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The Mysterious Discovery




The air in the basement of the Addis Ababa National Archives did not merely smell of dust; it smelled of exhaled history. It was a scent composed of desiccated goat-skin parchment, the faint, metallic tang of iron-gall ink, and the lingering ghost of frankincense that seemed to seep from the very stones of the foundation.




Calista Rune pulled her knit cardigan tighter against the subterranean chill. At twenty-four, she was the youngest archival assistant the Institute had ever hired, a feat she attributed to her uncanny ability to “hear” the organizational logic of a disorganized room. To Calista, books were not static objects; they were vibrations. And today, the vibrations were screaming.




“The Selassie collection is in the back, Calista,” Dr. Mulugeta had told her earlier, his voice like dry papyrus. “It hasn’t been opened since the rains of ’98. Be careful. The bindings are brittle as winter grass.”




She navigated the labyrinth of towering mahogany shelves, her flashlight cutting a yellow swath through the gloom. Shadows danced like long-limbed zar spirits against the walls. She reached the final row, where the air grew thick and tasted of copper. There, resting on a pedestal that looked older than the building itself, sat a chest bound in blackened silver.




It wasn’t part of the Selassie collection. It wasn’t part of any inventory she had ever memorized.




The chest was etched with intricate serekh patterns—palace facade motifs that predated the Axumite Empire. Calista felt a sudden, sharp prickling behind her eyes, a premonition of heat. Her hand, trembling slightly, reached out. The silver was cold, yet as her fingers brushed the lid, a spark—not of static, but of something visceral and amber—leaped from the metal to her skin.




The lid didn’t creak; it sighed.




Inside, nestled on a bed of decaying violet silk, lay a Mequteria—a set of prayer beads. But these were not wood or stone. They were carved from a translucent, obsidian-like material that seemed to swallow the light of her flashlight and pulse with a rhythmic, internal glow. Beside them lay a scroll of birana, the edges charred as if by a fire that refused to go out.




Calista picked up the scroll. The texture was startling—soft as a petal, yet humming with a density that made her arm ache. As she unfurled it, the Ge’ez characters began to shift. They didn’t just move; they rearranged themselves, the ink flowing like liquid shadow across the skin of the parchment.




“To the one who wakes the breath of the mountain,” she whispered, the ancient language feeling familiar on her tongue, though she had only studied its basic syntax. “The seal is broken. The Arcane remembers.”




A sudden sound shattered the silence—a rhythmic thump-thump, like a giant heart beating beneath the floorboards. The temperature in the room plummeted. Calista’s own breath turned to a white plume in the air.




From the corners of the room, the shadows began to detach themselves from the walls. They weren’t just absences of light; they were three-dimensional, predatory. They moved with a fluid, terrifying grace, converging on the circle of light cast by her fallen flashlight.




Calista clutched the Mequteria to her chest. The beads burned hot against her palm, and for a fleeting second, she saw a vision: a city of gold and glass hidden behind a veil of falling water, and a man with eyes the color of a stormy highland sky reaching out for her.




“Calista Rune,” a voice echoed—not from the room, but from inside her own mind. It was a voice like grinding stones and honey. “The Keeper has been found. The cycle bleeds.”




The basement door at the top of the stairs slammed shut with a finality that vibrated in her teeth. The shadows lunged.




Calista didn’t scream. She did the only thing the vibration in her blood told her to do. She closed her eyes and twisted the first bead of the Mequteria.




The world exploded into a blinding, silent white.
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The Echo of the Bloodline




The white light did not fade so much as it congealed, thickening from a blinding void into a heavy, silver-gray mist. Calista’s lungs burned, the air here tasting not of basement dust, but of ozone and ancient, rain-drenched cedar.




She was no longer in the archives.




The floor beneath her was not concrete, but polished basalt, cold enough to seep through her jeans and bite at her skin. As the glare receded, the world resolved into a cavernous hall of impossible proportions. Pillars of living rock, carved into the likeness of weeping lions, stretched upward into a ceiling lost in a swirling nebula of amber clouds.




Calista sat up, her heart a frantic bird against her ribs. The Mequteria was still clutched in her hand, the obsidian beads no longer dark but glowing with a soft, rhythmic violet pulse that matched the thrumming in her own veins.




“You moved the first bead,” a voice remarked. It was the same voice from the darkness—rich, resonant, and layered with the weight of centuries. “An instinctive choice. Most would have tried to run, and the shadows would have had their feast.”




Calista spun around, her boots scuffing the basalt. Standing by a tall, narrow aperture in the stone wall was the man from her vision. He was tall, his skin the color of deep teak, dressed in robes of midnight blue that seemed to absorb the dim light. His eyes were exactly as she had seen them: the turbulent, electric gray of a highland storm.




“Where am I?” Calista’s voice cracked. She stood up, her legs feeling like unformed clay. “Who are you? And what… what were those things in the archives?”




The man turned fully toward her. He didn’t move with the predatory grace of the shadows, but with a terrifying stillness. “You are in the Geba-Ilan, the Threshold Between Breaths. As for those things… they are the Chira, the Un-Makers. They have been hunting the scent of your lineage since the last Great Seal began to hairline.”




He stepped closer, and Calista instinctively recoiled, her hand tightening on the beads.




“I am Zekarias,” he said, ignoring her retreat. “I am the Witness of the Seventh Gate. And you, Calista Rune, are the reason the mountain has begun to breathe again.”




“I’m an archivist,” she countered, her voice gaining strength from sheer indignation. “I organize papers. I don’t break seals, and I certainly don’t belong in… whatever ‘Threshold’ this is. I need to go back. Dr. Mulugeta is probably—”




“Dr. Mulugeta is safe,” Zekarias interrupted, a flicker of something like pity crossing his features. “But the woman who entered the archives this morning no longer exists. You have touched the Birana of the First Dawn. You have claimed the Mequteria. The Arcane has recognized its Keeper, and the Arcane does not relinquish its hold.”




He gestured to the aperture in the wall. Calista walked toward it, drawn by a light that wasn’t amber. When she reached the opening, the breath left her lungs in a sharp, painful gasp.




Below them lay a valley that defied every law of geography she knew. A city built of translucent white stone and liquid gold clung to the sides of a jagged emerald mountain. Great waterfalls didn’t just fall; they flowed upward in shimmering ribbons, defying gravity to feed floating gardens of scarlet flora. Above it all, three moons—one copper, one silver, one a bruised purple—hung in a sky of velvet indigo.




“This is Aksum-Ater,” Zekarias whispered, standing just behind her. “The reflection of the world you knew. It is the heart of the hidden realms, and it is dying.”




Calista looked down at the beads in her hand. They were vibrating now, a low frequency that made her teeth ache. “What does this have to do with me? Why me?”




Zekarias reached out, his long fingers hovering just above her hand, not touching, but close enough that she felt the heat radiating from him. “Because the blood of the Saba-Keen runs in you, diluted by generations but awakened by the touch of the artifacts. The seals that keep the Chira and the Void from devouring both our worlds are failing. Only a Keeper can re-string the beads of reality.”




Suddenly, the basalt floor beneath them groaned. A jagged crack, glowing with an oily, sickly green light, erupted near the entrance of the hall. The air grew cold again, the scent of rot clashing with the cedar.




“They followed us?” Calista asked, terror rising.




“They didn’t follow us,” Zekarias said, drawing a curved blade of shimmering glass from his belt. “They were already here, waiting for the Keeper to arrive so they could tear the key from her heart.”




He looked at her, his storm-gray eyes flashing with a sudden, desperate intensity. “Calista, you must choose. If you drop the beads, you might remain a ghost in this world until you fade. If you hold them, you become a target—but you also become the only hope for the light.”




The green light intensified, and from the crack, a clawed hand made of solidified smoke gripped the basalt.




Calista looked at the city of gold and glass, then at the terrifying man beside her, and finally at the beads. She didn’t drop them. Instead, she wrapped the silver cord of the Mequteria around her wrist.




“Tell me what I have to do,” she said.




Zekarias smiled, a sharp, dangerous expression. “First, you have to survive the next five minutes.”




As the shadows lunged from the floor, the first moon turned blood-red, and the mountain began to scream.
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The Veil of Whispers


The Chira did not move like creatures of flesh and bone; they moved like ink dropped into clear water, swirling, unpredictable, and expanding to fill the space. As the first shadow-form hauled itself from the glowing fissure in the basalt, Calista felt a wave of nausea. It wasn’t just fear; it was a spiritual rejection. These beings were anathema to life, a literal absence of existence that hungered to be filled.


Zekarias moved before the first shadow could fully solidify. His glass blade, which he called a Sef-Birr, didn’t just cut; it hummed a low, resonant note that seemed to shatter the darkness where it struck. He was a blur of midnight blue and silver, a dancer in a cathedral of chaos.


“Use the beads, Calista!” he roared over the sound of the mountain’s tectonic shriek. “Don’t just hold them—will them!”


“How?” she screamed back, ducking as a lash of oily smoke whistled over her head, dissolving a chunk of the stone pillar behind her. “I don’t know the rules!”


“There are no rules, only resonance!”


Calista scrambled backward, her heels skidding on the slick stone. A Chira—larger than the others, with eyes that were merely holes into a starless void—loomed over her. It reached out a hand of jagged smoke. Where its fingers touched the air, the oxygen seemed to vanish, leaving a vacuum that made Calista’s lungs seize.


She looked at the Mequteria wrapped around her wrist. The beads



























































