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The cold beneath Iceland was not the clean, sterile cold of open ice or wind-scoured snowfields. It was older than that— dense, mineral, trapped. The kind of cold that lived inside stone and never truly left. Aura Hansley felt it through the soles of her boots as she moved deeper into the excavation, each step echoing softly against black volcanic rock polished smooth by centuries of pressure.

Far above her, civilisation still existed. Satellites passed overhead. Data streamed through networks. Arguments were being had in cafés and laboratories about funding, relevance, and whether archaeology still mattered in an age when humanity preferred simulations to history. Down here, none of that touched her.

This place had been old when the first sagas were whispered. Even those stories had been fragments— half-remembered warnings, references to doors beneath ice, dismissed by modern academia as metaphor or coincidence. Aura had read them all anyway. She always did.

The chamber had been sealed beneath layers of basalt and glacial ice so thick it had fooled ground surveys for decades. It was only when the expedition’s scanners produced a geometric anomaly— angles that refused to align with natural formations— that funding was reluctantly approved. Even then, most of the team expected disappointment.

Aura had not.

She stood now at the edge of the exposed descent, helmet light cutting through a darkness that seemed to drink illumination rather than reflect it. The walls were not carved. They were grown— curving with a deliberate smoothness that unsettled the eye. No tool marks. No fractures. Stone that looked as if it had been coaxed into shape rather than forced.

“Not basalt,” she murmured to herself in German-accented English, the words fogging briefly in the cold air. “Not anything Earth-grown, anyway.”

Her pulse was steady, but something else stirred beneath it— an almost imperceptible tightening in her chest, a pressure she had felt only a handful of times before. Museums. Ruins. Places where the past pressed too closely against the present.

She flexed her fingers inside her gloves, annoyed despite herself. Focus. This was not the time for intuition. This was data, observation, evidence. That was the version of Aura Hansley the world knew: German-born archaeologist from Munich, scientist, explorer. Someone who published carefully and spoke cautiously. Someone who, in quieter moments, daydreamed about leaving academia entirely to write about performance cars in Japan, engines and aerodynamics making far more sense than history ever did.

No one down here knew what she truly was.

Not even the expedition leader, who trusted her instincts more than he realised.

The drones hovered behind her, mapping the chamber in real time. Ground-penetrating scanners hummed faintly above, relaying information to surface teams. AI translation software parsed symbols on nearby stone faces, flagging them as unknown, anomalous, or statistically impossible. Aura ignored the alerts.

Her attention was drawn to the floor.

There, embedded perfectly at the chamber’s centre, was the object.

The relic-glyph node was unlike anything Aura— or any human— had ever encountered. Crystalline, yet not fragile. Metallic, yet utterly non-reflective. It caught the harsh white beam of an electric work lamp and bent it, refracting colours that did not quite exist within any natural spectrum. The air around it seemed subtly distorted, as though space itself curved in deference to its presence.

About the size of a large fist, it rested flush with the basalt floor, partially submerged in the stone as though it had always been there— placed before the rock itself had finished forming. It did not sit on the chamber so much as belong to it.

Aura crouched, her heartbeat quickening.

Its surface was smooth yet impossibly complex, a seamless fusion of crystal and metal. Faceted planes fractured the light into shifting hues, while intricate glyphs flowed across it— not carved, not engraved, but grown into the material itself. They curved and twisted with an unsettling familiarity: ratios, harmonics, geometries her eyes instinctively understood even as her conscious mind recoiled from them.

The symbols were not alien in the crude sense. There was no jagged chaos, no aggressive abstraction. Instead, they were wrong in a subtler way— too elegant, too intuitive— designed as if to interface with something living, or at least aware. Some glyphs pulsed faintly, others shimmered like frozen liquid, changing almost imperceptibly beneath her gaze.

At the node’s core, a tiny spherical cavity glowed with a muted light, condensed and impossibly dense. It vibrated with a slow, steady rhythm— less like a machine, more like a heartbeat— suggesting it held not just energy, but memory... or time itself.

Aura swallowed.

When she lifted her pendant and brought it close, the node responded. A ripple passed across its surface, glyphs subtly realigning, harmonics falling into place as though recognising a long-lost key. The reaction was restrained— a faint warmth, a delicate hum— but to Aura it felt unmistakable.

Alive. Aware. Waiting.

“I know you,” she whispered before she could stop herself.

The comm unit crackled faintly at her collar. Someone on the surface was asking for status updates. She did not respond. The words felt distant, unimportant, like noise bleeding through a dream.

Her body reacted in subtle rebellion against her control.

A warmth spread beneath her skin, radiating outward from her chest, down her arms, into her fingertips. Aura stilled, breath catching— not in fear, but in recognition. It was the same sensation she had felt only a handful of times before, standing too close to ruins that refused to be categorised, places where instruments faltered and history went strangely quiet.

“This is impossible,” she muttered, her voice sounding too loud in the stillness of the chamber. “You’re not supposed to be here. None of this is.”

Yet she knew why it was.

Zeshan Zaniri lay far beyond Earth’s reach, deep within the distant Oort Cloud— so remote that no contemporary Earth technology could yet detect it, let alone reach it. Its people had not originated there. Long ago, when catastrophe threatened Atlantis, they had been taken from Earth itself, carried away across the void to survive. What they became afterward was something older than memory, shaped by exile, endurance, and time.

Much of what they had been forced to leave behind remained scattered— artefacts, structures, and incomplete systems designed to endure. Earth was one of the worlds where those remnants still slept, misremembered as legend.

Atlantis had not been a myth.

It had been a remnant.

Aura was a remnant too.

Her gloved fingers hovered over the relic-glyph node embedded in the stone. Every rational instinct screamed at her to stop— to call the team, to document, to wait for controlled conditions. That was what an archaeologist was meant to do. That was what the version of Aura Hansley the world knew would have done.

Another instinct rose beneath it, older and deeper, quiet but absolute.

“You were waiting,” she said softly, the words leaving her with a certainty that unsettled her. Not an accusation— an acknowledgement. “For me.”

She hesitated, then let her hand drift back to where the chain rested beneath her jacket, fingers finding it by memory alone. Not to reveal it again— only to confirm it was still there, hidden where she had put it moments earlier, as if instinct had already warned her not to leave it exposed.

It lay warm against her sternum, suspended on its thin chain, exactly where it always rested. She had been given it in childhood, long before she had language for archaeology, long before she understood that some histories were not written down because they had never been meant to be found again. No one had ever questioned it. It was too unassuming, too old-fashioned to draw interest. Earth instruments struggled with it, registering inconsistencies but nothing conclusive, and so it had been catalogued— by others and by herself— as sentimental rather than significant.

She had never truly believed that.

In her other hand, she held the Valariun bead.

Unlike the pendant, the bead was unmistakably Zanishan— small, elegant, impossibly dense for its size, its surface smooth as if shaped by intention rather than time. She had kept it hidden, carried it carefully, knowing what it was even if no one else could have named it. Valariun was not something Earth science could classify. It was energy held in perfect equilibrium.

Aura lifted the pendant slightly, bringing it closer to the relic-glyph node embedded in the stone.

The reaction was immediate.

The pendant warmed sharply, no longer passive against her skin but alive— vibrating with a faint, almost musical hum that travelled up the chain and into her chest. At the same instant, the Valariun bead pulsed in her palm, a soft internal glow blooming like a heartbeat answering another.

Aura sucked in a breath.

“Oh,” she whispered. “That’s... not good.”

Or perhaps it was exactly what had been intended.

The symbols etched into the relic-glyph node did not move, yet they changed. Ratios aligned. Curves unfolded. What had been unknowable a moment earlier snapped into coherence, not as language but as memory— old, layered, and terrifyingly familiar.

The warmth beneath her skin intensified, synchronising with her heartbeat.

This was not the relic responding to the Valariun bead.

It was responding to her.

“No,” she murmured, voice unsteady now. “You’re responding to me.”

She reached out despite herself and touched the node.

Nothing exploded. There was no violent discharge, no surge of heat or sound. Instead, the response came entirely from within. Her vision blurred at the edges as the cavern seemed to inhale, the air thickening as if space itself were drawing breath.

Light fractured reality, splintering into threads that twisted and overlapped. Stone folded inward, impossible angles collapsing into one another like reflections in shattered glass. Gravity loosened its grip, then vanished altogether.

Aura gasped as the ground seemed to fall away beneath her, though her body did not move. Time itself shuddered— paused, rewound, accelerated— all at once.

“No— wait,” she breathed, instinctively clutching both pendant and Valariun bead as if either could anchor her. “I didn’t mean to—”

The chamber roared without sound.

The gate opened.

And Aura Hansley— archaeologist, explorer, descendant of a civilisation older than Earth’s memory— was swallowed whole as the ice finally remembered what it had once been built to do.

***
[image: ]


AURA BLINKED AGAINST the flickering glow of the oil lanterns, her eyes sweeping over the cave. Wooden supports, canvas tarps, and crude shelving filled the space
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