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			The passage of time often leaves us with a treasury of forgotten wonders—monuments, artefacts, and civilisations that once stood at the summit of human capability yet have faded from our collective memory. Buried under epochs of cataclysm and renewal, their stories lie dormant, waiting for a resolute soul to unearth them once more.

			In journeying through these remnants of former glory, we find that history’s cycles are neither neat nor predictable. What we call a “Golden Age” can perish under layers of dust and myth, re-emerging only when a curious mind dares to ask if there is more to the past than we have been told. Each forgotten invention or abandoned city offers an echo of imagination unbound. It is a reminder that human creative genius is as old as the first spark struck on the earliest hearth.

			Yet progress, though it flourishes beneath the gleam of each new era, is fragile. As the world evolves, it sometimes forsakes the knowledge that brought it thus far, letting entire cultures vanish into legend. It is this delicate balance between innovation and oblivion, curiosity and forgetfulness that calls out for rediscovery. In piecing together the evidence of what was, we enrich our present, gleaning lessons about resilience, wisdom, and the scale of human endeavour.

			This tale is steeped in those layered legacies: the unspoken alliances between ancient peoples, the hidden power of lost technology, and the persistent hope that unites characters who dare to seek answers. In the clash of sea-faring kingdoms and desert-bound dynasties, in the shimmering spires of Atlantis and the worn courtyards of Sumer, we encounter both the rise and fall of ages. Surviving them means facing the universal truth that knowledge, once neglected, may become a hazard as potent as any sword.

			Above all, these pages invite us to listen to voices once drowned by the rolling tide of time. We learn to see the unity of humankind. How beyond boundaries and centuries, stories flow together in the universal language of survival and wonder. May this work of fiction speak to the intrepid heart in each of us, urging that we look deeper into forgotten records and honour the complexities woven into our human experience.

			K. D. Wright

			Twelve thousand eight hundred years ago, the Earth was a tapestry of abundant landscapes and harmonious communities. Far unlike the world you know today. Rather than forging industries of metal and steam, societies thrived in a Golden Age of cosmology and biology, weaving their existence into the rhythms of nature rather than wrestling control from it. This era, sometimes called the Satya Yuga, saw humans devoting themselves to art, curiosity, and compassionate living. Ice sheets still stretched across a vast portion of the globe, preserving whole realms in cold silence and sparing them from the bustling demands of modern ambition.

			Yet those same lands—bearing names and stories both familiar and strange hosted cities and kingdoms that understood the Earth itself as a partner rather than a resource. People explored the frontiers of consciousness, not to harness or subjugate, but to listen and to learn. In this Great Cycle, generations took root in a shared sense of purpose: to foster harmony among peoples and landscapes alike.

			We, the readers of a later age, an age called ‘Dwapara’ or the ‘Bronze Age’, find ourselves more distant from nature’s pulse. Our progress tastes of coal and oil, factories and engines; we compete with the environment as much as we cultivate it. Yet these ancient realms, with their different pathways of growth, once showed that a society’s power need not be extracted from the Earth or forced into iron. Instead, they stood at the junction of cosmic insight and organic wonder where the greatest feats were often expressions of empathy, artistry, and the interconnectedness of all living things.

			In reading these pages, you may encounter names you recognise—Cairo, Atlantis, Sumer, situated within millennia that reimagine their purpose and evolution. Or you may meet entire civilisations that sound utterly foreign, yet hold strands of truth and legacy connecting them to our modern day. This blend is deliberate, a bridge in time so you can travel freely between epochs, tracing the shapes of ideas and wonders that have long been overshadowed by history’s eventual storms.

			And so, as you embark upon this tale, remember that this Golden Age was neither a myth nor a fantasy. It was a living tapestry of culture, knowledge, and devotion to the natural order. Let this glimpse of an older Earth draw you nearer to the possibility that different paths of human advancement are as numerous as the stars, each one guided by dreams of harmony and enlightenment.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“Innana”

			A warm breeze stirred the thick, humid air as hundreds of nobles made their way down Uruk’s vibrant marble roads. This fairly modern city was home to some two hundred thousand people. It stretched outward from its magnificently designed centre where bright, elegant buildings shimmered in the sun, into a sprawl of neatly aligned houses and structures that followed the curves of the terrain. Armed sentries flanked the thoroughfares, turning away any who did not belong. Above the city’s limestone façades, families gathered on rooftops to witness the day’s spectacle, a community uniting in grief over the loss of its beloved Nin, the Princess Innana.

			From the highest towers rose large brass cylinders known as “Rasikas,” akin to bell towers but far more resonant. Men and women atop these spires used hefty metal rods to draw circular motions around the cylinders, creating deep, vibrating frequencies that reverberated throughout Uruk. These frequencies reached up to fifteen kilometres away, and the tone or pitch changed depending on the event. On festive summer nights, the vibrations felt bright and uplifting, today, they carried the weighted sorrow of national mourning.

			Leading the solemn procession through the streets was the royal family, overseeing the funeral rites of Nin Innana. Around twenty of her closest kin were present including her son, Sargon, overseer of art and culture, his wife, Nirari, who managed the city’s finances, and their two children, Innana and Gilgamesh, the former named after her now-deceased grandmother. Both siblings, born just two years apart, walked side-by-side, watching the line of people stretch before them. At the procession’s forefront were six of the family’s high-ranking members, carrying the late Nin.

			“Old age finally caught up to her,” Gilgamesh whispered to his sister.

			“Eventually, death comes for us all, little brother,” Innana replied.

			Another of Rasikas’ haunting hums washed over them as they passed beneath a tower. Intended to evoke grief, the frequency sent a shudder through all nearby. Weary murmurs of mourning whirled among the nobles.

			Gilgamesh turned to Innana, his voice subdued. “Where is Ereshkigal? She should be here.”

			Innana sighed, recalling their older sister. “She’s been absent for years, Gilgamesh. She made it clear she wanted no part of this family. Her views on how we should live… she never belonged.”

			They continued in sombre silence, climbing the broad stairs leading to a marble-white palace set atop a carved mountainside. Round columns girded its outer walls, and statues depicting the Twelve Ages stood watch. A cylindrical marble wheel hung above the entrance, its detailed carvings captured the eye. The palace’s North-South thoroughfare allowed a steady, cooling breeze to channel inside offering shelter from the equatorial heat. The Nin’s body was carried gently up the steps. Innana and Gilgamesh stayed close, ascending with the family to the top. Under the beating sun, Innana’s form was presented in the Great Hall. Her body was placed upon an open shrine amid a profusion of flowers and precious stones that echoed her astrological sigil, the Elephant.

			Hours passed while the Nin’s immediate family lingered in the temple, greeting streams of nobles who came to pay their respects. Convention demanded a final farewell to any deceased Nin. Hence, no highborn soul in Uruk would risk missing such a significant day. Standing beside Gilgamesh, Innana quietly thanked the countless strangers. Some she recognised from childhood, most were simply acquaintances of her grandmother. Meanwhile, Sargon tried to manage his own sorrow as the influx of nobles approached with condolences, or with unsubtle interest in the political vacuum left behind.

			“Will you push for your wife, Nirari, to become Nin?” a nobleman asked him bluntly. “With your mother’s passing, there is no direct heir.”

			Hiding his annoyance behind a polite mask, Sargon darted his gaze to Innana and Gilgamesh, who were graciously deflecting nosy questions of their own. “No, my wife has no desire for that. My daughter Innana, however, has been shadowing her grandmother. She’s studied our history, our politics, and the economy. She may be uncertain, however I believe she’ll be a worthy Nin to lead Sumer.”

			The noble raised his eyebrows, satisfied he’d gleaned his piece of gossip. “I see. Well then, I wish peace and unity to your family in these sorrowful times.” He and his wife slipped away, already whispering behind cupped hands.

			Sargon’s attention returned to Innana, a deep wave of both pride and grief surging inside him. He feared the burden she would inherit, a duty that may consume her for the rest of her life. Yet he also knew the day’s events would demand an answer from her by dawn: Would she accept the role of Nin?

			As dusk approached, the sun slipped behind Sumer’s distant mountains, painting the sky in oranges and purples. Innana drifted to the temple’s edge, gazing out at the date palms standing guard around Uruk. There, in that quiet moment, she realised how inevitable this choice was. Whether ready or not, the kingdom needed a successor. The question persisted, would she take her grandmother’s place?

			Night fell, the moon reflected its pale glow over Uruk. Normally alive with music, dancing, and other festivities on a balmy summer’s evening, the city now lay subdued under grief. Atop the temple, only the Nin’s close kin remained, forming a circle beside her shrine. Because Innana (the late Nin) had been widowed, no spouse was present; instead, her immediate heirs stood in place, among them Sargon and Bau, her two sons, and Sargon’s wife, Nirari, along with Innana and Gilgamesh. Bau, a longtime wanderer who sought knowledge in distant lands, had returned solely for this funeral, planning to leave again soon. They all now prepared for Innana’s final transition.

			Two shamans stepped forward as a small orchestra of colleagues struck up low, vibrating notes with simple instruments and their own voices. The family stood motionless, gazing upon Innana’s body one last time. A lantern-bearing shaman trailed a chain of brass overhead, releasing sweet smoke from acacia herbs. It curled around each family member, conjuring a dreamlike calm. Innana inhaled, and the heady mixture of the chanting and the acacia’s natural chemicals drew her into a semi-trancelike state.

			In that dissociative haze, she didn’t see her grandmother’s still form but rather the woman she had been, forced into rulership by circumstance, dedicating her life to repairing a kingdom devastated by a previous Nin’s instability, raising her children alone, and somehow guiding Sumer toward the better days it now enjoyed. Innana sensed the intangible yet powerful presence, a final echo of that spirited woman.

			As the vibrations and incense brought tears to some, Innana quietly accepted the call of fate. This was her inheritance, an inheritance not just of lineage, but of duty. She realised, in a deep stirring of her heart, that it was time for her to decide whether she would be Nin, continuing the legacy her grandmother had so valiantly carried.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Aryes”

			Far to the West of Sumer, across the expanse of the Atlantic, the nation of Amazonia lay cloaked in lush jungles and crowned by the towering Andes. Within the emerald realm, mighty rivers carved a tapestry of life through the land, and cities nestled beneath forest canopies thrived in harmony with nature. Rich with history and lore, Amazonia’s people wielded wisdom drawn from both earth and sky, yet even they held secrets buried deep beneath the soil. These secrets were shadows of an older world that perished long before the current golden age of humankind.

			Aryes, a fearless explorer and scholar, had yearned to walk among these jungles in pursuit of ancient truths. Having devoted his adult life to the Brotherhood of the Serpent, an Egyptian order renowned for its rigorous discipline in both philosophical and physical arts, he was dispatched to Amazonia to lend his expertise. The Brotherhood often served as envoys within the Assembly of Eternal Nations, a global council that had upheld peace for centuries. Thus, Aryes found himself at the forefront of a diplomatic venture, bridging three of the world’s most influential realms together in a shared cause.

			A large wooden trade ship, carrying only a skeleton crew, now carried him swiftly across the Atlantic’s boundless waters. Its bow rocked forward and back, cleaving through the waves with a steady rhythm. After weeks at sea, Aryes climbed to the top deck, gripping the rails as he ascended the steep steps. A gentle breeze ruffled his hair and, from that vantage he glimpsed an endless coastline—dark jungles running inland, with mountains emerging in the distance. To the left, a volcano released ashen plumes into the sky, a portent of danger awaiting his arrival.

			Aryes stepped up into the wheelhouse, where the ship’s Captain stood at the helm. The man barely shifted his gaze from the surging waves.

			“The Atlantic’s unkind this season,” the Captain muttered.

			“I appreciate your efforts, Captain Theron,” Aryes replied, sliding the door shut behind him. “I realise it is a gruelling journey.”

			The Captain, clad in Atlantean seaman attire, offered a curt nod. “Aye. I’ve word from the fleet that they follow a day behind. They’ll anchor offshore in case your plan fails. There’s hope at least some civilians can be evacuated until this volcano quiets.”

			Aryes cast a grave look toward the window, where Olympus Mons loomed. “It has been restless for months. The moment we land, we’ll head straight for its peak. Amazonia’s envoys will guide me.”

			Captain Theron’s eyes flicked toward a discreet crate stowed in the corner. “That conductor… are you certain it’ll work?”

			Aryes spared a glance at the box. “It has served us before on smaller volcanoes, but never on one this immense.” He paused, measuring his words. “Still, it is the best chance we have.”

			The Captain adjusted course. Aryes bowed his head in thanks, then descended to the deck, leaving the Captain to wrestle with the final miles to port. Their vessel had been summoned in urgency by Egyptian leadership to halt an eruption of unprecedented scale, and Atlanteans, masters of the Atlantic, had agreed to help. Despite bearing the weighty mantle of a geology and ecology specialist, Aryes found some solace in the knowledge that he would not face this alone.

			As the ship approached Korubana, a moderately sized port city that marked Amazonia’s eastern gateway, Aryes caught a glimpse of the region’s vivid character. Colourful stone buildings with vines trailing down their walls hugged the coastline, interspersed with tall statues of gods and mythic figures that spoke to Amazonia’s fervent cultural heritage. He wanted to absorb it all however, with a volcano set to erupt, his purpose did not allow any indulgence.

			Hastening into the harbour, the ship’s crew wasted no time mooring the vessel. Ropes were cast onto the stone docks, securing them with an urgency that matched the unsettled mood of the horizon.

			“Thank you, Captain!” Aryes called as he stepped toward the gangplank.

			Captain Theron gave a brisk wave. “Thank me once that fiery mountain yields to your device.”

			Aryes clutched his satchel as two sailors lifted the crate down onto the pier. The ground felt strange and solid after weeks at sea, and for a heartbeat he struggled for balance. Then the Amazonian envoy approached, led by a man whose bearing suggested quiet authority.

			“Aryes?” the man asked.

			“Yes, that’s me.”

			The sailors carefully placed the crate at Aryes’ feet, at which point the envoy moved to take custody of it. Their leader offered a respectful bow.

			“My name is Quan. I command this envoy. We cannot overstate our gratitude for your help in preventing what could be a cataclysm.”

			“We share one world,” Aryes answered gently. “I’m glad to assist, if it spares your people such devastation.”

			A harsh roar rumbled across the bay, reaching them from the distant volcano. Overhead, a swirl of dark fumes rose higher, thickening the air with an ominous haze. Aryes felt the weight of time’s limitation pressing upon them all.

			“We should move quickly,” he urged. “You’ll guide me up the safest route to the summit?”

			Quan nodded. “These men are our best navigators. All are locals, raised with the jungle’s hardships. They know the land intimately.”

			“Then lead on,” Aryes said, forging his steps beyond the dock and through the milling crowds.

			Refugees streamed from the city in droves, clutching bundles of possessions or herding loved ones toward boats. The pungent smell of ash grew stronger. Above them, the once-blue sky bore a greyish veil, remnants of Olympus Mons’ outburst. Now and then, ash fluttered downward, drifting like an eerie snowfall across the tropical setting.

			“We must outrun that smoke,” Aryes warned. “The ash could choke us all if it grows too dense.”

			“Yes,” Quan agreed, urging his escort to a waiting cable carriage. “Come, this will carry us uphill.”

			They piled onto the carriage, the crate stowed amid them. A lever was thrown and with a heavy groan, the cable started pulling them up past the city’s rooftop lines. From above, the bright chaos of evacuating crowds told its own grim tale, no one had imagined the volcano’s temper would flare so quickly. Smoke thickened ahead of them, blotting the horizon with dark plumes.

			“Your device,” Quan ventured, eyeing the crate. “Do you think it can truly tame Olympus Mons?”

			Aryes exhaled. “Aetherstone Conductor. Forged from rare metals and crystals, harnessing the earth’s magnetics. It is intended to channel and temper the forces building inside a volcano, letting them bleed off gradually instead of unleashing all at once.”

			“Ingenious,” Quan murmured. “If it works.”

			The carriage creaked along its cables, the volcano’s silhouette loomed larger with every yard gained. Another belch of molten fury roiled from its peak and tremors shook the metal framework beneath their feet. At last, they reached the upper docking station, some hundred metres above the jungle floor. Uncertainty shimmered in the stifling air as they disembarked.

			“There’s a road winding up from here,” Quan said. “We’ll make for the summit on foot.”

			They set out upon a cobblestone path, half-buried by settling ash. Veils of soot coated the leaves of coffee plantations and small farms that clung to the volcano’s slopes. Aryes felt a pang for the families who had cultivated these fields for generations, many of whom would see their livelihoods destroyed in a single moment. He forced himself to remain focused.

			Below, Korubana succumbed to a haze of ashfall. Though some fled, many older or infirm residents hunkered in their homes, hoping for salvation that might come too late. The air thickened to a choking swirl of grit. If they failed, the city would be smothered.

			As they pressed higher, the ground trembled with menacing vigour. Another deep roar tore from Olympus Mons, rattling boulders free from the slopes.

			“Time is short,” Aryes muttered, quickening his pace.

			“Then let us waste none,” Quan agreed, pushing forward.

			Soon they attained the volcano’s crest, where the air turned acrid with sulphur and the heat emanating from chasms in the rock licked at their lungs. They found a precarious position to place the crate, and Aryes hastily unlatched it. Inside gleamed the Aetherstone Conductor, a cylindrical device half a man’s height, etched in swirling Egyptian script and fitted at the top with a brilliant gemstone. The stone glowed softly, as though alive with latent power.

			“Help me carry it,” Aryes called, beckoning Quan.

			Together they hoisted the conductor, edging dangerously close to the lip of the crater. Within the volcano, molten lava seethed in the darkness, splashing embers of infernal light against the blackened walls. The rest of the escort, warily stationed farther down the slope, stood helpless, bracing themselves against tremors.

			“How do we use it?” Quan shouted, his voice nearly lost to the roaring inferno.

			“We pull this lever” Aryes demonstrated “then toss it as close as we can to the centre. The arms will anchor themselves into the rock, draining the pressure. That’s the idea, anyway.”

			Bracing themselves, Aryes and Quan flung the device over the ledge. It tumbled down. The extended arms on the device scrapped against jagged stone until it lodged at a precarious angle, well shy of the central vent.

			Aryes peered through a scope, his brow creased with concern. “It is not aligned,” he muttered. “It is too far to one side. That might compromise the entire effect.”

			The Aetherstone began to glow brighter, responding to the volcano’s rising fury. The arms sank into rock, siphoning some geothermal force. Yet fresh waves of boiling magma churned, threatening to overflow.

			“It is active,” Aryes said. “But it’s not capturing the entire buildup. This eruption won’t be fully contained.”

			No sooner had he spoken than the volcano let out a spine-chilling bellow, and a savage tremor rocked the slope. One side of the mountain gave way in a fiery blast, hurling molten rock. The men stationed below had no chance to flee. Aryes and Quan flung themselves to the ground.

			“Up! Get up, Quan!” Aryes insisted, yanking him to his feet.

			In one devastated instant, their escort had vanished, consumed in the pyroclastic onslaught. Horror twisted Quan’s face as he grasped the fate of his men.

			“The device… it didn’t…”

			“It’s stabilising one section, but the other side is lost,” Aryes said grimly, gesturing at the gaping new crater. “We must leave, now!”

			They scrambled down a hazardous ridge, barely staying ahead of a surge of molten debris. All around them, stones cracked and rolled and jets of steam burst from hidden vents. Across the volcano’s raw flanks, glistening lava advanced in unstoppable rivulets toward the jungle far below.

			Some hours later, at a safer vantage, Aryes paused to study the overall damage. “It worked,” he murmured at last, relief and sorrow mingling in his voice. “Partially, anyway. The full eruption was halted.”

			Quan’s gaze followed the molten flow. “Still, the cost,” he said hoarsely.

			Within sight, Korubana was part-buried, yet not wholly destroyed. Where the volcanic river lapped into the town, it gradually cooled, stopping short of swallowing everything in its path. Though entire blocks had burned, more remained intact than anyone could have hoped.

			“You saved many,” Quan whispered, his eyes wet with grief for what was lost. “Your device, your knowledge, it spared us from total ruin.”

			Standing together, they watched the last embers of Olympus Mons’ anger dissolve into a fading cloud. In the hush that followed, Aryes silently mourned those who perished yet clung to hope for those who survived. The land and its people would recover, even from this. And though battered and exhausted, Aryes himself found a renewed sense of purpose: to keep searching for ways to shield humanity from the earth’s ferocious might, perhaps to rewrite a future where cataclysms would not extinguish entire cities in their wake.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“The Wheel”

			A warm morning breeze drifted across the palace courtyard, brushing against Innana as she tried in vain to concentrate on the lecturer beside her. She held her grandmother’s birth locket in one hand, the simple metal charm serving as a steady reminder of the legacy she would soon inherit. The past few weeks had felt relentless, between preparing for her coronation and engaging in sessions with Paleos, head shaman and her spiritual mentor, Innana’s world had become a tangle of obligations, doubts, and ancestral expectations.

			These sessions, held every third day, delved deep into the mind’s recesses, ensuring any future leader could endure the strain of ruling an entire country. The rigours of such training often left Innana mentally sapped. Her gaze wandered to the leaf of a date palm caught in a gentle eddy of air. She watched it drift, lulled by the courtyard’s peaceful quiet, until Paleos’ voice nudged her back to the present.

			“Innana,” he began, his tone gentle yet insistent, “I know economics is hardly where your passion lies, but I need you to grasp its basics for context. In your grandmother’s absence, you’ll have to oversee every facet of Sumer’s welfare, finances included.”

			Sighing, Innana dragged her attention away from the solitary leaf. “Forgive me, Paleos. My mind has roamed to a dozen places lately.” She paused, letting the locket slip back into her lap. “I realise it’s crucial. Where were we? Economics? I know Uruk has prospered these last ten years. My grandmother’s careful counsel, and my mother’s guidance over the economy, made sure of it.”

			Paleos closed the small scripture he held and gave a measured nod. “So tell me, why do you think our nation thrives at present?”

			“It stems from my grandmother’s leadership,” Innana said firmly. “She surrounded herself with trustworthy advisors, like my mother, and took calculated risks. For instance, she lent significant currency to Atlantis at seven percent interest. At first, rates were low to lend them a friendly hand, but when their financial troubles deepened two years later, she raised the interest to protect our people.”

			Paleos’ eyes gleamed with mild pride. “Quite right. She tempered generosity with prudence, ensuring Uruk remained stable. So let me ask you directly. Do you suppose our country will remain economically secure in the coming years?”

			Innana knitted her brow in thought. “We should remain secure, given that the interest from Atlantis bolsters our treasury. With more currency circulating among our citizens, Uruk’s economy stands to grow further.”

			Paleos inclined his head. “That is true to a point. Yet consider our customer, Atlantis. What do we truly know of Emperor Posydion and his state of affairs?”

			“He descends from an ancient imperial lineage,” Innana replied, recalling facts ingrained in her memory. “His predecessors harnessed oceans to shape modern-day Atlantis. He’s ruled since youth, yet in the last fifty years, their kingdom has waned, losing ground in wealth, culture, and renown.”

			Paleos shut his eyes a moment, as though weighing the gravity of these words. “Precisely. Their downfall is no secret. And if a kingdom rots from the inside, what becomes of our substantial loans? Sometimes altruism and business cannot be reconciled.”

			His statement left Innana pondering how swiftly such a golden age might wither. Already, the equatorial sun had climbed higher, chasing away the courtyard’s earlier coolness. The silence between teacher and pupil was broken only by Paleos standing abruptly.

			“Well, before you’re formally crowned Nin, there’s something else you should see,” he said. Without further preamble, he gathered his notes, and Innana followed him out of the university’s tranquil courtyard.

			They stepped onto Uruk’s bustling streets as the sun’s glare danced off polished marble roads. Locals in flowing garments paused to greet Innana with warm smiles. She was, after all, the soon-to-be Nin, destined to guide Sumer into its next chapter. Overhead, trellised vines and carefully designed irrigation channels tempered the desert’s fierceness, transforming scorching heat into a more welcoming warmth. Far above them, the ever-present Rasikas thrummed anew, sending a subtle, uplifting resonance through every passerby.

			Like much of the known world in this Golden Age, Sumer placed great emphasis on sustainable or reusable resources for all facets of life. Innana and Paleos observed these guiding principles at a bustling market where produce was swathed in biodegradable packaging. It resembled the natural peel of a banana, a clever design that had persisted across millennia to conserve resources and mirror nature’s efficiency.

			“Remarkable, isn’t it?” Paleos remarked softly, absorbing the invisible ripple of energy. Innana responded with a gentle nod, noting how a thread of peacefulness managed to surface within her. It was a delicate relief from the sorrow of losing her grandmother and the burden of the role she would soon inherit.

			They reached the Ukkin, the seat of Sumer’s governance and a testament to Uruk’s wealth and prestige. Paleos led her into an unassuming private quarter, double-checking the door behind him. “This was your grandmother’s command centre,” he remarked softly. “Where she conferred with dignitaries, brokered alliances, and shaped the fate of nations.”

			Innana slid her gaze around the understated yet stately room. “Big shoes to fill,” she said, half to herself.

			Paleos nodded, sympathy flickered in his eyes. He produced a journal from a cabinet, then crossed to a grand wooden desk. “Sit, please.” He patted the high-backed chair that once belonged to Nin Innana. Innana hesitated before running her fingers across the carved elephants on the desk’s edges, her family’s symbol.

			“Do you recall your early lessons about the ‘Wheel of Man’?” Paleos asked, placing the journal before her. “At the temple school, it’s one of the very first teachings, an ancient hypothesis that human ages rise and fall in cyclical spans.”

			“Yes,” Innana confirmed, she settled in. “We regard the Earth’s axial wobble, how it moves one degree every seventy-two years and from it, our ancestors divined golden and dark epochs. If we measure about twenty-four thousand years in total, it implies repeated surges and collapses in civilisation. Right now, we see ourselves at the summit of that wheel—the Golden Age under the sigil of Leo.”

			Paleos nodded with a small, grave smile. “And we’ve been in this Golden Age for roughly two thousand years. Of course, if the cycle stands true, then for every upswing there’s a downfall. Many earlier civilisations vanished under shadowy circumstances, leaving only faint traces. Until recently, we supposed at least two centuries remained of our current prosperity. Enough time to plan, to prepare. But evidence has emerged that contradicts this assumption.”

			Innana frowned. “Evidence from where? The Wheel of Man is mostly myth, yes? A cautionary tale about rising hubris, gleaned from incomplete archaeological findings?”

			Paleos drew in a slow breath. “Last year, a delegate from Amazonia presented your grandmother with new data, disturbing data. They argued our astrological calendar is off due to a mistranslation in some extremely old text. China is verifying the claim, but the main premise is that a hidden era of humankind existed thousands of years earlier, shifting our timeline. We may be missing two hundred and sixty-four years.”

			Innana stared, caught between disbelief and alarm. “Two hundred and sixty-four? If that’s true… does it mean this Golden Age has already ended?”

			Paleos reached out and gently shut the journal. “Yes. And not merely ended, but ended long ago. If we follow the patterns predicted by the Wheel, we’re due, some might say overdue, for a cataclysm that could eradicate nearly every kingdom on Earth.”

			A silence fell between them. Innana’s mind flitted to her grandmother’s funeral, the finality of death so freshly imprinted on her heart. The idea of an entire civilisation following suit felt too immense to grasp.

			At length, she found her voice. “We… can’t ignore it,” she whispered, reading the unspoken fear in Paleos’ gaze. “How can any Nin, no matter how prepared, hold back a tide that has recurred countless times across eons of human memory?”

			Paleos turned solemn eyes on her. “That, my Nin, is the question only you can begin to answer.”

			She leaned back in the old wooden chair, letting the weight of his statement settle. Innana’s thoughts drifted to Dumuzi, the man everyone expected her to wed. She had avoided confronting her own reluctance about him, particularly in the wake of recent events—if the world indeed stood on the brink, did forging alliances in marriage still matter in the same way? A pang of guilt lanced through her; Dumuzi was well-meaning, but her heart wasn’t sure it truly belonged to him.

			In the quiet chambers of her grandmother’s old workroom Innana realised the swirling complexities of her future, the potential unravelling of an entire age, the burdens of a throne she must soon occupy, and the personal entanglements that threatened to bind her in ways she did not want. She inhaled deeply, resolving that if the Golden Age was truly waning, she would need every resource, intellectual, political, and even emotional to guide Sumer through its darkest hours.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“The Fault”

			A week had passed since Olympus Mons erupted. In Korubana, silence replaced the city’s usual bustle, its once-lively avenues now blanketed beneath a mantle of ash. The western quarter lay in ruins, devastated by the volcano’s discharge, though workers laboured day by day to clear the main roads and comb through every dwelling in hopes of finding anyone who might still be trapped.

			At the heart of Korubana rose a central courtyard, gracefully encircling a megalithic structure. Its meticulous craftsmanship stood in stark contrast to the simpler Amazonian abodes lining the outer streets. Within this edifice, Aryes and an Atlantean general convened with the Amazonian Elders—Taxaua, in the local tongue—to assess the previous week’s catastrophe. Quan, among the Elders, watched over the meeting from a seat of quiet authority.

			“Again, we thank you,” one Elder began, their voice echoing in the hushed hall. “Your assistance spared Korubana from near-total destruction by Olympus Mons.”

			Aryes and his companion took their seats. Between them sat Aethyros, Prince of Atlantis and an Atlantean general who offered a swift bow.

			“Think nothing of it, Taxaua,” Aethyros said. “Atlantis has ever been Amazonia’s ally. We’re simply relieved more lives were not lost.”

			An Elder offered a nod. “Your father, Emperor Posydion, has guided you well.”

			Aethyros accepted the praise with polite reserve. “He regrets his absence, yet was urgently called to Sumer by the Nin. Amazonia has also responded, I take it?”

			The Elders exchanged solemn glances. “Indeed we have, though it leaves us shorthanded in dealing with the aftermath. Korubana’s plight remains a local concern, yet no less significant to our people.”

			From his seat, Aryes sensed the brittle tension between Aethyros and the Taxaua. Emperor Posydion’s reign had done Atlantis few favours, with decades of economic decline tarnishing its ancient prestige. Though Aryes knew the general from their boyhood, he kept his thoughts guarded. His role here was to serve as a stable presence on behalf of the Brotherhood of the Serpent and if needed, to mend rifts between old allies.

			A Taxaua drew out a scroll. “Olympus Mons wrought ruin enough. Seventy-two structures are beyond salvaging. Around thirty percent of our city. Cleanup has begun, however progress is slow. Seven hundred and eighty citizens remain missing or presumed dead, a fifth of Korubana’s entire populace.”

			Aethyros inclined his head. “The numbers could have been so much worse.”

			“Indeed. The Aetherstone Conductor worked, to an extent. Might we request your engineers share this technology so that we can safeguard ourselves in the future? Was the conductor Atlantean or Egyptian by design?”

			Glancing at his companion, Aethyros allowed Aryes to speak. Aryes straightened in his chair. “Brotherhood engineers designed it, but its components were manufactured with Atlantean materials. Yes, we can provide the schematics. As an Assembly of Eternal Nations member, Amazonia is entitled to such knowledge under our shared treaty.”

			Aethyros seemed cautious, aware that his father might prefer leveraging Atlantean technology for political gain. Still, he nodded. “We will comply. My men remain for two weeks to aid in the cleanup, then we sail for Atlantis on Emperor Posydion’s command.”

			“We are grateful,” said another Taxaua softly. “The city’s restoration can proceed with Atlantean help.”

			As the discussion turned to trivial politics and formalities, Aryes felt his attention drifting. He’d never cared for courtly ceremony or political manoeuvres. His fascination lay in archaeology and geology, passions that had led him to join the Brotherhood. Even now, he found himself preoccupied by a single mystery: the giant crack torn through the earth by Olympus Mons’ final eruption. He’d seen it from the mountain’s summit, a phenomenon so abrupt and colossal that it haunted his dreams.

			“The canyon,” he said, cutting gently into the lull. “The new fault line formed by Olympus Mons. Has anyone investigated it yet?”

			A flicker of curiosity lit Quan’s eyes.

			One Taxaua responded, “We’ve not dispatched investigators. Our attention is fixed on Korubana’s recovery, as well as the floating farms nearby.”

			Aryes weighed his words. “I remain here for another fortnight with the Atlantean detachment. I’d like to gather a small party to explore that canyon. It could yield valuable geological insights.”

			Quan nodded. “I volunteer. I’ve guided explorers through Amazonia’s hinterlands for years.”

			The Taxaua conferred in low tones before one rose to speak. “We can spare no labour, but if the two of you wish to go, we’ll not stop you.”

			Aethyros lifted a brow. “Count me in as well. My soldiers can manage the cleanup in my absence, and I’d relish seeing what intrigues a geologist of Aryes’ calibre.”

			One by one the Elders stood and they exchanged parting courtesies. Concealing his excitement, Aryes envisioned the hidden marvels that might lie at the fault line. He, Aethyros, and Quan emerged from the building into a street lined with heaps of ash. Teams of workers shovelled the mounds into wagons, determined to restore Korubana’s once-vibrant character. A haze lingered overhead as though the sky still bore the volcano’s scars.

			Aethyros attempted to lighten the sombre air. “An Egyptian Brotherhood envoy, an Atlantean general, and an Amazonian explorer walk into the jungle… it sounds like a poor joke.”

			Quan only half-smiled. “If so, let’s hope the punchline is less tragic than the past week.”

			Aryes contemplated both their remarks yet remained silent. He had survived Olympus Mons once, perhaps they might glean something more valuable than smouldering ashes this time.

			They set off, leaving Korubana’s smoking ruins behind. The grand silhouette of Olympus Mons loomed again, blackening the horizon. Farmsteads on its slopes stood battered, a grim testament to nature’s fury. The sun fell behind the peak, casting a stark line of darkness across the farmland below.

			As they trekked into the rainforest the men passed the famed floating farms of Amazonia. Thousands of barges laden with fertile soil bobbed gently in the swampy outskirts of Korubana. The lush humidity enveloped them like a living cloak, the air filled with the scent of earth and green vitality despite the destruction behind them. Workers had returned to them, attempting to mitigate the damage inflicted upon the crops.

			“Most outsiders think this region is an unbroken forest,” Quan remarked, gesturing at rows of barge-based crops. “In truth, it’s meticulously curated land. Our ancestors moulded the landscape for sustenance and harmony.”

			Aryes nodded, recalling prior studies that spoke of Amazonia as one of civilisation’s greatest agricultural marvels. “To see it firsthand is humbling,” he said softly.

			Soon they reached the fault line where a raw, jagged canyon split the terrain. It extended for countless kilometres, a wound in the earth’s surface. Aryes’ heart pounded with a geologist’s thrill. For him, the layers of exposed soil told a tale of millennia, the striations hinting at the secrets they stored from lost ages.

			“The conductor forced one flank of the volcano dormant,” Aryes explained, kneeling to inspect newly fractured rock. “That suppressed energy had to go somewhere, so it tore open the opposite side. Twice the normal volcanic force, by my guess.”

			Quan exhaled through parted lips. “So the cataclysm was half natural, half man-made.”

			Aethyros gave a soft hum of admiration. “Either way, I’d say it’s changed the local geography forever.”

			Carefully, Aryes led them over the fractured edge, descending onto rocky ledges. The new gorge dropped perhaps thirty or forty metres into the bowels of the earth. With each careful step they advanced under a partial canopy of tangled vines and destroyed fauna, all of which had collapsed into the newly formed canyon. Sunlight flickered above, cutting through drifting particles of ash.

			“These soils… tens of thousands of years old,” Aryes murmured, tapping a ridge of dark clay. “See how the colouration changes? Ancient Amazonian horticulture. Terra preta, they call it.”

			Quan lifted a handful of rich, black earth. “Yes, it was cultivated by distant humans. Fertile beyond measure. No wonder so many thrived in this so-called jungle.”

			As the men inched along the canyon floor, the rhythmic sounds of nature enveloped them, birdsong mingled with the faint drip of water seeping through cracks. Then Aryes froze, his eyes riveted on something impossible. A door etched into the rock wall, hidden by debris only recently displaced by the fault’s formation.

			Aethyros and Quan followed his line of sight, their hearts skipping a beat in unison. Indeed, a smooth, geometric portal stood out amidst the raw, jagged stone, a testament to some ancient hand that carved it eons ago.

			In the jungle’s quiet gloom, the three men stared, a silent wave of astonishment passed between them.

			All three had the same question—what is beyond the door?

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			“The Silver Age”

			A soft breeze drifted through the vast interior of the temple, its stone arches whispered faint echoes of an older, quieter time. Innana sat upon a throne carved from nearly pure iron. It was sculpted millennia before from ore mined in the arctic quarries, rumoured to have fallen from the heavens well before humans roamed the earth. This seat, painstakingly shaped out of an ancient asteroid, was reserved for Uruk’s highest authority. To sit here without the right was an act of grave disrespect, both to the Nin and to all of Sumer.

			Innana settled into the cold metal under the watchful gaze of nobles gathered throughout the temple. Her grandmother’s locket rested, as always, on her chest. She felt the weight of it and the memories it bore more keenly than ever. Gone were the days of simple study or fleeting reveries; her lessons with Paleos, head shaman and academic mentor, had grown more intense. The shamanistic rituals she underwent every third evening reshaped her into someone alert to forces most mortals scarcely perceived. A month of rigour and focus had changed her profoundly, leaving her open, perhaps too open, to the currents that ran beneath the visible world.

			From outside, the drone of eager voices drifted upward as a throng of citizens gathered to witness the newly anointed Nin. Innana’s gaze flicked beyond the temple’s tall columns. She suspected her people had little notion of how fragile their prosperity might be. Sumer might soon be swallowed by a darker age, if the warnings she’d received were to be believed. Sorrow pressed her heart as she recalled how her grandmother had shielded them from such fears, choosing to keep politics and leadership quarrels close to her chest.

			Her parents stood near the podium, quietly presiding over the ceremony, while Gilgamesh, her younger brother, looked on from a little distance, unsure of his place yet supportive all the same. And standing among the nobles, near the front, was Dumuzi. He was meant to be Innana’s partner, her fiancé and, perhaps someday, husband. Yet an unspoken distance gnawed at her spirit. Her grandmother had never warmed to him and, increasingly, Innana found herself wondering if love had ever truly bound them.

			She tried to quell the pang of disquiet, mindful that tradition seemed to favour their union. For now, she told herself that time might prove her doubts unfounded.

			At the temple’s centre, a lone shaman recited incantations in a tongue scarcely comprehensible. His voice rose and fell, weaving a rhythmic chant that lulled many in attendance into a semi-trance. Innana felt her thoughts drift until he switched abruptly to Sumerian, her mother tongue.

			“All hail Nin Innana the Second,” he proclaimed. “Steward of Uruk, guardian of Sumer. May her reign follow the sacred path of her ancestors. May she guide this generation into fresh decades of peace and harmony.”

			He lowered a gleaming blue-metal crown toward her brow. Cheers rippled among the crowd, yet as Innana felt the metal graze her hair, a tingling charge ran down her spine. Time seemed to slow, her senses hyper-attuned. She saw the temple as if with new eyes, the boisterous nobles in their finery, the smiling children perched on the edges of benches, her parents watching with a mix of hope and worry, and Dumuzi, uncharacteristically subdued. Past him stood Gilgamesh, whose brow creased with equal parts pride and uncertainty. For an instant, Innana grasped the enormity of this inheritance—her grandmother’s mantle, so recently laid to rest.

			Then the crown fully settled. A mild vibration pulsed at the top of her spine, gradually subsiding as reality rushed back in. The thunderous applause of those assembled swelled, a wave of jubilation. Innana was now Nin of Uruk.

			In Sumer, a newly anointed Nin’s coronation lasted twelve days, each day venerating one of the twelve gods that shaped their cosmic beliefs. At the heart of this system lay the conviction that each deity governed a distinct astrological age. Leo, the lion, symbolised the golden era, an age of devotion to learning, artistry, and communion with nature. Such values had reigned for nearly three thousand years in their mythology, forging generations of comfort and creative freedom. Innana had learned enough to realise that a lineage of easy times often sowed its own seeds of decline. Soft generations could breed weaker ones, setting a precarious stage for the future.

			As the revels swept through Uruk, music and dance echoed in the capital’s winding streets. Innana, cloistered in a private hall with those closest to her, tried to savour the moment. Family and friends toasted the kingdom’s new dawn. Golden platters of delicacies—pomegranates, date pastries, and spiced lamb adorned the tables. Bright tapestries fluttered, lit by torchlight that flickered off polished marble columns.

			Standing near Innana, Dumuzi exchanged small pleasantries with passing nobles, effectively buffering her from the push of congratulatory well-wishers. At last, a lull opened.

			“I’m proud of you Innana, or should I say Nin?” he quipped with a light laugh.

			She offered a measured smile. “For you, ‘Nin’ shall suffice,” she teased in return, albeit with the faintest edge of distance.

			“I look forward to our life together,” Dumuzi said earnestly. “I want to help shape whatever comes next.”

			Before Innana could respond, more dignitaries converged, pulling Dumuzi away. She watched him assume his role with quiet grace, however the sight stirred no real warmth. Her grandmother’s disapproval echoed in her thoughts, and she questioned whether she herself had ever truly welcomed this engagement. Still, for the moment, she brushed the thought aside, uncertain whether it was unfair to judge him so harshly.

			Abruptly, the music halted. Conversation tapered as the hall’s heavy doors swung open, revealing Bau, Innana’s uncle, her late grandmother’s younger son. An unsettling hush gripped the room when the crowd saw his condition, his right hand swathed in bloodstained
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