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Prologue: What Was Buried 
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Before there were borders, before names were carved into the skin of the earth, there was a shape. Not a god, not at first—not in the way we speak of gods now, dressed in robes, enthroned in clouds, their eyes hung high above us. No. This shape had no name, no shrine. It walked not through scripture, but through memory. It had no temples, no doctrine, no prayers. It existed in the way wind existed—in silence, in presence, in rhythm too subtle for the early tongue.

The first people did not worship it. They knew it. They carried it not in words, but in repetition. Spirals drawn in ochre on cave walls. Antlers carved into the soft bones of deer. Stones arranged not in lines, but in circles that mirrored the moon. The shape was not separate from them. It was not a ruler or a destroyer or a saviour. It was their companion. Their other voice. Their reminder that they were not the first and would not be the last.

Over time, the memory frayed. Language grew and split. Territory became power. Memory was captured and written, but never fully. Names came. Not one name—many. Each culture gave it a word. A warning. A misunderstanding. In one region it became a trickster, in another a shadow, in another a horned beast that wandered the woods at night and stole unbaptised children. Stories layered upon stories, each forgetting a little more than the one before. The spiral, once sacred, became a trap. The antlers became horns. The eye became something to fear.

And so the shape sank—not into death, but into silence. It did not fight the forgetting. It allowed itself to be buried, understanding something no empire ever could: that the deeper memory is hidden, the longer it endures. It knew that someday someone would find it again, not because they were chosen, but because they were listening.

Some tried. They came close. There were monasteries built without holy purpose. Chapels raised over ruins that predated the stones themselves. There were dreams shared by people continents apart. A child in Georgia painted spirals before learning to write. A woman in Estonia woke from sleep with the image of an eye burned into her mind—not one she had seen before, but one that had seen her. These weren’t miracles. They were fractures. Glimpses. Memory pushing upward like roots through concrete.

But silence was stronger then.

The last known gate was closed three generations ago. No ceremony. No fire. Just forgetting. The ones who carried the shape—scholars, dreamers, guardians—were left behind by the world. They weren’t martyred. They were dismissed. Made irrelevant. Men who remembered became madmen. Women became cautionary tales. Their knowledge was preserved only in contradiction: whispered family superstitions, carved door frames, prayers no one understood. The memory went dormant, but not dead. It rested, like a heartbeat buried beneath layers of stone, waiting for the right pressure to call it back.

And it began to stir again—not in the hands of believers, not in books, not in the loud mouths of the faithful, but in quiet places. In the way a child’s drawing matched symbols carved five thousand years ago. In a spiral traced absentmindedly into frost on a kitchen window. In the strange unease people feel when they enter a room they’ve never seen before and know the walls are wrong.

It began again not in power, but in presence.

In a man without purpose. Not a chosen one, not a hero—just a man who had forgotten himself, and who stopped, one morning, long enough to see something others had ignored.

He saw the spiral on the glass. Touched it.

And the silence, at long last, answered.
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The hills of Glyn Neath stretched silently beneath the gathering twilight, cloaked in an autumn mist that seemed to rise softly from the earth itself. The drizzle fell steadily, whispering through the air, soaking the grass-covered slopes and ancient woodlands in quiet persistence. Beyond the fields, dark trees leaned protectively inward, their blackened branches stark against the deepening purple sky.

Amid this timeless landscape, an archaeological excavation had unfolded like a delicate surgical incision on the surface of the land, exposing hidden secrets long forgotten beneath layers of soil and time. Floodlights had been erected to cut through the encroaching dusk, their powerful beams bathing the exposed trench and surrounding tents in a harsh, clinical light.

At the centre of this carefully orchestrated disruption stood a barrow, a burial mound that had lain undisturbed for nearly two and a half thousand years. The barrow rose solemnly from the hillside, commanding respect from the workers who moved carefully around it, their voices hushed in reverence or superstition. Long grass, slick with rain, covered most of the mound, and thick moss blanketed its stones, as if the barrow itself was determined to guard its secrets even as modern hands dared to pry them loose.

At the edge of the excavation, Gareth Morgan stood watching, a silent observer. At thirty-five, he had spent the past decade carefully piecing together fragments of human history. His deep-set eyes, the colour of polished flint, scanned the site with the patient intensity of a seasoned archaeologist. Yet tonight, beneath his outward calm, Gareth felt an odd stirring of anxiety, as if the earth itself held its breath in anticipation of what lay below.

He pulled his dark green hood lower over his face, wiping raindrops from his jawline. Around him, the team of archaeologists, students, and local workers spoke quietly, each voice measured, punctuated only by the metallic clink of tools and the distant whisper of the breeze through nearby oaks.

Gareth's gaze drifted toward those trees. They were ancient, standing as guardians around the sacred mound. Their knotted roots sank deeply into the earth, a living testament to centuries that had passed. Beyond them, the outline of standing stones rose like ghosts from the mist. This landscape was steeped in mystery and myth, a land that once resonated with stories of druids, warriors, and forgotten gods.

He shivered slightly, the chill of the rain finally reaching through his heavy jacket. Something felt different about tonight, as though an invisible boundary between past and present had become perilously thin. Gareth had felt this way before—usually at the cusp of a major discovery—but never with such intensity.

"Gareth," a voice called softly from behind, gentle yet clear in the fading daylight.

He turned, smiling faintly at the approach of Dr. Elinor Pembroke. Despite her advanced age, she moved gracefully across the slippery grass, her slender frame wrapped tightly in a thick woollen cardigan beneath a waterproof coat. Her short silver hair, tinged with gold from the powerful floodlights, framed a face lined deeply with wisdom and the weight of countless stories uncovered.

"Dr. Pembroke," he said warmly, stepping toward her.

"How many times must I tell you, Gareth, call me Elinor," she gently admonished, smiling warmly. "It makes me feel old otherwise." Gareth chuckled softly. "Apologies. Old habits die hard."

She gazed thoughtfully toward the barrow. "This place has a presence, doesn’t it? I've excavated dozens of sites, yet every so often one speaks differently—more clearly. Do you feel it?" "I do," Gareth admitted quietly. "It’s as if it knows we're here, Elinor. And perhaps not entirely happy about it."

She nodded, eyes narrowing slightly. "My grandmother used to tell stories of places like this—ancient guardians sleeping beneath the hills, ready to awaken if disturbed. I thought them just fairy tales then. Now, I’m not so sure."

Gareth studied her face, intrigued by her tone. "You've never seemed the superstitious type."

She smiled again, softer now. "Age has taught me there’s always truth beneath folklore. If this mound holds what I suspect, we might rewrite entire chapters of our history."

He felt a thrill at her words. Elinor rarely exaggerated; her reputation as a scholar was impeccable, grounded always in meticulous research. If she believed this site was special, Gareth knew something truly extraordinary, awaited discovery.

Their attention shifted as workers moved purposefully toward the barrow’s entrance. Two students gently removed the last large stone blocking the chamber, pausing momentarily as the weighty slab came free, revealing a dark hollow beneath. An expectant hush spread swiftly across the group.

Gareth’s pulse quickened. Beside him, Elinor took a slow breath, her hand briefly touching his arm. It was a simple gesture, motherly and reassuring.

"Ready?" she asked softly, eyes sparkling despite the tension.

"As I'll ever be," Gareth replied, the knot of anticipation tightening in his chest.

Together, they moved cautiously toward the entrance. The workers stepped aside respectfully, allowing them first glimpse of the chamber within. The scent of ancient stone and stale air met them as Gareth crouched, peering cautiously into the darkness. He shone his torch inside, revealing walls of stone, etched faintly with spirals and runes, long-silent whispers from another age.

"It looks untouched," Gareth whispered reverently, his voice barely audible.

"Then let us tread carefully," Elinor murmured, her tone equally quiet, almost sacred.

With practiced caution, Gareth stepped into the barrow’s inner sanctum. His boots crunched softly on gravel and debris untouched by human feet since the Iron Age. The chamber was narrow, elongated, with rough-hewn stone walls converging overhead. At the centre, illuminated by the harsh beam of his torch, lay a stone slab. On it rested an array of ancient artefacts, metal glinting faintly beneath centuries of dust.

Elinor followed closely behind, her breathing steady but audible in the confined space. They stood side by side, staring down at the carefully arranged treasures placed there thousands of years ago. Gareth exhaled slowly, his breath creating a misty halo in the chilly air. "This changes everything," Elinor whispered, her voice trembling slightly, her eyes fixed on a golden object half-hidden among rusted spear tips and broken pottery.

"Is that..." Gareth hesitated, leaning closer, barely daring to believe what his eyes revealed.

"A Scythian stag," Elinor confirmed softly, reverence and wonder threading her words. "Buried here, beneath Welsh soil, thousands of miles from the steppes where it should belong."

Gareth felt his pulse thunder, awareness dawning that history—at this moment—was shifting beneath their feet. "Then we've just opened the door to something much larger."

Elinor nodded slowly, eyes never leaving the artefact. "Indeed. And what we’ve uncovered here tonight may be only the beginning."

Gareth Morgan knelt quietly beside the stone slab in the burial chamber, his heartbeat gradually slowing from the initial thrill of discovery. He carefully studied the Scythian stag figurine, still astonished by its presence. The golden ornament lay partially covered by centuries of dust, its finely etched antlers catching the beam of his torchlight and glittering with an almost otherworldly beauty.

As he examined the exquisite workmanship, Gareth’s mind drifted momentarily, memories blending with the soft murmur of the rain outside and the quiet breathing of Dr. Pembroke beside him.

He hadn’t always envisioned himself as an archaeologist. Years earlier, archaeology had been little more than a hobby, a refuge from a very different life—one shaped by discipline, duty, and conflict.

Gareth had joined the British Army straight from university, filled with youthful idealism and a sense of adventure. For almost eight years, he had served faithfully, rising through the ranks with steady competence, respected by his peers and commanding officers alike. The uniform had defined him; duty had grounded him. But over time, witnessing the darker sides of humanity had gradually worn him down, leaving scars beneath the surface that never fully healed.

His last deployment in Afghanistan had changed everything.

Gareth’s jaw tightened at the memory. It was a late patrol through Kandahar, a routine sweep—just another night in a long line of tense nights. But an ambush had shattered their sense of routine. The explosion had torn through the convoy, flames consuming their vehicle instantly. Gareth could still remember the screams of his men trapped within, his own frantic attempts to pull them clear, searing heat blistering his skin. He’d saved two lives that night—but lost three others. He had never forgiven himself.

After the chaos of war, Gareth returned home feeling profoundly displaced, haunted by memories he desperately wished he could erase. Months drifted by, purposeless, until a chance encounter led him to a community archaeological dig near his childhood home in the Brecon Beacons. Initially, it had been therapeutic—hours spent meticulously excavating soil and stone, absorbed by simple tasks requiring precision and patience. Slowly, archaeology gave him purpose, anchoring his wandering mind in something meaningful, peaceful, and tangible.

It was during this first excavation that he’d met Dr. Elinor Pembroke. Recognizing his potential, she’d become both mentor and surrogate mother, guiding him patiently into the world of archaeology and history. Under her tutelage, Gareth found a sense of belonging and passion that gradually eclipsed the darker shadows of his past.

Elinor had taught him that history wasn’t merely about ancient artifacts and dusty books—it was a living story, shaped by human emotion, ambition, tragedy, and triumph. It was a story he yearned to help uncover.

"Are you alright, Gareth?" Elinor’s gentle voice broke his reverie, drawing him back to the present moment.

He blinked, realizing he’d drifted off. "Sorry—just caught up in memories."

"Understandable," she said softly, her eyes compassionate as they met his. Elinor knew fragments of Gareth’s past, though not every painful detail. She respected his privacy, though sometimes he felt she understood him better than he did himself.

He turned back to the stag figurine, forcing himself to focus. "Why here, Elinor? How does a Scythian artifact wind up beneath a Celtic barrow in Wales?"

Elinor exhaled slowly. "History is more complex than most imagine. The ancient world wasn't as isolated as we once thought. There are stories—scattered clues—of connections between distant peoples. Trade routes, migrations, shared gods. But something this tangible... it challenges everything we believe we know."

Gareth’s fingers hovered gently above the artifact, not yet daring to touch it. "A link this profound—it must have meant something significant to whoever was buried here."

"Indeed," Elinor agreed thoughtfully. "Powerful alliances, religious rituals, or perhaps a sacred relic traded or gifted from a distant ruler. Whatever its purpose, this stag represents a profound story hidden beneath centuries of silence."

Gareth carefully shifted his attention to the sword fragment lying nearby, noting the faint inscriptions etched along its corroded surface. His brows drew together. "And this sword fragment? It’s clearly iron-age, yet these symbols aren’t Celtic."

"No," Elinor confirmed quietly, her voice touched with reverence. "A hybrid script—some form of Ogham blended with something far older. Possibly Sogdian or proto-Indo-European from the Eurasian steppes. Gareth, this blade fragment may represent a forgotten link between cultures separated by thousands of miles."

A sudden chill ran through Gareth, deeper than the damp air could justify. "So we're dealing with something deliberately hidden from history?"

"Perhaps deliberately forgotten," Elinor suggested cryptically. "Certain truths are often erased by conquerors or those who feared the implications. Especially truths about powerful deities, alliances, and ancient beliefs."

He glanced at her sharply. "You believe this discovery will upset accepted history?"

"I know it will," she said resolutely, her eyes firm yet cautious. "But more importantly, it could open doors to truths we've long ignored. The question is—who else might know about this? And would they welcome such revelations, or suppress them?"

The heaviness in her voice sparked Gareth’s instincts, rekindling his soldier’s sense of imminent danger. He hesitated, eyes narrowing. "You seem concerned about more than academic debates."

Elinor met his gaze carefully. "Knowledge has always carried risks. History is littered with silenced voices and destroyed relics. We must tread carefully, Gareth."

He nodded slowly, understanding the subtle warning. Elinor was rarely alarmist; if she expressed caution, Gareth knew there was reason behind it.

"Then we guard this find closely," he said softly. "Until we fully understand what it means."

She smiled approvingly; her eyes warm yet tinged with concern. "Exactly."

The chamber fell silent again. Gareth looked around, suddenly aware of the confined space pressing inward, its rough stone walls etched with symbols whose meanings now seemed infinitely more mysterious. The atmosphere felt charged, electric—as if something beneath the ground itself waited expectantly for their next move.

Gareth knew instinctively he stood at the threshold of something life-changing, yet he also felt the return of the familiar tension, the subtle pulse of hidden danger that had defined much of his past life. For now, though, he chose to set it aside, resolute in his commitment to uncovering whatever truth lay buried beneath their feet. After all, he'd spent enough of his life hiding from shadows. It was time to step firmly into the unknown.

The burial chamber’s silence felt heavier now, punctuated only by the rhythmic drip of water seeping through ancient stone. Gareth watched as Elinor Pembroke carefully examined the sword fragment, her expression shifting slowly from awe to something far more solemn. Beneath the glare of their torches, shadows danced across the weathered walls, illuminating the subtle lines etched by hands long vanished.

Elinor Pembroke was more than simply Gareth’s mentor. To him, she represented the ideal of what he had hoped to become when he left his military life behind—wise, patient, and profoundly dedicated to uncovering truths buried by time. Her influence had reshaped his life, gently guiding him from darkness toward a meaningful pursuit of knowledge.

But tonight, beneath the chamber’s oppressive ceiling, Gareth saw something new in her eyes—a tension that hadn't been there before. Concern, perhaps even fear.

"What’s wrong, Elinor?" he asked softly, breaking the quiet between them.

She hesitated briefly, as if deciding how much to share. Finally, she sighed, her eyes meeting his firmly. "These symbols trouble me deeply, Gareth. They’re too precise to be accidental, too complex for mere decoration. This blade was etched with great care, deliberately designed to carry a message."

Gareth studied the faint runes again, their alien shapes hauntingly beautiful and utterly foreign. "Do you recognise the language?"

"Only partly," she admitted slowly, her fingers gently tracing the markings. "It blends Celtic Ogham with another script—possibly Sogdian, possibly even older. This hybrid script shouldn’t exist here, Gareth. It belongs thousands of miles away, across Europe and deep into Central Asia. It’s as if someone deliberately merged these two worlds."

"Why would they do that?" Gareth pressed quietly, sensing the unease growing within her.

Elinor hesitated again, clearly wrestling with a deeper worry. She glanced around carefully, as if the chamber itself might overhear her words.

"Because symbols like these weren’t casual decorations," she said finally, her voice lowering almost to a whisper. "They were sacred—perhaps part of rituals or incantations used by priests, druids, or shamans. They could represent alliances between peoples, or even bonds formed through shared worship of powerful deities."

Gareth felt his pulse quicken again. "You believe these cultures worshipped the same gods?"

"Perhaps one deity above all," she admitted, her eyes darkening. "The horned god, the stag figure—often associated with nature, war, rebirth, even death. It was worshipped across cultures under different names: Cernunnos by the Celts, Targitaos or Ares by the Scythians, Tengri by the Turkic nomads. What if these ancient peoples weren’t isolated after all, Gareth? What if the Celts in Britain and Scythians from the Eurasian steppes shared more than trade and occasional encounters? What if they shared profound spiritual beliefs?"

Gareth’s mind raced at the implications. "It would rewrite everything we know about Iron Age history."

Elinor nodded gravely. "Exactly. But there's a deeper issue. Consider how these links might have been deliberately erased over the centuries. Powerful groups—Roman, Christian, even medieval kings—actively suppressed pagan beliefs. Destroyed temples, killed priests, burned texts. Any proof of shared pagan worship could have been systematically erased."

"But why hide such connections?" Gareth asked, genuinely puzzled. "Wouldn't it strengthen alliances to acknowledge shared beliefs?"

Elinor smiled faintly, though without warmth. "Power is rarely that simple. Shared worship creates bonds—but it also empowers priests and druids who might rival kings and emperors. If an ancient alliance based on pagan worship had once dominated large regions, later rulers would want it forgotten. History isn't simply written by victors—it’s often deliberately erased by them."

Gareth felt a chill run down his spine, the dim chamber suddenly oppressive. "You think we've uncovered evidence of something deliberately hidden?"

"I fear so," Elinor admitted softly, her eyes reflecting the flickering torchlight. "And history is rarely suppressed without bloodshed. These artifacts didn’t just end up buried beneath Welsh soil by accident—they were hidden deliberately, likely protected, perhaps even feared."

She paused again, her gaze distant. "You remember my dig near the Black Sea four years ago?"

Gareth nodded. "You never spoke much about it afterward."

"Because we uncovered similar artifacts," she confessed, voice hushed, her tone unusually vulnerable. "Golden objects featuring stag motifs, swords with hybrid inscriptions, a burial remarkably similar to this one. But our site was destroyed by fire overnight—documents burned, artifacts stolen. Officially it was labelled vandalism. Unofficially, I knew better."

Gareth stared at her, suddenly alarmed. "You think someone deliberately sabotaged your dig?"

She exhaled sharply. "I know someone did. Shortly afterward, our funding was cut, and I was quietly discouraged from pursuing the matter further. The official narrative became that I’d misinterpreted the evidence."

"Yet here we are, finding identical evidence again," Gareth murmured, the realisation settling heavily. "Who would want these truths kept hidden?"

"I don't know," Elinor admitted softly, her eyes betraying genuine anxiety. "But if such people existed then, they might still exist now."

Her warning echoed ominously through the chamber, punctuated by silence. Gareth’s instincts, honed through years of combat, stirred uneasily. "Then we must be careful. Whoever buried these artifacts went to great lengths to conceal them. It’s possible others might still watch over these secrets."

Elinor nodded solemnly, seeming to draw strength from Gareth’s quiet resolve. "Exactly why we must document everything meticulously. Publish carefully, but soon. If we make this public knowledge quickly, we might ensure it can’t be silenced again."

She reached out, briefly touching Gareth’s shoulder, her grip reassuring despite her evident concern. "We have a responsibility now, Gareth—not just to ourselves, but to history itself."

He nodded firmly, feeling the weight of her words settle deeply within him. "I understand. Whatever truths we uncover, I promise—we'll make sure they're known." Elinor smiled again, genuine warmth returning. "I knew I could count on you."

Outside, the rain intensified, drumming steadily against the earth. Within the burial chamber, Gareth felt something shift—the fragile thread of knowledge they now held seemed precious, vulnerable, and profoundly dangerous. Yet alongside his unease, Gareth felt purpose ignite within him. He had once defended lives; now he would defend truths, protecting history itself. Whatever risks lay ahead, Gareth was ready.

Gareth felt an odd sense of reverence as he moved carefully around the ancient burial slab, his torchlight casting elongated shadows across the intricate carvings lining the chamber walls. The air felt thicker now, charged by the revelations Elinor had just shared. His mind still raced with unsettling questions.
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