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Foreword:

 

The possibility of vanished advanced civilisations on Earth, and its implications for intelligent life elsewhere — provokes a deep and unsettling wonder. Earth’s vast history, shaped by the relentless forces of plate tectonics, erosion, and sediment deposition, has left only the faintest traces of its earliest eons. The further we look back, the less remains. Fossils are rare. Even the most durable artefacts — ceramics, refined metals — are not immune to the grind of time, often returning to dust or being subducted into the mantle.

 

Consider our own industrial civilisation. Barely three centuries old, we have transformed the planet’s surface and atmosphere, but if we vanished tomorrow, what would remain after ten million years? Faint chemical traces in the sediment record, perhaps, or microplastics scattered like pollen. Little else. A civilisation from Earth’s distant past — flourishing and then gone — might have left similarly ephemeral footprints.

 

The rise and transformation of human cultures illustrate this further. The civilisations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Rome did not simply vanish; they evolved, merged, or were absorbed into successor cultures. Knowledge was preserved — Byzantines, Islamic scholars, and later European thinkers carried ancient learning forward. Yet even this continuity is fragile. Imagine a world where no one carried on those texts, where the chain of memory broke entirely.

 

Today, our awareness of this fragility has inspired projects like the Lunar Library or DNA-based data storage — encoding information about the very fabric of life — designed to outlast not just centuries, but eons. These are modern equivalents of time capsules, but built with a profound humility — an acknowledgment that even our grandest achievements may be ephemeral in the geological timescale.

 

On a broader cosmic canvas, this perspective reshapes our thoughts about extraterrestrial intelligence. If advanced life can emerge more than once on Earth, might it not arise multiple times across the galaxy? 

 

The Fermi Paradox — the apparent silence of the stars — may not stem from a lack of life, but from its separation by both distance and time. Civilisations may rise and fall, blooming against the cosmic backdrop before vanishing like ripples on a pond, each unaware of the others’ existence.

 

In this view, our loneliness may not spring from a barren galaxy, but from the transience of civilisations themselves. The silence of the stars may simply mirror the deep silence of our own forgotten past. 
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Prologue I

THE MEMORY OF THE SENNARI

Long before the tunnels of Kaelith were carved into the bones of the earth — before Esha’s ancestors sang of fallen towers and darkened skies — there were the Sennari: A people of light and silence who walked the world’s surface when the stars themselves were young.

 

No one in Esha’s time knew the full truth of them. Their name survived only in fragments, whispered in the oldest chants of the Thread-singers, traced faintly in the ancient glyphs on the walls of the Vault-Temples. Sennari: the luminous ones, the stewards of memory.

 

It was said that they moved like whispers through the ancient cities, clad in garments woven from threads of starlight, their faces hidden behind masks of beaten silver. Their language was a dance of light and gesture, layers of meaning, stories spun not from words but from pure resonance. To look upon a Sennari was to glimpse a reflection of yourself — a deeper truth, half-hidden, waiting to be remembered.

 

They were builders of wonders.

 

The cities they left behind, if the stories spoke true, were crystalline labyrinths of glass and stone, spires rising into skies tinged with rose and gold. Bridges arced across chasms filled with radiant mist. Gardens flourished beneath canopies of translucent leaves, their bioluminescent blossoms humming with life. And at the heart of each city lay the Aellin-Varis — the First Memory — a lattice of knowledge that spanned countless generations, storing the collective truth of the Sennari people.

 

But memory is fragile.

No one knew how it happened. The ancient songs gave no answer. They only whispered of the Great Silence — a rupture, a forgetting, a shattering of the lattice. Some claimed the Sennari reached too far, that they sought to bind memory itself. Others spoke of a calamity from beyond the stars, a pulse of unmaking that erased not only knowledge but the very record of its loss.

 

What remained of the Sennari vanished beneath the grinding of the earth’s bones, the rising of seas, the drift of continents. Their towers crumbled into dust, their bridges into rubble, their gardens into fossilised imprints buried deep within forgotten strata. Plate tectonics, erosion, the slow dance of the planet’s skin — all conspired to erase their legacy.

 

But not entirely.

 

In the quiet hours of the Vault-Temples, the Flame-holders still spoke of the Witness Shards: fragments of crystal that hummed faintly with the resonance of lost memory. Some claimed these shards were pieces of the Aellin-Varis itself, scattered across the earth like seeds awaiting rebirth. Others believed they were only remnants, pale echoes of a civilisation too advanced for modern minds to comprehend.

 

A few heretical scholars whispered a darker possibility — that the Sennari had not vanished at all, but retreated. That they still walked the hidden places of the world, silent and unseen, waiting for a time when the echoes of their past could be reclaimed.

 

Esha’s people called them the Remnants — a name at once reverent and sorrowful. To most in Kaelith, these stories were little more than myth, bedtime tales for children or half-believed fragments of a world long gone. But to a few — those who still listened to the hum of the stones, who traced the fading glyphs by flickering lamplight — the truth of the Sennari was a tantalising mystery that refused to die.

 

Beneath the layers of sediment and forgetfulness, traces of their presence lingered.

 

A half-buried monolith — its surface scored with patterns too regular for natural formation.

A faint luminescence pulsing from cracks in a cavern wall.

A shard of crystal — warm to the touch — humming softly in a child’s palm.

 

Perhaps the Sennari were still listening.

 

Perhaps they were waiting for the world to remember.

 

Or perhaps the Sennari were no more than a dream, a reflection in water.

 

But as Esha would soon learn, some dreams refused to fade.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Prologue II

Whisper of Stone

“In the time before Silence, we wove our stories into the lattice.

Each thread a life. Each crossing a choice.

But memory is fragile. 

Forgetting, a slow unravelling.

We carved our truth into stone, into crystal, into light.

But stone crumbles.

Light fades.

Even the lattice thins beneath the weight of years.

If you find these words, know that we are not gone.

We are waiting still.”



Chapter 1

Beneath the Surface

Esha’s earliest memory was not of laughter or light but of the glow of bioluminescent mushrooms clinging to the stone walls of the Hearth Plaza, their delicate blue-green light casting shadows on her grandmother’s face. Maelen’s voice wove stories beneath that glow — tales of the old world, of towers and cities, of rivers that sparkled with moving lights, and skies filled with colours no eye in Kaelith had seen for generations.

 

“Before the tunnels,” Maelen whispered, “there were cities of light. Towers taller than the highest cavern roof, voices carried on invisible winds. Lost when the skies turned black.”

 

As a child of 6, Esha had listened with wide eyes, her small hands tracing the glyphs etched into the plaza stones, feeling the cold hum of a world long gone. To her, the world above had always been a myth — half-remembered echoes preserved in song and story. Yet her grandmother spoke with the gravity of one who had seen it with her own eyes, returning from expeditions to the Surface Ruins with shards of ceramics, twisted metal fragments that hummed faintly, and crystals etched with lines like veins of light.

 

“It wasn’t war that ended it,” Maelen said, her eyes shadowed with memory. “Or not only war. It was forgetting. 

The machines fell silent. The old wisdom was discarded. The balance broke, and the sky itself turned against us.”

 

Even as a child, Esha could sense the unspoken grief that weighed in her grandmother’s voice.

In Kaelith, carved deep into the bones of the earth, Esha’s family occupied a small alcove off the Hearth Tunnel. Their home was lined with shelves of worn data tablets, remnants of knowledge copied painstakingly from ancient fragments. Her mother, Sarenya, was an archivist of the Vault-Temples, her hands perpetually ink-stained, her voice soft and measured as she recited half-remembered star charts and fragments of ancient verse.

 

“Much of what we remember,” Sarenya had once told her, “is already a patchwork. Memory fades. That is why we tell the stories — to weave threads of truth even when the records fail.”

 

Her father, Varen, was a Techwright, his hands skilled in repairing the ancient water filtration systems and generators that kept Kaelith alive. Esha would often sit in his workshop, watching the sparks fly from his tools, listening to his quiet stories of his own youth: fleeting glimpses of the surface,  laughter beneath skies that had once been blue.

 

Her family, like many in Kaelith, clung to ritual and routine. The Thread-song, the communal weaving of memory and story, was a vital lifeline — a way to stitch fragments of a shattered world into something resembling continuity. Esha had grown up listening to the Flame-holders sing of the first dreamer, Esharan, who, legend said, had listened to the stars and woven memory itself into the earth to preserve humanity from complete oblivion.

 

The murals painted along the tunnels reinforced those stories. In dim light, she would trace her fingers over the faded pigments — scenes of cities crumbling into dust, bridges falling into chasms, shadowy figures draped in flowing garments of metal and light, and always in the background, a figure reaching skyward, hand outstretched toward unseen stars.

 

She had always felt an unspoken connection to that figure. Perhaps it was the echo of her own name, Esha and Esharan, or something deeper, an ancestral memory she could not name.

 

When she was 15, the collapse of one of the labyrinth tunnels unearthed a fragment of crystal that pulsed faintly with inner light. Esha found it half-buried in rubble, and from the moment her fingers touched its cool surface, something shifted inside her. Dreams that had once been flickers became vivid tapestries of light and sound, of starfields and voices that whispered truths half-remembered.

 

She didn’t dare tell a soul. She knew she was not meant to be near the collapsed tunnel, but her curiosity — her inner adventurer — had gotten the best of her usual obedience to her parents’ instructions. 

 

It was incredible.

 

The tunnel wasn’t just a jumble of fallen stones and dirt as her parents had warned. Beneath the rubble, faint outlines of old carvings peeked through the dust, their curves and symbols whispering secrets of long-forgotten times. The air was cool and smelled of damp earth and something faintly metallic. She could almost hear the distant echo of water dripping somewhere far beyond the reach of her eyes.

 

In the soft glow of her lantern, a glint of something caught her attention, half-buried beneath a loose slab of rock. She crouched down, her heart racing with excitement and fear. The object looked out of place, unlike the surrounding rock. What if it was treasure? What if it was something forbidden, something explaining why the tunnel was off-limits?

 

She hesitated, drawing a breath and biting her lip. The object could just as easily be dangerous, but her inner adventurer — the part of her that read too many stories by candlelight and dreamed of finding ancient ruins — nudged her forward. Pulse quickening, she carefully brushed away stones and dust with trembling fingers until the object emerged.

 

It was a crystal shard, but not like any she had seen before. Unusual, unlike the “dead” relics her grandmother brought back. Roughly the size of her palm, it tapered to a delicate point at one end, as though it had been shaped deliberately. Its surface was smooth yet bore a faint texture, like the subtle ridges of a seashell worn by time. Veins of silver-blue light pulsed faintly beneath its translucent skin, flickering in response each time her fingers touched it as she continued to clear the area around it — as if the shard recognised her presence.

It was old, perhaps older than the Earth itself, she mused, and covered in symbols she didn’t recognise. She glanced over her shoulder, half-expecting someone to be watching, though she knew she was alone.

 

The tunnel groaned faintly above her, sending a shiver down her spine. She had to decide — leave it safe but forgotten, or take it back and risk everything?

 

Her hands trembled as she reached for it, her breath shallow. Her mind whispered warnings, but her heart whispered adventure.

 

And in that moment, the crystal shifted under her touch, as if it had been waiting for her all along.

 

When she held it to the light, the glow seemed to ripple inward, revealing intricate fracture lines within — not random cracks, but something like a deliberate pattern: spirals, interlocking loops, and faint lattice structures embedded deep within the crystal’s heart. The pulse of light followed these patterns, mapping a memory she could almost, but not quite, grasp.

 

The crystal felt warmer than the surrounding air, its resonance humming softly against her skin. Though it made no sound, Esha sensed a low, thrumming presence, as though a distant voice were speaking just below the threshold of hearing.

 

For a fleeting moment, she thought she caught the scent of something familiar — damp earth, rain on stone — but it faded as quickly as it came.

 

And though she had no words for it, a quiet certainty settled over her. This shard was a message, a key, or perhaps a fragment of a much larger whole — a piece of something that had waited, patient and hidden, for someone like her to find.

 

For months, she kept the Witness Shard hidden, studying its lattice of etched lines, matching them against old diagrams in her mother’s records, sneaking a peek any chance she got. The symbols were incomplete, but fragments aligned — patterns of stars, traces of pathways, snippets of the First Memory.

 

Then came the dreams.

 

They began as occasional flashes of colour and light, of sounds and smells. Not real, yet somehow more than just dreams. They grew in intensity with each week that passed. She couldn’t — she daren’t — tell anyone, for fear she would lose the shard. That frightened her more than what the dreams were showing her. They were somehow exciting, even though there was no clear message in them. But she knew they were gaining intensity and she desperately wanted to know more. 

One night, around three weeks after her 16th birthday, she dreamed of standing on a plateau beneath a sky of burnished gold, the air shimmering with distant echoes. Towers of glass and metal spiralled upward, their surfaces aglow with faint illumination, as though the city itself still breathed beneath its long sleep.

 

A voice called to her — not words, but waves of feeling: longing, remembrance, sorrow. She turned and saw a vast pool of water, mirror-smooth, reflecting a sky filled with constellations of impossible detail. She felt tears on her cheeks, though in the dream, she had not realised she was crying.

 

In the water’s reflection, a figure appeared — a woman robed in woven starlight, her features indistinct, but her presence undeniable. The woman extended her hands, and the water rippled into a lattice of memories, threads crossing and intersecting, each junction a moment in time.

 

Esha stepped forward, her fingers trembling as she touched the threads. Images blazed across her mind:

A garden of crystalline trees, their leaves singing.

A starship descending upon a barren moon, etched with glyphs.

A circle of figures chanting over a luminous pool.

A library carved into living rock, its shelves of glowing crystal-archives.

A woman’s hand burying a fragment of light into the earth.

 

A whispered phrase also filled her mind:

“Seek the Aellin-Varis. The First Memory. It is not lost.”

 

Then the golden sky cracked and darkened. Towers crumbled into sand. Shadows devoured the landscape. Ash fell like snow, smothering the stars. The silence was complete.

And she was alone.

Esha awoke in darkness, her breath shallow, her body damp with sweat. She sat up, her pulse racing, and looked under the bed where her gaze fell upon the faint glow of the Witness Shard. Its pulse matched the beat of her heart.

 

She rose, her hands trembling as she reached for it. The shard’s surface was cool, but a subtle vibration thrummed against her skin. A voice echoed in her mind — her grandmother’s voice, layered atop the dream:

“You will find a way to weave the stories anew.”

 

Fear twisted in her chest, but beneath it was resolve. The shard wasn’t just an artefact — it was a call to action, a thread connecting her to something far greater than herself, and in the quiet moments, alone with the shard’s faint pulse against her skin, Esha felt the weight of something vast and ancient pressing in around her.

 

Memory. Silence. Echoes of voices long gone.

 

Esha looked toward the tunnel entrance, where the faint outlines of her mother’s satchel and her father’s tool-belt hung like silent witnesses. She imagined the elders in the Vault-Temples, surrounded by fragments of preserved knowledge, their faces etched with doubt and hope.

 

She didn’t yet know what path the shard demanded — only that she could no longer ignore its call.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Interlude I

Fracture Pattern

Recovered from Witness Shard 11b, analysis incomplete:

 

“When the lattice fractured… we thought we could mend it.

When the lights dimmed, we thought we could rekindle them. But the weight of forgetting was too great. The lattice’s song splintered into a thousand echoes, until no-one could tell which thread led where.

 

We left markers in the dark.

Shards of memory; songs carved into stone and crystal; fragments waiting to be found.

 

If you follow them, know this:

The truth lies not in the shard alone, but in the weave they once formed. The pattern is broken.

Yet not beyond repair.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 2

Threads of the Forgotten

The next morning, Esha awoke to a world that felt different, though the crystal shard lay hidden beneath her bed as always. She had dreamed of spirals and lattices, of faintly glowing lines threading through a sky that was not a sky, but something deeper — perhaps a memory, or a dream from before her time.

 

She sat at the edge of her small, stone-framed bed, staring at her hands. They trembled slightly, though she wasn’t cold. There was a weight to her thoughts she hadn’t noticed before, as though the shard’s faint pulse was no longer confined to the hidden stone but echoed somewhere inside her.

 

Her mother’s voice, steady and warm, carried down the tunnel.

“Esha! Breakfast!”

 

Shaking herself from her thoughts, she dressed quickly, pulling on her worn tunic and sturdy boots. The scent of morning fires and baking flatbread drifted through the narrow corridors of her family’s dwelling, mingling with the earthy smoke and simmering porridge.

 

When she entered the central room, her mother was already seated at the low, circular table, breaking pieces of flatbread into a shared bowl of spiced lentils and greens. Her father stood at the hearth, stirring a small pot of porridge with a carved wooden spoon. The soft murmur of voices and the gentle clatter of bowls filled the room.

 

“Come, sit,” her mother said, patting the cushion beside her. “You’ll need your strength for the day.”

 

Esha sat quietly, her thoughts still caught between waking and the remnants of her dream. She tore off a piece of bread, dipping it into the lentils, and accepted a small cup of warm, spiced milk from her father’s hands. The familiar taste filled her mouth, grounding her in the present.

 

“You’re dressed quickly. Where are you headed today?” her mother asked, glancing at her with a mixture of curiosity and mild concern.

 

“Just… the cliffs,” Esha murmured, keeping her voice casual. “I thought I’d gather some of the spring herbs for the healer.”

 

Her father nodded approvingly. “Good. The tunnels are no place for wandering, especially alone.”

 

Her mother raised an eyebrow, though she didn’t say anything. There was a quiet understanding between them — her mother had known Esha long enough to sense when something was amiss. But the older woman had learned to keep her concerns in check. 

 

The village was small, and every person’s life seemed intertwined with the others. The Sennari legends spoke of individuals whose fates were bound together, sometimes for reasons no one fully understood. Was that why she could read her daughter’s silence so easily?

 

“Hmm,” her mother said, as though deciding whether to say more. “The cliffs, you say? You’ve been there before, though not all the way. What’s drawing you back this time?”

 

Esha hesitated, trying to keep her answer light. “I thought it would be good to help the healer. The plants are strong in the spring. They should be easy enough to find.”

 

Her father set down his spoon with a soft clink. His expression softened, though there was a flicker of something in his eyes — concern, or perhaps something more. “You remember what happened last time you went up there alone, don’t you?”

 

Esha stiffened. She did remember. She had been 9, venturing too far to reach the higher ledges where older kids would sit together. The rocks had given way beneath her feet, and her leg had been trapped for hours until her father found her. His hands had been trembling as he pulled her to safety, and his voice had been harder than she’d ever heard before. “Stay closer to the village,” he had said. “Don’t risk yourself like that again.” 

 

That was the year her father stopped adventuring himself, the year they both retreated from the cliffs. Her mother’s quiet sadness had lingered, and for a long time, they all pretended it was about the rocks. 

 

But Esha knew it wasn’t just the cliffs.

 

Her father had lost his younger brother that way — falling from the cliffs, never to be found. A slip. A silence. And a brother gone. He never spoke of it. Her mother, though, would glance at him in those quiet moments, when the weight of the past was especially thick.

 

“I’m careful,” Esha said softly, forcing the smile to stay on her lips.

 

Her father’s eyes softened, but there was still a weight to his words. “I know you are, but the cliffs are looser now, Esha. Ready to break away.”

Esha forced a small smile and nodded, though her heart raced beneath her calm expression. She would wait until they were busy with their morning tasks, then slip away unnoticed.

 

Her father was still looking over at her, his eyes narrowing as if searching her face for something hidden. “You look like you’ve got something on your mind, Esha.”

She froze for a moment. She forced a smile. “Just the herbs, like I said.”

Her mother’s voice was quieter now, more contemplative. “We’ve seen enough change in our time, Esha. Sometimes, things aren’t what they seem. People used to live up there, in the old settlements, and they too were brave. But in the end, those who went too far came back changed. And with fewer answers than they hoped for.”

 

Esha had heard the stories, too. Her parents had lived through the collapse of the old trade routes, and their families had moved into Tellen’s Reach to seek safety. The village wasn’t always this quiet — there had been laughter and song in the early days, long before the years weighed down on them. Her father had once wandered the wilds, mapping routes and searching for forgotten knowledge. But after his brother’s death, that world closed to him. 

 

Her mother had come from the far north, a nomad once, born of travellers who knew how to move with the wind. Yet, they both had learned to settle, to plant roots, to never venture too far. They’d taught Esha the value of staying grounded. The Sennari had a word for such things, words that Esha’s mother sometimes whispered when she thought Esha wasn’t listening.

 

But it wasn’t just about the cliffs. It was about history. About the things no one spoke of — the things that had been forgotten. 

The Sennari were gone, their temples and cities swallowed by time. What had they known? Why had they vanished?

 

Her mother leaned in, her voice low. “There are things the land keeps buried, Esha. Things people like us shouldn’t meddle with.”

 

Her father’s hand brushed a stray strand of hair from her face, his touch tender but firm. “The world isn’t all stone. There are things we don’t understand. Be careful.”

 

Esha nodded, her heart heavy with a mix of duty and desire. She wanted to understand, to find out what had been lost. But her parents’ words rang in her mind, and she could hear the echoes of their own unspoken regrets. Would she make the same mistakes? Would her curiosity draw her into a fate she couldn’t escape?

 

After breakfast, Esha helped clear the table, her hands moving automatically as her thoughts tangled around the weight of the crystal shard hidden in her pocket. She slipped a small satchel over her shoulder, tucking in a wrapped flatbread, a few slices of dried fruit, and a canteen of water from the stone basin. She kissed her mother’s cheek and lingered in her father’s embrace a heartbeat longer than usual.

 

“I’ll be back before curfew,” she promised, her voice faint in the hush of their stone-walled home.

 

Her father’s hand remained on her shoulder a moment longer. “Be mindful, Esha,” he said softly, the words carrying more weight than usual.

 

“I will,” she whispered.

 

She stepped out into the communal passageways of the village, where the glow of crystal lanterns and the soft shimmer of luminescent moss painted the stone walls in pale, flickering light. The air was cool and still, carrying the familiar scents of stone, cooking smoke, and the faint mineral tang of springs.

 

Villagers moved quietly around her — carrying baskets of roots and mushrooms from the communal storerooms, greeting each other with nods and low voices. The central chamber hummed with distant life, its glow reflected in the curve of the smooth stone ceiling far above.

 

As Esha walked, her steps echoed softly against the polished floor. The flicker of light faded as she moved deeper into the outer tunnels, where the village’s warm heart gave way to quieter passageways. Here, the light grew dimmer, the lanterns spaced farther apart, their glow thinner and more uncertain. The walls were rougher, the air cooler, brushing her skin with an unfamiliar chill.

 

At the far edge of the village, where the passage opened into the forbidden tunnels beyond, she paused. The entrance loomed before her — a low, yawning arch swallowed in shadow. The soft glow of home lay behind her, but ahead stretched silent darkness, heavy and full of stories left untold.

 

She glanced back once, the familiar shapes of glowing moss and low stone dwellings blurring in her vision. She could almost hear her mother’s voice, the quiet murmur of her father’s prayers for safety. But the shard pulsed faintly against her palm, its light too dim for others to see but insistent all the same.

 

Drawing a deep breath, she stepped forward.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Interlude II

Breath of Stone

Esha paused in the shadows just beyond the last reach of the village’s glow. The dim glimmer of lantern light still touched the stone behind her, but ahead, the tunnel mouth yawned, stretching into unknown darkness. She leaned against the rough wall, feeling the chill of the stone seep through her tunic.

 

Her breath slowed as she listened — to the soft drip of water from unseen cracks, to the faint shuffle of her own boots against the dust, to the hush pressing in from ahead. It was a silence filled with stories, with memories layered in the walls like ancient script.

 

The shard of crystal hidden beneath her tunic pulsed faintly, its light veiled by cloth but persistent. She drew it out, cradling it in her palm. In the near-dark, its glow was subtle — a pale shimmer like moonlight against black stone, barely illuminating her fingertips.

 

She traced the delicate lines of the shard with her thumb, remembering the stories her grandmother used to tell:

“The stone remembers,” she’d said. “It listens to footsteps, to laughter, to promises whispered in the dark. Even in the deepest places, it holds the memory of all who passed before.”

 

Esha wondered what stories these walls might tell — if she dared to ask.

 

A whisper of breeze stirred the air, carrying a hint of damp earth and mineral tang, as if the tunnel itself were breathing, drawing her deeper. She felt the weight of her family’s faces behind her — their voices, their warmth — but the pull of the unknown was stronger now, as though the crystal’s pulse echoed in her bones.

Tucking it away once more, she straightened, her fingers brushing the wall like a quiet farewell. Then she stepped forward, letting the faint glow behind her fade into darkness as the tunnel walls closed around her, the hush of stone swallowing her footsteps. The weight of silence pressed in like the memory of all who had come before.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 3

Whispers Beneath the Stone

The darkness grew heavier as Esha pressed forward, each footstep softened by the ancient dust beneath her boots. The silence thickened around her, swallowing the faint echoes of her movements. Only the pulse of the crystal in her pocket offered a hint of light — its glow now too dim to guide her, but enough to remind her she was not entirely alone.

 

The tunnels narrowed and twisted, the walls closing in with uneven stone that seemed to lean toward her. Faint drafts stirred, carrying the scent of damp earth and something older, something metallic and bitter. Esha ran her fingers lightly along the rough surface, tracing fissures worn by time and the touch of countless hands. She imagined voices lost to these stones, whispering of paths long forgotten.

 

Her breath slowed, each inhale filling her lungs with cool, stale air. Shadows flickered at the edges of her vision, and for a moment, she wondered if they were more than tricks of light and fear. But she pressed on, driven by the crystal’s gentle pull and the memory of her grandmother’s voice: “The stone remembers.”

 

Ahead, the tunnel sloped downward, narrowing to a passage barely wide enough to shoulder through. The air grew colder, the draft more insistent, like a distant breath urging her onward. Her heart beat a little faster as the walls seemed to tremble beneath her touch. She could almost feel a rhythm in the stone, a pulse that echoed the faint glow of the shard she carried.

 

She rounded a curve and stopped. The tunnel ahead forked into three narrow paths, each descending into deeper shadow. She hesitated, lifting out the shard for light.

 

The middle path looked most direct — but the air there was still and heavy, as if it hadn’t moved in years. The left path sloped sharply, a rough descent littered with broken stone. The right path… something about it tugged at her. The shard warmed faintly in her palm as she moved toward it.

 

She stepped carefully into the right-hand passage. The walls here bore markings — deeper, more recent. Not from tools, or wear. Claw marks?

 

She stopped and knelt beside one, brushing dust away. Four long gouges, scored into the wall as if something massive — or desperate — had tried to halt its descent.

 

Esha’s pulse quickened, but she pressed on, crouched low beneath an overhang where the tunnel narrowed further. The silence was different here — not empty, but listening.

 

At last, the passage opened into a wider chamber. The ceiling arched high above her, its curves lost in darkness, and the floor was uneven, scattered with sharp rocks and loose debris. Esha stepped forward cautiously, her eyes adjusting to the faint glimmers of luminescent fungi that clung to the walls and ceiling like a scattering of stars. The pale green light shimmered softly, casting long, uncertain shadows that danced with her every movement.

 

Near the centre of the cavern, something gleamed — a dark, jagged shape half-buried in the stone. Esha’s breath caught. It was a structure, or its remnants. Its surface was rough, but a faint gleam of crystal pulsed with an otherworldly energy. This was no natural formation; it was too symmetrical, too deliberate. A heavy weight filled the air, a presence that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. It was a platform, edged with carvings so faint they were almost invisible. The lines twisted in unfamiliar patterns, delicate as spider silk, their meaning lost to time. 

 

Esha’s heart was racing as she approached, her fingertips hovering just above the stone’s surface.

The crystal pulsed more insistently now, as though responding to the ancient markings. She drew it from her pocket. The shard’s light mingled with the fungi’s glow, painting the chamber in shimmering hues of green and silver. Its pulse intensified, nearly blinding in the darkness, as if the stone itself was reacting to her presence, drawing her closer.

 

She approached slowly, her heart still racing, unsure of what she might find. The structure seemed to hum softly, a vibration that she could feel in her bones.

 

Esha knelt, brushing away debris. The stone was cold and slick, but as her fingers made contact, the vibration intensified. A surge of energy — raw, untamed — rushed through her.

 

Her eyes widened as she saw it, buried deep within the stone. A symbol. A mark. The same one she had seen earlier on some of the walls. It was a design so ancient that it seemed to shimmer with a faint glow of its own. The pulse of the shard matched it, as if they were two parts of the same whole, a connection waiting to be reawakened.

 

And then she heard it — a whisper, faint and distant, like a sigh carried on a breeze too soft to feel.

 

She froze, straining to catch the sound. But the chamber was silent once more, save for the beat of her heart and the steady pulse of the crystal in her palm.

 

“Is someone there?” she whispered, her voice small and trembling against the vast silence.

 

There was no answer. Only the memory of the whisper, lingering like mist.

 

Esha stepped back, the crystal clutched tightly in her hand. She glanced once more at the carved platform, the marks etched into its surface seeming to shimmer faintly in the uncertain light. Something ancient stirred beneath the stone — something waiting, listening.

And deep within her, a quiet voice rose, not of fear but of recognition. The stone remembers.

 

A new sound broke the stillness — a low rumble, felt more than heard, as if the earth itself was stirring.

Crouching, Esha reached for the platform. Her hand froze for a moment, hesitation gripping her. But then, driven by the crystal’s pull, she pressed her palm against the symbol.

 

The earth trembled beneath her feet. The cavern seemed to come alive, the walls shifting, groaning as if waking from a long, forgotten slumber. The stone around her cracked and split, sending dust and debris into the air, and the light from her crystal flared bright, blinding her for a moment. When the light dimmed, the air was different — charged with an energy Esha couldn’t comprehend, like the weight of the past had suddenly broken free.

 

And then, in the heart of the cavern, something stirred.

Movement, slow at first, almost imperceptible, like the ground was breathing. Then it grew stronger. Esha took a step back, her heart pounding in her chest, her pulse racing as the stone around her began to shift. The jagged structure she had uncovered seemed to pulse with a life of its own, the energy flowing through it in waves.

 

A low, grinding noise echoed in the cavern, like the earth itself was being torn apart. Esha’s breath caught in her throat as she felt the weight of something ancient and immense stirring beneath the stone. She backed up another step, her eyes wide, and her hands trembling as she gripped the shard more tightly, as though it could protect her from whatever was awakening.

Suddenly, there was a sharp crack, and the ground beneath her feet buckled. Esha gasped, stumbling backward and clutching at the wall for support. The air was thick with dust, the vibrations of the earth traveling through her like a pulse in the veins of the mountain. It was as though the very land was alive, reacting to her presence, to the power that had been awakened.

 

The stone shifted again, and this time it revealed something more. 

A dark, shifting form, hidden in the depths, rose slowly from the earth like a shadow given shape. It was a figure, seemingly formed of stone and crystal, jagged and immense, knelt in the centre of the cavern.

 

But then the figure moved, and Esha’s throat made an involuntary sound.

 

Hooded. Still. Hands resting upon a stone basin filled with liquid that shimmered and shifted like light caught beneath water.

 

Esha was frozen.

 

The figure turned its head slightly, sensing her presence. But it did not rise.

 

In a voice low and rough with time, it spoke.

“You carry the shard. You heard the call.”

 

Esha said nothing at first. Her throat was dry. But she stepped forward. “Yes,” she said.

 

The figure lifted its head. 

Beneath the hood, eyes glimmered — not with light, but with reflection, as though they had seen too many years to look away.

 

“Then your path has begun,” the figure said. “But not all who hear the call should follow it.”

 

Esha hesitated at the threshold of the chamber. The air was different here — dense, not just with moisture or the scent of deep stone, but with memory. She felt it pressing at her skin like mist, brushing her thoughts like fingers sifting through a book not meant to be opened.

 

The figure remained kneeling at the basin, unmoving. The fluid within rippled faintly, casting strange patterns of light across the figure’s hands and the wall behind.

 

“Who are you?” she asked, voice quieter than she meant. “What is this place?”

 

The figure did not answer at first. When it did, the voice was thoughtful, almost gentle. “This is a threshold. I am no one. Or… I was, once.”

 

Cryptic. But not threatening.

 

Esha stepped closer, her footsteps echoing lightly. Her eyes moved over the chamber — the stone basin, the crystalline veins spidering up the walls, the pattern etched into the floor: a wide circle with sigils at its compass points, almost familiar.

 

“You’ve come far for something you do not understand,” the figure said.

 

“I want to understand,” Esha replied, firmer now. Confidence creeping back. 

 

Silence stretched, then the figure slowly stood. Robes rustled like dry leaves, and as it rose to full height, the cavern seemed to narrow, as if acknowledging the presence.

 

“You carry a shard of memory,” the figure said. “But not memory as you know it. Not story. Not thought. Something older. Rooted in the stone itself.”

 

Esha touched her pocket. The shard was warm again, pulsing slightly faster. Almost… eager.

 

“The shard found me,” she said. “In a fault near the old aqueduct. It lit up when I touched it.”

 

The figure turned toward her, the hood shifting just enough for her to glimpse pale, lined skin and a mouth set with a kind of weary grace.

 

“It did not light up,” the figure corrected. “It awoke.”

 

That word landed in her chest like a dropped stone. Awoke. The shard hadn’t simply reacted — it had been dormant. Waiting.

 

“Why now?” she asked. “Why me?”

 

The figure stepped aside and gestured to the basin. “Awakening begins not with understanding, but reflection.”

 

Esha approached, slowly. The liquid inside the basin was still now, its surface like a mirror. But when she looked into it, she didn’t see her face.

 

She saw the cliffs above Tellen’s Reach — windswept, sharp-edged, under a darkening sky. Figures stood near the edge: people in old garb, cloaks whipping in the wind. And beyond them, a doorway etched into the rock — wide, ancient, glowing faintly with the same pulse as the shard in her pocket.

 

She gasped, stepping back.

 

“That’s not a memory,” she said.

 

“No,” the figure replied. “It is a possibility.”

 

Esha turned to face the figure, straightening.  “You said this is a threshold. What lies beyond?”

 

The figure looked toward the wall, where the crystal veins glowed with a faint inner light. “A path few walk willingly. Fewer still return unchanged.”

 

“Changed how?” she whispered.

 

The figure’s eyes met hers, steady. “You will carry what the stone remembers. Not just knowledge — but the weight of it. The grief. The wonder. The cost.”

Esha’s hand went to the shard again. Its pulse steadied — stronger now. Resolute.

 

“I want to see,” she said quietly.

 

The figure stepped aside.

 

“Then step through.”

 

At the far end of the cavern, a passage had appeared — not hidden, not locked, but revealed only now, as if the stone itself had heard her choice.

 

Esha looked back once — at the basin, at the figure, at the shimmering walls.

 

Then she walked forward into the deeper dark.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Interlude III

The Hollow Earth

Long before the collapse, before the last of the Sennari drifted into silence, the deep places of the world were known by name and rhythm.

 

They mapped not with ink or etchings, but with song — tones resonant in stone, vibrating through the earth’s bones. A harmony of movement and memory. When they walked the tunnels, they did not leave footprints but echoes, and the echoes told their stories.

 

It is said the oldest of them — the Deep Singers — could call the shape of a chamber before setting foot within it. That they could read the layers of the past like rings in a tree. That they knew when a cavern had once held joy… or fear.

 

In time, the songs faded. The mouths that knew them closed. But the hollows remembered. For stone forgets nothing, only waits.

 

Some say the earth dreams still. That it listens. That when the right voice speaks — or the right shard awakens — the dreaming stirs.

 

And what dreams in stone does not always wake gentle.

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4

Whispers in the Veins

The tunnel sloped gently downward, its walls shifting from carved stone to the raw skin of the earth. No lanterns marked the way now — only the dim, irregular pulse of the shard in Esha’s palm, its rhythm syncing subtly with her own breath, like a second heartbeat.

 

She moved carefully, fingers trailing the wall, boots muffled by the fine dust that coated the floor. The air grew thicker with each step, rich with mineral and moisture, and something else — something old. A smell like moss-covered iron, like distant rain on stone.

 

After some time — how long, she couldn’t tell — the tunnel widened into a natural chamber. The ceiling arched high above, lost in darkness, but the shard’s light caught on veins of pale crystal threading through the rock. They shimmered faintly as she passed, as if reacting to the shard, or to her presence.

 

She paused, listening.

 

Not silence. Not entirely. There was a low hum — not sound exactly, but a vibration, like pressure shifting behind the walls. Esha held the shard higher, and for a moment, it brightened, casting shadows across a curved wall ahead.

 

There, etched into the stone, was a pattern — part spiral, part glyph, deeply carved and worn by time. She stepped closer. The lines seemed to move subtly in the shard-light, like breath beneath skin.

 

Her fingers hovered inches from the symbol. She had seen similar markings in fragments recovered near the surface by her mother, always dismissed as “decorative relics” from a forgotten time. But here, underground, they felt alive.

 

A whisper stirred the air.

 

She froze. It hadn’t come from behind, or from the tunnel. It had come from the stone itself. Not words, but the sense of them — a thought half-formed, brushing the edge of her awareness.

 

The shard pulsed sharply in response, and something clicked beneath her feet.

 

A sound like shifting gravel echoed through the chamber. The wall before her shimmered — just for a moment — and then a seam appeared in the rock. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, a narrow doorway began to open, stone grinding against stone as if waking from a long sleep.

 

Esha stood mesmerised. Heart racing again. 

 

The tunnel beyond was darker still, but there was no turning back now. She stepped through, drawn forward by the whisper of something ancient and unfinished — something waiting in the deep.

The stone closed behind her with a soft, final sigh. No click, no grinding mechanism — just a smooth, breath-like hush, as though the mountain itself had exhaled and sealed her inside.

 

Esha stood frozen for a moment, staring back the way she’d come. But there was no longer a passage. Only smooth rock, unbroken, indifferent. Her fingers trembled as she reached out to touch it. Cool to the touch. No seams. No indication it had ever been open.

 

Panic stirred at the edge of her chest, prickling the back of her neck. She swallowed it down.

 

She didn’t know how long she’d been walking — only that she was deeper now than she’d ever dared before. The tunnels back near the village had a rhythm to them. Familiar echoes. A certain warmth to the moss-lit walls. But here, the silence was total, the air colder. Time had lost its grip.

 

She glanced at the shard in her palm. Its glow was steady but dim, giving no clue to the hour. Had she been gone an hour? Two? All day?

Her stomach tightened.

 

“I’ll be back before curfew,” she had said.

A promise.

 

Her mother’s fingers brushing her braid. Her father’s hand on her shoulder. The unspoken worry in their eyes, masked behind gentle words. Would they be worried already? Would they wait by the stone hearth, glancing at the entrance each time a villager passed?

Or had they already sent someone to look?

 

A knot of guilt tightened in her chest, tangled with the deeper pull of something stranger — something vast and old that drew her forward.

 

She pressed her back briefly to the tunnel wall and closed her eyes. The stone was cold. Silent. But not empty.

Something lived here. Not in the way that animals or people did — but in the way that ruins live. In the way that memories survive long after the world has moved on.

 

She moved carefully now, following the subtle pulse of the shard. The walls began to widen. The floor dipped, then levelled again. Faint lines carved into the stone emerged beneath her feet — symbols, maybe. Patterns too worn to decipher, or maybe too old to belong to any language she knew.

 

Then, the tunnel opened.

 

It wasn’t a chamber so much as a vast hollow — an underground cathedral sculpted by time or something stranger. The ceiling vanished into darkness above her, but the space itself shimmered with a soft, breath-like luminescence. A lake filled the centre, black and glassy, so still it seemed like polished obsidian. No ripples, no sound.

 

In the middle of the lake stood a narrow stone column, reaching up like a tower from the depths. Jutting from it were crystalline shapes — bladed, sharp-edged, impossibly precise. They caught and fractured the faint light, casting shifting reflections across the water’s surface.

 

Bridges connected the edges of the lake to the column — arched structures of stone and crystal, delicate as bone, yet solid beneath her tentative step. She pressed her weight gently on the nearest, testing. It was firm. 

 

Esha crossed the first bridge slowly, her footfalls echoing across the stillness. Her breath misted in the chill air. Every few steps, she glanced back — but there was only the tunnel mouth, small and far behind, and the smooth wall that had closed it.

 

She was alone now.

 

At the centre of the column, an alcove had been carved — plain, undecorated, except for the pedestal at its heart. 

 

Upon it lay a second shard. Larger. Darker. Its glow faint but undeniable.

 

Esha stepped toward it. Her own shard warmed in her palm, light curling outward like a breath. The two pulses aligned, resonating.

The moment her fingers touched the new shard, the entire cavern shifted.

 

The veins of crystal embedded in the walls ignited in sequence — first blue, then violet, then something deeper, as if the cavern itself was waking from a long sleep. The bridges shimmered. The water stirred.

Then came the voice.

 

Not a sound in the air, but in her thoughts. Ancient, weightless, vast.

 

“You are not the first to seek us.”

 

Esha’s knees felt unsteady.

 

“But you may be the first to remember.”

 

She turned in a slow circle, heart pounding, eyes wide. Nothing moved. No one appeared. But the sense of presence was undeniable — neither hostile nor kind. Simply watching.

 

The shard pulsed again. Her fingers gripped it tightly.

 

“Do you wish to remember what was forgotten?” the voice asked.

 

She didn’t speak. Words were too small. She only nodded.

Light surged outward — memory erupting — and the cavern vanished into white.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Interlude IV

The Listening Deep

Before the fall, before the forgetting, there were voices in the stone.

Not echoes — not ghosts — but the slow, patient memory of the earth itself.

 

The Sennari knew this. Not merely builders or mystics, they were listeners, tuning their breath to the pulse of living stone. They carved no names, raised no monuments to ego. Their cities, if one could call them that, were grown — not hewn — shaped by dialogue with the deep.

They called it the Listening — the old art of hearing what the land would yield, what it would offer if spoken to in truth.

 

Not all sought power. Some sought only understanding. But even knowledge, if touched too quickly, can wound.

 

When the Veil cracked — when what lay beneath was glimpsed — some turned away, sealing their paths with silence and sleep. Others went deeper. They vanished from the surface, from story, from song.

 

But nothing truly disappears.

 

Not in the places where stone remembers.

 

The shards were fragments of that choice. Not tools, not weapons — keys.

 

Left behind not to open what was hidden, but to call the worthy to listen.

 

Only a few still carry that resonance.

Only a few still walk the quiet edge between inheritance and burden.

 

The deep remembers her. The girl.

The curious one. The cautious one.

The one who carries two pulses now.

 

She has come farther than most.

And the Listening Deep stirs to answer.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 5

The White Beneath

The silence was absolute.

 

Esha’s footsteps no longer echoed. The tunnel behind her had vanished, swallowed by seamless white. She raised her hand to touch it, but the white was simply “there”, not a physical thing. She wasn’t quite sure if she was seeing it, or if it was in her mind.

 

She turned slowly, heart thudding. All around, the world was… white.

 

Not the harsh white of snow, nor the sterile white of crystal. This was a softer radiance — luminescent fog that glowed without source, pooling on the cavern floor and drifting in slow, dreamlike curls through the air. It illuminated nothing and everything, revealing no walls, no ceiling — only a vast, suspended silence.

 

There was no clear floor beneath her, yet she stood. The fog parted before her steps as if obeying some unspoken law, forming a narrow path with every footfall. The air here had no scent, no temperature. Even the pulse of the shard in her hand felt muted, distant, as though she were wrapped in wool.

 

And time… time had vanished.

Her breath caught. Curfew.

She had promised to return. She had kissed her mother goodbye. Her father’s warning had been real, and she had heard the edge of fear in it. She had meant to be careful. She had meant to come back.

 

How long had it been?

 

There was no sun here. No time. Even her body felt disjointed — neither hungry nor rested, as if suspended in a moment too long stretched.

 

“You can’t go back yet.”

 

The thought was not hers, but it wasn’t quite someone else’s voice either. It moved through her like a remembered melody, gentle but firm, and she turned toward it instinctively.

 

Shapes began to emerge in the white. Not people — statues? — or perhaps projections, formed from light and dust. Tall figures with elongated limbs and cloaked heads, faces hidden beneath veils that seemed to ripple despite the stillness. They did not move. They merely stood, spaced like sentinels along the path, as if waiting for something she had not yet done.

 

The shard in her palm warmed again, and she lifted it reflexively. Its glow was different here — cooler, paler. Lines shimmered along its surface, subtle glyphs that pulsed like breath. She didn’t know the language, but her heart quickened at the sight of them.

 

She stepped closer to the first figure. As she approached, the fog around it cleared slightly, revealing more of its form: a sculpted robe of some unknown stone, arms crossed over its chest, holding a shard almost identical to her own. Where the faces should have been, there was only smooth blankness, as if identity had been purposefully erased.

 

She reached out, not touching, only listening.

 

And in the stillness, something ancient whispered:

“To remember is to awaken.”

 

More images drifted into being around her — not sculptures now, but moments. People walking beneath strange skies. Cities carved into mountainsides. A child, alone, placing a shard into a pool of water that shimmered with stars. She could not see their faces. She could not hear their names.

 

But she could feel their purpose.

 

They were seekers, like her.

They had come here, too. And they had chosen to stay… or been unable to leave.

 

Her breath hitched again, not from fear, but from the vast weight of it all.

 

This place — the white beneath — was not just a passage. It was a memory, preserved by the land itself. The stone had listened… and it had not forgotten.

 

Esha closed her eyes.

For a moment, the silence welcomed her. No questions. No demands. Only stillness.

 

But then, the shard pulsed again, more sharply this time. Urgent. Directional.

 

Something had changed.

 

Opening her eyes again, the fog began to thin. The path ahead narrowed. The watchers receded into the mist, one by one, until only one remained — a figure seated upon a carved dais of pale, bone-like stone.

Its hands rested upon its knees. The face was veiled like the others, but this one leaned forward slightly, as if aware of her, as if waiting.

 

The shard in her palm glowed brighter now. And in the depth of her thoughts, a phrase surfaced — one she had never heard, but somehow knew:

 

“Not all doors open forward. Some open inward.”

She stepped closer.

 

The seated figure remained still, yet Esha felt the weight of its gaze, though the veil hid its face. Its presence pressed against her chest like gravity — dense, deliberate, and impossibly old.

 

She took another step.

 

The fog around the dais coiled and fell away like mist blown from the surface of a still lake. The stone beneath her feet became visible at last — a mosaic of pale, interlocking tiles, their surfaces etched with markings that shimmered faintly as she passed. Some she recognised from the shard: curves like water, lines like wind. Others stirred something deeper — images she felt rather than understood.

 

The shard grew hot in her palm. Not painfully so, but insistent. It throbbed in rhythm with her pulse.

 

The seated figure lifted a hand.

 

It was not stone.

 

It moved slowly — fluid, deliberate, unmistakably alive. Beneath the long sleeve, a hand emerged: long-fingered, light as bone, the skin semi-translucent and faintly luminous, like the shard itself.

Esha halted, breath caught.

 

The figure touched its own chest, then extended the hand toward her.

 

Not a threat.

 

An offering.

 

Esha’s fingers tightened around the shard. She raised it, holding it out toward the figure. The crystal pulsed once… and the figure’s glow responded, the two resonances briefly harmonising in a tone too deep to be heard, but felt in her ribs.

 

A connection.

 

The veil across the figure’s face rippled, then dissolved — revealing not a face, but light.

 

It was as if a window had been opened inside a mountain — something vast and star-filled behind a human shape. No eyes, no mouth. Only a field of stars flickering where a face should be. It was beautiful. And terrifying.

 

Esha gasped but didn’t step back.

 

In that moment, understanding came not in words, but in sensation:

 

This is not a guardian.

This is a memory.

A preserved echo.

 

The figure — this being, this impression — was one of the Sennari. Not a person, but the record of a person, kept intact in this white space where time had no hold.

 

The shard in her hand was not just a relic. It was a key. A vessel.

 

And she… she had activated it.

 

Suddenly the whiteness rippled, like wind across a still lake. Around her, walls began to take shape — curving vaults of stone laced with crystals, murals along the edges depicting scenes in stylised, flowing lines:

People gathered beneath twin moons, casting long shadows across desert plains.

Towering trees with spiralled leaves sheltering circular cities.

A woman kneeling over a pool of light, placing a shard just like Esha’s into the earth.

And then… darkness. Cities crumbling. The white fog rising.

 

A final mural showed the same seated figure Esha now stood before, surrounded by others. Each held a shard in their palm. Each glowed with internal light. And in the centre of them all — a great tree, its branches wrapped in constellations.

 

The memory-figure turned its glowing face back to her. And for the first time, it spoke — without voice, without breath, but with clarity that burned straight into her mind:

 

“We are not lost.

We are waiting.”

 

Esha trembled.

The fog began to rise again, curling upward from the floor like reverse smoke. The murals faded. The tiles beneath her feet dulled. The vision was closing.

 

She stepped forward urgently. “Wait! I don’t understand — who are you? Why me? What am I supposed to do?”

 

But the figure was already dissolving, its light retreating into the shard in her hand.

 

The voice came one last time, faint now, as if spoken from across a great chasm:

 

“When the land forgets, it calls the ones who remember.”

 

Then all was white.

 

Esha stood frozen in the emptiness left behind. The glow was gone. The murals had vanished. Even the tiled floor beneath her boots had dulled to featureless white once more, like frost wiped smooth by a passing wind.

 

Only the shard remained, cool now, its pulse dimmed to a faint flicker — like an ember under ash.

 

Her breath echoed in the silence.

 

The encounter replayed in her mind, but already, the edges were fraying. The figure’s face — if it could be called a face — was fading from memory, like a dream half-lost upon waking. Only the feeling remained: that great, cosmic loneliness wrapped in purpose. A waiting. A call.

 

Her knees gave way, and she sat, suddenly exhausted, her back resting against the pillar where the figure had once been. The weight of it all pressed down — what she had seen, what she had felt, what it meant. She reached up and touched her face and found it wet with tears she hadn’t realised were there.

 

She reached into her satchel and retrieved the canteen of water and drank a little. Only small sips, she reminded herself, make it last. She followed this with a slice of the dried fruit, the taste exploding on her tongue as she chewed it slowly, savouring it.  How long had it been since breakfast?

 

A thought stabbed through the fog of wonder.

 

Curfew. Her parents. The tunnels.

 

She didn’t know how long she’d been in the White Beneath. There was no sun, no cycle of time, only the endless whiteness and the frozen moment. It could’ve been minutes. Or hours. Or more.

 

And the way she had come… had it changed? Would the passage still be there?

 

She stood on shaking legs, clutching the shard like a lifeline, and turned to where she thought the archway had been. The white stretched out unbroken in every direction. Panic tightened her chest.

 

But then — a sound.

 

Faint. A drip. Then another. The familiar rhythm of water tapping stone. She moved toward it.

 

The fog thinned, then parted. A shadow appeared ahead — rougher stone, less smooth, and marked with time and touch. A bridge. And beyond it, a tunnel.

 

Relief surged through her like breath after drowning. She didn’t hesitate. She stepped forward, back into the cold stone throat of the earth.

 

The silence here was different. This was not the same tunnel. Crystal lanterns hung dimly along the walls, though many had guttered out or were clogged with dust. As she passed them, they flickered weakly, some flaring, as if recognising the shard she carried. Her thoughts were so many and so fast, she pushed everything down. Too much to take in. 

 

Her pace quickened.

 

But as she moved, one truth settled deeper than the rest:

 

She would not return the same.

 

Whatever the shard had awakened, it wasn’t finished. It had shown her a piece — but only a piece. The rest was still buried. Still waiting.

 

And though she longed for the warmth of home, of her mother’s touch and her father’s steady voice, she knew the road back would be shadowed by the questions now burning in her chest.

The land had called her.

 

And something ancient had answered.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Interlude V

The Waiting Light

The day had aged quietly in Tellen’s Reach.

 

Smoke from evening cook-fires curled lazily through the upper vents of the cavern, and the once-bustling communal hall had settled into the soft hush of mealtime. Children’s laughter gave way to the low murmur of stories retold, of old songs hummed between bites, and the subtle clink of stone bowls and wooden spoons.

 

Sarenya stood at the threshold of their stone dwelling, her hands wrapped tightly around a chipped ceramic cup still warm with steeped roots. The glow of the crystal lanterns flickered along the curved ceiling, casting long shadows across the passage. She stared into the quiet, watching the dim light bend and twist with every breath of the tunnels.

 

“She should have returned by now,” she said softly.

 

Varen glanced up from the workbench where he was repairing a harness buckle. His movements slowed, though his eyes didn’t leave the worn leather.

 

“She’s late,” he said quietly. “Not missing.”

 

The words were meant to be steady, grounding, but even he could hear the shift in his own voice. The edge that wasn’t fear, not yet, but something standing very near to it.

 

“She said she’d be back before curfew,” Sarenya added, her voice taut like the string of a bow.

 

Varen sighed, setting the buckle aside. “Esha has my stubbornness. And your fire.”

 

Sarenya offered a tight smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Yes, and both served us well once. But the world is different now. The cliffs crumble, the tunnels shift. And the white… it moves again.”

 

Varen crossed the room and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “She’s careful. She listens.”

 

“She thinks she listens,” Sarenya said, then closed her eyes. “But some things you only learn when it’s too late.”

 

The lantern above them hummed softly, and for a moment the silence between them was filled with shared memory — of younger days spent exploring the wilds, of friends lost to hidden crevices, of maps now buried in dust.
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