re sitting on it.”

Cho frowned. “If that crystal mass erupts in downtown Cairo, casualties could top a million.”

Farida produced schematics stolen from Directorate servers: pneumatic train tubes beneath the
museum’s archive wing. “Original metro extension abandoned thirty years ago. One shaft lines
up with the lotus-hub signature.” She slid blueprints to Elena. “We drop in, intercept the star
before it breaches street level.”

Jonas tapped a blinking node. “But we still need a lexeme—Ilike the cartouche plug we used at
Tanis—to control spin-up. That means another shard-class artifact.”

Elena opened her vest, revealing the sling. “We brought one.” The shard throbbed emerald
approval.

Silence settled—decision crystallising. Santos broke it: “Security outside is tight. How do we get
eight people and a glowing myth-rock past checkpoints?”

Abbas smirked, plucking her turquoise brooch. She clipped it onto Elena’s lapel. “Lotus emblem.
Directorate pass-through code. Cameras will mis-label you as authorised maintenance until
sunrise. After that—you’d better be ghosts.”

Plans set, they divided roles:

e Elena, Jonas, Amina take the shard into the shaft.
e Farida, Abbas remotely loop CCTV and scramble police dispatch.

e Cho, Santos remain topside with portable EMP to stall response if the star’s energy
spikes.

Elena checked her slate: 29 : 47 : 12. Less than half a day.



Before splitting, Amina pressed a replica of Meryt’s reed-spiral charm into Elena’s palm. “For
luck,” she said. “And to remind you this began with mercy.”

Elena closed her fingers over the charm and felt its simple prime-cycle ridges echoing the
shard’s heartbeat.

They slipped through archive corridors, down rusted stairs to a welded bulkhead forbidding
entry to the abandoned metro spur. Lotus badge tapped; locks yielded. Dust gusted, carrying
the scent of old limestone. Floor rails vanished into blackness.

Jonas swung a flood-lamp: “Track gradient drops thirty degrees. Elevator cart’s long gone.”
Elena tightened her harness. “Then we rappel.”

She clipped onto a tension-line, eased over the edge. Shard heat pulsed like a drum beneath
ribs; below, darkness answered with harmonic hum—the unborn star singing to its precursor.

Half-way down, stone vibrated—faraway boom shook dust loose. Amina shouted from above:
“Tanis just registered a 4.6 quake. Countdown accelerating.”

Numbers on Elena’s slate stuttered, jumped: 29 : 11 : 59.
“We’re already late,” she muttered, kicking off the wall. The abyss inhaled them.

In the gloom below, a faint jade glow kindled—something vast stirring beneath Cairo’s streets,
ready to write forgotten pages across a city that believed itself modern.

Chapter 16 — Sea of Swords

“Steel and storm are the children of desperation.”
Hanock

~ 1177 BC

The Aegean had the colour of molten bronze just before it cools—too heavy for sun to burn
away, too restless to stay calm. On the forecastle of the Sable Oath Hanock studied the horizon
through a slit visor, letting the wind sting his eyes awake. To the west a thin column of smoke
angled over the Mycenaean coast: another library, another barley store, another memory he had



pruned. To the east, where the morning light bled into low clouds, the sea was the only thing
that did not look wounded.

In one hand he held a newly salvaged Linear-B tablet. The damp clay still smelled of fire; list of
cargo, dates, and the same indecipherable closing flourish he found on every ruin—three
wedges, seven strokes, eleven dots. The enemy didn’t know why they wrote it; &enne simply
insisted.

In his other hand lay a spiral charm—Meryt’s gift in Tanis—its ridges biting gently into his palm.
The obsidian ring on his finger pulsed against it, rhythm offset by a heartbeat. Two promises
arguing inside a single fist.

Verata climbed from the gun deck, hair plastered with salt. “Scout cutter reports a quinquereme
half a league ahead. Towing two fat grain cogs and sitting heavy—makes six knots, no more.
They fly the horse-head of Pylos but radio chatter claims the helmsman’s a Hittite deserter.”

Hanock’s brow tightened. “Hittite this deep means someone traded them east-coast
safe-harbour codes.”

“One more thing.” Verata offered a splintered blade tip wrapped in rag. “The scouts recovered
this from a drifting skiff. Feel it.”

Hanock pinched the metal. It thrummed prime cadence; green motes danced across the iron the
way Aurora’s sails caught lightning. “Atlantean alloy.”

“The leak widens,” Verata said. “If a rogue band arms half the Levant with this, your controlled
collapse becomes a bonfire.”

Hanock closed his fist. “Then we smother sparks. Ready the Whisper-Wing. Oar-banks down,
grav-keel masked.”

Verata hesitated. “We’ll be boarding in sight of refugees. Mercy slows a fight.”

“Mercy slows a rot,” Hanock corrected. “And rotted wood snaps faster. Brief the strike team and
find Meryt—she’ll want to see the plan.”

Between Steel and Storm

The Whisper-Wing launched just past the second bell. Low freeboard, forty painted oars, and
beneath them a gravitic spine tuned to mimic the creak of wood when it flexed. From shore it
looked like any predatory cutter; only its silence betrayed impossible tech.

Meryt met Hanock on the narrow deck. Instead of the scholar’s linen she wore weathered scale
armour scavenged from Pylos raiders—every plate scrubbed clean of blood. She whet a bronze
kopis on a whetstone, sparks kissing brine-spray.



He watched her in the dim light. “We’ll disable, not slaughter,” he told her.

She checked the blade’s edge. “Intent matters, but steel forgets itself when muscle panics. Your
men know this?”

“They do.” He slipped the spiral token from a pouch, let her see it still travelled with him. Colour
rose in her cheeks, fleeting as gull-wing. Neither spoke of Tanis or dawn in the delta, but the
silence carried the sound of promises growing bolder.

A sudden wind sheared from the north, bringing dark cloud bellies that growled with dry thunder.
The scout at the prow signalled: target in sight. The quinquereme wallowed, sails reefed to half,
a prisoner train without guards enough to run. Two merchant cogs trailed astern, hulls crammed
to gunwales with grain sacks and bronze slabs.

“Positions,” Hanock ordered. The strike team—half Atlantean marines in Greek cuirasses, half
Mycenaean refugees sworn to new loyalty—tightened grips on padded boarding poles. At the
bow ballistas Verata’s engineers ratcheted alloy harpoons whose lines shimmered faint green.

“Wind covers approach,” Verata said. “On your count, Gardener.”

Hanock inhaled. He had grown to hate the epithet Isen had coined, yet he clung to it now.
“Loose.”

The twin ballistas thunked. Harpoons shot like silent lightning, punched through the
quinquereme’s aft steering yoke, dug into oak and bronze rivets. On impact the alloy anchors
flared jade, fixing magnetically to their reflections. Riggers cranked in tethers; the Whisper-Wing
slid alongside with barely a slap of hulls.

A trumpet on the quinquereme bleated panic. Bronze-helmed marines pounded to the rail; some
wore mismatched armour, others fine Mycenaean cuirasses etched with spirals that glowed the
same unholy green. Atlantean alloy already rewriting enemy steel.

“Board!” Hanock vaulted first, landing among startled sailors. His ring flared; he drew twin
short-blades—ordinary bronze—because ordinary bronze wouldn’t hum treachery in his grip.

Clash erupted. Oar-slaves ducked and scattered. Hanock parried a spear, slid inside the guard,
elbowed the man’s jaw. Another swung a humming shortsword; sparks spit lime-green where
blade scraped deck. Hanock deflected, felt the ring drain the sword’s vibration, then snapped
the alloy blade with an upward slash.

Across midships Meryt fought like wind incarnate—kopis flickering half circles, never lethal
unless pressed. She pivoted to block a strike aimed at an elderly grain-scribe, disarmed the
attacker, then used her elbow rather than steel to drop him to deck. Mercy wielded as
deliberately as any weapon.



Storm rolled overhead. Lightning forked, and for an instant Hanock saw every combatant in
stark white freeze-frame. On the steering deck the Hittite captain—not deserter but
zealot—raised a falcata whose fuller glowed emerald-hot. He roared a phrase in guttural
Akkadian: “Four arms for the new god!” then charged.

Hanock met him mid-ship beam. Alloy falcata slammed his bronze blade; shock travelled
through bone. Sparks crackled, green becoming violet as two prime-cadence fields cancelled.
The captain grinned, sensing advantage. A second strike—Hanock slid aside, clipped the man’s
ankle; captain staggered but momentum barreled them both into the mast.

Suddenly a figure stepped from nowhere—dark cloak, Atlantean posture—and struck the
captain’s elbow with two precise jabs. The alloy blade fell; before Hanock could see the
stranger’s face a blinding flash lit the mast top, thunder slapped, and the newcomer vanished
like a cut rope end disappearing under water.

The captain slumped unconscious. Battle ebbing, Hanock lifted his head—enemy marines knelt,
weapons down.

“Bind wounds,” he ordered. “No reprisals.” His own strike team obeyed, some with reluctance,
but none dared counter the Gardener in front of the refugees.

The Twisted Triskele

Cargo holds yielded seven tonnes of barley, sixty bronze ingots, and crates where alloy swords
should have been. Instead, empty straw and a single lead casket nailed shut. Hanock pried it
open: nothing inside but an iron coin large as a palm. The triskele stamped on its face bore a
fourth arm, bent backward like a broken compass needle.

Meryt ran a thumb over the mark; skin tingled. “A heresy.”

Verata scraped the coin with a stylus; flakes glittered emerald. “High alloy content, but matrix
destabilised. Whoever forged this doesn’t understand the root—they’re making mutations.”

Below decks, Isen’s voice crackled through the copper speaking tube from Aurora’s Wake.
“Beacon lattice just spiked off Gaza coast. New source, uncalibrated. We're reading amplitude
levels that could melt sandstone.”

Hanock stared at the twisted coin, then at the unconscious captain. “The dissenter’s moving
east—arming war-bands we never intended to touch.”

“And if they fuse that alloy with the Gaza shard,” Verata warned, “you’ll have a thunder-quake
you can’t quench.”



Hanock clenched the coin until edges scored flesh. The ring pulsed dissonant rhythm, as though
disgusted by the counterfeit signal. He turned to the deck crew:

“Transfer civilians to the captured cogs; send them under escort to the Delta. Scuttle this ship
once we strip grain. War-raft skeleton crew joins our hold chains.”

Meryt lifted wary eyes. “We sail into another battle?”

“We sail to intercept the imposter before Gaza becomes a furnace.” He motioned her closer,
dropped his voice. ‘| need your compass—your mercy—to keep this course from becoming the
slaughter he wants.”

She reached, wrapped his bleeding fist in both hands, wiped coin-edge blood with a strip of
linen. In the hush between thunder rolls, Hanock felt her pulse sync to his—a steady shared
rhythm against the ring’s frantic beat.

From the quarterdeck Isen’s pennant rose: black cloth slashed by a single green spiral. The fleet
tacked south-east, sails swelling with a wind that smelled of oncoming storm and burning cedar.

Thunder rolled again—distant yet persuasive. Hanock stared into that bruise-dark horizon and,
for the first time since Thalasson sank, he wondered whether he was the hunter or the prey.

Either way, the sea of swords awaited.

Chapter 17 — Fault Lines in the Archive

“When memory shifts, the ground follows.”
Dr. Amina Bashir

2025A.D.

The last bolt of Elena’s rappel line snapped free with a metallic sigh, and the three of
them—Elena, Jonas, and Amina—dropped the final meter into sludge. Concrete walls pressed
close, sweating rust. Amina angled her headlamp: the abandoned metro spur plunged ahead
like the petrified throat of a leviathan. Behind them, the shaft swallowed Farida’s farewell wave
and the maintenance hatch slammed shut; above, only Cairo’s dawn bustle, already oblivious.

Countdown on Amina’s wrist slate: 29 : 48 : 03.

The shard, now cradled in Elena’s ceramic sling, throbbed brighter with every step—its emerald
glow flickered through two layers of mu-metal like a heartbeat that had learned impatience. The



air tasted of oxidized copper. Jonas ran an accelerometer over the tunnel arch; the needle
tremored in prime-cycle bursts—three, seven, eleven.

“One small quake and this tube folds,” he muttered.
“Then we find the star before it finds us,” Elena answered.

Amina kept pace, translating the shard’s whisper scrolling across her HUD. The Atlantean braid
had picked up a stutter: a fourth beat trying to graft itself to the prime rhythm, a discordant little
limb. Mutation. She tucked the thought away.

After two hundred meters the floor dipped sharply. They descended a corroded staircase and
stepped into a concrete cistern the size of a cathedral nave. Its far wall fractured outward;
through the fissure leaked an unearthly green radiance. A hush fell, broken only by the drip-drip
of aged pipes.

At the chamber’s center, rising from bare clay, stood a crystal hemisphere two meters
wide—half emerged, as though Earth itself were birthing a second moon. Within its glass skin
swirled sand and static lightning, but the vortex spun too quickly, colors bleeding violet at the
core.

“Mother of stone tablets,” Jonas breathed.

Amina circled, lamp cutting arcs over the floor. Emerald veins—lotus conduits—wormed from
the hemisphere into walls, then upward, cracks glowing all the way to the ceiling. Chunks of
concrete had already spalled off; diffuse morning light pried through hairline gaps.

Jonas’s slate shrieked and crashed. He cursed, rebooted, watched amplitude data rebound into
red. “Two-hundred eighty percent of Tanis,” he said. “Rate of rise says surface breach in under
three hours, not thirty.”

Amina’s lungs tightened. The word breach meant a crystal mass punching through asphalt and
traffic like a blooming glass grenade. She forced calm. “Then we slow it.” She turned to Elena.
“Lexeme, please.”

Elena slipped the shard from its sling. Even shielded it made the air warp. She approached the
hemisphere’s base, locating a teardrop recess identical to the Tanis port. Jonas and Amina
braced, half expecting another quake.

Elena pressed the shard to the port. For an instant the two pulses locked—a perfect prime
cadence—and the hemisphere’s storm slowed.

Then the storm flashed violet. A harmonic shriek climbed the scale until pain lanced bone.
Amina saw Elena flung backward as though kicked by wind. The shard flew from her grasp,
skittered across clay, its glow guttering.



“Rejection,” Jonas rasped, yanking Elena clear just as a fracture split the floor where she’d
stood. Violet sparks crackled round the now-open port, the glass of the hemisphere
spider-webbing.

Elena coughed, singed sling smoking. “It wants a different grammar,” she gasped.

Amina swallowed panic and knelt by the shard. Its emerald had dimmed to dull algae—never
good. Across her HUD, Atlantean script jittered: lexeme failed / foreign alloy present.

Foreign alloy—rogue Gaza fragments, she realized. The star was refusing the pristine shard
because its lattice had already bonded with mutated cousins.

She stood, brushing grit from knees. “We need the corrupted sample,” she said. “The Gaza alloy
that museum vault seven’s catalog lists as ‘unknown bronze disk.”

Jonas nodded, jaw set. “Then you and Farida fetch it. We hold the roof up.”
Elena staggered upright, eyes fierce. “I'll keep trying stabilizers.”

Another tremor rolled—concrete dust misted. Water geysered from a ruptured conduit, swirling
around their ankles.

Amina clicked her comm. “Farida, you still have museum floor plans?”

“Already in your inbox,” came the reply. “You’'ve got twenty-six minutes before perimeter drones
sweep that wing.”

Amina slipped the shard into its Faraday sling—despite the star’s rejection, it might still patch
mutated gaps. She squeezed Elena’s shoulder.

“Mind the ceiling,” she said. “History’s heavy when it falls.”

Then she sprinted toward the service ladder, every footstep syncing with the shard’s irregular
pulse and the violet heart of the star that hammered just beneath their city.

The iron rungs of the emergency ladder were slick with condensation. Amina climbed fast, heart
keeping time with the shard’s jittery throb under her arm. Farida’s voice counted off checkpoints
through the comm—-maintenance hatch G-14 clear; West Exhibit corridor unmanned; Vault-7
ingress latch disabled by lotus override. The Directorate officer sounded calm, but static in the
channel betrayed heavy scrambling: Cairo’s police net was hunting for a trio of “bio-terrorists” in
the museum basement.

Amina heaved the hatch, emerged into a narrow service corridor muffled by HVAC roar. Farida

waited in night-vision goggles, submachine pistol slung but muzzle down. “Motion detectors are
on loop for twenty-one minutes,” she said. “That’s the great-hall camera pit.” She gestured left.

“Vault wing is three doors past it.”



They jogged, boots drumming thin concrete. Under marble floors above, tourists had fled;
curators evacuated; only the echo of anti-riot megaphones filtered through skylights. Every five
seconds the building shivered—micro-quakes rising through lotus conduits.

Door one. Clear. Door two: a security drone hovered—sensors dead-eyed from Cho’s upstairs
EMP burst. They slid past. Door three: a brushed-steel slab with retina scanner. Lotus emblem
glowed faintly turquoise. Amina pressed the shard—not to the reader, but to the seam. Z£nna
whispered; bolts thunked home. Door parted like theatre curtains.

Vault-7 smelled of desiccant and ancient resin. Shelf after shelf cradled confiscated loot: gold
funerary masks, silver scroll cases, a Crusader reliquary that had crossed continents twice. At
the far end, on pedestal under inert laser grid, sat the disc: bronze-green circumference,
four-armed triskele etched in relief that seemed almost soft, like clay caught mid-spin.

Even across the room the shard pulsed harder—familiar answering call. Amina reached the
pedestal, deactivated ultraviolet cage with lotus code Farida fed her, then lifted the disc. It was
warm, vibrating with a sickly four-beat rhythm. A wrong rhythm, but still kin.

She slipped it into a lead satchel. The shard flared—emerald washing to violet the moment the
metals shared proximity. Lines of Atlantean text scrolled across her HUD: lexeme hybrid
available // caution: unstable grammar. She swallowed.

“Back track or new exit?” Farida asked.
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“Back—flood level’s rising,” Amina said. “Jonas just pinged; water’s ankle-deep.

They retraced steps—only to hear boots pounding from the grand staircase ahead: five soldiers
in flak vests, automatic rifles sweeping. Perimeter drones had pinpointed them despite Cho’s
loop.

Farida shoved Amina behind a column, raised SMG. “No killing,” Amina hissed.
“Agreed—foam rounds.” Farida toggled a magazine.

She stepped into the corridor, barked Directorate override code. The lead soldier hesitated,
scanning her badge—lotus crest flickered, mismatching hospital database they’d been given.
His rifle muzzle dropped. Farida fired three bursts of polymer foam; impact splattered hardening
sludge across vests, locking arms to torsos. Amina darted out, aimed ion-flash from her phone;
the dazzler left the last two soldiers blinking tears long enough to dash past.

Down the service staircase—deeper vibrations, like a subway roaring past on the other side of
the world. In the cistern, Jonas and Elena stood in water up to shins. Santos wedged a
sump-pump hose against a crack; Cho rewired an emergency generator glowing cherry red.

The star loomed higher—knee of its glass now level with Elena’s ribs. Violet lightning skittered
inside. Concrete groaned overhead.



Amina splashed to them. “Hybrid disc,” she gasped, handing the satchel.

Jonas opened it; the disc flickered green-violet. “The mutation signature matches rejection
waveform,” he said. “Maybe it finishes the sentence the star’s trying to speak.”

“Or detonates grammar with us inside,” Elena countered.
“Choose soon,” Cho warned. “Pump’s losing prime.”

Elena wiped wet hair from her face. “We splice,” she decided. “Jonas, you dock the shard. Il
place the disc under the cradle—buffered by sling mesh. If amplitude doubles, Cho fires the
EMP.”

A breathless nods all round.

Jonas braced, pressed the shard into the receptor. The port flared—but this time violet receded
to deep emerald, like bruises healing in reverse. Simultaneously, Elena slid the disc onto a
copper rail beneath. Disc and shard sparked, arcs of mixed colour dancing between.

Water surged waist-high, then abruptly stilled—whirlpool collapsing to glassy mirror. Inside the
star, the lightning cyclone slowed to a deliberate waltz: three pulses green, one pulse violet,
then repeat—grammar accepted.

On Amina’s slate the breach estimate jumped back to 27 : 59 : 03. They'd stolen twenty-seven
hours.

Relief uncoiled—then a cracking boom shook the cistern. A fissure spidered up the wall and
split the concrete roof like an eggshell, sending daylight arrows and shards of rebar tumbling.

Santos yanked Amina toward the ladder. “Enough heroics—roof’s not reading our truce.”

They scrambled high as rubble splashed into dark water below. At the rim Amina looked back:
lightning inside the crystal now rotated like a patient galaxy, and the violet thread had grown
brighter as if pleased.

Above ground the city’s skyline swayed but still held. Farida’s comm crackled: new seismic
bulletin—quake downgraded, no major casualties. Official story: faulty metro tunnel collapse.

“Twenty-seven hours,” Jonas said, panting.

Elena touched the sling. “Until the next rewrite.” She exhaled, feeling the city pulse underfoot.
“We hold the line or Cairo becomes the loudest archive in history.”

Farida keyed the drone feed—military convoys swarmed Gaza road. Another front was
gathering.



Amina closed her fists, feeling shard heat lingering on skin. “History already shifted,” she
whispered. “The ground just hasn’t caught up yet.”

Chapter 18 — Ember at the Crater

Year: = 10 900 BC
Quote: “A single ember, nursed in secret, can outlive the hearth.”
POV: Verata

Tyros’s breath formed ragged scrolls in the minus-thirty air, dissipating against a moon the
colour of smashed quartz. Verata kept his own breathing slow—mask vents ghosting steady
plumes—while his foot spikes sought purchase in the glacier’s blue-black rind. Six months had
passed since Thalasson drowned, yet the ridge of ejecta that arced across this Tibetan ice shelf
still hissed faint vapour when the dawn sun struck it. They called the place Glassfall: a fan of
vitrified rock that glittered like the scales of some frozen leviathan.

“Survey grid nine complete,” Tyros said, tapping a stylus against his wrist slate. He was younger
than most of the surviving technologists, hair too long, eyes too eager. “Radiation baseline back
to normal.”

Verata pinched a geiger wand against a shard of fused basalt. It clicked once, maybe
twice—nothing like the violet storms that had lanced their early camps. “Baseline,” he agreed,
though the wand'’s casing warmed in his glove. That warmth meant alloy—Atlantean
alloy—streaked through the rock in veins too fine to see.

They trudged up-slope, crampons crunching. Ahead, ridge shadows converged into a shallow
crater rim. The ice within looked bruised, pocked with bubbles like amber trapping smoke.
Verata paused. His visor overlay painted the bowl in false colour: pockets of residual heat laced
with green prime-cycle flicker.

“Something’s still alive down there,” he murmured.
Tyros grinned, the expression half-mad with cabin fever. “Or dormant, waiting to be useful.”

The descent was treacherous; each footfall echoed up the bowl’s concave walls. At centre lay a
dome of black glass perhaps five metres across, its surface crazed with hairline fractures. Pale
steam curled from vents along the base. Verata knelt, brushed hoarfrost away. Under torchlight
the dome’s glass revealed serpentine threads of emerald metal—garden alloy twisted like neural
vines.

He swallowed. “The Aurion reactor must have launched this whole.” His voice felt small in the
ice hush. “We assumed all fragments sank in the Indian Ocean.”



Tyros pressed a fingertip to the glass; frost hissed where flesh met surface. “Warm as blood,” he
said, wonder eclipsing caution. “What could we forge if we mined it?”

Verata studied him. “What we lost was forged already, and see where that led.” He circled the
dome, tapping readings into his slate. Beneath the glass his sensor array showed pulsing
bands—three beats, then seven, eleven—then a glitch: a fourth faint blip, off cadence by a
breath. Mutation.

“We’ll mark quarantine,” Verata said. “Hanock will want containment teams.”

Tyros’s brows curved toward rebellion. “Containment? Or stagnation? We hide underground,
ration hydro-fungus, watch people slip into dream loops. This—" he slapped the glass
again—*“could power a hundred grow lights, gravity pumps—"

“Or ignite another ridge,” Verata cut in. “Remember Thalasson?”

Tyros looked away, jaw tight. “I remember losing everything because we were afraid of
possibility.”

Wind throttled the rim, moaning through ice chimneys. Verata keyed his comm to log
coordinates, eyes never leaving Tyros’s gloved hands. He saw it then—a compact hammer
holstered at the younger man’s belt, carbide tip already nipped with emerald dust.

“Tyros,” he said evenly, “step back.”

But Tyros knelt, unsheathed the hammer, and tapped. A single chip—no larger than a
fingernail—popped free into a leather pouch. The dome’s pulse stuttered; the fourth off-beat
grew louder, colouring the entire rhythm with faint violet undertone. Steam vents spat brighter.

Verata’s wand shrieked. “You've destabilised the lattice.”

Tyros straightened, snow pattering off cloak. I liberated it.” His eyes shone, pupils rimmed a
subtle green.

Something under the dome answered with a sigh—glass settling, or alloy rearranging. Verata’s
instincts screamed. “We leave,” he ordered. “Now.”

He forced his crampon pivots, ascending the slope as the dome’s pulse followed like a second
heartbeat. Behind, Tyros lingered a heartbeat longer, hand on the pouch, before scrambling
after him.

Half-way up the rim Verata risked a glance back. In the faint pre-dawn glow the dome looked
like an obsidian gazebo smouldering from within, its filaments flexing—alive and wanting.

He realized then that the ember Tyros carried in his pouch was more than alloy; it was
disobedience given physical form, an echo split off the prime cycle. And echoes, once free,
always found their own hearths.



The climb back to the refuge tunnels took hours. By the time Verata and Tyros staggered
through the basalt air-lock, wind had sand-blasted colour from their cloaks and frost had
lacquered their lashes white. The sentry recognized the distress in Verata’s eyes and signalled
an emergency council call without questions.

In the amphitheatre chamber—their makeshift agora of fused stone benches—Hanock, Isen,
Meryt, and a dozen other survivors gathered in half-dressed urgency. Reactor-shard braziers
glowed green in alcoves, throwing restless shadows up the vaulted ceiling.

Verata stepped forward, voice hoarse. “Glassfall crater hides a reactor fragment. Alloy veins still
warm, still pulsing. It is unstable.”

Isen’s expression tightened; she remembered Tanis’s shining seed centuries hence.
“Containment protocol?”

“Seal the crater, post a watch. No samples leave the site.”

Tyros cleared his throat. “I disagree.” He set a leather pouch on the central plinth. “A splinter no
bigger than a thumbnail. Its heat alone could power one grow chamber. Multiply that by a dozen
splinters, and we avoid another winter of fungus rations.”

Murmurs rippled across benches. Scarred refugees imagined real bread, sunlight lamps, water
pumps. Meryt caught Verata’'s warning look; she rose. “Power without understanding is the root
of our exile. This shard hums off the sacred beat. Feel it.”

She reached, but Tyros snapped the pouch shut. “That hum is potential, not poison.”

Hanock lifted a hand for silence. “We will test the fragment—under controlled conditions—inside
an insulated shell. If it proves safe, we discuss wider use. Until then, no more harvesting.”

Isen shot him a sidelong look. “You are tired, Hanock, but mercy cannot be bought with
recklessness.”

“Nor can survival,” Tyros countered.

The council adjourned in uneasy compromise: Tyros was ordered to surrender the sample for
assay at dawn, crater quarantined, survey teams doubled. Yet as benches emptied, Verata
noticed Tyros slip a second pouch into his sleeve—one he had never placed on the plinth.

Meryt noticed too. Their eyes met across the chamber. She tilted her head, a silent question.
Verata offered the tiniest shake: Let it play; we need proof.

Hours later Verata walked the back tunnels feigning routine pipe inspection. From a side alcove
came the faint, off-beat thrumming of alloy against copper. He eased closer, peered through a
cracked maintenance grate.



Tyros knelt at a brazier, heating a copper blank on graphite tongs. The splinter glowed violet at
the metal’s centre, welding itself like living solder. Sparks jumped in irregular fours. Tyros
pressed a die—hand-carved from reactor glass—into the soft disc, twisting. When he lifted it
away, a four-armed triskele—awkward, asymmetrical—gleamed on the coin’s surface.

He whispered to it. Not aenne, but something stretched, broken: “a-zen-na-ah.” The mutated
syllable vibrated the brazier, sending ripples through liquid copper.

Verata backed away, breath tight. A solitary ember had found its hearth—and a smith.

Next morning, the official assay chamber showed only slag; Tyros claimed overnight vibrations
had shattered the fragment to powder too fine to retain heat. Hanock, exhausted from ration
audits, accepted the report with a weary nod. Isen scowled but diverted attention to food
allocations.

Outside the council vault, Verata intercepted Meryt. He placed a finger to lips, then pressed into
her palm a tiny chip of violet slag he’'d scraped from the maintenance grate—proof of
clandestine forging. She folded it into a linen knot, eyes dark with apprehension.

“Echoes outlive hearths,” she whispered.
“And they choose their own fires,” Verata answered.

Far above their heads, buried under kilometres of ice, the obsidian dome pulsed its off-beat
cadence, subtle but persistent. Far to the south and millennia ahead, a four-armed triskele coin
bobbed in Mediterranean surf, awaiting the hand of a dissenter. Lines were forming—fault lines
in alloy, in language, in hearts—and the first hairline crack had just been struck.

Chapter 19 — Echo Protocol
Jonas Sinclair
2025.A.D.

The after-shock rolled through the Egyptian Museum like a slow exhalation—glass rattled,
marble groaned, then the building went quiet enough for Jonas to hear his pulse ticking prime
cadence in his ears. Thirty meters below them, the hybrid memory-star murmured a low,
violet-tinged heartbeat, but the pumps Cho had jerry-rigged kept the cistern from drowning.

In a half-cleared storage gallery, the team gathered around a packing crate that served as war
table. Amina’s slate projected the updated countdown: 27 h 12 m 43 s. Every ten seconds a
second timer flashed: 00 h 50 m 59 s—the interval until the next Gaza-spike quiver.



Cho wiped concrete dust from his glasses. “Seismic sub-array shows fresh resonance
south-west every fifty-six to sixty-six minutes. It's rhythmic—somebody’s feeding the network.”

“Elena and | saw the same harmonic drift at Tanis,” Amina said, tapping a spectral graph. “But
back there the hybrid lexeme calmed it. Here it keeps mutating toward violet.” She enlarged a
waveform: four pulses instead of three-seven-eleven. “Same distorted signature we found on
the Gaza disc.”

Jonas flexed cramped fingers. “If that violet feed reaches full amplitude, the Alexandria star will
punch through the street no matter how many pumps Cho bolts on.” He set his laptop beside
Amina’s slate, cable snaked to the shard. A waterfall of glyphs flooded the screen, green lines
overlaid with errant purple flares. He keyed a quick Fourier filter; the monitor displayed two neat
spikes: prime 3-7-11 and a parasitic fourth band riding the shoulders.

“Look at the phase latch,” Elena said, pointing. “The violet band is searching for handshake
nodes. When it finds the Gaza shard, the whole lotus array finishes its sentence—loudly.”

Farida, leaning against a sarcophagus crate, opened her Directorate radio. “Army high
command just sealed Rafah crossing and is moving armoured brigades west to contain
‘anomalous tremors.’ That’s code for they don’t know what’s underneath them.” She met Elena’s
eyes. “We get to the source before they escalate, or soldiers will be standing on the hatch when
it opens.”

Silence took the room for a breath. Outside, distant sirens combed Cairo’s boulevards. Jonas
broke the hush. “We’ve got the Tanis shard, we've got the corrupted disc. What we’re missing is
the rogue alloy driving the violet feed. We pull that from the network, maybe we re-tune
everything before zero hour.”

“Tell Es-Sakan,” Amina said. “The Gaza beacon pulse centers there. Ancient city mound right on
the coast.”

Cho rubbed his shoulder, fatigued. “It's an active combat zone. IDF watching one side, Egyptian
armour on the other, militants in the middle.”

“Exactly why they won’t expect four academics and a smuggler coming in through old tunnels,”
Farida replied, faint smile. She tapped her phone: satellite image of a wadi trail and a line of
rusted blue containers. “| have a friendly Bedouin operator who runs aid convoys. His route
skirts every checkpoint.”

Elena exhaled, decision solidifying. “We go. Cho, Santos and Dr Abbas keep the star quiet. If it
surges, trigger the EMP mesh and pray Cairo’s lights come back on afterward.”

Santos handed Jonas a thumb-sized device. “Micro pulse, twenty-meter radius. Fries drones,
comms, and possibly your fillings. One use.”

Jonas pocketed it, aware of the sudden weight. “Thanks. | like single-purpose tools.”



They split—rear-guard heading back toward the cistern pumps, field team toward the museum’s
loading bay. Farida produced two forged ID badges and a rust-flecked UNHCR cargo manifest.
“We still need wheels and supplies. The UN warehouse on the ring road is abandoned, but the
keys never changed hands.”

No one asked how she knew.

The warehouse sat behind a sun-bleached chain-link fence, its logo half peeled: UN LOGBASE
— CAIRO SOUTH. Jonas watched through night-vision as Farida clipped a padlock, pushed the
gate. Inside, rows of tarp-covered vehicles slept beneath dusty skylights.

“Those SUVs are armoured, diesel, full tanks,” Farida whispered. “We take one. Grab water
drums, lidar box, med kits.”

Elena found a crate of seismic sensors—Sakae-Seiki, Japanese, brand-new. Perfect for
triangulating subterranean pulses. Jonas loaded them while Amina scavenged ration bars.
Under luminescent emergency strips she paused, palm on a supply crate. “These were for
Syria,” she murmured. “History keeps stealing from the future.”

Jonas offered a quiet nod, then hefted another box. Duty over elegy.

They rolled the Land Cruiser out, tarps fluttering like discarded veils. Farida hot-wired ignition;
engine rumbled awake. She handed Amina a sheaf of counterfeit checkpoint passes in Arabic,
Hebrew, and English. “Works as long as nobody scans the QR.”

Jonas climbed into the back, laptop balanced on his knees, shard in a Faraday bucket at his
feet. The violet band on his screen twitched—next spike due in twenty-two minutes. He slid a
glance at Elena: she stared at the windshield, the city’s jaundiced lights reflecting in tired eyes.

To break the quiet he said, “Sometimes | think the alloy didn’t pick my name, just my guilt.
Sinclair—single clear? Nothing in my life ever was.”

Elena twisted in her seat. “Jonas, the alloy doesn’t need guilt—only resonance. What matters
now is what we tune it to.”

Amina smiled faintly. “And guilt’s just resonance without direction. Let’s point it somewhere
useful.”

A siren dopplered behind them; Farida shifted into gear. “Useful starts with beating the army
convoy. Strap in.”

The Land Cruiser accelerated toward the desert highway, tail lights swallowed by blowing sand.
On Jonas’s screen the fourth band flickered, brightening as the Gaza shard summoned them
like a misplaced heartbeat. Countdown ticked to 18 h 59 m and falling.



By late afternoon the Land Cruiser had outrun the Nile’s humid breath and climbed onto a
limestone mesa where the Western Desert falls away in waves of powdered gold. Farida killed
the engine behind a wind-scoured boulder; silence settled like a dropped veil, broken only by
the soft plink of cooling metal.

They unrolled an army surplus tarp between two chalk spires, its corners snapping in a breeze
that smelled of flint and ancient salt. Amina drove a sensor spike into the ground; the LEDs
pulsed emerald three-seven-eleven, then steadied at an uneasy amber.

“Seismic noise dies out here,” she said. “If the next spike rattles this plateau we’ll know the array
is coupling to deep conduits, not city piping.”

Jonas set the shard-bucket on the tarp, careful not to let the plastic touch bare rock—it hummed
like an invisible hive. Elena shook the last of the fuel dust from her hair and produced ration
packs. Chick-pea bars, a strip of biltong, one precious thermos of coffee that smelled scorched
but holy.

Under the tarp’s narrow shade they ate in a loose circle, knees almost touching. Sunlight haloed
Amina’s curls; Jonas tried not to stare but the desert gave no other distraction.

He found his voice first. “When | was ten my mother took me to Delphi. Everyone else listened
for the oracle; | counted the echoes between stones.” He tapped the shard-bucket with a
fingernail—ping — ping-ping-ping. “Been chasing ricochets ever since.”

Amina tore open a biltong strip, offered half. “Echoes still need an origin. Yours?”
“Probably hubris,” he said, but the smile surprised him with softness rather than bitterness.

She folded the strip into his palm, fingers brushing for one long tick. “Then hubris got us this far.
Let's make it do something useful.”

Farida cleared her throat, pragmatic as ever. “Useful starts again in twenty minutes—the Gaza
cycle.”

They had barely repacked when Cho’s voice popped over the sat-phone—crackly, urgent.
“Next spike in T-three minutes. Brace.”

Jonas propped the laptop on the hood; Amina fed the plateau sensor feed into the FFT overlay.
The trace blossomed—emerald sine wave folding into violet teeth.

Under their boots the mesa flexed—not the rolling shove of tectonics but a fast, rhythmic
shudder, da-da-da-da in quadruple time. Fine dust leapt from the ground, hanging mid-air like a
phantom mirage before settling.

“Phase-lock achieved,” Amina muttered. “The rogue alloy’s broadcasting our coordinates every
sixty-six minutes.”



Farida scanned the sky. “And receivers?”

A mechanical whine answered her: high above, a grey UAV streaked sun-ward, wings strobing
red/white of Egyptian tactical surveillance.

“Well, there’s one,” Elena said.

Farida popped the glove-box, retrieved a metal canister the size of a soda bottle. “Chaff
payload. Homemade.”

“You think chaff fools infrared optics?” Jonas asked.
“No, but the shard might.”

She yanked the pin. A cloud of glittering foil erupted, tumbling in hot wind—each strip laced with
conductive paint Jonas recognised from the museum’s busted Faraday mesh. The UAV dipped,
sensors dazzled. Elena, on impulse, cracked the bucket a finger-width; shard light spilled
upward like a vertical aurora. The drone’s nose camera flared white, engines throttling to
emergency idle.

It spiralled away, coughing smoke, disappeared behind a dune.
Amina slapped the bucket shut. “That’ll bring a patrol within the hour.”

Twilight bled across the plateau; they drove on without headlights, dust contrails lit only by
afterglow and the laptop’s grim neon. Farida navigated jeep ruts that existed on no map,
following Bedouin marker-stones painted charcoal.

Halfway to the coast she halted at a dry wadi. “We camp—you can’t run these tracks blind.
Convoys will too; we’ll hear engines first.”

They strung camo-net over the Cruiser, killed every diode but the laptop. Night insects—ghost
crickets—flickered in the dark like static.

Jonas watched Amina kneel by the rear wheel, tracing something in the powder. He crouched:
she had drawn the triskele, four-armed variant, then scratched a deliberate slash through the
broken limb.

“No more mutation,” she said, voice barely above breeze. “A-4 ends here.”
He swallowed. “If the shard agrees.”

Above the ridge a cluster of headlamps crested—a dozen at least, fanning across desert like
searchlights of a silent armada.

Jonas’s laptop pinged a final line of glyphs, auto-translating before his eyes:



ROOT A-4 AWAKENING
Satellite link established
18 h04 m

He exhaled a tremor. “They’re coming for the same key.”

Elena chambered a round in the flare-gun—not lethal, but bright enough to blind NV optics.
“Then we stay ahead of their page in the story.”

Farida revved the engine once—low growl, impatient. Dust devils coiled in the headlight glow
barreling toward them.

Jonas slid into the passenger seat, hand on the EMP pellet, counting the prime rhythm in his
pulse as the night filled with converging tides of engines and the far-off heartbeat of something
older than desert.

Chapter 20 - Seeds of Revolt

“Even gods fear the seeds they sow.”
POV: Isen Year: c 1177 BC

The tide snored against the Gaza shoals, dragging foam through half-built siege trenches where
Atlantean crews had worked the night by shard-light. Now false dawn bled violet across the
eastern sand, and Isen stood on a dune ridge taking inventory of absences. Twelve
names—disciples Hanock called them, apprentices she called them—were missing from the
roster. Their hammocks hung empty on Aurora’s Wake; their personal beacons lay cold in the
quartermaster satchel; their footprints led inland and then dissolved in wind.

At her feet glittered a single object: Meryt’s reed-woven pendant, the one Hanock carved with
the prime spiral during the Nile passage. It lay half-buried, cord severed as though sliced by
obsidian. The spiral had been overwritten in soot, reshaped into a fourth crooked arm. When
she touched it, the alloy thread inside throbbed a four-pulse cadence—wrong rhythm, like a
heart taught to limp.

Isen slipped the pendant into her cloak and scanned the anchorage. Sable Oath, supply
flagship of the fleet, rode a calm swell three cables off-shore, masts creaking like tired sentinels.
Around her, sentries saluted, eyes raw; rumours already sprouted that the missing dozen had
followed “the violet compass” into the desert. She ordered silence and fresh water, then crossed
the beach to Hanock’s command tent.



Inside, maps of Canaan coastlines were pinned under copper weights, each marked with
beacons the fleet meant to neutralise before sunset. Hanock, shoulders tense, stared at a jar of
twisted triskele coins someone had dumped on his desk—souvenirs the refugees had begun to
trade like relics. Verata paced nearby, knuckles white around a stylus.

“They left no quarrel, no demands,” Hanock said when Isen entered. “Just vanished, like Tyros
himself did months ago when he slipped inland beyond Sinai.”

“And this,” she answered, setting the pendant beside the jar. Verata hissed—the fourth arm
carved atop the spiral made the violet alloy glow.

Hanock closed fists around the pendant until light dimmed. “The disciples carried ration crates
last night,” he said. “Each crate stamped with the broken triskele.”

“Tyros’s seed,” Verata muttered.

Isen eyed him. They shared unspoken guilt: they’d watched Tyros'’s cult ferment centuries ago
and chosen patience over purge. “Twelve isn’t random,” she said. “Tyros’s earliest circle
numbered eleven. Add a leader, it becomes twelve. They’re reenacting the old covenant.”

Hanock unrolled a fresh sheet of papyrus. “If they carry violet shards inland, they’ll converge on
the Gaza beacon before we do and fold it to their grammar.”

Verata tapped a tremor log: amplitude spikes already ratcheting every hour, matching Cairo’s
future nightmare. “We catch them first or the network completes itself.”

Isen felt the sea breeze flutter tent flaps, tasted brine mixed with industrial dust. “Meryt?”

“Still searching the outer dunes,” Hanock said, worry cracking the fagcade. “She doesn'’t feel the
coins’ call, but the disciples followed her presence for years. Taking her pendant is message
and bait.”

Isen adjusted cuirass straps. “Then we split. You lead the rapid flank along the cliffs. Verata and
| chase tracks inland—quiet, no alloy flash, no sails.”

Hanock hesitated, the pendant’s severed cord dangling like a question. “If you find them before |
do_”

“I'll remember mercy,” she finished. “But if the violet cadence overrides their minds—"
“Then break the cadence,” he said.

Isen collected a satchel of jade pulse-stones calibrated to the true three-seven-eleven rhythm.
She left the tent, Verata at her side, the dawn wind carrying the distant clang of ship-yards and,
beneath it, a hush that might have been prayer or the first tremor of revolt.



They mounted two skimmers disguised as oar-barges—qrav keels muted, hulls painted
Mycenaean red to fool coastal watch-fires. As they pushed off the sandbar, Isen felt the
pendant’s faint wrong heartbeat throbbing through her cloak. Far inland a dust column twisted
skyward—too narrow for weather, too purposeful for coincidence. The disciples were on the
move, and the seeds Tyros planted eight centuries ago had broken surface at last.

Sand streamed beneath the skimmers, red hulls whispering over dunes in a mirage shimmer
that turned distance to liquid. Isen cut grav-lift to a low hum, trusting Verata to keep parallel
course. Ahead, the disciples’ footprints re-emerged where the wind slackened: twelve distinct
tread patterns, the smallest hardly larger than the palm of her hand. She counted them again,
reassuring herself none had been lost to heat or panic. They were marching with purpose.

The track veered toward a limestone spine where shale outcrops jutted like broken saw teeth.
Isen halted in the lee of a boulder, raised a spy shard. Far up the ridge, violet motes speckled
the air—coins or shard dust, impossible to tell at that range. Beneath the shimmer stood a
narrow cleft, its throat descending into the ridge’s shadow. A cavern. Beacon-point, her instincts
whispered.

Verata glanced at the readout on his jade pulse-stone: green trine pulse, steady. “We’re still
outside the field. Once we cross that line, violet will try to overwrite.”

Isen palmed a second pulse-stone and felt its rhythmic throb against her lifeline. “Then we keep
the true cadence louder than the false.”

They dismounted, covering hulls with camo nets dyed sand-tan. Silence fell thick except for the
distant hiss of surf far beyond the dunes. No gulls here, only the faint hiss of salt blown off
whitecaps. They climbed.

Halfway, a discarded cloak tangled on a thorn bush—disciples’ weave, stitched with a lotus motif
Meryt once taught them during nights of idle singing. The fabric smelled of pine pitch and sweat
but no fear; this was ceremony, not flight. Isen squeezed the cloth, anger and grief twisting
inside her. Meryt would blame herself.

Near the cavern mouth, violet light pulsed steady, illuminating wedge-cut steps descending into
chalk. The air tasted ionised, like the inside of a storm cloud. Isen motioned Verata to circle left,
she edged right. They peered inside.

Twelve figures knelt around a crude altar of stacked field stones. Atop lay Meryt's pendant, the
broken spiral blazing purple. Coins ringed it, forming a distorted mandala. The disciples chanted
the off-beat syllable Tyros had birthed centuries earlier—a-aen-na-ah—each repetition tightening
the resonance until the cave vibrated.

No sign of Meryt.



Isen pulled a jade stone, synchronised its pulse to the truest three-seven-eleven she could
summon, then tossed it beneath the altar. The green flash burst like a silent bell; coins skittered,
cadence faltered. Two disciples clutched ears. The pendant dimmed.

She stepped forward, spear lowered. “You’ve been shepherded by a lie.”

A boy no older than sixteen—Kelen, a refugee from the Cyclades—rose, face streaked with
ritual ash. “Tyros’s compass points to the god still buried. We follow light, not lies.”

“That light will shatter your bodies and your memories together,” Isen said. She felt Verata slip
behind the circle, gathering coins into a lead pouch.

Kelen lifted another pendant—fresh-carved, fourth arm flawless. “The god promises new dawn.”

“No god,” Isen replied, “only a machine older than your grandfathers’ myths, and it feeds on
songs you don’t understand.” She held up her own pulse-stone; green light washed across
faces, momentarily softening their fervour.

Behind, Verata clasped the pendant, crushing the violet glow with his gauntlet. The cave’s hum
subsided to a nervous whisper. Some disciples blinked as if waking from dream. Others snarled,
fists closing.

A sudden shout echoed from outside. Hanock’s flank had arrived early, gravel skittering under
their boots. Startled, one disciple flung a coin; it smashed against the cave wall, violet sparks
igniting shale in a hissing line that raced toward the altar.

Isen hurled her spear, pinning the crackling filament to rock. The flare died in a puff of acrid
smoke. Dust swirled; children coughed, eyes watering. In the chaos she seized Kelen’s wrist,
yanked him clear of the altar’s radius. The boy sagged, trance broken, staring at her with
sudden terror.

Hanock burst in, cloak snapping. He took in the scene—the restrained children, Verata’s pouch
of lifeless coins, Isen’s spear quivering in the stone. Relief flashed, then horror: the altar slab
behind Isen spilit, revealing a vertical shaft of glassy green descending who knew how far.

“They tried to open the beacon passage,” Verata said.

Isen met Hanock’s gaze. “We stopped the chant, not the design. Someone taught them more
than coins.” She glanced at Kelen, who only whispered, “The compass bearer comes.”

A tremor rippled underfoot—faint, directed. Far beneath, the Gaza beacon answered with a
single violet throb that travelled up the shaft like an unspoken promise.

Isen tightened her grip on the jade stone. Above ground, clouds bruised the morning sky;
offshore, Sable Oath’s mast flags drooped in a wind that smelled of coming rain.



“We need to seal this shaft before nightfall,” Hanock said, voice iron. “And we have to find
whoever the ‘compass bearer’ is before he turns more children into vectors.”

Isen nodded, but her thoughts wandered to Meryt, somewhere between dunes and dystrophic
faith, and to the far future where another violet tremor would rattle a city built on forgotten
thresholds. The same seeds Tyros planted here were already sprouting beneath Cairo’s streets.

She raised the jade stone, pulse steady, and let its green glow fill the chamber. Around her,
disciples exhaled as though their lungs remembered a lullaby older than revolt.

Chapter 21 — Desert Convergence

“Every fault line is a sentence waiting for the last word.”
Jonas

2025 A.D.

Dust curled behind the Land Cruiser like a parchment scroll unrolling toward Gaza. The
dashboard clock blinked 17 h 49 m, a slow bleed compared with Jonas’s pulse. In the back seat
the shard sat in its Faraday cradle beside the corrupted bronze disc, both secured with nylon
webbing that thrummed when the road corrugated. Every seventy kilometres the violet cadence
inside the metal found a harmonising echo under the tyres, a reminder that the beacon network
ahead was still hungry.

Farida drove, shoulders loose but eyes scanning the empty highway. The Sinai desert splayed
around them—rust dunes, the occasional camel thorn, long swathes of telephone wire cut and
curled by scavengers. Elena rode shotgun, a topographic map on her lap and the jade-green
GPS cursor pulsing toward Tell Es-Sakan. In the rear, Amina sat cross-legged, tweezers in
hand, examining the Gaza coins they’d captured from a militia checkpoint two hours earlier.
Jonas had wanted to toss those things into the sand; Amina argued knowledge beat
superstition. She was winning.

“Next army roadblock in twelve minutes,” Farida said, tapping the dash. “We skirt left at Wadi
Hadid before they scan plates.”

Elena traced the wadi cut in felt pen. “Convoy intel?”

“Armoured MRAPSs, drone overwatch. They’re chasing the same tremor we are.” Farida’s grin
was dry. “We’re betting they believe their own explanation about gas pipes.”



Jonas checked the FFT feed on his laptop. The violet band spiked again—four pulses, brief and
crisp. He overlaid the amplitude on GPS: exactly fifty-six minutes since the last surge. “Cycle’s
tightening,” he said. “At Tanis it was sixty-six. Something’s accelerating the clock.”
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Compass bearer,” Amina murmured without looking up. “Your Gaza disciples knew what they
were doing. They're feeding the lattice shards.”

Jonas flexed tired fingers, knuckles popping. “Then we starve the lattice before they reach
critical mass.”

The wadi track peeled off asphalt, tyres ploughing coarse sand. Sun hammered the windshield;
heat shimmer blurred distance into quicksilver. Twenty metres outside the track, Farida slowed,
rolled to a stop behind a crumbling roadworks bulldozer. She killed the engine.

Ahead, the desert looked empty. Jonas lifted binoculars: three kilometres east, a convoy
grumbled across the flats—eight MRAPs, a command truck, and above them a silver
quadcopter drawing lazy circles. The drone’s stabilisers glinted like a second sun.

Farida popped the glove box, produced a battered scope. “EMP pellet will knock drone optics if
we stay under a kilometre. After that we’re ghosts.”

Elena lifted her phone: Cho’s seismic telemetry scrolled in green bars, the Alexandria star
holding steady. A text overlay blinked: <Pump capacity 87 % — holding>. Good news, but
Jonas saw the sub-text—Cho never sent updates unless worried.

Amina closed her sample case. “Let’'s move before next violet spike tags us.”

They pushed the Cruiser along a dry riverbed where acacia roots snared tyres. At one bend the
wadi walls constricted into limestone teeth. Farida down-shifted, engine growling. A flash of light
winked atop the ridge—scope lens, or rifle optic.

Jonas’s gut knotted. “Contact, one o’clock high.”

Farida yanked the wheel; dust erupted. A crack split the air—high-velocity round pinging off
engine block. Elena fired the flare gun through the sunroof; mag-magnesium bloom blinded the
ridge shooter. Farida punched accelerator—140 kph over washboard—while Jonas thumbed the
EMP pellet.

“Distance eight-fifty!” Farida called. “Now or never.”

Jonas slammed the pellet’s arming stud, tossed it through the roof slit. It arced behind them,
burst in a sphere of blue-white static. The quadcopter shuddered, spiralled down like a broken
kite. Radios squealed; MRAP engines coughed, traction dying. A plume of sand billowed where
the convoy braked.



Wind peeled silence back over the desert. The Cruiser crested a dune and dipped out of sight.
Jonas’s laptop rebooted, every sensor blank for three heartbeats before green text flowed again.
The violet band had dipped—EMP after-glow disrupting its broadcast.

Farida exhaled. “We buy an hour, maybe less. Tunnel entrance should be ten kilometres south.”

Amina pointed to a scatter of rusted containers half-buried in sand—the remains of an aid depot
shelled years before. “Our Bedouin guide hides the shaft under one of those.” She reached
back, squeezed Jonas’s shoulder. “Good throw.”

Jonas swallowed adrenaline sourness. “Next one’s on somebody else.”

They rolled beneath the container shadows. Sun dipped; temperature fell from furnace to merely
brutal. Farida idled beside a corrugated unit stencilled with UN numbers. A man in checkered
keffiyeh emerged, rifle slung, holding a battered sat-phone. He tapped Farida’s door with two
knuckles, spoke a flood of Arabic too fast for Jonas to decode. She answered, then gestured
them out.

The Bedouin dragged a tarpaulin aside, revealing a steel hatch patched with blow-torch seams.
Elena knelt, brushed sand: the hatch bore an Atlantean lotus scratched deep, almost erased by
rust. Four pulses of violet light seeped through hairline gaps.

Jonas slipped the shard sling over his neck, felt its heat answer. The countdown on his slate
ticked to 17 h 03 m. He met Amina’s gaze.

“Once we go down,” he said, “no more sky until this ends.”
She offered a thin smile. “The sky will still be there if we get the syntax right.”

The Bedouin spun the hatch wheel; stale air rushed up smelling of copper and old fires. Jonas
descended first, boots clanging rungs that vibrated with distant machinery.

Half-way down, the violet rhythm doubled inside his skull, a dull hammer demanding entrance.
He pressed the shard against chest: green and violet merged into a single, uneasy chord.

Below, darkness waited like the blank page of the last unwritten sentence.

The ladder ended at a concrete corridor whose walls sweated brackish moisture. Amina’s
headlamp carved spirals of light over half-erased graffit—Arabic prayers, Hebrew warnings,
new spray-painted symbols of the twisted triskele. Every fourth one pulsed faint violet, as
though the pigment itself had learned to breathe.

Farida checked her compass, but the needle jittered uselessly. She switched to dead-reckoning,
leading them through switchbacks that smelled of diesel, gun oil, and time. The Bedouin guide
padded ahead, muttering “this way, this way,” and marking turns with chalk X’s. Jonas kept the
shard close; each violet glyph on the walls made it heat through the sling, as if recognising kin.



After two hundred metres the ceiling lowered and the passage widened into a vaulted cistern,
dry now but ringed with mason lines showing where water once lapped. At its centre a freight
lift—platform, chains, and rusted motor—rose from a circular pit. Copper cables trailed
downward into pure darkness. Violet glow bled up those cables in a slow pulse.

“This shaft drops to the silt tunnels under Tell Es-Sakan,” Farida said. “Old smugglers used it
before air-strikes collapsed most approaches.”

Amina ran the lidar tablet. “Depth reading sixty metres. Beacon source another twenty below.”

Jonas tested the lift's chain; links groaned yet held. Elena and Farida hauled the motor’s
flywheel by hand; the platform shuddered, then descended with an iron howl that reverberated
like a gong struck underground.

As they lowered, air grew colder, tinged with brine. The shard’s cadence synced to the lift's
clank—four beats, metal echo, four beats. Jonas felt it in bone marrow: A-4 calling home.

The platform touched sediment. Ahead stretched a tunnel carved into grey clay, propped by
Atlantean alloy ribs now corroded violet. At intervals coins had been pressed into the mud,
outlines still glowing. Someone—disciples or their modern inheritors—had prepared a
pilgrimage path.

They moved single file. Sensors on Amina’s slate spiked. “Amplitude 340 %. Any higher and the
Alexandria star will feel it.”

A low chant drifted from deeper in, a murmured “a-aen-na-ah” that blended with air currents.
Farida raised a hand, crouched, signalled two figures ahead—flashlights bobbing. Armed men
in mismatched fatigues, faces wrapped against dust, rifles slung.

Jonas’s heart surged. Farida clicked her tongue; the Bedouin guide slunk into shadow. Elena
whispered, “We can’t shoot our way through. Ideas?”

Jonas unclipped the shard from its sling, palmed it bare. Heat seared, but green light swelled,
overlaying violet. He stepped into the hallway, letting the shard’s glow spill across clay walls.

The guards froze, eyes widening at the impossible light. Jonas spoke in fractured Arabic:
“Archive lexeme—passage required.” He had no idea whether the words made sense, but the
shard amplified them; vowels echoed like temple bells.

Violet in the guards’ pupils dimmed, replaced by bewilderment. They backed away, rifles
lowering. Amina herded the group forward while Farida disarmed the men with quick wrist-locks,
binding them with plastic ties.

They pressed on. The chant grew louder—dozens of voices now, reverberating through
intersecting galleries. They turned a corner and entered a vast clay hall whose floor had been
scooped into a bowl. In its centre rose a crystal hemisphere three metres tall, half-emerged,



identical to the Alexandria star but throbbing pure violet. Around it knelt cloaked figures—young,
old, men, women—holding up coins that shimmered like dying embers. At the front stood a tall
man with greying hair and a pendant of twisted triskele. He raised his arms, voice carrying the
four-beat name.

“Compass bearer,” Amina breathed.

Jonas felt the shard pull, yearning to dock into the hemisphere’s port visible just above
sediment. But he saw that the port’s socket glowed violet—green lexeme alone would be
rejected. They needed hybridity again—green to ground, violet to satisfy grammar—and
Alexandria’s shard sat in Cho’s pumps hundreds of kilometres away.

Elena whispered, “We sever the feed. Strike the conduit ribs; collapse the hall before full
activation.”

Farida eyed the support arches. “C-4 in the packs. Enough to break ribs, bury the star.”
Jonas’s pulse slammed. “And everyone in here?”

The moral abyss yawned. Elena shut her eyes a second, then shook her head. “No civilian
massacre—not after Hanock’s lesson.”

Amina touched Jonas’s wrist. “Coins are lexemes too—mutated but programmable.” She
produced the sample disc, its surface flickering violet-green. “If we overwrite their coins with
stable syntax, star stalls.”

“‘How?” Jonas asked.
“Upload from yours,” she said, lifting the shard. “We braid the rhythms.”

They stepped into the bowl. Chanting faltered as light from shard and disc merged—green
spirals swallowing violet, weaving them into balanced cadence: three-seven-eleven-four. The
compass bearer shouted, but his followers stared, entranced by the shifting aurora spilling from
Jonas’s palms.

Amina tossed coins from her pouch; each hit the ground glowing green-violet. Spectators
clutched their own coins—colours toggled, cadence smoothing. Layers of wrong rhythm peeled
away like smoke.

The hemisphere’s violet core dimmed, lightning slowing inside glass. On Jonas’s slate amplitude
plunged. Alexandria’s distant star would feel the slackening pulse—buying Cho precious hours.

The compass bearer roared, drew a dagger of alloy, lunged. Farida fired a foam round; weapon
and man entangled in expanding polymer. He collapsed, shouting curses swallowed by
adhesive. His followers shrank back, coins still glowing with new-stable light.

Jonas exhaled. For the first time no tremor answered. The hall felt like a held breath.



Elena turned to the kneeling disciples. “Go,” she said in English, then Arabic. “Memory sleeps
tonight. Leave before the ground forgets you.”

They fled, footsteps scattering clay. Jonas approached the hemisphere. Port still glowed
violet-green, but storm within slept.

Amina checked her clock. 14 h 51 m till Alexandria lift. “We need to get back before sunrise.”
Farida cut the compass bearer free, stripped his pendant. “Interrogate later. Move now.”

They back-tracked through tunnels, leaving behind a star lulled by merged cadence, coins
cooling in desert clay like seeds of a rewritten myth. Above, the moon had slipped behind racing
clouds—an unwritten page drifting toward dawn.

Chapter 22 — The Compass of the Heart

“Some frontiers are crossed only when the map is lost.”
Meryt

1177 BC

The desert night was all horizon and no edges, a black parchment where stars etched secrets
faster than grief could erase them. Meryt lay half-conscious in a hollow between dunes, wrists
bound with reed cord that smelled of the same river she once called a refuge. Around her,
twelve disciples slept in uneasy circles, their makeshift camp lit by the pulse of violet coins
anchored in the sand like tiny, seditious moons.

She flexed her wrists—no slack—and tasted copper where the gag had scraped her lip. Kelen,
the youngest, kept watch with a borrowed kopis too heavy for his arms; exhaustion tugged his
eyelids every few breaths. They had taken her pendant, warped the spiral into a fourth crooked
limb, and promised to return it once “the compass bearer” arrived. She recognised the phrase
from Tyros’s old sermons—hope fermented into prophecy.

A dry wind skirled over the dunes. Somewhere behind that wind she felt a whisper of green
cadence—three, seven, eleven—answering the violet with a steadier drum. Hanock was close;
she could feel the pulse-stones he carried like distant footfalls.

Kelen blinked hard, nodding toward sleep. Meryt let her body sag farther, slowed her breathing
until it matched the hush between pulses. When the boy’s chin finally hit his chest, she rolled
just enough to press her bound wrists against the jagged edge of a half-buried shard of shell.
Reed cords frayed in silence.



A chorus of clinks broke the stillness: coins warming to the next pulse. Disciples shifted,
murmuring a fragmented chant. Before the rhythm peaked, Meryt freed her hands, slipped the
gag from her mouth, and rose.

Kelen startled, weapon half-lifted. She pressed a finger to her lips, then placed her palm over
his heart. “You’re not lost,” she whispered. “The map you follow is.”

The boy’s grip faltered. She eased the kopis away, guided him down before panic could ripple
outward. One violet coin lay beside him. She scooped it, felt the wrong cadence throb. In her
other pocket a pulse-stone waited. She pressed the two together—green rhythm enveloped
violet, taming its beat. The metal cooled, pulse settling into calm.

Behind the camp a ridge-line shadow detached itself from darkness: Hanock, cloak stripped to
leather jerkin, eyes reflecting starlight. Relief splayed across features usually shaped by burden.

Meryt met him halfway, sand collapsing beneath quiet steps. He cupped her face as if fragile
glass might shatter under thumb. “They didn’t harm you?” His voice was lower than fear, higher
than fury.

“Only stole their own certainty,” she said, and pressed the stilled coin into his palm. “Your
cadence still wins.”

He closed his fist, violet extinguished for good. Over his shoulder she saw Isen and Verata
fanning out, shepherding drowsy disciples into gentle custody with pulse-stones and calm
words. No blades, no blood.

Hanock’s hand lingered at her cheek. Moonlight silvered the tension between them—years of
unspoken almost. She reached to remove the severed pendant from his cloak; its spiral lay
wounded. “You carved this,” she said, voice catching. “It wants mending.”

“So do other things,” he answered. Fingers trembled a fraction before falling away.

Footsteps in sand: Isen approached, offering a respectful nod. “Beacon shaft sealed. Children
safe. We’ll march at dawn.”

Meryt tucked the pendant into her sash. “And the compass bearer?”

“Escaped inland,” Isen said. “But we broke his cadence.” She glanced between them, a soft
understanding in her eyes. “No more battles tonight.”

Torches were lit far below, turning dunes into rippling copper. Disciples wrapped in spare cloaks
formed a cluster around Verata, who told them the true story of Thalasson’s fall—how curious
hearts could drown an island. Meryt listened to the cadence of his voice slide into the night.

Hanock offered her water from his canteen; their fingers brushed and for a breath the desert
wind forgot to blow. Sand hissed, stars waited. She drank, returned the flask.



“You found me,” she said.
“I've been finding you since the Garden,” he replied, almost a confession.

The first beat of dawn blue pressed against eastern rim. Between darkness and light, maps
redrew themselves. Meryt slid her hand into his, and neither pulled away.

Hanock led the column east as the sky blushed apricot. Twelve chastened disciples walked in
silence between Verata and Isen, each clutching a jade pulse-stone whose steady green throb
drowned the memory of violet dreams. Behind them, the skimmers bobbed at anchor, sails
reefed—silent witnesses to a night that might have broken them all.

When the sun’s rim cleared the dunes, Meryt halted the company on a sandstone shelf
overlooking the sea. Below, Sable Oath glimmered at anchor, a slip of obsidian against indigo
water. Morning wind carried cedar-pitch and the day’s first gull-cry. It sounded like forgiveness.

Hanock dismissed the others for water rations. Only Meryt remained on the ridge. From a pouch
at his belt he drew thin copper wire and a fresh reed cord. Wordless, he threaded wire through
the pendant’s spiral, shaping the severed loop whole again. Where the crooked fourth limb had
been scorched, he scraped until the prime spiral shone clean.

He offered it, head bowed. “| carved it for hope. Hope deserves repair.”

Her fingers closed around his. Wire warmed to skin; the pendant pulsed true cadence,
three-seven-eleven—a tiny, mended heart between them.

“I spent centuries believing | was an experiment you abandoned,” she said. “Now | see you only
lost your map.”

He met her gaze, deserts and drowned islands reflected in the dark of his eyes. “Maps are
overrated. Compass of the heart will do.” His thumb brushed her pulse; their breaths tangled.

She rose on toes, pressed her forehead to his. Sunrise poured molten gold over them. The first
kiss was tentative, then certain—a quiet signing of a treaty older than their quarrels. Around
them the world stayed hushed, as if acknowledging overdue convergence.

Isen watched from below, a faint smile easing the fatigue at her brow. Verata called roll; the
disciples answered, voices steady. Coins lay buried somewhere under cooling dunes, their violet
silence taken by wind.

When Hanock and Meryt descended, hands still linked, Isen handed Hanock a scroll case.
“Beacon lattice reading,” she said. “Your cadence counteracted the violet surge. Gaza node
slipped back into green parameters.”

“Then the network holds—for now,” Hanock replied.

“Tyros still moves inland,” Verata added. “Compass bearer may rally others.”



“Let him,” Hanock said, sliding the repaired pendant around Meryt's neck. “We carry the map
now, and the cadence.”

They boarded the skimmers, sails unfurling to catch a favorable wind. As decks creaked and
water hissed beneath the keels, Meryt stood at the rail, pendant glinting against sunlit armor,
Hanock beside her, fingers brushing hers in quiet promise.

Behind them, the sealed beacon shaft slept beneath dunes scoured clean of footprints. Ahead,
the Levantine coast bent south toward histories still waiting to be written—and somewhere far in
the future, a city of glass and smog would feel the tremors of their choice, softened by a
cadence that remembered mercy.

The Song That Remains

“An ending is only the memory that chooses to stay.”
Elena

2025 AD

Rain slicked the Corniche in a ragged shimmer as the Land Cruiser skidded to a halt outside the
Egyptian Museum’s loading bay. The city’s sirens had gone hoarse hours ago; now only thunder
rolled, answering tremors deep under Cairo’s ribs. Elena swung the rear doors wide. Jonas
leapt out first, carrying the shard in its battered sling; Amina followed with the hybrid disc, Farida
close behind shepherding their Bedouin driver, who stared at the museum facade as if it might
bloom into myth before dawn.

Cho met them at the service lift, mud-streaked, goggles fogged. “Star’s climbing,” he panted.
“Half-sphere above floor line. Amplitude eighty percent of breach. We bought maybe six hours.”

Six hours. The countdown once measured days; now it laboured like a failing heart. Elena
nodded; worry could wait. “Tell Santos to prep the EMP grid but hold charge. Where’s Abbas?”

“Pumps,” Cho said. “Keeping the cistern from drowning.” He glanced at the disc under Amina’s
arm—its green-violet sheen dull in rain. “You think that thing will really finish the syntax?”

“It has to,” Amina answered, pushing past. “Grammar or rubble—no third option.”

They descended to the vault. The memory-star rose from the cistern like a drowned moon, two
meters of crystal lightning cradled by water pumps that groaned with each surge. Its interior
storm spiralled half green, half violet, but the interface port still glowed the uneasy lavender of
an unresolved chord.



Elena approached, shard cradled in both palms. Jonas set up the laptop, overlaying live glyphs;
every second violet spikes probed the lattice, hunting for closure. “Insert timing must be
synchronous,” he warned. “Shard and disc together or port rejects.”

Amina knelt, positioned the bronze disc on a copper rail. Elena lifted the shard. She felt it
vibrate—three pulses green, fourth pulse violet, the cadence Tyros had birthed centuries ago
now braided with the original root. She pressed it to the port. The hemisphere shuddered.
Lightning froze. Then—like a throat clearing—green and violet threads wove into a white pulse
that sighed through the room.

The port sealed with a glassy click. Jonas’s screen flattened to calm waves. Amplitude dropped
by half, countdown vanished, replaced by a single line:

LEXEME COMPLETE - ARCHIVE READY

Silence fell, punctuated only by water lapping the pumps. The crystal skin turned transparent,
revealing an inner lattice of glowing triskele—three-armed, perfect, no distortion. At its centre a
small iris opened, projecting a column of light that resolved into a hologram of a city: obsidian
towers, fusion sails, a circle of cliffs—the lost skyline of Thalasson.

Images cascaded: refugees tunnelling under Himalayan ice, the Garden’s sentinel tree flowering
under false dawn, Tyros'’s violet forge, Hanock and Meryt sealing the Gaza shaft in sunrise gold.
The archive poured memories across millennia, stitching lives together in shimmering braid.

Elena felt tears blur vision. Beside her Amina whispered the Atlantean root—aenna—softly,
reverently, not as command but as benediction. Farida crossed herself, uncertain which god to
thank.

From the projection emerged a final glyph, hovering: a lotus whose petals unfurled into scrolls of
text in every script layered one upon another. Jonas translated aloud: “Custodians choose the
melody; the chorus persists. Share with mercy or silence with grace.”

Cho exhaled a breath he’d held since Tanis. “So it asks what story we want to keep.”

Santos’s voice crackled over comms. “Outside’s quiet—no tremor in three minutes. Military
drones circling but no strike order.”

Elena looked at her friends—war-tired archaeologists, hackers, and smugglers who had
rewritten fate with a shard of alloy. Then at the hovering lotus. “We can’t bury all this again,” she
said. “But we can choose how loud it sings.”

Jonas closed the laptop, eyes shining. “Controlled disclosure. Piece by piece—the parts that
heal, not burn.”

Amina smiled, weary but sure. “Archivists at last.”



Farida tapped her badge. “Directorate will want to weaponise it. I'll buy you time.”

Cho glanced at the pumps. “Star’s buoyant; we can raise it to the rotunda, encase itin a
Faraday veil. Visitors will see light, not code.”

“Let it be a lighthouse,” Elena agreed. “Not a bomb.”

They set to work: Cho and Santos re-routing power, Amina and Jonas coaxing the iris into
hibernation, Farida jamming external feeds. By dawn the sphere lay cradled in museum skylight,
a dormant crystal heart humming almost inaudibly, waiting for stories humans were ready to
hear.

Rain had stopped. Sun spilt through broken clouds, catching facets of the star and scattering
faint rainbows across the rotunda floor. School children would tread there someday, chasing
colours without knowing how close the world had inched to collapse.

Elena stepped outside into the clean morning hush. Nile air smelled of wet stone and jasmine.
She removed the sling, now cool and empty, and let the strap drop to river water swirling at
curbside drains.

On her wrist slate, no countdown ticked—only the time: 06:47. A time that felt like beginning, not
reprieve.

She thought of Hanock and Meryt kneeling on a dune, of Tyros hammering dreams into coins, of
Isen holding a pulse-stone against the dark. Across ages, everyone had tried to out-sing
oblivion in their own key. Today their melodies converged.

Elena looked at Cairo’s skyline, towers catching sun. “Memory chooses us,” she whispered,
“and today it chose mercy.” Then she walked back inside to help shape a chorus no empire
could silence.

End of Chapter 23
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