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  Prologue: First Flood


Rain fell in impossible sheets, each drop thick with the stain of centuries. The city sprawled, all angles and obsidian spires, its ancient heart pounding under the violence of the coming storm. Lightning forked overhead, a madman’s scrawl of white against the ink-black sky, and for a moment it illuminated all that slithered in the alleys and watched from shattered windows. The inhuman citizens, scaled, horned, boneless, some only vaguely reminiscent of what once might have been human, scattered from the deluge, limbs jerking and voices ululating in panic. Water had never fallen like this. Not in memory, not in prophecy. 
At the city’s core, beneath the Temple of Anshan, the priests worked by lantern-light. Their robes, once ivory, now clung damp and gray to skeletal frames. They moved with the practiced terror of the doomed, hands sliding over mechanisms older than the city itself. Stone steps spiraled down, too smooth for mortal tools, coiling around a space that echoed with the pulse of ancient engines. At the base of the staircase, the Ark waited, immense, metallic, inlaid with sigils that flickered as water seeped through the ceiling and fountained off its hull.
Priest Kheret, tall despite the stoop of age, barked at the acolytes: “Seal the conduit! If the water reaches the core, all will be lost!” His voice trembled, but not from fear. It was anger, at the sky, at the gods, at the folly that had bred this night into being. The youngest priest, barely more than a child, fumbled with the sacred scribing rod, the glyphs bleeding silver as he pressed them into wet metal. Around them, the Ark’s mechanisms hummed; hidden gears set teeth to teeth, and the great hull shivered in anticipation.
"Will it hold?" whispered Setra, the priestess who had never seen daylight. She pressed trembling fingers to the Ark, her skin almost luminous in the lantern glow. “The volumes, ”
"It must hold." Kheret didn’t look at her. His gaze was fixed on the doors, the massive slabs of composite alloy etched with a language no living tongue could speak. The flood was coming. They could feel it, a pressure beneath their feet, the city’s veins filling with water, the old tunnels gushing like wounded arteries.
A roar rose from the stairwell, something clawing its way down, closer by the second. The priests froze, save for the high priest, who brandished his staff and motioned them onward. “Seal it!” he barked again. “The code! The key!”
Kheret’s hand hovered above the panel. The runes were almost complete now, searing blue lines across the Ark’s skin. He pressed his palm to the hull and intoned the code phrase, syllables sharp and cold enough to cut through the din. The Ark glowed, a pale, unearthly shimmer. It should have been beautiful. Instead, it looked like the gates of an ossuary closing forever.
From the stairwell, the thing burst into view. It was a man, or once had been: hulking, hunched, skin sloughing from fusing bone, eyes gleaming black and ancient. The transformation had not been kind. Claws raked the stone as it lurched toward the Ark’s doors, mouth distended in a rictus snarl.
“Stay back!” Setra warned, but the creature didn’t register her words. Instead, it hurled itself at the Ark, massive fists colliding with the metallic surface. For a moment, nothing happened.
Then the air rippled, the sigils blazed white, and a concussive shockwave rippled outward. The creature screamed, a hideous, guttural wail as it was flung backward, crashing through three priests and slamming into the steps. It lay there, twitching, sparks skittering over its ruined skin, the reek of burnt flesh thick in the air.
Setra knelt beside a fallen acolyte, hands slick with blood, too much blood. “He’s not breathing,” she choked out.
“There’s no time.” Kheret’s voice was flat. He wiped rainwater from his eyes, then moved to the stasis chamber inset into the Ark’s core. Strange organic filaments pulsed within, a cradle of impossible technology. He reached for the genetic sample, the last uncorrupted code, sealed in crystal, throbbing faint blue under the emergency lights. Carefully, he placed it in the chamber, locking it in with a twist and a whispered prayer. The chamber hissed shut, a seal grinding into place.
Thunder shuddered through the bunker. Above, carved ceilings groaned and water began to pour in earnest down the stairwell, thick streams sluicing the walls. The creature at the steps dragged itself upright again, frothing hatred, blind and wild.
The high priest, his eyes ringed with exhaustion but burning with defiance, raised his arms. “Children of the flood, remember this: we bear the burden for those who will come after. Let them find what we preserve. Let them heed the warning, or perish as we do now.”
The rest of the priests chanted, a low, keening dirge that seemed to vibrate in the metal itself. As the water rose, the Ark’s doors began to close, slow, implacable, the clang of destiny. Setra wept, the sound lost in the mounting cacophony, as the last light fled the chamber.
Outside, the city screamed. Towers crumbled under the onslaught, avenues became rivers, plazas drowned in black water. The inhuman denizens fled into the storm, some consumed, some transformed, none escaping the relentless tide. High above, lightning found the tallest spire and split it in half, the sound a war-drum for the city’s last hour.
Inside the Ark, as the doors sealed, the mechanisms thrummed to life. Blue light flickered across the hull, arcing between glyphs. The stasis chamber’s readouts pulsed, an ancient heartbeat stilled but not extinguished. The high priest’s last words echoed through the condensation: “Hope is a blade. Used wrongly, it destroys. Used wisely, it carves the path ahead.”
Darkness smothered the chamber, and the Ark waited as the floodwaters rose.
Kheret clung to the hull, the cold metal leeching heat from his skin. He could hear the water outside, could smell the rot rising as the old world dissolved. Setra’s hand found his, her grip all that tethered him to the present. “Will anyone find us?” she whispered, her lips barely brushing his ear.
“If they are worthy,” Kheret said, but even he heard the uncertainty in his voice.
A sickening crash sounded from the stairwell as the monstrous intruder tried once more to force its way through. This time, the energy shield flared harder, blue corona boiling around the creature’s limbs. It shrieked, melting into a pool of viscous sludge that ran in black rivulets toward the rising water.
Setra recoiled in horror, pressing herself against the metal. “It’s, changing. The flood, ”
“The world remakes itself,” Kheret whispered. “But not us. Not here.”
Outside, the scream of the city faded into the roar of water, a million gallons roaring down from the shattered sky, churning through the bones of civilization. Bridges buckled and snapped. Statues toppled, their faces erased. In the flood’s advance, the creatures of the city died or transformed or were simply washed away, memories lost to the hungry deep.
Within the Ark, the stasis chamber locked, impossibly secure. Kheret pressed trembling fingers to the viewport, watching as the genetic sample floated inside its protective field. This was all that was left. All that could be carried forward.
Horrible silence pressed in as the water reached the chamber, swirling around the Ark’s base, rising inch by inch. Setra gasped as the cold crept higher, wrapping herself around Kheret as the high priest finished the last of the sigils with bleeding fingers. He slumped, spent, eyes fluttering closed. His last breath fogged the metal; his body slid gently into the rising tide.
Above the water, the Ark’s lights blinked in sequence, silent codes running through machinery no hand had touched in centuries. Pneumatic locks rattled home. Pressure valves sang their closing hymns. The city, the Ark, the world itself vanished beneath the relentless, indifferent flood. Only the mechanisms endured, lights flickering, engines whispering in the dark.
And then, there was only the slow, mechanical heartbeat of preservation, waiting for an age when hands, human or something like it, might pry open these doors again and tremble at what waited inside.
The rain fell in hissing sheets, angry and alive, turning every stone path of the ancient city to a river slick with mud and panic. The sky, draped in perpetual, crackling violet, gave no distinction between night and day. Lightning split the horizon, illuminating grotesque stone towers and the hunched, shadowy forms that moved between them. Here, in the pallid glow, inhuman faces flickered, eyes too wide, jaws distended with old hunger, darting beneath awnings, their chitin limbs scraping and skittering over flooded flagstones.
At the heart of the city, beneath a sprawl of shattered temples, a passage opened into darkness. Torches guttered, barely keeping back the wet wind, as a procession hurried down spiraling stairs. Robed figures, priests, if the word meant anything to the things they’d become, gathered at the foot of an ancient vault. There, set deep into the living rock, the Ark waited: an immense, metallic monolith ribbed with copper veins, as old as memory and slick with condensation. Rainwater trickled from the ceiling, running in rivulets over its polished hull.
High Priest Mael grasped the chalice and let his words tremble, ancient syllables rolling off his pale tongue. “Hurry,” he rasped, voice thin with terror. “The flood comes. Begin the sealing.” His acolytes moved in frantic silence, six of them, their faces hidden but for glistening golden eyes, pressing their palms to the Ark’s surface. Symbols flared into view under their touch; alien sigils glimmered, bleeding soft indigo light.
One priest, younger than the rest, fumbled a silver stylus and sent it clattering to the floor. The sound rang painfully loud amid the thunder’s roar. Mael’s hand snapped out, bony and swift, gripping the boy’s shoulder. “Lir,” Mael hissed, “steady your hand! The words must endure after we do not.”
“Forgive me, High Priest,” Lir stammered, blinking wild-eyed at the glyphs dancing under his palm. He pressed the stylus into the shallow groove along the Ark’s hull and began to inscribe. The language came to him through shuddering instinct, loops and hooks, a tongue never spoken. Behind them, the storm thickened, shaking dust from the ceiling.
A guttural shriek tore through the darkness above. The priests froze, eyes darting. From the passageway, a shape emerged, a man, or what had once been one. His skin was mottled and bloated, veins bulging in sick, iridescent colors. A burl of bone jutted from his brow. His jaw hung distended, teeth bared in a rictus. He moved with purpose, staggering but unstoppable, his gaze fixed on the Ark.
Mael scuttled to block his approach. “Back!” the high priest commanded, but the thing only snarled, voice gurgling with brine. It lunged, slamming its misshapen fists into the Ark’s door. The metal thrummed, vibrations echoing through the vault. A field of cool blue shimmered where flesh met alloy, and the creature screamed, burning, not with fire, but with force unseen. It recoiled, clutching its ruined hands, hollering curses in a tongue older than earth. The priests watched, transfixed and terrified. Those same wards that kept out horror now trapped them within.
“Seal it!” Mael ordered, urgency sharpening his words. “The inscriptions. Finish them.” The others obeyed, moving with desperate precision. Lines of text spread across the Ark’s surface, interlocking, alive: warnings, promises, prayers for the forgotten.
Outside, the sound of crashing water grew, a wall, a continent’s worth, tearing over the city’s defenses. Statues toppled. Dome roofs caved in, and the streets became rivers smothering every shout. Lightning struck the central tower and sent its spire spinning in a spray of shattered marble.
Within the vault, the priests worked faster. Lir finished the last line, his stylus splintering from force. “It’s done!” he rasped, his hands shaking. “May the Ark remember.”
Acolyte Suran, eyes wide with dread, stared at the trembling doors. “Will it hold, Mael? This water, this madness, what if the Old One was right?” His voice nearly broke. “What if nothing survives?”
Mael turned, his face carved with exhaustion. “If the Ark fails, the world is not doomed, it is simply ended. We have done all flesh can do.” His gaze was drawn upward, as though he could see through forty feet of stone to the city above, now already half-claimed by frothing dark. “To the chamber,” he ordered, more gently, as the wind shrieked through fissures in the rock.
Two acolytes produced a glass vial, sealed with gold and marked by the same indigo script that blazed upon the Ark’s shell. Inside, a single thread of pale matter floated: pure, uncorrupted, the last relic of a people who had not yet turned. Suran stepped forward, cradling the vial as though it might sing. “For renewal,” he murmured, and Mael nodded.
They moved as one, the priests forming a circle around the chamber’s core, a cavity lined with mirrors and burning sigils. Suran fit the vial into a waiting slot. As it clicked into place, the Ark’s mechanisms woke, gears grinding and lights blooming along its ribs. The sound was ancient and beautiful, like thunder harnessed to a song. The Ark started to hum, deeper and deeper, until the very rock vibrated with its promise.
The altered man outside screamed again, clawing at the barrier, his fury slow and failing. The water found him first, crashing down the tunnel, sweeping him away with a force that shattered bone on stone. His wails faded into the roar, replaced by the surging darkness that now pressed against the vault doors.
Mael raised his hands, robes streaming with water. He intoned the last words, syllables twisting through the air. “If any find this place, let them know: we sealed horror so hope might live. May you be wiser than we.” His voice cracked, and he knelt with the others as floodwater began to seep beneath the doors. The glyphs on the Ark blazed, hot and blinding. The doors groaned, then began to close, drawn by silent gears.
Lir reached for Mael, his hand slick and cold. “High Priest, please, ” But Mael only pressed Lir’s trembling fingers in his. “This is what remains,” he whispered. “Cling to it, even in the dark.”
Outside, the city was already gone, roofs vanished beneath tumult, towers bowing before the endless deluge. Things that had hidden in shadow spilled into the open, swept away without mercy. Civilization crumbled; shrieks, both human and not, dissolved into the roar. From high above, the Ark was a single point of light beneath a churning, black sea.
The mechanism completed its work. A final, resounding clang echoed through the dying cavern. The Ark’s doors sealed, locking away the precious vial, the last hope, alongside the drowned bodies of the faithful. In the suffocating dark, only the outline of glyphs remained, pulsing faintly as centuries began to spool away, the world above lost to flood and silence.
And then, in the deep, the Ark waited.
Thunder rolled over a city that once had no name, only purpose. Lightning cast frenetic shadows across streets shivering beneath impossible rain, each slab of stone slick with oily streams that reflected strange, unblinking eyes. The inhuman citizens, scaled, furred, some dragging luminous tendrils, scrambled through the tempest, abandoning temples and towers as the waters lapped higher with every breath.
From a vantage in the Temple of the Vigilant, High Priest Iskandar grasped the brass rail at the head of the stairwell, robes sodden and heavy. The rain had driven even the air to madness, beating at stained glass with fists of liquid steel. His voice, when he raised it, cut through the din, not by force, but by certainty alone.
"Seal the gates!" he barked, but his order tangled with the agonies from below, the cries of those unable to reach sanctuary, the bellow of something neither fully human nor beast. The metallic tang of the Ark’s doors, exposed at the heart of the lower sanctum, mingled with the rain’s cold bite.
Acolyte Tereth stumbled to the priest’s side, his narrow face streaked with water and fear. "The flood comes quicker than the auguries foretold. The glyphs, should I begin the inscription?"
Iskandar’s gaze dropped to the twisting corridor that led lower still, to caverns where the Ark’s hull, scribed with prophecies in a language older than stone, awaited the final seal. "Do it. The words are the only hope left, for any that survive this night."
Tereth nodded, clutching the obsidian stylus to his chest, and hurried down the spiral steps. The flicker of his torch painted runes on the sweating walls. Behind him, three of the younger priests dragged crates marked with the sigil of renewal, inside, the genetic samples, the last testimony of untainted lineage.
Above, a roar cleaved the city’s air, a protest, a challenge. Iskandar braced as the ground trembled. The thing in the square, the failed experiment he himself had opposed decades before, was pounding on the sanctum’s outer doors. A hand, wrong, jointed neither as man nor animal, struck the metal, fingers splayed, each nail a filament of bone streaked with some bioluminescent toxin.
Through the Ark’s viewing slit, Iskandar saw it: the outline of a man, grossly altered, flesh shimmering with parasite veins and fungal flares, eyes glowing like suns seen through blood. The creature threw itself at the doors. From within the Ark, a blue pulse coiled outward, energy unseen but felt, vibrating through every bone in Iskandar’s body. When it struck the thing, the abomination shrieked. Its features melted, then reformed, twisted further by pain and rage. It staggered back, eyeing the Ark with a hate that would outlive the city.
The energy field flickered as torrents of water sluiced down from the cracked dome above, flooding the chamber's steps. Statues of forgotten deities toppled, swept away like toys. Iskandar’s priests formed a chain, passing the sacred crates one by one, each step a battle against the rising tide.
Tereth, breathless, knelt before the Ark. The metallic hull was unmarred, save for lines traced by ancestors, codes and prayers that only the trained could decipher. He pressed the stylus to the cold metal, his voice shaking as he intoned the words in the Old Tongue.
"By the order of the Vigilant, the doors are sealed. By the blood of the First Ones, let only purity endure. By the stars above and the water below, remember what we were, and what we must never become again."
The stylus hissed as it scored the glyphs, each symbol burning white before cooling to darkness. Rain drowned out his final syllables; the chamber bucked as something immense crashed outside.
"Tereth! The sample!" Iskandar shouted, but Tereth was already moving, reverent, urgent. He slid one crate into a hatch set into the Ark’s belly, pressing his palm to a sensor that shimmered with pale gold light. Within, preserved beyond time, a single vial glowed, a droplet of life without taint or alteration, the last memory of uncorrupted genome.
“Close it!” Iskandar barked, as the water reached his knees.
A low moan shuddered through the Ark as its systems awakened, ancient mechanisms spinning, lights flickering in strange, spectral patterns along the seams. The air vibrated with an unearthly hum, as if the Ark, dormant for centuries, was remembering its own purpose.
Priests hustled past, faces gaunt with terror. Acolyte Lira slipped, her arm slamming into the edge of the hatch. She bit back a scream. Iskandar reached for her, hauling her up, even as the water surged past their waists. Outside, the monstrous human battered the doors once more, shrieking a curse in broken words, its voice a garbled echo of every error that had led them here.
"May the Ark keep us," Tereth whispered, his gaze locked on the glowing script now etched into the metal. His fingers trembled as he triggered the closing sequence. The hatch slid shut with a pneumatic hiss, the genetic sample entombed within stasis in the heart of the Ark.
Iskandar turned to his flock, those few who had made it this far. "We remain until the last," he said, voice quiet but immutable. The priests nodded, each knew what must come.
Outside the Ark’s doors, civilization crumbled. Towers that had stood for centuries were dragged down by waters that roared with animal fury. Streets split open, disgorging secrets never meant for the sun. Far above, on hills now islands, the last pockets of resistance set pyres alight, their flames snuffed by wind and rain almost as soon as they dared spark.
The Ark’s doors, seamless, unmarred, began to groan shut, impossibly heavy, as the floodwaters pressed in. The monstrous human, sensing the end, howled once more and lunged, only to be hurled back by a final, snapping arc of light. It staggered into the deluge and was lost, its body vanishing beneath the black water.
Iskandar stood before the closing gateway, robes streaming. His hands lifted in benediction, his eyes on the glyphs, his final legacy. Tereth joined him, shoulder to shoulder with Lira, their fellow priests gathered, a ring of resolve and failure alike.
“For those who find this Ark in generations to come,” Iskandar intoned, the words barely audible over the grinding of machinery and the animal cacophony of the dying city, “we warn you: within lies hope and ruin both. Remember us, if you dare. Do not awaken what you do not understand…”
Water surged up, finally too strong, sweeping Lira’s legs from under her. She screamed, a thin, desperate sound, grabbing Tereth’s sleeve. Iskandar tried to hold her, but the current was relentless. One by one, the priests were torn from their footing, pulled under dark waves, their voices swallowed whole.
The Ark’s mechanisms spun faster, lights chasing one another in frantic spirals. The door’s edge met, seam vanishing with a thunderous clang. All light from the dying city was cut off; only the hum of the Ark’s engines and the fading memory of prayers remained.
Inside the sealed chamber, the single genetic sample gleamed within its cocoon. Power conduits stitched themselves shut as water climbed the chamber’s walls, seeking any weakness, finding none. The hull shook, then steadied, insulated by the sorcery and machinery of a forgotten epoch.
Outside, silence descended with the rain. The monstrous thing, rejected from sanctuary, wailed as it clung to the remnants of a temple spire, its body dissolving into the current. The city’s foundations shuddered, stone blocks shifting as entire quarters vanished beneath the flood. Statues of gods cracked and fell, faces erased as if they’d never been.
Within the Ark, darkness swelled, complete, inviolate. Iskandar’s final warning, etched into the hull, pulsed once and faded. Beyond, centuries would spool by. The world above would change, seas receding, mountains rising, all memory of the night washed clean save for what lay waiting in the crypt of metal and prophecy beneath the slime and silt.
No voice remained to mourn the lost city. No witness saw the final breath of the inhuman priests, or the last flicker of unnatural life outside. But deep beneath the waters and the weight of endless years, the Ark waited, silent, locked, and patient. Its burden was both curse and promise, sealed for whatever future dared awaken it.
A fork of blue-white lightning split the sky over the doomed city, illuminating bizarre spires and gleaming glyphs as if for the last time. Rain hammered the obsidian rooftops, washing away the colored powders from shrines, erasing the chalked warnings scrawled by trembling hands only hours before. The city, once a riot of inhuman movement and strange lights, was now a chaos of panic, limbs, chitin, and scaled flesh crowding through ancient streets that twisted with purpose and secret geometry. Voices howled, guttural and sibilant, echoing through the deluge.
Below ground, in the temple’s pulsing heart, the air was thick with incense and terror. A score of hooded figures in jet-black robes pressed their backs to the cold stone, forcing shut a seamless, monumental door. Their arms ached; some had only vestiges of humanity left in their faces, others nothing but swirling patterns where eyes should be. At the center, where the metal gleamed silver and blue in the torchlight, the High Priest stood, his antlered silhouette rigid, his hands trembling not with fear but with urgency. He pressed a palm, elongated and webbed, to the hull. The Ark hummed in response, veins of hidden light awakening beneath his touch.
“Hurry!” croaked a priest whose voice was thick and unnatural. Water seeped through the heavy stones, pooling at their feet, swirling around their shins.
Another priest scuttled forward, cradling a crystal canister in both arms. Inside, something small and living twitched, a single cell, preserved in viscous gold. “It must go within,” he hissed, clacking mandibles betraying panic. “The sequence, before it’s too late!”
Across the Ark’s hull, the ancient priestess Nira traced symbols with trembling claws. The language was older than memory, a cascade of curling glyphs and sharp, razorlike slashes that seemed to glow when wet. She chanted in a tongue that was not meant for the air of this world; her words slipped sideways, echoing off stone and metal. The Ark drank each word, each glyph, the hull shifting and hardening where she pressed.
The ground trembled. Overhead, through cracks in the flagstones, a roar, like stone mountains grinding together, rolled through the catacombs. The priests staggered. Somewhere, distant but growing closer with every thunderous heartbeat, something massive slammed against the outer defenses.
“Seal it! Now!” The High Priest’s voice cracked through the rising panic. The monstrous door fought them, resisting as if the Ark itself sensed what gathered on the other side.
Up above, clawed hands and tentacular limbs battered at the barricaded entrance, seeking refuge. Among them, none were so terrible as the creature that now descended toward the Ark, a figure once human, but altered beyond recovery. Its flesh was puckered and bruised, warped by ancient treatments meant to invite the sea into blood and bone. Its mouth split wider to taste the rising flood. One arm was pure muscle, the other a shifting mass of barnacles and eyes.
The priests could hear it coming, each impact against stone, each wet, dragging breath, each warping of ancient words into curses. It had resisted the change, then embraced it, until nothing of the city remained but the hunger.
“Marik, the ward!” the High Priest shouted, and a younger priest, clutching a rod inscribed with circular patterns, pressed it to the Ark’s surface. Sparks leapt from metal to air. The High Priest spread his arms, drawing from the last reserves of ceremonial power. With a convulsive shudder, the unseen barrier solidified, a shimmer of force just as the abomination hurled itself at the doors.
It struck with a shriek and was thrown back, a corona of energy blazing blue-white. The creature howled, half in pain, half in triumph. Again it lunged, the crackling force forcing it away, smoking flesh sloughing from its altered bones.
Inside, Nira hissed, “It cannot be allowed to enter. If it gets to the chamber, ”
“It will not,” the High Priest said, but doubt was etched deep in his sunken face.
Outside, the noise was rising, bellowing, shrieking, the city’s last survivors clawing over one another in the driving rain. Through the vision-ports set high in the walls, they glimpsed water surging down the avenues, slamming against temples, toppling monuments. Lightning struck the highest spire, sending carved glass and strange metals tumbling into the seething mass below.
Beneath the city, the chamber grew cold as the Ark powered up. Lights embedded in the metal flickered from copper to silver to blue, cycling ancient codes that no one left alive could fully read. The priests bent to their tasks, hands moving with desperate precision, slotting mechanisms into grooved channels, inscribing geometric patterns with their own blood.
“Place the sample,” intoned the High Priest. He beckoned the priest with the canister forward. Together, they moved to a panel in the Ark’s hull. Nira’s words had already opened a seam. The priest knelt, offering the canister as if to a living god. The High Priest took it, cradling it for a moment, feeling the fragile pulse of possibility within. Even as the water licked at his robes, he pressed the canister into the chamber, the door sliding shut with a hiss of vacuum.
“It is done,” Nira said, sagging against the hull.
The High Priest drew a final sigil above the panel. “Let this world forget us,” he muttered. “Let the Ark remember.”
Something struck the outer shell with a sound like the world cracking open, the altered human, reborn as monster, had circled around. Its hands, if such they still were, pressed to the Ark’s seamless face. A rictus of fury and hope twisted what remained of its face. It screamed, a sound like the tearing of the soul, and the barrier flared again, more violently than before. The creature staggered, body spasming, but now the water came for it, rising in a tidal surge, sweeping through the broken lower levels.
“We are out of time,” Marik whispered, clutching the rod as if it were hope itself.
The High Priest turned, his antlers shaking with the effort of holding every ritual intact. “Close the Ark,” he commanded. “Do not look back.”
Priests circled, each laying a hand, knotted knuckles, slimy digits, spined claws, on the hull. Together, they chanted, voices overlapping in a single, endless phrase. The hull vibrated in response, seams drawing tight, the air inside electric.
The High Priest looked at the younger priests, creatures of every shape that had once been human, or something like it. He saw the terror in their faces, born not just of fear, but of hope’s destruction. He drew a raspy breath.
“If you survive,” he whispered, voice nearly lost to the swirl of rushing water, “let this be your warning. Do not awaken what sleeps. We failed. We sealed sorrow, and salvation, in the same tomb.” His words echoed, etched into the Ark’s memory as surely as the glyphs outside.
Water smashed through the temple above. The outer doors blew inward, carried on a tsunami of black flood. The altered horror was the first to be swallowed, its cry stilled as water filled the chamber, swirling with all the filth and violence of a dying civilization. The priests, hands still pressed to the hull, were engulfed, silent as the grave. The High Priest’s final thought was neither prayer nor curse, simply the memory of blue sky.
The Ark’s mechanisms triggered, gears and pistons and circuits older than language locking into place. The hull shimmered, repelling the flood even as the dead city drowned. A last wave of power sealed every seam, every microscopic gap. Within the Ark, lights blinked through the new darkness, scanning, recording, waiting.
Outside, the world shattered. Towers collapsed; twisted bridges were torn away. Statues of forgotten saints fell beneath the weight of endless water. The city was unmade, its people erased beneath roiling, merciless currents. In lands far beyond, other cities faced their own tides, mountains split, forests drowned, deserts turned to boiling sludge.
Beneath it all, the Ark endured, entombed in silt and stone, humming softly as its systems entered stillness. Inside its chamber, the genetic sample gleamed with promise, a promise not for this world, but for one yet to come. Isolation stretched, a cocoon of perfect darkness broken only by the eternal hum of the Ark’s core.
Time unspooled, centuries slipping past like dreams. Up above, the sea receded and returned, new monsters claimed the surface, and memory faded to myth. The Ark slept on, deep beneath the graves of gods and monsters alike, waiting for the faintest touch of discovery, to let hope, horror, and all the secrets of the drowned city rise again.






  
  Chapter one
Outcast Theories


The room stank of centuries-old leather and academic dust, the air made heavier by the faint hum of the overhead projector. Dr. Jim Locke shifted in his creaking chair at the center of the horse-shoe table, his palms clammy against the stack of notes he knew he’d barely use. The marble-eyed men and women of the university’s Near Eastern Studies Board peered at him not as colleagues, but as a tribunal. One of them, Dean Hurst, wore a tweed jacket that seemed to bristle with contempt as she tapped her pen against a folder bearing Locke’s name. 
“We’ve seen your preliminary report, Dr. Locke,” she began, cool as a glacier. “But before you proceed, I’d like you to clarify: are you asking us to endorse a search for the literal Ark? Or something more...metaphorical?”
Locke willed himself not to wince. He cleared his throat, drawing on the steady cadence that had once filled crowded lecture halls, before the disgrace. “I’m not proposing a wild goose chase. My revised model incorporates glacial drift and variable sedimentation. What the satellite anomaly suggests is a structure, possibly wooden, at high altitude, beneath volcanic debris. I’m asking for support to investigate an unprecedented archaeological possibility.”
The youngest professor, Pradip, always eager to trip him up, leaned in, smirking. “That’s a lot of qualifiers, Jim. Your own radiocarbon tables discredit most of the local folklore. Are we to ignore two centuries of failed expeditions?”
“Two centuries of using the wrong tools and the wrong mindset,” Locke countered. “Look at the images. There’s a pattern in the stratigraphy that doesn’t fit natural formation. With new imaging, we can, ”
Dean Hurst cut him off. “We’re not funding another career resurrection, Dr. Locke.”
The laughter was polite but lethal. It whipped around the table, bouncing from stained glass to ancient woodwork. Locke’s heart lurched with the memory of headlines, Fraudulent Finds, Expert Discredited, echoing their skepticism.
He gathered the last of his dignity. “Thank you for your time,” he said, voice thin. He left the room with their faint derision crackling in his wake, his steps echoing through the stone corridor outside. The briefcase felt lighter than it should, when all you carry is hope, it barely weighs anything at all.
As he walked from the building, his phone vibrated, a subtle pulse in his jacket pocket. He checked caller ID. Unknown. He waited until he’d rounded the corner and ducked beneath the bare branches of a sycamore, out of sight from the faculty windows, before swiping open the email icon.
No subject line. The sender was a scrambled string of characters. There was an attachment, he hesitated, then tapped it, heart thumping. The images began to load, jagged slashes of volcanic rock, snowfields, and then, a shape, geometric, half-buried under centuries of scree near the summit of Mount Ararat. Overlaid grids showed patterns that didn’t belong in a chaos of ice and stone.
There was a text file, encrypted. He recognized the code, a variant of the ciphers he himself had written in grad school, for field communications in war-torn regions. Only a handful of academics and maybe a few government agencies would know that particular twist.
He exhaled. Someone was reaching out, and not just to resurrect an old myth.
Jim hurried back to his cramped office, the corridors empty save for the echo of his own stride. The assistant, Maggie Sloane, sharp-eyed and fiercely loyal, looked up from her computer, her knitting needles clicking on her lap.
“You’re back early. I take it they threw you to the lions.”
He closed the door and moved to her desk. “The whole pride. Maggie, look at this.” He plugged the phone into the computer, transferring the images to her secondary monitor. The satellite shots appeared in flickering resolution, each pixel tightening the coil in his chest.
She whistled, low. “That’s…definitely not a trick of the light. What are those overlays?”
“Grids, targeting coordinates. Someone’s mapped something up there. Something big enough to get the attention of…well, someone who knows how to reach me.” He glanced at the door, making sure it was locked. “Keep this off the university servers. I want analysis local only. No cloud backups, nothing that will ping off-campus.”
Maggie arched an eyebrow at the paranoia but didn’t argue. “Should I be worried? Because this, Jim, looks like the sort of thing that gets people’s doors kicked in at four a.m.”
His thoughts flashed back, searing and immediate, the humiliation on the steps of the British Museum, the snide questions from journalists, the betrayal of a friend who’d sold him out to rescue his own career. “I trust you, Maggie. If we’re onto something, it’s not just academic pride at stake. There’s history here, the kind governments bury or kill for.”
A soft knock at the door startled both of them. Maggie minimized the screen. Jim moved to open it, careful to mask the anxiety on his face.
Standing there was Eliza Darke, scarf wound tight around her throat, red hair shining like a warning. She slipped inside, closing the door behind her, her blue eyes scanning the room as if searching for listening devices.
“Is that your idea of security, Jim?” she asked, voice low, lilting with a trace of disappointment. “I could hear your paranoia from the elevator.”
He bristled, the old friction sparking as if on cue. “Eliza, what are you doing here?”
“I heard about your little performance upstairs,” she replied. “Word travels. You’re stirring up Ararat again, and not just with the faculty. Certain…agencies are curious about your sudden interest.”
Maggie bristled in turn. “You have sources now?”
Eliza didn’t spare her a glance. “I have ears. And I know languages, which is why you emailed me last night, isn’t it?”
Locke stiffened. “For transcription. That was before these images arrived.” He hesitated, weighing what to show her, in the years since their falling out, trust came in thimblefuls, not barrels. “Someone sent us satellite photos, encrypted with one of my old field ciphers. I think it’s a private source, maybe a foundation, maybe intelligence. But the structure, it’s there, Eliza.”
Her gaze flickered over the screen as Maggie brought the images back up, this time with the overlays toggled. Eliza’s lips parted.
“That configuration…that’s not natural. And the labeling, they’re in Urartian. Old dialect, but someone knows exactly what they’re looking for.”
Locke’s stomach tightened. “Can you translate?”
She nodded, biting her lip in concentration. “Roughly, ‘shelter of the fallen one.’ It’s a warning, or a claim.”
Maggie’s eyes widened. “So, what, the Ark and a curse? Great.”
Eliza regarded Locke, her expression softening despite herself. “We have to be careful, Jim. Last time you followed a lead like this, people got hurt, and not just reputations. If you’re going up there, you’ll need more than funding and a prayer.”
His voice was raw. “Give me a reason not to try.”
She shook her head, the hint of a smile barely visible. “Stubborn as ever.” For a moment, their history, late nights in desolate dig sites, laughter over shared discoveries, the bitter end, flickered between them, as if the air might crack with all they hadn’t said.
A heavy silence settled until Maggie interrupted. “If you’re doing this, we need resources. And security. And a partner that doesn’t leak to the press. I’ll pull your encrypted server, Jim, but someone’s already four steps ahead.”
Locke nodded, distant. He turned to Eliza. “You’re in, then?”
She studied him, weighing the risk, the danger, and the strange gravitational pull that always brought her back to him. “I’m in. But only if we do it my way this time. No heroics, no last-minute deals. We run this as a black project, total compartmentalization.”
He almost smiled. He wondered if she saw the relief, and the apology, in his eyes.
As dusk deepened outside, his phone buzzed again, a second message, this time from a different anonymous sender. There was a number, a Swiss prefix, and a simple instruction: “Call. Funding available. Use the passphrase: Covenant.”
Maggie leaned over his shoulder. “Is that, ?”
Locke nodded, adrenaline surging. “It’s either the answer to my prayers, or the last nail in my coffin.”
Eliza’s hand hovered over the laptop, poised to disconnect if anything looked wrong. “If they’re serious, you’ll need a team. Guide, geologist, security. And you’ll need to know if they’re watching.”
He dialed the number on speaker, heart pounding as the call connected through a series of encrypted hops. A robotic voice answered. “Passphrase?”
“Covenant,” he said, pulse racing.
A different, heavily-accented man came on the line. “Dr. Locke. We have the means. No university strings, no publicity. Your window opens in three weeks. You will supply coordinates. Use your own support staff. You’ll receive operational funds via escrow in Zurich. If you accept, confirm within forty-eight hours.”
“And if I refuse?” Locke asked, unable to help himself.
“Then you’ll wish you’d never looked,” the voice said, and the line went dead.
Locke set the phone down very gently, as if it might explode.
Eliza gave him a long, unreadable look. “There it is. The legend behind the legend. You realize you just made a pact with the devil, Jim?”
He laughed, and the sound was more pain than humor. “I’ve lived in exile too long to be picky about my saviors.”
Maggie stood, shutting down the monitors. “We need to start vetting team members. Discreetly. And I’ll want burner phones, not just encrypted chat. If this is real, we can’t trust anyone we haven’t handpicked.”
Locke nodded, feeling the cold, exhilarating rush of the impossible inching closer to real. “We leave nothing to chance. Not this time.”
The three of them stood together in the gloom of the little office, old ghosts stirring in the shadows around them. The Ark, myth and menace, was calling, and this time, Locke was ready to follow, even into the dark.
Jim Locke stood at the far end of the conference table, knuckles whitening against the burnished edge. The room was heavy with the scent of aged paper, lemon oil, and the disinterest of the assembled board. Ten professors perched behind their nameplates, eyes averted, pens tapping an arrhythmic judgement. On the far wall, a screen showed a digital rendering of a mountainous ridge, Mount Ararat’s icy, battered shoulder, gleaming with uncertain possibility.
He cleared his throat, pulse thumping in his jaw. “I believe the evidence is compelling, at the 4,800-meter elevation, there’s a structure, a regularity inconsistent with geology. I posit that, ”
A chair squeaked. Dr. Penfield, with wisps of white hair and a permafrost gaze, leaned forward. “You posit, Dr. Locke, but the pattern is ambiguous at best. Satellite shadowing, perhaps. Or wishful thinking. We have heard Ark claims for centuries.”
Locke forced a smile, though his chest constricted. “With respect, the images were taken with L-band radar and cross-checked with interferometry. The geometry, the dimensions… They match ancient accounts, ”
“Our job is not to chase children’s stories,” Penfield cut in coldly. “You know that better than most.”
A ripple of suppressed laughter, masked as throat-clearing, rolled around the table. Dr. Sayeed, younger and less cruel, tapped her glasses. “Even if we conceded there’s an anomaly, Dr. Locke, what would you propose? Another fruitless expedition?”
Locke’s fingers flexed. “I would propose investigation, cautious and thorough. If we are scholars, ”
Penfield’s hand went up. “Enough. We agreed to hear you, but the committee finds no merit in allocating university resources. Not after, ” He let the word hang, unspoken. Not after the last time. Not after your humiliation.
The silence pressed in, thick as the stormclouds coiling over Ararat. Locke gathered his notes, tucking the ache deep. “Thank you for your time,” he said, voice brittle. The door closed behind him with a soft, irrevocable click.
In his office, small, sun-starved, the window peering out over the parking lot, Locke sat heavily, resting his head against clasped hands. The sting in his chest wasn’t new, but somehow it bit deeper every time: their disbelief, his own persistent hope, the memory of how far he’d fallen.
He powered up his battered laptop, the keys shiny from obsessive use. His inbox pinged, a new message blinking against the routine dullness. No subject, no sender. He frowned, scanning for phishing tells. But below the garbled header, an attachment: encrypted, labeled simply 111ARARAT. He hesitated, then ran it through his decryption protocol, one he’d written himself when paranoia became necessary.
The screen resolved, a series of high-definition satellite images, date-stamped last week, taken from an angle no civilian agency should access. He clicked through, pulse spiking. There, beneath the glacier’s fractured crust, a shadow, a perfect rectangle, sharper than erosion could explain. Adjacent: faint gridlines, almost architectural.
His mind raced. How? Who? Before he could indulge the possibilities, a soft knock interrupted. The handle twisted, and Maren’s familiar head peered in, dark hair messily caught in a pencil, her eyes sharp with unslept curiosity.
“Jim? You still breathing?”
He exhaled, forcing a smile. “Depends on the day.”
She shut the door with the tip of her boot. “Let me guess. They shot you down again?”
He shrugged, resisting the urge to punch the desk. “Dismissed it. Same as last year. Penfield’s basically implying I’m one conspiracy theory away from flat-Earth.”
Her gaze flicked to the monitor. “What’s that?”
He hesitated just a second too long. “Something… unusual. Satellite pass from a private link. Look at this.” He angled his screen as she came close, her breath warm on his arm. She whistled, low.
“Who sent it?”
He shook his head. “No way to tell. Encrypted. Whoever it was, they’re careful.”
She slid her phone into a desk drawer, shooting him a meaningful glance. “You want to talk about this in here? Or should I sweep for bugs first?”
Jim managed a half-laugh. “Paranoid much?”
Maren’s eyes sharpened. “Jim, you know what happened after the last dig. Cole’s emails, the missing files… You said yourself, ‘assume interference until proven otherwise.’” She mimed zipping her lips, lowering her voice. “Whoever sent this, you think they’re the same people who, ?”
He shook his head, the old ghosts stirring. “I don’t know. But if these images are real, they’re better than anything NASA or ESA ever sent me.”
Maren’s jaw tensed, then she nodded at the anomaly. “It’s architectural, all right. You going to follow up?”
He drummed his fingers on the desk. “I have to. But after last time, there’s no way the university lets me near Ararat.” He closed his eyes, memory colliding: the press conference, the accusations, his mentor’s withering disappointment.
He remembered the mud: Turkish border guards angrily herding the press, half the team with equipment confiscated, a year’s data lost because someone intercepted their comms. The shame when the funding dried up, sponsors quietly pulling out as whispers followed him from lecture halls to dive bars. The day Phyllis left, suitcase dragging, her voice brittle as old newsprint.
He blinked back to now, to Maren watching him as if she could will away the scars. “We’d need external funding,” he said quietly. “Or a miracle.”
She nodded, expression unreadable. “Maybe both. I’ll scrub my phone. If anyone asks, we’re still working on that Inca potshard model. Right?”
He grinned despite himself. “Right. Thanks, Mar.”
She patted his shoulder, then let herself out. The silence returned: the hum of campus life, faint and indifferent on the other side of the glass.
He studied the satellite images, searching for flaws, for hope.
His email chimed again. This time, the message was brief, and pointed:
‘There are voices you cannot ignore. If you want the truth, meet at the library. Basement, 8 p.m.’
No signature. Just a set of coordinates, and below them, a phrase in Greek: *Gnothi seauton*.
It was nearly dark when he arrived. The library’s Gothic arches loomed, rain glossing the steps as he descended to the basement. Shelves towered, the hush absolute. At the far table, beneath a pool of yellow light, a figure waited. She rose as he approached, her silhouette sharp and oddly familiar.
“Eliza?” His voice was barely more than a whisper.
She turned. Eliza Darke, tall, angular, her hair pulled back with surgical neatness, eyes the unsettling gray of thunderclouds. A decade seemed not to have touched her; if anything, she looked more precise, more dangerous.
“Jim Locke,” she said, her accent clipped, voice low. “I see you still ignore fire alarms when chasing riddles.”
He half-smiled, an old ache twisting inside. “You haven’t changed.”
She ignored the invitation. “You received the images?”
He nodded, masking his unease. “That was you?”
Eliza’s eyes narrowed. “Not from me. But I vetted the transmission. The metadata is clean, it bypassed government servers completely.” She slid a folder across the table. “It contains linguistic data, Aramaic, some proto-Hurrian. If you go to Ararat, you’ll need a linguist. And an ally.”
He scanned the pages: fragments of text, letters overlaid on satellite blueprints. “Why me?”
She smiled, thin and bitter. “Because the others were easier to scare. And because you don’t stop, even when you should.”
Jim bristled, remembering old arguments, late-night disputes that slid between academic and personal. “And you? I thought you’d washed your hands of this after, ”
She cut him off, voice suddenly soft. “We both made mistakes. But this, ” She tapped the images. “This is something new. There are patterns here I’ve only seen in two places: royal Hurrian tombs, and biblical apocrypha. Someone wants this to stay buried. They’re willing to kill for it, Jim.”
He stilled, the cold threading deeper. “Is that a warning?”
Eliza’s gaze flickered, something raw tugging at her mouth. “A promise. If you do this, you’ll need more than funding. You’ll need people you trust.”
He weighed her words, trying to recall the last time he’d trusted anyone, really, deeply trusted. “We’re not exactly on the best terms,” he said quietly. “Why help me?”
She looked away, lashes lowering. “Call it unfinished business.”
It hung there, suspended, a decade of hurt, ambition, and longing. “I’ll find the money,” he said finally.
She slid him a slip of paper, handwritten, ciphered. “This is a contact. He represents a private foundation. Use my name.”
He pocketed it, their fingers brushing. A current, electric and dangerous.
Eliza stood, smoothing her coat. “I have to go. Don’t contact me unless you’re sure your line is clean. And, Jim, don’t trust anyone. Especially the board.”
She was gone with a whisper of wool and rain. Locke let out a long breath, heart slamming against his ribs.
He walked home beneath the sodium glare of streetlamps, mind working at the puzzle’s jagged edges. In his apartment, he locked the door and scanned again for bugs, old habit, paid for in paranoia.
The contact lived up to Eliza’s word. When Locke called the number, a clipped, unaccented voice answered: “We are aware of your research. Funding is contingent on results, Dr. Locke. You leave for Turkey within the week. No press, no university affiliations. We’ll arrange a guide, a former special forces consultant. You’ll have what you need, but understand: we expect full access to your findings.”
Locke scribbled notes, adrenaline sudden and savage. “Names? I vet my own team.”
The handler laughed softly. “You’ll meet ‘Walker’ in Istanbul. Our geologist is already on standby. Don’t delay.”
Three days later, Locke and Maren hunched over a battered table in a dingy café, passports and burner phones between them. He slid the folder across to her. “We’re funded. We leave in forty-eight hours. Istanbul first, then Ararat. Our guide’s ex-military. The foundation is... aggressive.”
She took it all in, eyes wide but unflinching. “You really trust Eliza?”
He hesitated. “No. But she’s the best. And she wouldn’t lie about the risk.”
Maren grinned, nervous. “What about the rest of the team?”
He rattled off names, Walker, the foundation’s man; Dr. Jonas Hu, a geologist with a reputation for breaking tech and protocol in equal measure. “Check them anyway,” he said. “If they’re clean, we bring them in.”
She nodded, mind already racing through checklists, gear, supplies, encryption protocols. “And if they’re not?”
He met her gaze. “We go anyway. Just... carefully.”
They watched the café crowd, students, tourists, a man reading a newspaper upside-down. Maren bit her lip. “You know they’ll come after us, right? Whoever leaked those images. The people who shut down the last dig. Penfield’s crowd, maybe worse.”
Locke tried on a brave face, found it didn’t quite fit. “That’s why you’re here.”
She snorted. “Flattery won’t get you extra field pay.”
His phone buzzed, a one-word message: ‘Ready.’
He thumbed it off, gathering up the evidence of their tiny conspiracy. Outside, the city glimmered with cold possibility. Somewhere, on a continent he could barely visualize, ice pressed down on secrets and splinters of history. He could almost feel the mountain looming.
As dusk pooled in the gutters, Locke and Maren hurried away, their faces hidden. The stakes had never been higher, nor the danger clearer.
He wondered, not for the first time, if this was what redemption looked like, or just another step off the abyss.
A flicker of movement at the frosted glass caught Locke’s eye. He paused mid-sentence, his chalk tapping against the slate. The boardroom’s silence hung heavy, broken only by the restless clearing of Dr. Seton’s throat at the far end of the walnut table.
Locke steadied himself and looked into the faces arrayed before him: tenured skepticism, a battalion of blazers and pearls. His voice dropped an octave, tight with the frustration he’d carried for years. “The stratigraphy here, at 4,200 meters on the north face, is anomalous. These aren’t ordinary ice lenses. The density readings, ”
Seton’s hand cut the air, dismissive. “You’re positing that thousands of years of ice, sediment, and tectonic reshuffling just so happened to preserve a biblical vessel?”
A faint smile pulled at the corner of Locke’s mouth. “We’re not talking about biblical literalism, Dr. Seton. We’re talking about physical evidence, ”
“Your so-called evidence is a digital blip and a few questionable core samples, Jim.” Dr. Leong, Archaeo-Petrology Chair, shuffled her stack of papers. “You tried this tack at Oxford, didn’t you?”
A hum, low and sympathetic, worked its way around the table. Locke’s jaw tensed. He pressed the clicker, advancing his presentation. The screen flickered to show a grainy, high-contrast satellite image: the shadowy outline of a shape, conspicuously straight, half-buried in the glacial rock.
“Look at the regularity of those ridges. Nature doesn’t do that at this scale, not at twelve thousand feet,” he insisted. His pulse beat in his wrists; every word felt like walking a frayed tightrope.
Seton’s lips thinned. “You’ve become infatuated, Jim. This field needs skeptics, not zealots.”
Locke forced a smile, but the old embarrassment tingled in his cheeks. “It needs open minds, too. If we can get proper ground-penetrating radar on-site, we might, ”
“Enough,” Seton interrupted. “We appreciate your, enthusiasm. You’ll receive our written response.”
One by one, the Board members rose. Papers rustled like leaves in a dying storm.
The echo of their dress shoes on marble faded, leaving Locke in the vacuum of the empty room, his slide frozen on that irresistible, taunting shape on the mountain. For a moment, he just stared at it, the outlines burned into his mind. He packed his briefcase slowly, each motion deliberate, his thoughts buzzing with fragments of hope and humiliation.
The hallway outside was too bright, too sterile. He navigated through clusters of grad students and poster boards, his own name floating by on a discolored conference flyer. Locke took the west stairwell two at a time, the echo of laughter from the faculty lounge chasing after him.
He ducked into his office, locking the door behind him. Within this cramped sanctum, he let his shoulders slump, the weight of the Board’s condescension settling into his bones. He tossed his briefcase onto a pile of unsorted journals, knocked loose a coffee-stained map of Anatolia, and set his phone on the desk.
The device buzzed, an email alert, its subject line a string of hexadecimal gibberish. Locke’s brow creased. He hesitated, scanning the sender: aa5e6f@trmail.com. Nothing familiar. He clicked, wary.
Inside: three high-res satellite images, far clearer than anything he’d shown the Board. The snow and scree of Mount Ararat, rendered in razor-sharp relief. One photo in particular made his breath catch. A rectangular outline, deep in shadow, just visible beneath a collapsed overhang. The message included coordinates and a note:
“Correlation with 1949 anomaly. Not automated. Trust no one. -E”
Locke’s hands trembled as he scrolled. For a second, the room shrank around him, heavy with half-remembered failure. The headlines flashed behind his eyelids, Locke Discredited by False Artifact Claims. His name, once a rising star, now shorthand for “unsubstantiated.”
He reached for the encrypted thumb drive in his desk drawer, twice checking the lock on the door. The images loaded with a clarity that felt almost illicit. The metadata, timestamps, digital signatures, held up. Genuine. But who was “E”?
The memory of brighter days, Oxford’s green lawns, and the congratulatory handshakes of mentors he’d since lost, flickered through his mind. The sting of that last derisive interview, the way no one called when he lost tenure. Locke ground his teeth, shoving those recollections aside.
A soft knock at the door snapped him back.
“Jim, it’s Meera.” There was something anxious in his assistant’s voice.
He cracked the door, waving her in quickly, then locked it again for good measure.
Meera pressed her back to the wall, glancing toward the window blinds. “You heard about the Board’s decision?” she asked, voice low.
Locke shrugged. “They didn’t need to say it. There’s always a form letter for heretics.”
She eyed the printouts scattered on his desk. “You’ve got that look, the wild one. Tell me.”
He swivelled his screen toward her, showing the high-res shots. Meera’s frown deepened. “This is…where did you get these? Is this safe?”
“Encrypted email. No ID, just coordinates. Look, these are from two days ago, same location as the old Russian survey, but see the shadow here? That’s not ice collapse. It’s too regular.”
Meera leaned closer, her dark hair swinging between them, her eyes sharp with the curiosity that made her the best research partner he’d ever had. “How do you know it’s real? Couldn’t it be bait? I mean, you know… after last time, ”
He flinched, but she pressed on, “I just mean, you’re not the only one watching this mountain, Jim. The Turkish government, the Americans, even the Vatican…”
Her warning wasn’t paranoia. Locke knew their email server was probably monitored; every archaeological keyword was flagged for clandestine review.
“We’ll keep everything on air-gapped drives,” he said, quietly. “No uploads, no cloud. I want you to crosscheck these coordinates against the Soviet declassified files. But only from the secure laptop.” He fixed her with a look. “No mistakes. If someone’s watching, we need to know who.”
Meera’s nod was silent, but resolute. Locke felt a flicker of warmth, the first in months. He handed her the flash drive, his fingers brushing hers. For a second, the stress receded, replaced by the old sense of shared purpose.
A commotion in the hallway, voices, a brittle laugh. Meera pocketed the drive and slid out the back door just as a new shadow crossed the frosted glass. This time, it lingered.
Locke barely had time to close the image files before a soft, familiar knock sounded.
He unlocked the door, swinging it open, and the past walked in.
Eliza Darke. The years hadn’t changed her intensity, cold blue eyes, hair pulled ruthlessly back, a thin scar at her jawline he didn’t remember. She wore travel boots and a battered leather satchel. Her smile was all edge.
“Still locking your doors, Jim?” The accent, once faintly American, had twisted into something harder, sharper.
Locke managed a rueful grin. “In this place? Only way to keep my reputation from leaking out.”
She arched an eyebrow, her gaze darting to the computer, the maps. “Paranoid. Or smart. Depends on who’s listening.”
There it was again, the old charge, the unspoken history lacing every word. Locke gestured at the only other chair. She sat, the satchel thunking to the floor.
“Why are you here, Eliza?”
“I heard you were stirring things up again. Thought I’d offer my expertise, ancient Sumerian, Hittite cuneiform, dead languages, remember?” Her mouth quirked, and the scar tugged a little. “Besides, you always need someone to read the warnings on the door before you kick it in.”
He watched her for a long moment, torn between suspicion and something softer. In the tight silence, his mind flitted back to candlelight in Cambridge, secrets spilled over wine, and the day she’d walked out because he couldn’t let go of the Ark.
“You always did have a sense for timing,” he said.
She shrugged. “I also have a warning. Whatever’s in those emails, whatever you think you’ve found, there are people who’ll kill to keep it buried. I intercepted traffic out of Ankara. NSA, Turkish Gendarmerie, maybe others.” She opened the satchel and rolled out a crumpled map. “There’s chatter about new digs, and tourists who don’t come back.”
Locke’s hands curled into fists. “They’ve been watching since the Cold War. What’s different now?”
Eliza stabbed at a spot on the map. “You’re not the only one following these coordinates. And whatever sent you that message knows it.”
For a moment, their old arguments hovered in the air, her warnings, his stubborn optimism. He wanted to say he could handle it; he wanted to say she never really understood. But the words caught on the truth, that he needed her.
He exhaled. “Read this,” he said, pulling up the satellite image again. “Tell me if you see what I see.”
As Eliza leaned over his shoulder, the scent of leather and cold air swirled between them. Her hand braced on the desk, just inches from his. For a breathless moment, it was like nothing had changed, except the risks had only grown sharper.
She traced a line across the screen, lips pursed. “These glyphs, see the marks along the ridge? That’s writing. But not Turkish, not Armenian. Old. Very old.”
His pulse quickened. “So it’s not natural.”
She shook her head slowly. “No. But this is going to get dangerous, Jim.”
A low buzz from the corridor interrupted them. Meera’s voice, urgent, filtered through the vent. “Jim, you need to see this. The Board’s office just got a call, from Ankara. Someone’s asking about you, officially. And now there’s a man in a black suit at the admin desk.”
Locke shot Eliza a look, half dread, half exhilaration. “We need to move. Now.”
By the time they reached the service exit, Locke’s mind was whirring. If Ankara was already alerted, every day counted. They cut through the rain-slicked campus, sticking to the shadows behind the chemistry lab. The night air was damp, alive with the sleeping city’s secrets.
Two blocks away, in a cramped Turkish café, they huddled over a burner phone. Eliza handed him a slip of paper with a name and a rendezvous. “There’s a foundation with deep pockets and no love for governments. I can get us a meeting tonight.”
Locke hesitated, grappling with the last shreds of caution. “You trust them?”
She laughed, bleak and bright. “About as far as I trust you.”
He smiled despite himself. “That’s not very far.”
Outside, headlights traced the rain-streaked glass as an unmarked sedan idled by the curb, its silhouette reflected in the café’s faded mirror. Locke’s stomach twisted, but Eliza’s cool gaze steadied him.
“Jim,” she said quietly, “if you’re in, it’s now or never.”
Somewhere inside him, something stubborn, the part that had outlasted disgrace and derision, caught fire. He nodded. “I’m in.”
Eliza squeezed his arm, just for a moment, then she was all business, dialing a string of numbers he didn’t recognize. In the next hour, fate would either open a new door, or slam it shut for good.
As the clock ticked down to their meeting, Locke glanced at the encrypted images one last time. The mountain waited, cold and timeless, holding its secret beneath the ice. And for the first time in years, Jim Locke felt not like an exile, but a conspirator, poised on the edge of discovery, or disaster.
The wind clawed at the windows of Jim Locke’s cramped office as he clicked the battered safe shut, the stack of maps and translation printouts hidden away with a finality that pulled at his chest. For a moment, he just stood there, listening, ears straining for the tiniest twitch of static, the telltale pop of a distant phone line bleeding into the ether. Paranoia, maybe. But after last time, he’d learned paranoia was just what you called experience you didn’t want to believe in.
He turned. Eliza was at the window, half-obscured by the faded green curtain, silhouette etched against the sodium glow of the quad below. She wore her exhaustion as deftly as her cleverness, a careful turn of the shoulder, the soft press of her lips. He wondered if she’d always been this hard to read, or if time had just made her harder.
She glanced over, catching his gaze. “Do you trust them?” she asked quietly.
Locke hesitated. He’d spent the last forty-eight hours negotiating the wire transfer, gut clenched tight, wondering when the rug would be yanked away. The Foundation's offer, the kind that came without a name, just a reply-to number and six discreet zeros, might as well have been written in ultraviolet ink across his own gravestone.
“I trust their money,” he said finally. “That’ll get us to Ararat. After that…” He trailed off, watching the tension flicker behind her eyes. They both knew what ‘after that’ meant. Eden, betrayal, the long drop into a darkness he only half believed in.
Her fingers grazed the cold glass. “And your board? When they find out?”
He snorted, shaking his head. “The only thing the board cares about is grant visibility.” His voice went rough. “They’ll be glad to see my back. I suppose… let them have another clean break.”
She moved away from the window, crossing the office to the battered metal desk. He saw her glance at the heap of encrypted printouts, the rough sketches of the Ark’s proportions scrawled in pencil beside satellite overlays. “They’re already whispering about the expedition,” she murmured. “I had a friend at the Institute ping me. He says your proposal’s all anyone’s talking about in the subforums.”
“Half of them think I’m delusional,” he muttered, “and the other half are betting on when I’ll get shut down.”
She reached out, her hand brushing his as she lifted the top sheet, a satellite image, pixelated and raw, the shape on the slope of Ararat as ambiguous as a Rorschach blot. “It doesn’t matter what they think, Jim. You’re still right.”
He stared at her, searching for a crack in her certainty. There was none. He felt the old ache, loyalty, admiration, and a bitterness he could never quite shake. What they’d lost had never found a place to mend, but God, it still glowed between them, radioactive.
“Are you sure you want this?” The question rasped out before he could stop it. “Coming back… It isn’t going to be safe. Not just bureaucrats. The kind of people who want this buried, they have long memories and longer reach.”
Eliza smiled, a humorless slash. “I’ve dealt with worse than boardroom politics for less. Besides, you’d be lost without someone to correct your Turkish.”
He almost laughed. Instead, he allowed himself a moment, just a moment, to remember the last time they’d trusted each other, and how everything since had been shaped by that trust’s fracture.
A knock broke the spell. Outside, footsteps shuffled. Eliza straightened. Locke keyed the lock and cracked the door.
Samir Telford loomed in the hall, broad-shouldered and tense, his buzzcut catching the overhead fluorescence. The man looked
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