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The Curator's Life

he last rays of evening light slanted through the high

windows of the London Museum's East Wing, casting long

shadows across the polished floor. Ada Mirza moved with
practised precision between display cases, her reflection multiplying in the
glass as she circled a clay tablet positioned under specialised lighting. The
exhibit—"Mesopotamia: Cradle of Civilisation"—stood ready for tomorrow's
opening, the culmination of eighteen months of meticulous planning.
Ada's gaze swept over the artifacts: cuneiform tablets, delicate gold jewellery,
ceremonial daggers still carrying the weight of ancient rituals in their
corroded blades. To the visitors arriving tomorrow, these were fascinating

historical objects. To Ada, they whispered stories only she seemed to hear.

"The Gilgamesh tablet needs to be angled three degrees more to the
right," she said, not looking up from her clipboard. Her voice was quiet but

carried across the room with unmistakable authority.

A young assistant curator named Thomas hurried forward. "Three
degrees exactly, Dr Mirza?" His hands hovered over the display, waiting for

confirmation.
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"Yes. The text catches the light better at that angle. Visitors should see
how the scribe pressed into the clay." Ada watched as Thomas adjusted with
gloved hands. She nodded once, satisfied. "Perfect."

At thirty-two, Ada had become one of the London Museum's youngest
senior curators, her reputation for exacting standards matched only by her
encyclopaedic knowledge of Near Eastern antiquities. Her colleagues
respected her expertise, even when they sometimes found her perfectionism

exhausting.

She moved to the following display case, where a gold diadem from the
third millennium BCE rested on a custom-built stand. The artifact featured
an intricate pattern of stars and celestial symbols etched into the metal. Ada

leaned closer, her breath fogging the glass slightly before dissipating.

"Emma, the lighting on this piece is still too harsh," she called to the
lighting technician, adjusting controls at a panel nearby. "It needs to be

softer, more diffuse. We want visitors to notice the constellation pattern."

Emma nodded, making another adjustment. The light shifted, now
washing over the diadem in a gentle glow that brought out the subtle details

of the metalwork without creating harsh reflections.

Ada nodded with satisfaction. "Perfect." The star pattern tugged at
something distant in her mind—like a half-remembered dream or a word
perched at the tip of her tongue. She filed away the sensation, knowing it

would resurface when she had time to examine it properly.

The museum had fallen silent except for the occasional footfall of the
remaining staff. Most had gone home hours ago, leaving only those needed
for the final preparations. Ada preferred it this way—the quiet allowed her
to feel the presence of the artifacts more intensely, to commune with them

in a way she could hardly bring herself to acknowledge to her colleagues.

She paused at a small clay seal tucked between more impressive
artifacts. Unlike its neighbours, this humble piece showed only a simple
figure, arms stretched skyward toward a field of stars. Ada's chest tightened

with unexpected heat, a familiar yet always unsettling sensation. The tiny
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stars carved into the ancient clay seemed to flicker for just a heartbeat, as if

catching light that wasn't there.

Ada blinked. The seal was just a seal again, its markings static in the

carefully calibrated lighting.

"Everything all right, Dr Mirza!" It was Dr Patterson, the head curator,

approaching from the administrative wing. His bow tie sat slightly askew

beneath his tidy beard.

"Yes, just doing a final check." Ada straightened, collecting herself.
"The exhibition is ready."

"Splendid. The trustees are quite excited. The Minister of Culture
confirmed his attendance for tomorrow's opening." Patterson glanced
around the exhibit with evident pride. "Your work has been exemplary, as

always."
"Thank you. It was a team effort."

"Always modest." Patterson smiled. "Nevertheless, this exhibition
wouldn't exist without your expertise. Those connections you made in

Athens were invaluable for securing the loans from the Acropolis Museum."

Ada nodded, her lips curving into a perfunctory smile. At the same
time, her mind wandered back to Athens—the marble conference room
overlooking the Parthenon, the tense silence as museum officials reviewed
her proposal, and finally, after three days of diplomatic chess. This

handshake secured the artifacts' journey to London.

"The security system has been upgraded for this exhibition?" Ada asked,
changing the subject.

"Yes, exactly as you specified. Motion sensors, temperature controls,
vibration detection—the works. Our head of security ran a final check an

hour ago."

"Good." Ada moved toward the centre of the exhibit, where a small
stone tablet lay in a specially designed case. The artifact was the exhibition's

centrepiece—one of the earliest known star charts, carved by Sumerian
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astronomers over five thousand years ago. "This piece especially needs
protection."

"It's insured for eight million pounds," Patterson noted. "Though I

daresay it’s historical value is incalculable."

Ada studied the ancient star map, it’s carefully etched constellations
still remarkably accurate despite the millennia that had passed since its
creation. Something about the configuration seemed oddly familiar, though
she couldn't place why. Perhaps she had seen similar patterns in her

research.
"Dr Mirza?"
Ada realised Patterson had asked her something. "I'm sorry?"

" asked if you're planning to attend the reception after the opening

tomorrow."

"Yes, of course." Though the thought of small talk with trustees and
donors made her inwardly cringe. She preferred the company of artifacts to

most people—the former told their truths plainly, if you knew how to listen.

After Patterson departed, Ada conducted one final walkthrough. She
checked every display case, every information panel, every lighting angle.
The exhibition was a narrative—a story of human ingenuity, spiritual
longing, and cosmic wonder told through objects that had survived

thousands of years. Getting it right mattered more than she could articulate.

In the security office, she confirmed that all systems were functioning
correctly. The night guard, a retired police officer named Martin, gave her

a reassuring nod.

"All set, Dr Mirza. Nothing's getting near these treasures on my watch."

"Thank you, Martin." She handed him a coffee she'd brought from the
staff room. "It might be a long night."

Back in the main hall, Ada stood alone among the artifacts, listening
to the silence. Tomorrow, these spaces would be filled with voices,

movement, and the constant shuffle of visitors. But tonight, in this
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moment, the ancient pieces seemed to speak only to her, a communion

across time that felt both impossible and utterly natural.

She gathered her things, checked her watch, and prepared to leave. The
exhibits were ready. Tomorrow would come, with all its demands and
formalities. But for now, she had done her part to ensure these fragments

of human history would be honoured appropriately.

Ada switched off her office light, her shadow stretching long behind
her as she walked toward the exit, her footsteps echoing in the museum’s

empty corridors.
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The evening air carried the distinctive chill of early autumn in London
as Ada stepped out of the museum's staff exit. She pulled her wool coat
tighter around her shoulders, her sensible heels clicking against the
pavement as she began the familiar walk home. The city settled into its
evening rhythm—professionals hurrying toward Underground stations,
tourists consulting maps under streetlights, students spilling out of pubs in
bursts of laughter. Six years in London, and Ada still sometimes felt like a
visitor herself, observing the city's patterns with the analytical eye she
brought to her artifacts. She checked her watch: just past seven. Zahra's
Kitchen would still be open, and the thought of her lamb biryani suddenly
seemed like the only appropriate end to this long day.

Ada turned down Exhibition Road, passing the ornate facade of the
Victoria and Albert Museum. Her neighbourhood in South Kensington
had become a comfortable compromise—close enough to work, yet still
retaining pockets of quiet amid the city's constant motion. Still, it lacked
the chaotic energy of Delhi, the press of crowds and colours that had
defined her childhood. London's ordered streets and measured pace
sometimes felt too contained, too predictable after growing up in India's

beautiful disorder.
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A drizzle began to fall, speckling the pavement with dark dots. Ada
quickened her pace, navigating around a cluster of umbrella-wielding
tourists. The neighbourhood shifted as she moved away from the museum
district, the grand buildings giving way to more modest storefronts and
residential blocks. The golden light from Zahra's Kitchen appeared ahead,

its window fogged with steam.

The small bell above the door announced her arrival with a cheerful
jingle. Warmth enveloped her immediately—not just the temperature, but
the familiar aromas of cumin, cardamom, and ginger that transported her
instantly back to her father's kitchen in Delhi. The restaurant was modestly
decorated but meticulously clean, with just eight tables covered in crisp

white cloths. Only three were occupied, typical for a weeknight.

"Dr Mirza!" Mr Bashir's face brightened as he emerged from behind
the counter. In his sixties now, with salt-and-pepper hair and gentle eyes
creased from years of smiling, he had the same warmth that had first drawn
Ada to the restaurant years ago. "I was wondering if we would see you

tonight."

"The exhibition opens tomorrow," Ada explained, unwinding her scarf.

"I've been at the museum since dawn."

"Ah, the Mesopotamian artifacts! Nadia showed me the article in the
Times." Mr. Bashir gestured to a vacant table near the window, Ada's usual

spot. "You must be exhausted. Sit, sit. The usual?"

Ada nodded gratefully, settling into the chair. "How is Nadia? Still

enjoying her courses at UCL!"

Pride illuminated Mr. Bashir's features. "Top of her class in economics.
She's already talking about graduate programs in America." He poured
water into a glass with a practised motion. "Though her mother and I hope

she might stay closer to home."

"She's brilliant. Any university would be lucky to have her." Ada had
met the Bashirs' daughter several times over the years, occasionally helping

her with university applications and offering advice about academic life.
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Nadia's determination reminded Ada of herself at that age—hungry for

knowledge and eager to prove herself.

"And you! Always working, never resting." Mr. Bashir shook his head
with paternal disapproval. "My wife says you're too thin. She's adding extra
ghee tonight."

Ada smiled. "Please thank her for me. But I'm fine, truly."

"Fine is not good. Good is good." He gestured toward the kitchen. "I'll

tell her you're here."

Left alone momentarily, Ada watched raindrops trace patterns down
the window glass. Beyond her reflection, London continued its evening
procession—people hurrying home, heads bowed against the weather. She
felt the familiar divide within herself—professionally fulfilled yet personally

adrift, connected to two worlds but never fully belonging to either.

The kitchen door swung open as Mrs. Bashir emerged carrying a
steaming plate. Short and round where her husband was tall and lean, she
moved with surprising quickness, setting the food before Ada with a

flourish.

Mrs. Bashir placed the dish before Ada with a practised flourish. "I
added a little homemade ghee—just enough to make the difference." Her
eyes narrowed slightly as she tucked a stray wisp of grey hair back behind
her ear. "Those shadows under your eyes, beta. The night is for sleeping,

not for worrying about old stones."

"Just busy with work," Ada said, inhaling the fragrant steam rising from
the rice. The saffron threads glowed gold against the white basmati grains,
surrounded by tender pieces of lamb and caramelised onions. "This looks

wonderful, Aunty."

"Eat, eat. Food first, then talk." The older woman patted Ada's

shoulder before returning to the kitchen.

Ada took a bite, closing her eyes briefly as the flavours unfolded—the

complex spices, almost like those her father used in his preparation, a taste
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of home in this city of fog and stone. Mr. Bashir returned with freshly sliced

onion rings and a small dish of raita.

"Tell me about these artifacts," he said, settling into the chair opposite

her. "Nadia says some are over four thousand years old. s this true!"

"Some closer to five thousand," Ada replied between bites. "We have a

star chart that predates most written astronomical records."

Mr. Bashir shook his head in wonder. "Five thousand years. And here
we worry about next week's inventory." He glanced around to ensure other
customers were attended to before leaning forward slightly. "Your father

would be very proud, you know."

The mention of her father sent a familiar pang through Ada's chest.
"He taught me to look properly. To see the stories behind objects."

When she finished her meal, Mr. Bashir insisted on packing some
naan and a container of vegetable curry "for tomorrow's lunch." He waved

away her attempt to pay the full amount.
"Family discount," he said firmly, as he did at least once a week.

"You'll go out of business with your family discounts," Ada protested,

but accepted the paper bag with gratitude.

"Forty years in this spot. Still here." He smiled, walking her to the door.

"Be careful going home. The rain is getting worse."

Ada stepped back into the London evening, the warm container
cradled against her chest as she navigated the final blocks to her apartment.
The rain had intensified, forcing her to hurry past closed shops and
illuminated windows of other lives. The weight of the day—the exhibition
preparations, the memories stirred by Mr Bashir's kindness—settled on her
shoulders along with the dampness of her coat. Her apartment building
appeared ahead, its Victorian facade softened by rain and darkness,
promising solitude after a day surrounded by both artifacts and

expectations.
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The lock turned with a familiar resistance—Ada would need to oil it
again soon. She pushed open the door to her flat, darkness greeting her
until she flipped the light switch. The small entranceway was illuminated,
revealing the orderly space she called home. Ada set her keys in the ceramic
dish on the side table—a piece she'd bought from a potter in Jaipur years
ago—and hung her damp coat on the rack. "Hello," she said softly to the
empty apartment, a habit she'd developed, as if speaking to ghosts. No one
answered, of course. The silence settled around her shoulders like a familiar

shawl, both comforting and suffocating.

Her South Kensington flat occupied the third floor of a restored
Victorian building, its high ceilings and large windows a luxury in London's
cramped real estate market. The living room walls displayed a careful
curation of her life—framed reproductions of ancient artifacts she'd studied,
black-and-white photographs of archaeological digs, and, in the centre, a
single, colour photograph of herself as a teenager standing beside her father
outside their Delhi home. Ada moved to this picture now, lightly touching
its frame. Rafiq Mirza smiled out at her, his professor's spectacles slightly
askew, his arm around his daughter's shoulders. They looked happy. They
had been happy.

Ada carried the bag from Zahra's Kitchen to her small kitchen,
unpacking the containers onto the counter. The aroma of spices filled the
space, momentarily transforming the London flat into something closer to
home. She filled a glass with water, leaning against the counter as she
sipped, her gaze drifting to the stack of academic journals she'd been
meaning to read, the exhibition catalogue proofs awaiting her final

approval.

On her refrigerator, held by a magnet shaped like the Ishtar Gate, hung
a faded photograph of the Delhi University campus. The image transported
her instantly back to those days—the sprawling campus alive with students

lounging on manicured lawns, the libraries where she'd spent countless
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hours researching ancient civilisations, the chai stall where she and Zaid
had argued philosophy and politics until sunset. She remembered the
weight of summer heat, the monsoon rains that transformed campus paths
into miniature rivers, the way her father would wait for her after late

seminars, insisting it wasn't safe for her to walk home alone.

"You have your mother's mind," he'd told her once as they walked
home under a canopy of stars. "Always questioning, always searching." It
was one of the rare times he'd mentioned her mother voluntarily.
Mehjabeen Mirza had died when Ada was just six—an accident, her father
had said, though he never elaborated. Ada had learned not to ask,
recognising the pain that shadowed his eyes at the mention of his wife's

name.

Ada moved through her apartment, straightening books and papers in
an automatic gesture. Unlike the meticulous organisation of her
professional life, her personal space allowed for controlled chaos—books
stacked beside her bed, notes scribbled on museum stationery, a half-
finished translation of Sumerian texts spread across her coffee table. She'd
created a life of the mind here, but sometimes the silence between her

thoughts grew too loud.

She sat on her worn leather sofa—her father's favourite chair, shipped
from their Delhi home after his death. The leather still carried the faint
scent of his pipe tobacco, though he'd been gone for more than six years
now. Ada closed her eyes, recalling one perfect day from her undergraduate
years. Her father had taken her to the National Museum in Delhi, gaining
special access through his university connections. They'd spent hours in the

conservation lab, where he'd taught her to handle artifacts with reverence.

"Every object carries the touch of those who made it," Rafiq had
explained, guiding her hands as she held a bronze figurine from the Indus
Valley civilisation. "We're not just preserving metal and clay, Ada. We're

preserving human intention, human spirit."

That day had cemented her career path. She'd applied for graduate
programs in London shortly after his death.

10
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"The world needs your eyes," he would’ve told her at the airport. "Go

show them how to see truly ."

The irony wasn't lost on her—a woman who dedicated her life to
uncovering historical truths, yet running away from her own past. Her
colleagues at the museum saw only Dr Ada Mirza, the brilliant curator with
an uncanny eye for authentication. None knew about the strange dreams
that sometimes plagued her sleep, the fragments of languages she shouldn't
say that occasionally rose to her lips, all of which she didn't fully

understand.

For a moment, standing in the centre of her living room, Ada felt a
strange sensation—as if the air had thickened and time slowed. A flash of
unfamiliar imagery crossed her mind: sand dunes stretching beneath an
alien sky, strange structures rising in the distance. The vision vanished as

quickly as it had appeared, leaving her disoriented.

Ada pressed her fingers to her temples. Just exhaustion, surely. The

upcoming exhibition had consumed her waking hours for months.

She returned to the kitchen and made herself a strong cup of milky
masala chai. In Delhi, chai was a social affair. Her father often invited
colleagues and students home, and the house filled with debate and
laughter on such occasions. Here, she was alone most nights, the television

or radio providing background noise to fill the silence.

Ada carried her cup to the small dining table by the window. Outside,
London continued its rainy evening procession, lights reflecting in wet
pavement. She belonged here now, had built a respected career, a
comfortable life. Yet on nights like this, the distance between London and

Delhi seemed measured not in kilometres but in the space between who she

had been and who she had become.

She sipped the chai slowly, savouring the flavours that connected her
to home, surrounded by fragments of her past and artifacts of her present.
In twelve hours, she would stand before government ministers and museum

trustees, the confident Dr Mirza unveiling her exhibition. But tonight, she

11
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was just Ada, caught between worlds, accompanied only by memories and

questions without answers.
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Ada cleared a space on her desk, pushing aside stacks of research
papers and exhibition notes. Her laptop screen glowed in the dimly lit study
as she opened the video call application. The clock in the corner showed
9:17 PM—late for a professional call, but Dr Eleanor Harrington had never
confined herself to conventional working hours. Ada straightened her
posture and ran a hand through her hair, a habit from student days she'd
never quite abandoned before facing her mentor. When the call connected,
the familiar face of her doctoral advisor appeared, silver hair pulled back in
its perpetual neat bun, reading glasses perched low on her nose. Behind

her, bookshelves sagged under the weight of archaeological texts—many of

which she'd authored herself.

"Ada, there you are." Dr Harrington's voice carried the crispness of her
Cambridge education, but warmth underlay her formal tone. "I was

beginning to wonder if you'd forgotten our appointment."

"Never, Eleanor." The use of her former advisor's first name still felt
like a small rebellion, even years after completing her doctorate. "The

exhibition opens tomorrow. ['ve just come from the final walkthrough."

"Ah, the Mesopotamian collection. The British Museum is quite
envious, | hear." Eleanor's smile revealed genuine pride. At seventy-two, she
remained one of the most respected archaeologists in Britain, her approval
still sought by former students who had become luminaries in their own

right.

What Ada couldn't see was how Eleanor studied her through the
screen, noting the slight shadows beneath her former student's eyes, the
tension in her shoulders. Eleanor had guided dozens of brilliant students

through doctoral programs, but Ada Mirza had always stood apart—not just

12
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for her intellectual gifts, but for something Eleanor couldn't quite name.

An intuition about artifacts that bordered on the uncanny.

"The lecture for next month's symposium,” Ada said, pulling a

notebook toward her. "You mentioned some concerns about my outline!"

"Not concerns, exactly. Suggestions." Eleanor shuffled papers off-
screen. "Your approach to cross-cultural preservation ethics is solid, but I

wonder if you might incorporate more of your personal perspective."

"My perspective is academic, Eleanor. That's what the symposium

requires."

"Is it!" Eleanor's gaze sharpened. "Ada, your understanding of how
artifacts connect across cultural boundaries goes beyond academic training.
The way you identified the relationship between those Indus Valley seals
and Mesopotamian trade routes—that wasn't just good research. That was

insight."

Ada shifted uncomfortably. Her ability to see connections between
artifacts from different civilisations had advanced her career, but she'd
always attributed it to thorough research and lucky intuition. Occasionally,
standing before an ancient object, she experienced something more
profound—a flash of understanding that felt almost like memory—but she
kept such moments private, too irrational to acknowledge in the empirical

world of archaeology.
"I simply follow the evidence," Ada replied.
From her booklined study in Oxford, Eleanor sighed. She had

recognised something in Ada from their first meeting—a quality she'd
encountered only twice before in her long career. Both of those individuals
had eventually disappeared into obscure research positions or private
collections, their careers mysteriously diverted. Eleanor had hoped to guide
Ada differently, to help her harness her unusual gifts while maintaining her

academic standing.

"Tell me about tomorrow's opening," Eleanor said, changing tactics.

"The star chart is the centrepiece, | understand?"

13
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"Yes. It's remarkable—the astronomical knowledge it contains predates
formal written records of celestial observation." Ada's voice grew animated
as she described the artifact, her hands moving expressively. "The precision
of the star placements suggests observational techniques we previously

thought impossible for that period."

"Fascinating." Eleanor paused, then ventured onto more personal
ground. "And will you be celebrating properly afterwards!? With colleagues,

perhaps, or...friends?"

The slight hesitation revealed Eleanor's fundamental question. In the
six years since Ada had completed her doctorate, Eleanor had watched her
former student retreat further into her work, building walls between herself

and others. It concerned her, both professionally and personally.

"There's an official reception," Ada answered, evading the underlying

query. "The Minister of Culture will attend, along with several key donors."

"Ada." Eleanor removed her reading glasses, her expression softening.
"You've accomplished remarkable things in your career. But I worry about

you, alone in that flat, surrounded by nothing but work."

Ada's gaze dropped briefly to a framed photograph on her desk—herself
and her father on a trip to the ruins of Sarnath, both smiling beneath the

bright Indian sun. "I'm fine, Eleanor. Truly."

Eleanor knew better than to push further. Instead, she shifted to a
topic that might intrigue her former student. "I've encountered something
unusual in a private collection in Edinburgh. A bronze amulet, purportedly
Babylonian, but with markings I can't identify. The owner claims it was
found near Baghdad, but the composition suggests a different origin

entirely."

Ada leaned forward slightly, her interest piqued despite her fatigue.
"What sort of markings?"

"Stellar configurations, similar to your star chart, but arranged in

patterns that don't match any known constellation systems. And the

14
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metal..." Eleanor hesitated. "There are trace elements that our university lab
couldn't identify."

For a moment, something flickered in Ada's memory, a strange
metallic composition she had come across once in Egypt. She pushed the

thought away.
"I'd be happy to take a look if you can send photographs," she offered.

"I'll do that." Eleanor glanced at her watch. "It's getting late, and you
have a big day tomorrow. We can discuss the lecture revisions next week."

Her expression softened again. "I'm proud of you, Ada."

Ada acknowledged the compliment with a smile. "Thank you,

Eleanor."

"Get some rest," her mentor advised. "And remember—sometimes the
most valuable insights come not from what we study, but from who we are."

With a final smile, Eleanor ended the call.

Ada sat in the sudden silence of her study, Eleanor's parting words
echoing in her mind. Who we are. The question had become increasingly

complex.

She closed her laptop, the screen's glow fading to black. Tomorrow
would require her complete focus. Questions of identity and heritage would
have to wait, as they always did, pushed aside in favour of the tangible, the

proven, the safe territory of academic certainty.

2.3p
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Ada's bathroom filled with steam as she turned off the shower. The hot
water had eased the tension in her shoulders, if not the whirling thoughts
in her mind. She wrapped herself in a towel and wiped the mirror clean of
condensation, studying her reflection with clinical detachment. The
woman who stared back looked tired—hair damper than the towel turbaned
around her head, eyes shadowed despite the day's accomplishments.

Tomorrow the exhibition would open, reporters would ask questions,
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dignitaries would shake her hand, and she would need to look the part of
the confident curator. Tonight, however, she allowed herself this moment

of visible fatigue, this private acknowledgement of her exhaustion.

She completed her evening ritual methodically—moisturiser, dental
floss, toothbrush. Her mind drifted to the exhibition, mentally reviewing
the placement of each artifact, the wording on information placards, the
lighting that had required so many adjustments. Had she forgotten
anything! The promotional materials had gone to press weeks ago. The
catalogue was finalised. Security protocols were in place. Still, a persistent
anxiety nagged at her, the familiar worry that something essential had been

overlooked.

Ada padded into her bedroom, the wooden floor cool beneath her
bare feet. Unlike the carefully neutral tones of the museum, her bedroom
embraced colour—deep blues and rich burgundies reminiscent of textiles
from her homeland. The bedspread featured a hand-stitched pattern her
grandmother had taught her to create during summer visits to Lucknow.
Above her bed hung a framed piece of calligraphy—Arabic script flowing
across handmade paper, a verse about knowledge that her father had given

her when she topped her class.

She slipped into her nightclothes—soft cotton pants and a worn t-
shirt—and climbed into bed. The digital clock read 10:48 PM—less than ten
hours until she needed to be back at the museum, polished and
professional. Ada reached for her tablet, intending to review her opening

remarks one last time, but fatigue made the words blur before her eyes.

Setting the tablet aside, she switched off the lamp and settled against
her pillows. Darkness enveloped the room, broken only by the faint orange
glow of London streetlights filtering through her curtains. Ada closed her
eyes, mentally reviewing her checklist for tomorrow. Arrive by 7:30 AM.
Final inspection at 8:00. Staff briefing at 8:45. VIP reception at 9:30.

Formal opening at 10:00. Press interviews at 11:15.

Her thoughts began to drift, consciousness softening at the edges as

sleep approached. Then, without warning, a sensation of heat washed over
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her, despite the room's cool temperature. The air seemed to thicken,

pressing against her skin with strange heaviness.

Behind her closed eyelids, an image formed with startling clarity:
endless sand dunes stretching toward a horizon painted in unfamiliar
colours, the sky a deep indigo rather than blue. Two moons—two—hung low
over the landscape, casting dual shadows across the rippled sand. In the
distance, structures rose from the desert floor—not buildings in any
conventional sense, but spiralling forms that seemed to grow from the earth

itself, their surfaces gleaming with an inner light.

The vision was accompanied by whispered words in her ear, a language
she had never heard yet somehow understood at some deep, instinctual
level. The sounds were liquid and precise, conveying concepts for which she
had no English equivalents—something about guardianship, about
knowledge preserved across vast distances, about a key that unlocked not

doors but time itself.

The blood remembers what the mind forgets. Keepers of the sixth seal,
the voice seemed to say, though she couldn't be certain those were the exact

words.

Ada gasped, her eyes flying open as she sat upright in bed. Her heart
pounded against her ribs, sweat beading along her hairline despite the cool

room. She fumbled for the lamp switch, blinking in the sudden light.
"What the hell?" she whispered to the empty room.

The vision had already begun to fade, details slipping away like water
through her fingers, but the sensation lingered—a certainty that what she'd
seen was not simply a dream. It had felt like a memory, but not her own.

Something older, something buried deep within her.

Ada pressed her palms against her eyes. Exhaustion, surely. The stress
of the exhibition, combined with her conversation with Eleanor about the
Babylonian amulet, had triggered some waking dream. She was a scientist,
an academic. She dealt in facts, evidence, tangible history—not visions of

alien landscapes and whispering voices.
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She reached for her water glass, her hand trembling slightly as she
drank. Focus on tomorrow, she told herself. The exhibition. The artifacts.
The concrete reality of her work. Not whatever strange hallucination her

overtired mind had conjured.

Ada switched off the lamp and lay down again, deliberately slowing her
breathing. The Mesopotamian star chart would be the centrepiece of
tomorrow's opening. The Minister of Culture would expect her to explain
its significance. The press would want quotable insights about ancient

astronomical knowledge. She needed to be rested, sharp, and articulate.

Yet as sleep finally began to reclaim her, the whispered words echoed
once more at the edges of her consciousness. The blood remembers what
the mind forgets. Drifting towards sleep, in her last moments of
wakefulness, Ada's thoughts returned to the exhibition, to the practical
concerns of her professional life, unaware that forces set in motion

generations ago were finally converging, with her at their centre.
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The Desert Discovery

he sun beat down on Zaid Ahmad's back like a vengeful god,

turning the archaeological trench into an oven. Sweat pooled

beneath his cotton work overalls, but his hands remained
steady, delicately scraping away millennia of packed sand from what
appeared to be the hilt of an object buried in the ancient soil of the
Rajasthan desert. Twenty meters deep in a remote excavation site outside
Jaisalmer, he worked alone—exactly as he preferred when his real mission
diverged from his archaeological cover.

"Come on, reveal yourself," he muttered, switching from a brush to a

finer tool—a dental pick he'd modified for extraction work.

His fingers moved with practiced precision, each motion economical.
Nothing like the bumbling academic his colleagues believed him to be. Zaid
had spent three years cultivating this identity—the dedicated archaeologist
specialising in pre-Harappan settlements, complete with published papers
and conference presentations. A perfect cover for a R.A.W. agent tasked

with monitoring cross-border antiquities trafficking networks.
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The trench walls rose around him like prison bars, two meters high
and precisely cut. He'd dismissed his assistants hours ago, claiming the
afternoon heat made group work inefficient. The real reason stood half-
exposed in the soil before him—an anomalous reading on his ground-
penetrating radar that matched intelligence parameters too precisely to be

a coincidence.

Sunlight caught the edge of something reflective beneath his tools.
Zaid paused, wiping sweat from his brow with his forearm. At thirty-four,
he maintained the lean physicality of his military training beneath his
academic persona. Dark eyes, sharp and observant, missed nothing. His
hands, despite years of fieldwork and combat training, moved with
unexpected gentleness over the emerging artifact. The short, well-
maintained moustache above his lip twitched slightly as he concentrated, a
tell his handlers had tried and failed to train out of him.

Major Zaid Ahmad—or Agent Moses, as his R.A.W. file designated
him—had been tracking rumours of this object for eighteen months.
Intelligence from assets in Pakistan suggested an ancient weapon of
unknown origin had been located somewhere in the western Rajasthan
desert. Normally, archaeological finds wouldn't concern India's foreign
intelligence service, but certain keywords in intercepted communications
had triggered alerts: "not of this world" and "the power to change

everything."
The earth finally released its prize. Zaid inhaled sharply.

"My God," he whispered, all professional detachment momentarily

forgotten.

Nestled in the depression its presence had created lay a crescent-shaped
blade, approximately eighteen centimetres in length. It wasn't bronze or
iron as he'd expected from the site's estimated age. The metal—if it was metal
at all-had a bluish-silver sheen unlike anything he'd encountered in his
legitimate archaeological work or his military training. The curved edge

appeared impossibly sharp despite its apparent age.
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Zaid removed a small digital camera from his pocket and took several
photographs before touching the object. Then, donning a fresh pair of

nitrile gloves, he lifted the artifact from its ancient bed.

It was unnervingly light. He'd expected the heft of metal but found
instead something that seemed to respond to his grip, almost adjusting its
weight in his palm. Most disconcerting was its temperature—cool despite
the blistering heat of the trench, as though it generated it’s own

microclimate.

"What are you!" he murmured, turning the blade to examine it more

closely.

The surface was covered with intricate engravings—not the familiar
patterns of Indus Valley script or even older Mesopotamian cuneiform, but
something else entirely. Mathematical equations, perhaps, or star charts
rendered with microscopic precision. As he tilted the blade, the engravings
seemed to shift under his gaze, revealing different patterns from different
angles.

A soft vibration emanated from the artifact, felt rather than heard—a
subtle buzzing against his palm that traveled up his arm and settled
somewhere in his chest. The sensation was not unpleasant, but distinctly
alien. For a moment, the distant noise of the excavation site faded, and Zaid
experienced a strange double vision—the Rajasthan desert superimposed
with someplace else, a landscape he couldn't identify under stars arranged

in unfamiliar constellations.

The vision passed. Zaid blinked, his training reasserting itself.
Carefully, he placed the blade in a specialized containment case lined with
acidfree tissue. His hand lingered on the artifact for a moment before
closing the case. The protocol was clear: secure, document, transport, hand
over to the analysis team. But something about this object felt personal, as

though it had been waiting specifically for him.

He checked his watch—nearly six. The sun would set soon, bringing
blessed relief from the heat but also increased security concerns.

Intelligence suggested others were searching for this artifact—Pakistani
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agents, certainly, but also a third party whose identity remained

frustratingly obscure.

Zaid packed his tools methodically, the containment case secured in a
hidden compartment of his field kit. His satellite phone showed no service—
not unusual this deep in the trench, but still concerning. He would need to
report this find immediately and initiate the extraction protocol that would
bring both him and the artifact safely back to Delhi.

As he prepared to climb out of the trench, Zaid cast a final glance at
the depression where the blade had rested. For nearly five thousand years,
by his estimation, it had lain here undisturbed. Why now? Why him? The
questions were unprofessional, irrelevant to his mission parameters, yet they

nagged at him.

In the gathering shadows of the trench, with no one to witness, Zaid
allowed himself a moment of naked wonder. Whatever this object was—
whatever its purpose—he felt certain it would change everything, just as the
intercepted messages had claimed. The familiar weight of his service pistol
in its concealed holster offered little comfort against the sudden conviction
that he had stumbled into something far larger than a simple intelligence

operation.

He secured his kit and began climbing out of the trench, the
containment case a constant presence in his awareness. Whatever came
next, the artifact was now his responsibility. He would protect it, study it,
and ultimately understand it—though some instinct told him the price of

that understanding might be higher than he was prepared to pay.

230
by W)
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Under the yellow glow of his battery-powered lamp, Zaid sat cross-
legged on the floor of his tent, the artifact now cleaned of its millennia of
desert soil. The blade rested on a black cloth before him, its metallic surface
reflecting light in ways that defied explanation. He had wiped it with a

specialized solution designed for delicate archaeological finds, expecting

22



NUSRAT ABBASI

resistance, corrosion, or fragility. Instead, the blade had shed its earthen
shroud to reveal an object that looked as though it had been forged

yesterday, not thousands of years ago.

"Impossible," he murmured, adjusting his digital microscope. The
device connected wirelessly to his tablet, displaying magnified images of the
blade's surface. At 200x magnification, the engravings remained crisp and
precise—impossibly so. No ancient tool could have created such fine work.
The lines were thinner than a human hair, forming patterns that shifted as

he moved the microscope across the surface.

Zaid checked the tent flap—still secured, his makeshift alarm system of
fishing line and small bells intact. The excavation camp had grown quiet as
evening deepened into night. Only his tent showed signs of activity, the soft
glow of his lamp creating a target he was uncomfortably aware of. He should
wait until morning to continue. Protocol demanded it. Yet the artifact

demanded otherwise.

When the blade caught the light at certain angles, the engravings
emitted a faint bluish phosphorescence. He'd tested it with UV light,
finding that specific patterns glowed more intensely than others. The
patterns resembled astronomical configurations—but not of any sky Zaid

recognized from his studies.

"What were they mapping?" he wondered aloud, fingers hovering just
above the surface, not quite touching. The metal—if it was metal—
maintained its cool temperature despite the desert heat still radiating
through the tent walls.

Zaid activated the secure communication protocol on his satellite
phone, preparing to transmit initial findings to his handler in Delhi. The
device blinked red twice—connection failed. He frowned. The satellite
system had been operational an hour ago during his scheduled check-in. He

tried again with the same result.

A soft vibration emanated from the blade, intensifying gradually. Zaid
felt it through the cloth, through the camp table, through the ground

beneath him. Not a sound but a sensation that travelled through matter
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itself. The engravings grew brighter, their glow casting strange shadows

across the tent walls.

Then the vibration stopped abruptly. The silence that followed felt
wrong, thick with anticipation. Zaid's hand moved instinctively toward his

concealed weapon.

A nightjar called outside—three times in quick succession. Not a

nightjar. A signal.

Zaid extinguished his lamp in one fluid motion, plunging the tent into
darkness. His hand closed around his service pistol as he slid the artifact
into its containment case. Years of training crystallised into perfect clarity,
his senses hyperalert. Three sounds registered simultaneously: footsteps
approaching from multiple directions, the metallic snick of a weapon being

primed, and the whisper of his tent's rear wall being slit open.

He moved the moment the blade pierced the canvas, rolling left as a
dark figure pushed through the opening. His kick connected with the
intruder's knee—a satisfying crack followed by a muffled grunt. No time for
satisfaction. Two more shapes poured through the new entrance while the

tent flap burst open, admitting two additional attackers.
Five against one. Bad odds.

Zaid fired twice—warning shots into the tent roof. A professional would
recognise the message: I'm armed, I'm trained, and I'm giving you a chance

to retreat. These were professionals. They didn't retreat.

The first attacker lunged, a compact figure in black tactical gear. Zaid
side-stepped, using the man's momentum to throw him into a tent support.
The structure shuddered. A second attacker circled right, something

gleaming in his hand—not a gun but a taser. They wanted him alive.
Not reassuring.

Zaid swept his foot through the camp table's legs, sending equipment
crashing toward the advancing figures. The distraction bought him half a
second—enough time to slam his elbow into the third attacker's throat and

pivot toward the fourth. This one was faster, blocking Zaid's strike and
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countering with a precision that spoke of formal training. Military, not
mercenary.

"The artifact," one of them said in accented English. "Give it to us

n

now.

Zaid responded with a knee to the speaker's solar plexus. The man
doubled over but didn't go down. Trained to absorb pain. Definitely

military.

The containment case lay beside Zaid's cot, momentarily forgotten as
the combat intensified. He fought with cold efficiency, each movement
designed to disable rather than kill. These weren't common thieves. Killing

one would only escalate the situation beyond recovery.

A fist connected with Zaid's jaw, snapping his head back. He tasted
blood and used the pain to sharpen his focus. He broke the attacker's wrist
in return, the crack audible even amid the chaos. Four against one now, the

fifth still recovering from the damaged knee.

"Enough games," a new voice said. The tent flap opened again,
admitting a tall figure whose bearing suggested authority. Not a direct
combatant—a commander. In his hand, a pistol with a suppressor. The

calculation changed instantly. This man would shoot without hesitation.

Zaid's moment of distraction cost him. Something struck the back of
his head—not hard enough to knock him unconscious, but sufficient to
disorient him. His knees hit the ground. Strong hands gripped his arms,
twisting them behind his back with professional efficiency. Zip ties secured

his wrists, cutting into the skin.

The tall figure approached the containment case, lifted it with reverent
care. He snapped orders in a language Zaid recognised but couldn't place
in his dazed state—not Urdu, not Pashto, something older. The man opened
the case, and for a brief moment, the blade's strange blue glow illuminated
a face halfhidden by a tactical mask. The eyes that met Zaid's were coldly

triumphant.
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"You've done well, Agent Moses," the man said, using Zaid's code name

with mocking familiarity. "Your service to the cause will be remembered."

Alarm cut through Zaid's disorientation. They knew who he was. The
operation was compromised at levels that should have been impossible. The
tall man nodded once, and something struck Zaid's temple—harder this

time. The world tilted, darkness encroaching from the edges of his vision.

Not unconsciousness—not yet. Zaid fought it, maintaining just enough
awareness to see the attackers preparing to leave. They moved with practiced
coordination, the blade secured in the commander's possession. The one
with the broken wrist supported his injury, moving past Zaid toward the

exit.

Summoning his remaining strength, Zaid lurched forward as if trying
to rise, deliberately stumbling against the injured attacker. His bound hands
made contact with the man's tactical vest, fingers slipping something small
into a pocket—a tracking device disguised as a button, standard R.A.W.
equipment he'd palmed before the attack began.

A boot connected with Zaid's ribs, driving him back to the ground.
Pain exploded through his chest. This time, he let the darkness take him,
satisfaction his final conscious thought. They had the artifact, but he had a

way to find them. The game wasn't over.

The last thing he heard was the tall figure speaking into a radio:
"Package secured. Extraction required. The Nagid will be pleased."

Dawn broke over Jaisalmer, painting the ancient sandstone buildings
in shades of amber and gold. In a nondescript van parked a few hundred
metres from the Old City's edge, Zaid Ahmad studied a digital map, the
steady pulse of a tracking signal centred on a crumbling haveli tucked
between a spice merchant and a textile shop. His face bore the evidence of

the previous night's encounter—a split lip, bruised jaw, and a butterfly
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bandage closing a cut above his right eyebrow. Six hours ago, he'd regained
consciousness in his ransacked tent, hands still bound, the artifact gone.
Now, surrounded by four R.A.W. operatives in civilian clothes, he was
about to get it back.

"Signal hasn't moved since 0300," said Amita Sharma, a compact
woman whose unassuming appearance belied her status as one of R.A.W.'s

most lethal field agents. "Either they're holed up waiting for extraction, or—

"

"Or they've found my tracker and left it as bait," Zaid finished, pressing
a hand against his bruised ribs. Each breath sent daggers of pain through
his chest. Nothing broken, the field medic had assured him, but the
distinction seemed academic at the moment. "I'm betting on the latter, but

we need to be sure."

The team leader, a veteran agent Zaid recalled only as Falcon, nodded.
"Agreed. Thermal imaging shows three heat signatures inside. Could be our
targets, could be unrelated civilians." He spread a schematic of the building
across his knees. "Two entrances, front and back. Windows on all sides, but

the upper floors are blocked by wooden shutters."

"Classic Rajasthani defensive architecture," Zaid noted. "Those old
havelis were built to repel raiders. Narrow entrances, limited visibility,

multiple choke points."

"Then we avoid the choke points,"” Sharma said, checking the
suppressor on her sidearm with practised efficiency. "Rooftop approach

gives us the advantage of surprise."

Zaid studied the layout again, his analytical mind cutting through the
fog of pain and exhaustion. "The haveli shares a wall with the spice
merchant. There should be a connecting door—these old buildings were
often linked to allow families to move between properties during sectarian

unrest."

Falcon raised an eyebrow. "Not in the official plans."
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"Trust me," Zaid said, his academic cover momentarily useful. "I've
surveyed dozens of these structures. The door will be there, probably hidden
behind a cupboard or false wall."

The decision was made quickly. Sharma and another operative would
secure the rooftop access. Falcon and his second would take the front
entrance as a diversion. Zaid, despite his injuries, would locate the hidden

connecting door with the fifth team member as backup.

They moved out at precisely 0630, blending with the early morning
traffic of shopkeepers, tourists, and locals. Jaisalmer was already stirring, the
air fragrant with cardamom chai and wood smoke. Zaid adjusted the collar
of his kurta, concealing both his injuries and his communications device.

The weight of his service pistol pressed reassuringly against the small of his

back.

Twenty minutes later, they were in position. The spice merchant, an
ancient man with theumy eyes, accepted a generous payment to step outside
for his morning chai, no questions asked. Zaid moved through the shop

with quiet purpose, scanning the walls for tell-tale signs of a concealed door.

"Eagle to Nest," Falcon's voice whispered in his earpiece. "In position.

Awaiting your signal."

Zaid's fingers traced the seam of a wooden panel, feeling a slight draft—
inconsistent air pressure, the classic sign of a hidden space. "Found it," he
murmured to his backup. "Nest to all points: prepare to execute on my

mark."

He pressed firmly on the wooden panel. It resisted briefly, then slid
sideways with a soft scraping sound, revealing a narrow passage thick with

dust and cobwebs. Zaid drew his weapon.
"Mark."

The next sixty seconds unfolded with the choreographed precision of
a well-trained team. Sharma and her partner breached from above, Falcon's
team crashed through the front entrance with a calculated commotion, and

Zaid slipped silently through the passage into the haveli's interior.
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The first room was empty save for abandoned bedrolls and food
wrappers. The second contained communications equipment—high-end
satellite gear too sophisticated for common mercenaries. The third room

yielded their quarry.

A man sat handcuffed to a metal chair, his tactical gear removed,
replaced with civilian clothes. Blood matted his hair where something heavy
had struck his skull. One of last night's attackers, Zaid realized, but not left
as a guard. Left as a liability.

Behind the captive stood a figure Zaid recognised from the previous
night—the fifth attacker, the one with the damaged knee. He raised a pistol

when Zaid entered, but too slowly. Zaid's weapon was already aimed.

"Drop it," Zaid commanded in Hindi, then English, then Urdu when
the man's eyes showed recognition. "Your team abandoned you. Don't die

for them."

The man's calculation was visible in his eyes—weighing options, finding
none. His weapon clattered to the floor.

Within minutes, the haveli was secured. No artifact. No other hostiles.
Just two men left behind—one already a prisoner when they arrived, the

other now joining him in custody.

The interrogation began immediately in a back room, away from
potential witnesses. Falcon took the lead, his methods precise and
psychologically sophisticated. The abandoned operative—the one with the
injured knee—proved surprisingly easy to break. His loyalty extended only
as far as his paycheck.

"They never intended to bring us along," the man explained, his accent
indicating he was a northern Pakistani, possibly from the Hunza region.

"We were hired muscle, nothing more. Expendable."
"Who hired you?" Falcon pressed.

"A middleman in Karachi. We never met the employers directly." The

man winced as he shifted his injured leg. "We were to secure the artifact
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and deliver it to a designated location outside Jaisalmer. After that, our

involvement ended."

Zaid stepped forward, his patience thinning. "The artifact. Where is it

now!"

"Gone." The man shrugged. "The commander took it immediately
after we left your camp. There was a helicopter waiting at coordinates we

weren't privy to. By dawn, it was probably out of Indian airspace."

"This commander," Zaid said, leaning closer, "he knew my code name.

How!"

For the first time, something like fear crossed the man's face. "I don't
know. He knew things about all of us—personal details, histories. Like he'd

been watching for years."

"What did he call the artifact!" Zaid asked, remembering the final

words he'd heard before losing consciousness.

"The Nagid Shard," the man replied, a visible shudder passing through

him. "He said it was older than human civilisation. Said it was going home."

Falcon and Zaid exchanged glances. This wasn't standard antiquities

trafficking—this was something else entirely.

"And who," Zaid asked, already suspecting he wouldn't get a useful

answer, "is the Nagid?"

The prisoner's eyes widened slightly. "You don't want to know. And I
don't want to say his name again. Some things—" he looked around

nervously, "—some things hear when they're spoken of."

Further questioning yielded little of value. The prisoner had been
hired for a single operation, compartmentalised from any useful
intelligence. The other captive, they learned, had been suspected of
planning to sell information about the operation. His former teammates
had ensured his silence with blunt force trauma before abandoning both

men.
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Outside, as local police took custody of the prisoners (with carefully
crafted cover stories provided by R.A.W.), Zaid stood in the narrow street,

frustration evident in the set of his shoulders.

"The trail's cold," Sharma said, joining him. "Satellite tracking shows
multiple helicopter flights last night, none suspicious enough to flag.

Without the artifact’s unique signature to track, we have nothing."

Zaid nodded, but something nagged at him—a connection hovering

just beyond his grasp. "The name he used—Nagid. I've heard it before."
"Where!" Falcon asked, suddenly intent.

"I'm not sure." Zaid frowned. "Academic circles, perhaps. An ancient
Mesopotamian deity? Or was it Sumerian?" He shook his head, the details
p

refusing to crystallise.

Falcon checked his secure phone and scrolled through an encrypted
message. "Delhi wants a full debrief. They're sending transport—wheels up

in ninety minutes."

"T need access to the historical archives,” Zaid said, decision made.

"And someone who specialises in ancient Near Eastern civilisations."
"You have someone in mind?" Sharma asked.

Zaid thought of a brilliant curator he'd known in university, a woman
whose understanding of ancient artifacts went beyond academic
knowledge—an intuitive connection he'd never seen matched. They'd
drifted apart when their careers took different paths, but if anyone could
help him understand what he'd found and lost, it would be her.

"Yes," he said quietly. "I know exactly who to contact."

As the team packed up their equipment, Zaid stood for a moment in
the golden morning light of Jaisalmer, his thoughts turning eastward toward
Delhi and then westward across continents. The artifact was gone, but this
was just the beginning. Something ancient had awakened in the desert, and
he wouldn't rest until he understood what it was and why it felt so

inexplicably familiar.
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Reunion in London

fternoon light filtered through the tall windows of the
London Museum's East Wing, casting prismatic shadows
across the glass display cases. Ada Mirza hunched over her
workstation, magnifying glass in one hand, digital tablet in the other. The
Mesopotamian cylinder seals lay before her like tiny time capsules—each no
larger than her thumb, yet containing entire cosmologies in their carved
surfaces. She rotated one made of lapis lazuli, observing how its engraved
figures shifted in the light. Two weeks after the exhibition's triumphant

opening, the real work continued unobserved by the public.

"Accession number MS-4721," she murmured into her tablet's
recording function. "Akkadian period cylinder seal, approximately 2350
BCE. Depicts a seated deity—likely Shamash—receiving offerings from robed

figures. Note the distinctive star motif above the throne."

Ada's fingers, encased in thin cotton gloves, handled the artifact with
practised reverence. This particular seal had been loaned from a private
collection in Dubai, and its provenance had been meticulously verified over

18 months of research. Now it sat among thirty-seven others, awaiting
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proper cataloguing before being rotated into the main exhibition next

month.

The silence of the conservation room wrapped around her like a
familiar blanket. Here, among these fragments of ancient lives, Ada found
a peace that eluded her elsewhere. The strange dreams that had plagued her
since the exhibition opening—alien landscapes, whispered words in

unknown languages—receded in the face of tangible history.

She lifted another seal, this one carved from hematite. Its surface
depicted a hunting scene—a warrior with a bow drawn, aiming at a leaping
lion. The precision of the carving defied its age; several muscles of the lion
were rendered with anatomical accuracy despite being slightly bigger than a

grain of rice.

"MS4722" she continued. "Early Babylonian, circa 1800 BCE.
Hunting scene with unusual celestial markers—possible astronomical

significance in the placement of stars above the hunter figure."

Ada paused, a familiar tightness forming in her chest as she studied
the star configuration. The same sensation had occurred repeatedly since
the exhibition opened—a strange recognition of patterns that should have
been meaningless to her. Sometimes she wondered if she was developing

some form of pareidolia, seeing significant patterns where none existed.

The phone in her pocket vibrated, breaking her concentration. Ada
frowned. She kept strict boundaries between her work and personal life,
with colleagues knowing not to disturb her during cataloguing sessions. The

vibration came again, more insistent.

Sighing, she set down the seal and removed her gloves before fishing
out her phone. A WhatsApp notification from an unknown number

glowed on the screen. She tapped it open, expecting a misdirected message.
"Purani jeans aur guitar... Elm Street Café."

Below the text sat a set of coordinates that, when she glanced at the
attached map pin, showed a location less than two streets away from the

museum.
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Ada's breath caught. The Hindi phrase—"old jeans and guitar'—
referenced a popular song from her university days in Delhi. She and Zaid
had played it repeatedly during late-night study sessions, him strumming his
battered guitar while she sang off-key, both of them laughing between

Verses.

No one else would send such a message. No one else would know what

it meant.
Zaid Ahmad. Here. In London.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she checked the timestamp. The
message had arrived just a minute ago. She zoomed in on the map
coordinates—Elm Street Café, a small establishment tucked between a
bookshop and a florist, just around the corner from the museum's side

entrance.

The cylinder seals suddenly seemed insignificant, artifacts from a
distant past overshadowed by the unexpected resurrection of her own
history. Six years since she'd seen him. Six years since she'd left Delhi after
her father's funeral, their goodbye at the airport was laden with unspoken

words and promises neither believed they could keep.

She hadn't expected the sharp twist of emotion the message provoked.
Their relationship had been complicated—two academically gifted students
who'd bonded over shared interests and cultural references that their British
classmates missed. Their friendship had evolved into something deeper
during those final years at Delhi University, but it was never fully defined,

never given proper shape, before circumstances pulled them apart.

Ada stared at her workstation, meticulously arranged with tools and
reference materials. The responsible choice would be to finish cataloguing
the remaining seals—at least another two hours of work. Dr Patterson was

expecting her preliminary report by tomorrow morning.
The phone buzzed again in her hand.

"I know you're working. Just one coffee. Please."
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The last word struck her like a physical blow. Zaid Ahmad didn't say
"please" lightly. His quiet pride had been one of his defining characteristics—
stubborn to a fault, her father had always said, though with affection in his
voice. For him to make this request so directly meant something had

changed. Something significant.

Ada carefully returned the seals to their protective cases, closed her
tablet, and removed her lab coat. Before she could overthink the decision,
she texted her assistant curator: "Family emergency. Need to step out. Can

you secure the conservation room in 30 minutes! Seals are repacked."
A reply came almost instantly: "Of course, Dr Mirza. Everything OK?"
"Fine," she typed back. "Just unexpected news. Thanks, Thomas."

Ada gathered her belongings with uncharacteristic haste, checking her
reflection in the darkened computer screen. Her hair, pulled back in its
usual practical braid, had escaped in flyaway strands around her face. She
tucked them behind her ears in a futile gesture toward neatness. The
tailored black trousers and burgundy blouse she'd chosen that morning
suddenly seemed overly formal, though she couldn't have anticipated

needing to impress anyone today.
Especially not Zaid.

She silenced the practical voice in her head, questioning why he was
here, why now, what could he possibly want after six years of nearsilence.
Their occasional emails and holiday greetings had dwindled to nothing
after the third year. She knew he'd completed his doctorate in archaeology
and taken some position with the Indian government—cultural

preservation, he'd said vaguely in his last message.

The museum corridors passed in a blur as Ada made her way toward
the side exit, nodding distractedly at colleagues who greeted her. Her
security badge tapped against the reader with a soft beep, and then she was

outside, London's autumn air cool against her flushed cheeks.

She paused on the museum steps, her heartbeat quickening as she

oriented herself toward Elm Street. For a moment, a sensible hesitation
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gripped her—what was she doing, abandoning work for a ghost from her
past! Then she remembered Zaid's eyes, always so serious until he smiled,

the way his entire face would transform with unexpected warmth.

Ada adjusted her bag on her shoulder and began walking toward the
café, each step carrying her closer to a piece of her former life she'd packed

away but never fully discarded.

The Elm Street Café hummed with mid-afternoon activity—the clatter
of cups against saucers providing percussion for murmured conversations.
Rain speckled the large windows, transforming the street outside into an
impressionist painting of umbrellas and hurrying figures. Sunlight broke
through momentarily, sending golden shafts through the drops on the glass,
illuminating the interior like a cathedral. Ada paused at the entrance,
scanning the small tables until her eyes found him—Zaid Ahmad, sitting at
a corner table near the door, his fingers drumming a silent rhythm against

a ceramic mug.

He saw her immediately. His eyes—the same deep brown she
remembered—widened slightly, and he rose to his feet in a single fluid
motion. He was taller than her memory had preserved, or perhaps it was
the way he carried himself now—spine straight, shoulders squared, the
casual slouch of the graduate student gone entirely. His dark hair was longer
than she remembered, curling slightly at the collar of his tailored shirt. A
faint scar traced a silvery path along his right temple, disappearing into his

hairline—new, certainly not there six years ago.

For Zaid, the sight of Ada standing in the doorway sent a jolt through
his carefully constructed composure. She looked so familiar yet subtly
changed—her face thinner, more defined, the soft roundness of her
university days replaced by elegant angles. Her dark braid hung over one
shoulder, just as it used to during their long study sessions, though now

threaded with a single strand of silver near her temple. She wore simple,
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professional clothes—a burgundy blouse and black trousers—but carried

herself with a quiet authority that spoke of her academic achievements.

His throat tightened unexpectedly. Six years compressed into nothing,

then expanded into an unbridgeable gulf in the same heartbeat.

Ada moved forward, threading between tables with careful steps. Her
pulse thudded against her ribcage as though trying to escape. The café
seemed suddenly too warm, too loud, too full of eyes that might witness
whatever awkward reunion was about to unfold. She'd rehearsed nothing,
prepared for nothing. The decision to come had been so quick—so unlike

her methodical approach to everything else.

"Ada," Zaid said when she reached the table. His voice was deeper than
she remembered, with a new, measured quality. The same accent, though—

Delhi university English layered over Lakhnavi roots.

"Zaid." Her own voice sounded strange to her ears—too formal, too

controlled.

They stood facing each other, separated by the small table and six years
of silence. In Delhi, they would have embraced without hesitation—friends
since undergraduate days, their physical ease with each other had been as
natural as breathing. Now, uncertainty hung between them like a physical

barrier.

Zaid gestured to the chair opposite his. "Thank you for coming. I wasn't

sure you would."

"Purani jeans aur guitar," she said, a small smile tugging at her lips as

she took the offered seat. "You knew I wouldn't resist that."

His face transformed with his smile—the serious mask falling away to
reveal, for just a moment, the boy she had known. The same dimple
appeared in his right cheek, the same crinkles formed at the corners of his

eyes.

"I hoped." He sat down, his movements precise, economical. "The
exhibition is remarkable, by the way. I visited yesterday. The Akkadian star

chart alone was worth the trip."
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"You came to London for my exhibition?" Ada asked, unable to keep

the surprise from her voice.

Zaid's expression shifted subtly. "Among other reasons." He signalled

to a passing server. "Coffee! Or still chai in the afternoons?"

"Still chai," she confirmed, touched that he remembered her

preference. "Though the English version is a poor substitute."

"Nothing like Sharma-ji's stall outside the history faculty," Zaid agreed.

"Remember how he'd always add extra cardamom for you?"

Ada nodded, the memory vivid—the tiny chai stall where they'd spent
countless hours debating archaeological theories, the old vendor who'd
treated them like his own children, always slipping them extra samosas

during exam weeks.

The server arrived, and Zaid ordered in perfect, accentless English—a
skill Ada had forgotten he possessed. His chameleon-like ability to adapt to

any environment had always impressed her.

"So," Ada said after the server left, "a government position in cultural

preservation! That's what your last email said."

Something flickered across Zaid's face—gone so quickly she might have
imagined it. "Yes. Consulting on archaeological sites of national

importance. Protecting India's heritage."

It was the truth, technically. She could tell by the way he held her gaze,
but also sensed the vast spaces around that truth—what remained unsaid,

what he couldn't tell her.

"And you've become exactly what you planned," he continued, genuine
admiration warming his tone. "The brilliant Dr Mirza, youngest senior
curator at the London Museum, making headlines with groundbreaking

exhibitions."

Ada brushed a loose strand of hair from her face, unexpectedly self-

conscious. "My father would have enjoyed seeing it."
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"He would have been proud." Zaid's voice softened. "I wish he didn’t

leave so unexpectedly..."

"l know...", the sadness in her voice still almost as raw as the day she

could never forget, ever.

The chai arrived, fragrant steam rising from the cup. Ada wrapped her

fingers around the warm ceramic, an anchor against the tide of memories.

"How is your mother!" she asked, moving to safer ground. "Still

teaching at the university?"

"Retired last year. She's taken up painting—terrible landscapes that I
praise enthusiastically." His smile was genuine, affectionate. "She asks about

you sometimes."

The knowledge that she was remembered, discussed in his family
home, touched Ada unexpectedly. Mrs. Ahmad had been a second mother
to her during those university years, feeding her till she was ready to burst
and scolding both Ada and Zaid for not studying too hard.

For a moment, they were silent, the years between them both
insurmountable and irrelevant. Around them, the café continued its
afternoon rhythm—the hiss of the espresso machine, the murmur of
conversations, the soft patter of rain against glass. None of it seemed quite
real compared to the intensity of sitting across from this man who had once

known her better than anyone.

"Why now, Zaid?" Ada finally asked the question that had burned since
she received his message. "Six years without a word, and suddenly you're in

London, visiting my exhibition, asking to meet."

Zaid's expression sobered. He leaned forward slightly, his voice
dropping. "I need your help, Ada. Your expertise." He hesitated. "And there
are things you need to know. Things that will change your entire

understanding of your work."

The last sentence landed like a stone in still water, sending ripples

through Ada's carefully constructed reality. "My work?"
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Before he could answer, the server returned to pick up their empty
cups. For a moment, the spell was broken. They both thanked her, the
practiced social responses automatic. When she left, Zaid glanced toward
the window, then back at Ada, something new in his expression—a vigilance

that hadn't been there before.

"Not here," he said quietly. "Would you walk with me? Hyde Park isn't

"

far.

Ada studied him, noting the subtle tension in his shoulders, the way
his eyes periodically scanned the café. The academic she had known had
been replaced by someone more guarded, more alert. Whatever had
brought him to London was serious—she could read that much in the set of

his jaw, the careful control of his expressions.
"All right," she agreed, curiosity overcoming caution. "Hyde Park it is."

Around them, the café's clatter receded beneath the weight of unasked

questions and unsaid truths.
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Hyde Park spread before them in autumn splendour, trees shedding
amber and russet leaves onto manicured lawns. The rain had paused,
leaving the air fresh and the paths glistening with puddles that reflected the
clearing sky. Joggers pounded past in rhythmic determination while dog
walkers ambled behind eager pets. Ada and Zaid walked side by side, not
quite touching, the initial awkwardness of their café reunion gradually
melting into something closer to their old familiarity. Tourists and
Londoners alike moved around them in the dance of the city, unaware of
the invisible threads of history and secrets stretching between the two

figures, navigating the winding paths.

"So this exhibition took two years to put together!" Zaid asked, his pace
matching hers perfectly—a habit from their university days when they'd

walked countless circuits of the Delhi campus.
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"Eighteen months," Ada corrected, her professional pride evident.
"The hardest part was convincing the Acropolis Museum to loan their
Babylonian tablets. The Greek cultural minister was convinced they would

be damaged during transport."

Zaid's lips curved in amusement. "And did you convince him with
academic arguments or by overwhelming him with your legendary

stubbornness?"

"Both," she admitted, laughing. The sound surprised her—when had
she last laughed like this, freely and without reservation? "I cited sixteen
precedents of successful tablet transportation and then refused to leave

Athens until he agreed."

Their conversation flowed more easily now, away from the confines of
the café. Ada felt something uncoil inside her—a tension she hadn't realised
she'd been carrying since receiving his message. This was the Zaid she

remembered, his intelligence and dry humour intact beneath whatever new

layers life had added to him.

He produced his phone, swiping to a series of photographs. "I was in
the Kashmir Valley last month. Remember how we always planned to go

there after graduation?"

Ada leaned closer to see the screen, her shoulder brushing his. The
contact sent an unexpected spark through her arm, but she kept her eyes
on the images—crystalline lake reflecting snow-capped mountains, meadows
carpeted with wildflowers, ancient temples standing sentinel against

dramatic landscapes.

"It's exactly as beautiful as we imagined," she murmured, remembering
those long-ago conversations. They'd sketched out a trip during their final
year—a celebration after completing their degrees. Plans abandoned when

life intervened.

She pulled out her phone and showed him photographs of artifacts

from her exhibition. "This is the star chart I mentioned—pre-dates most
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formal astronomical records. The precision is remarkable considering the

technology available."

Zaid studied the image, his expression changing subtly. "The star
configurations... they're unusual, aren't they! Not standard Babylonian

astronomical markers."

"You noticed." Ada felt a flash of pleasure at his observation—so few
people would have recognised that anomaly. "That's what makes it
extraordinary. They're mapping something outside the usual celestial

patterns. I've been trying to determine what."

A jogger rushed past, splashing through a puddle that sent droplets
against Ada's trousers. Neither of them noticed. They were deep in
discussion now, their academic passions reignited as they debated possible
interpretations of the ancient chart. For a moment, they were back in the
university library, heads bent over texts, challenging each other's theories

with equal parts rigour and respect.

Without thinking, Ada impulsively reached out and wrapped her arms
around Zaid's waist in a tight hug, her cheek pressed briefly against the solid
warmth of his chest. She inhaled deeply—the scent of his aftershave mingled

with something distinctly him, unchanged after all these years.

"I've missed this," she confessed, her voice muffled against his shirt.

"I've missed you."

Zaid's arms encircled her, one hand coming to rest briefly against her
hair. "Ada..." His voice held a wealth of emotion, but something else too—a

tension that hadn't been there moments before.

She felt his posture change, his body straightening as his gaze lifted to
scan over her head. His hand moved to her elbow, a gentle pressure guiding

her to resume walking.
"What is it?" she asked, sensing the shift in his demeanour.

"Nothing," he said too quickly, then amended, "Just remembered I

promised to show you something at the Italian Gardens. This way."
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But he steered them not toward the gardens but toward the park's
wrought-iron gates. His pace had quickened slightly, and his eyes now swept

their surroundings with methodical precision.

Ada glanced behind them, noticing for the first time two men in dark
jackets about thirty meters back. Something about their purposeful stride
and the way they maintained their distance triggered a prickle of unease

along her spine.
"Zaid," she began, but he cut her off with a slight shake of his head.

"See that bistro?" He nodded toward a restaurant across the street—The
Maple Bistro, its green awning bright against the stone facade. "They make

excellent scones. You should try them."

His tone was casual, but his grip on her elbow had tightened
imperceptibly. As they crossed the street, Ada noticed how he positioned
himself between her and the traffic, his body angled to keep both the road

and the park entrance in his peripheral vision.

They entered the bistro, a cozy space with wooden tables and the scent
of baking in the air. Without hesitation, Zaid guided her toward a booth at
the back, sliding in beside her rather than across. From this position, he

had a clear view of the entrance.

"Zaid, what's happening!" Ada asked, her voice low but insistent.

"Those men are following us, aren't they!"
He met her eyes, all pretence gone. "Yes. Friends of yours?"

"l don't—" Ada began, then stopped as the door opened and the two

men entered.

They moved with unsettling coordination, scanning the restaurant
with practised efficiency. When their gaze landed on Ada and Zaid, the
taller one nodded once to his companion. Their hands moved beneath

their jackets in identical motions.

"Down!" Zaid's command came a split second before he flipped their

heavy wooden table onto its side.
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The crash of wood against the floor coincided with the sharp crack of
gunfire. A woman screamed. Glass shattered. Ada felt Zaid's arm around
her waist, pulling her down behind the overturned table as bullets
splintered the wood above their heads.

"Stay low," he ordered, his voice utterly changed—clipped,
authoritative. From somewhere beneath his jacket appeared a pistol she

hadn't known he carried.

Ada's mind struggled to process the transformation—her childhood
friend now moving with the deadly precision of a trained fighter, returning

fire with controlled bursts that forced their attackers to seek cover.

"When I say move, run for the kitchen," Zaid said, ejecting a spent
magazine and slamming a new one into place with practised ease. "Don't

stop, don't look back."

Questions flooded her mind, but her survival instinct overrode them

all. She nodded once, gathering herself into a crouched position.
"Move!" Zaid fired three rapid shots, creating their opportunity.

Ada sprinted for the swinging kitchen doors, aware of Zaid close
behind her, his body partially shielding hers. They burst into the kitchen,
sending staff scattering in panic. Without breaking stride, Zaid guided her
through the chaotic space, past steaming pots and shouting chefs.

"Through there," he pointed to a service hatch. "Quick!"

The hatch led to a narrow alley behind the restaurant, damp and
smelling of garbage. Parked directly opposite the exit was a black sedan, its

engine running, doors unlocked.

"Get in!" Zaid pushed her toward the passenger side while scanning the

alley in both directions.

Ada yanked the door open and threw herself inside as Zaid slid behind
the wheel. Before she could fasten her seatbelt, the car lurched forward,

tyres squealing as they accelerated down the narrow passage.
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In the side mirror, Ada caught a glimpse of their pursuers emerging
from the restaurant, weapons raised. Zaid made a sharp turn, then another,

putting solid brick buildings between them and the gunmen.

"Are you hurt’" he demanded, eyes flicking between her and the road

as they merged into London traffic with dangerous speed.

"No." Ada's voice sounded distant to her own ears. Shock, she

diagnosed clinically. "But you... you shot those men."

"Suppressive fire," Zaid corrected, taking another turn without slowing.

"I aimed to miss. Fewer complications that way."

Ada stared at him, this stranger wearing her friend's face. His
movements behind the wheel were precise, confident—nothing like the
somewhat clumsy boy who'd once borrowed his father's car to drive her

home during monsoon season.

"Who are you!" she whispered, though the question forming in her

mind was actually something far more specific: What are you?

Zaid's eyes met hers briefly, something like regret flashing in their
depths. "That," he said, "is going to take some explaining."

London fell away behind them, urban sprawl gradually giving way to
hedgerows and fields as Zaid navigated the sedan onto smaller, less-travelled
roads. The afternoon sun broke through scattered clouds, casting dappled
patterns across the windshield as they sped past villages with ancient stone
churches and quaint cottages—a pastoral idyll that stood in stark contrast to
the violence they'd just escaped. Ada's knuckles had turned white from
gripping the edge of her seat, her body still humming with adrenaline. The
scholarly curator and the armed fighter—two people who looked like old

friends but had become strangers in the space of twenty terrifying minutes.

Ada's mind replayed the events in fragmented bursts: the sound of

gunfire, the splintering wood, the practised way Zaid had handled the
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weapon that appeared as if by magic in his hand. Her pulse still raced, her
breathing shallow and rapid. The clinical part of her brain recognised the

physiological symptoms of shock even as she experienced them.

"Slow your breathing," Zaid said without taking his eyes from the road.
"Four counts in, hold for seven, eight counts out. It helps with the

adrenaline crash."

"Is that what they teach you in 'cultural preservation'?" The acid in her
tone surprised even her. Anger was displacing fear, rising hot and sharp in
her chest.

Zaid's jaw tightened, but he didn't rise to the bait. His eyes checked the
rearview mirror for the fourth time in as many minutes, his hands
positioned precisely at ten and two on the steering wheel. Every movement
was measured, controlled—the actions of someone trained to operate under

pressure.

"T deserve answers," Ada said, her voice steadier now. "Those men tried
to kill us. They came into a public place with guns. They weren't common

criminals, were they?"
"No." Zaid's response was clipped.

"Then who were they?" When he didn't immediately answer, her voice
rose. "Damn it, Zaid! People were shooting at me! At me! I have the right to

know why!"

He took a curve faster than was strictly necessary, the tyres humming
against the asphalt. "l promise I will explain everything once we're secure.

Right now, my priority is getting us safely away from London."

"Secure! Safely away!" Ada stared at his profile, so familiar yet utterly
foreign in this context. "Listen to yourself! You sound like—" She stopped,
the realisation crystallising. "You're not a cultural preservation consultant.

You're military. Or intelligence."

Something flickered across his face—confirmation enough.
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"Oh my god." She pressed her back against the seat. "R.A.W.? s that
who you work for?"

Research and Analysis Wing—India's foreign intelligence agency. The
pieces began to align in her mind: his unexplained absences during their
university years, his vague descriptions of his current work, the physical

changes she'd noticed in the café.

"Ada." His voice softened slightly. "I know this is a shock. I know you
feel betrayed. But right now, I need you to trust that I'm trying to protect

n

you.

"Protect me from what?" She gestured toward the road behind them.
"Those men weren't shooting at you, were they? They were aiming for me.

Why would anyone want to kill a museum curator?"
Zaid's grip on the wheel tightened imperceptibly. "It's complicated."
"Uncomplicate it," she snapped.

His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, then to the side mirrors in a
Y

practiced sequence. "l don't have all the answers either, Ada," he said finally,

his voice lower. "When we reach somewhere safe, [ promise—no more half-

truths. You'll know everything I know."

Ada turned to look out the window, struggling to process his words.
Fields flashed by, punctuated by the occasional farmhouse or bunches of
trees. They were heading northwest, away from major highways, taking a
route that seemed designed to avoid surveillance.

"How did you have a car waiting!" she asked suddenly. "You planned

for this. You knew we might need to escape."

"I took precautions," he admitted. "Standard protocol when operating

in potentially compromised territory."

"Operating." She repeated the word, it’s military connotation hanging

between them. "And was reconnecting with me also just an operation?"

Pain flashed across his features, genuine and unguarded. "No. That was

personal."
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Before she could respond, a sharp electronic chirp emanated from his
jacket pocket. In one smooth motion, Zaid extracted a slim phone unlike
any commercial model Ada had seen. He tapped the screen once and lifted

it to his ear.

"Secure," he said, his entire demeanour shifting subtly. Gone was any
trace of the man she'd been arguing with, replaced by something harder,
more formal. "Confirmed. The package is secure. En route to LZ Bravo.
ETA forty-five minutes. Will require clean-up at previous location." He
listened briefly. "Understood. Out."

He tucked the phone away, his expression once again carefully neutral.

"Package!™ Ada's voice was dangerously quiet. "Is that me? Am I a

package!"

"Standard terminology," Zaid replied, but had the grace to look

uncomfortable. "It doesn't mean—"

"l am not cargo, Zaid. I am not something to be transported and
delivered." Each word came precise and cold. "I am a person whose entire

life has just been upended. I'm being shot at, kidnapped—"

"This isn't a kidnapping," he interrupted. "I'm getting you to safety.
Those men would have killed you if we'd stayed."

"And I'm just supposed to trust that! Trust you! When everything
you've told me about yourself appears to be a lie?" The hurt beneath her

anger surfaced, making her voice crack slightly. "I thought I knew you."

"You do know me." His eyes left the road long enough to meet hers,
intense and urgent. "The friendship we had was real. My feelings were real.
There were parts of my life [ couldn't share, yes. But what was between us—

that was never false."

The raw honesty in his voice gave her pause. She studied him,
searching for the boy she'd known beneath the soldier's exterior. He was
still there, she realised with a complicated pang—visible in the way his
forehead creased when concerned, in the careful gentleness beneath his

efficient movements.
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They drove in silence for several minutes, the English countryside
rolling past the windows. Ada's thoughts tumbled like stones in a polishing
drum, each revolution revealing new facets of their shared past, recasting

memories in light of what she now knew.
"Where are we going?" she finally asked, her tone more measured.

"A safe house about forty miles from here. We'll be secure there until [

can arrange further transportation."
"To where!"

"That depends on what we learn." His answer was deliberately vague,

and Ada felt her irritation rising again.

"You keep saying 'we,' but so far this feels very one-sided," she observed.

"You have information. You have plans. I'm just along for the ride, literally."

Zaid's mouth tightened momentarily. "Once we reach the safe house, I
promise you'll get answers. But I need you to understand something, Ada."
He glanced at her, his expression deadly serious. "The less you know right
now, the safer you are if we're intercepted. This isn't about trust—it's about
keeping you alive."

The cold pragmatism of his statement silenced her further protests.
Whatever was happening extended far beyond their personal relationship.
People with guns were involved. Operational protocols. Safe houses. This
was Zaid's world, not hers—a world of shadows and calculated risks she had

never imagined him inhabiting.

Ada turned back to the window, watching England's gentle landscape
slip past, so at odds with the turmoil inside the vehicle. Her academic
mind—the part trained to analyse, categorise, and interpret—began to work
despite her emotional confusion. How was she somehow connected to this?
Perhaps the strange dreams, the visceral reactions to certain artifacts, the
odd sense of recognition she sometimes felt—perhaps these weren't simply

quirks of an overactive imagination.

The sedan continued north, carrying them deeper into the countryside

that grew more remote with each passing mile. Beside her, Zaid drove with
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the focused attention of someone accustomed to danger, his eyes
continuously scanning their surroundings, alert for threats that Ada could

only begin to imagine.
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The safehouse sat back from the narrow country lane, its redbrick
exterior deliberately unremarkable among the scattered rural properties
dotting this corner of Oxfordshire. No sign distinguished it from
neighbouring structures; no feature drew the eye. Even the garden had been
planted to suggest neglect rather than absence—wild enough to appear
untended, but not so overgrown as to imply abandonment. As Zaid guided
the sedan down the gravel drive, the motion-activated floodlights remained
dark, another security measure to ensure their arrival wouldn't be visible
from the road. Dusk was settling across the countryside, the lengthening
shadows providing additional cover as he brought the car to a stop beside a

detached garage.

"Wait here," he instructed, his hand briefly touching Ada's arm before
he exited the vehicle.

Ada watched through the windshield as Zaid approached a keypad
disguised as an electrical box. His body blocked her view of the code he
entered, but she heard the faint electronic beep of acceptance. He returned
to the car, driving it into the garage that had opened silently at his
command. The door closed behind them with mechanical precision,
plunging them into darkness broken only by the dim glow of dashboard
lights.

"This way." Zaid's voice came from beside her, followed by the sound

of his door opening.

Ada followed suit, emerging into the garage's cool interior. A door at
the rear led to a short hallway, its walls bare except for a small control panel.

As they approached, invisible lasers swept across their bodies—thin red
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beams that appeared and disappeared so quickly Ada might have imagined
them if not for Zaid's pause, allowing the scan to complete.

"Biometric security!" she asked, surprising herself with the steadiness

of her voice.

Zaid nodded, placing his palm against an unmarked section of wall.

"Among other measures."

The reinforced door before them slid open with a pneumatic hiss,
revealing a sparsely furnished living area. The interior bore little
resemblance to the traditional cottage suggested by the exterior—modern,
minimalist furniture occupied the open-plan space, with tinted windows
and surveillance cameras visible in each corner. The walls were painted a
neutral cream, the floors covered in practical hardwood. Nothing personal,
nothing distinctive. A space designed for temporary occupation and easy

cleaning.

"Secure protocol eight-seven-alpha," Zaid spoke to the empty room. A
soft tone acknowledged the command, followed by the sound of electronic

locks engaging throughout the building.

Ada stood in the centre of the living room, arms crossed protectively
across her chest, watching as Zaid moved through the space with familiar
efficiency. He checked sightlines, confirmed security measures, and
retrieved bottled water from a minimalist kitchen before finally turning to
face her.

"We're safe here," he said, offering her one of the bottles. "At least for

now.

Ada accepted the water but didn't drink. "No more delays, Zaid. [ want

answers. Starting with who you really are."

Zaid's posture shifted—a subtle squaring of shoulders, a straightening
of spine—as though he were coming to attention. When he spoke, his voice

carried the crisp formality she'd heard during his phone call.

"Major Zaid Ahmad, Indian Army, currently on special assignment
with Research and Analysis Wing." His eyes held hers steadily. "I'm an
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intelligence officer, Ada, not a cultural preservation consultant. Though

archaeology does factor into my cover."

Despite having suspected as much, the confirmation still landed like a

blow. "How long!"

"l was recruited during our final year at university." He paused. "Some

of those research trips I took—"

"Were operations," she finished for him. The pieces slotted into place—
his unexplained absences, the occasional bruises he'd attributed to
clumsiness, the languages he'd suddenly become proficient in. "Did anyone

know!"
A flicker of something crossed Zaid's face. "Yes. My mother did."
This revelation sank in heavier than she expected.

"Ammi understood the necessity of compartmentalisation." Zaid's
words carried a weight of familiarity that raised more questions. "Ada, those

men in London—they weren't after me. They were after you."

"That's absurd." She shook her head. "I'm a curator. I work with dead
civilisations and ancient artifacts. I'm not involved in anything that would

interest... whoever those people were."

Zaid's jaw tightened as he considered his words. "This isn't about your
work at the museum. Those men knew exactly who you were, Ada. The
timing, the precision—" He ran a hand through his hair, leaving it slightly
dishevelled. "I've made enemies, dangerous ones. I pray to Allah, I haven't

made you a target by association."

Ada's mind flashed to the strange dreams, the intuitive connections
she sometimes made between artifacts that defied conventional

archaeological understanding. She pushed the thought away.

Ada's fingernails dug into her palms. "Let me understand this clearly.
You think I was targeted because of my connection to you?!" The pitch of
her voice climbed as the reality sank in. "What kind of enemies have you

made that would hunt down a museum curator just for knowing you?"
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Before Zaid could answer, a soft electronic chime echoed through the
room. His body tensed instantly, hand moving toward the weapon holstered
beneath his jacket.

"Someone's at the perimeter," he said, voice low. "Stay here."

He moved to a wall panel, tapped a sequence, and a video feed
appeared on a previously blank screen. A dark sedan was parked at the end
of the drive, its make and model intentionally common. A lone figure stood
beside it—tall, turbaned, waiting patiently in the gathering dusk.

Zaid's expression darkened. "How did he find this location?" he

muttered, more to himself than to Ada.

"Who is it!" Ada moved to see the screen, then gasped softly. "That's
Raja Samarjeet Singh. He's—"

"I know who he is." Zaid's tone had turned wary. "The question is why
he's here, and how he found a secure location that only R.A.W. should
know about."

Ada studied the familiar figure on the screen. Raja Samarjeet Singh
had been her father's oldest friend—a distinguished Sikh gentleman whose
visits to their Delhi home had been infrequent but significant. She
remembered his deep voice, the dignity of his bearing, the way her father
had always shown him a degree of deference unusual in a man as

independent as Rafiq Mirza.

"Let him in," she said firmly. "He's like a father to me. If anyone would

know what's happening, it's him."

Zaid hesitated, military caution warring with the weight of her
certainty. Finally, he nodded once and moved toward the door, drawing his

weapon but keeping it lowered at his side.
"Stay back," he instructed as he initiated the entry sequence.

The reinforced door opened to reveal Raja Samarjeet Singh standing
perfectly composed on the threshold. In his mid-sixties now, he remained

an imposing figure—tall and straight-backed, his deep navy turban
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meticulously wrapped, his silver beard neatly groomed against the backdrop
of his weathered face. He wore a charcoal suit of impeccable cut, its severity
softened only by a silk pocket square in rich olive green. His eyes—deep-set

and observant—took in the scene before him with calm assessment.

"Major Ahmad," he said, his voice as Ada remembered it—deep and
measured, carrying the gentle cadence of his Punjabi roots beneath precise
English. "Your security protocols are commendable, though perhaps not as

impenetrable as you might wish."

"How did you find this address!" Zaid demanded, not moving from his

protective position between the doorway and Ada.

Samarjeet's gaze shifted to Ada, his expression softening slightly.
"Child," he said, using the affectionate address he'd always employed with

her. "It has been too long."

"Uncle," Ada responded automatically, using the honorific she'd called
him since childhood. She stepped forward, relief washing through her at
the sight of this connection to her past. "You know what's happening, don't
you! Why did those men attack us?"

"l know many things," Samarjeet confirmed, his attention returning to

Zaid. "Including that we are exposed standing here. May I enter?"

Zaid's stance remained unwelcoming. "You haven't answered my

question. This safehouse location is classified. How did you find it?"

"Rajdeep Mehta provided the coordinates." Samarjeet's response was
matter-of-fact. "Your superior at R.A'W. and [ have a... professional
understanding. When he informed me of today's incident, I thought it is

prudent to join you."

"Rajdeep told you?" Zaid's surprise was evident, quickly masked
beneath renewed suspicion. "Why would the Director of Operations share

a secure location with an outsider?"

"Perhaps,” Samarjeet replied with the faintest suggestion of a smile,

"because I am not the outsider you believe me to be."
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He reached slowly into his jacket—Zaid tensed, weapon raising slightly—
and withdrew a small object that caught the light. An identification insignia
of some kind, embossed with a symbol Ada couldn't quite make out from

her position.

Whatever it was, its effect on Zaid was immediate. His posture shifted
subtly, not quite at attention but with a new awareness. He lowered his

weapon.

"You're Navah," he said quietly, the word carrying a weight that

resonated in the air between them.

Samarjeet nodded once, pocketing the insignia. "As was Rafiq. As is
Ada, whether she yet knows it or not." He looked past Zaid to Ada, his eyes
gentle but determined. "I'm here to help, child. To protect you, as I

promised your father [ would."

Ada felt the foundations of her carefully constructed reality shift
beneath her feet. The name—Navah—struck a chord of recognition that
made no rational sense. She had never heard it before, and yet something
deep within her responded to it, like a tuning fork vibrating to its perfect
pitch.

"l don't understand," she said, her academic mind struggling to
organise the cascade of revelations. "What is Navah? What does it have to
do with my father? With me?"

"Everything," Samarjeet replied simply. With a gentle bow of his
turbaned head, he added, "May I come in! The answers you seek cannot be

spoken where unfriendly ears might hear."

Zaid looked at Ada, a silent question in his eyes. She nodded once,
decisively. Whatever storm they had entered, Raja Samarjeet Singh was not

its source but perhaps their guide through it.

Zaid stepped aside, allowing the older man to enter. As the door sealed
behind him with a pneumatic hiss, the three stood in momentary tableau—
the soldier, the scholar, and the sentinel—each carrying pieces of a puzzle
whose full picture remained obscured.
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Night pressed against the tinted windows of the safehouse, the
countryside darkness absolute compared to London's perpetual glow.
Inside, the sparse living room had become an impromptu war council, its
neutral cream walls and functional furniture transformed by the gravity of
the conversation unfolding within. Samarjeet Singh sat in an armchair, his
tall frame somehow making the generic furniture appear dignified. His
turbaned silhouette cast a long shadow across the Persian rug—the room's
only concession to aesthetics. Ada perched on the edge of the sofa, the
porcelain coffee cup in her hands long since emptied but still clutched like
an anchor to normality. Zaid remained standing, his military training
evident in his positioning—back to the wall, clear sightline to both the
room's entrance and its occupants, his vigilance a counterpoint to

Samarijeet's composed stillness.

The older man swirled amber liquid in a tumbler of scotch, ice cubes
clinking softly against crystal. He had helped himself to the safehouse's
modest bar with the casual entitlement of someone accustomed to

authority. Neither Ada nor Zaid had objected.

"[ first met your father in 1985," Samarjeet began, his deep voice filling
the room. "Not at Delhi University, as you were told, but in Egypt during a
particularly sensitive operation. He was twenty-six then—brilliant, fearless,

already marked by Navah as exceptional."

"And my mother?" Ada asked. She had placed her empty cup on the
coffee table, but couldn't quite keep her hands from trembling. "Was she a
part of this, too?"

"Mehjabeen was our brightest star." Affection and old grief mingled in
Samarijeet's tone. "She found Rafig, recognised what he could become.

What you would eventually become."
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Zaid shifted slightly, his training alerting him to the dissonance in
Samarjeet's account. "Navah recruited Mirza? Or was it the other way

around?"

Samarijeet's gaze shifted to Zaid, assessing. "You've done your research,

Major. Most R.A.W. operatives don't even know we exist."

"l found references while investigating archaeological anomalies in
Rajasthan." Zaid's response was carefully measured. "Fragments of
information, nothing substantial. An organisation older than recorded
history, operating across national boundaries. More myth than fact in our

intelligence archives."
"Not myth," Samarjeet corrected. "But we work hard to appear so."

Ada set down her cup with a sharp click against the table. "Would
someone please explain what Navah is? In plain language. No more cryptic

statements."

Samarjeet studied her for a moment, as if weighing what she was ready
to hear. His silver beard caught the light as he nodded slowly.

"Navah predates modern nations, modern religions, even what you
would call modern civilisation," he explained. "We are guardians of
knowledge—knowledge that could destroy humanity if misused or elevate it

if properly understood. Knowledge of our true origins."

"Origins!" Ada echoed. "You mean archaeological origins? Early human

migration patterns!"

A smile touched Samarjeet's lips. "Much earlier, child. Before humans
walked upright. Before this planet was truly habitable." He leaned forward
slightly. "Your exhibition—those star charts you've been studying so
intently—they aren't mapping Earth's skies. They're recording the journey

here."

Ada felt a chill despite the room's comfortable temperature. "Journey

from where?"
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"That is a discussion for another time." Samarjeet's tone turned grave.
"What matters now is that there are others who seek this knowledge—a
group who serves someone called Nagid. They have hunted Navah for
millennia, destroying our archives, killing our members. Nagid believes we

have wronged him."

The word Nagid triggered something in Ada's memory—a whisper at
the edge of a dream, a word she shouldn't know but somehow did. She
glanced at Zaid and saw recognition flash across his features before he

carefully masked it.

"You've encountered them, Major Ahmad," Samarjeet observed.

"Recently, I'd guess, judging by your reaction."

Zaid's jaw tightened. "I discovered something in Rajasthan. A blade-
like artifact with unusual properties. Before I could secure it properly, a
tactical team ambushed my position. During the fight, one of them used

that name—Nagid."

"And your superiors at R.A.W. sent you to London afterwards?"
Samarjeet nodded as if confirming a theory. "Rajdeep Mehta is more
perceptive than I gave him credit for. He recognised the pattern—artifacts
appearing, Nagid agents increasing activity, and Ada's exhibition creating

the perfect focal point."

"You're saying those men in London were Nagid agents?" Ada struggled
to reconcile the abstract threat with the very concrete memory of bullets

splintering wood inches from her head.

"Yes. They've been watching you since the exhibition opened."
Samarijeet's expression softened with something like regret. "Your father
tried to keep you separate from this world, Ada. He wanted you to have a
normal life for as long as possible. But your heritage made that impossible

in the end."
"Heritage?" The word hung in the air, laden with implication.

"Your mother was a Carrier—a genetic line within Navah gifted with

the ability to access ancestral memory," Samarjeet explained. "She could
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connect with knowledge stored in her very DNA—knowledge passed down
from the First Ones. Rafiq was a Keeper, entrusted with protecting both the

physical artifacts and those like your mother who could interpret them."

Ada stood abruptly, unable to remain still under the weight of these
revelations. "This is—this is madness. You're talking about genetic memory,
ancient aliens, and secret societies spanning millennia. This isn't real life.

This is conspiracy theory territory."

"And vyet," Zaid interjected quietly, "men tried to kill you today. Very
real men, with very real guns." He turned to Samarjeet. "You said Rajdeep
Mehta knows about Navah?"

"Not everything. But enough to recognise when our interests align."
Samarjeet set his empty glass aside. "R.A.W. may not believe in our origins,
but they certainly believe in the threats posed by Nagid's activities.

Particularly when those activities cross Indian borders."

Ada paced to the window, staring out at the darkness that revealed
nothing. Her mind—trained in academic rigour, in evidence and provable
facts—struggled against the implications of Samarjeet's words. And yet
something deeper than conscious thought resonated with his claims, as

though part of her had always known.

"My dreams," she said softly, not turning from the window. "Since the
exhibition opened. Strange landscapes, two moons, voices in languages I've
never learned but somehow understand..." She faced them. "That's not a

coincidence, is it?"

"No," Samarjeet confirmed. "The proximity to certain artifacts can
rigger ancestral memory, especially in someone wi our lineage. Your
trigg tral y, especially th your lineage. Yc

father knew this would happen eventually. He prepared for it."

The older man reached into his suit jacket and withdrew a small
object—a brass key, its design old-fashioned and distinctive. He placed it on
the coffee table, where it gleamed dully under the recessed lighting.

"This opens your father's safe deposit box at the Harrington & Sons

Private Vault in Knightsbridge," Samarjeet explained. "He instructed me to
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give it to you when the time came—when Navah needed you, and you were
ready to learn the truth."

Ada approached the key cautiously, as though it might burn her.
"What's in it?"

"l don't know specifically," Samarjeet admitted. "Rafiq kept certain
matters private, even from me. But I believe it contains his journal,
documenting his work with Navah. And possibly one of the nine DNA
keys."

"DNA keys!" Zaid asked sharply.

"Artifacts engineered to unlock specific genetic memories in Carriers."
Samarijeet's eyes remained on Ada. "If I'm right, your father left you both
answers and a means to access ancestral knowledge stored within your own

genetic code."

Ada reached for the key, her curator's hands automatically noting its
weight, its age, the patina of use on its surface. It felt warm to her touch,

though that was surely imagination.

"He told me to give you the key when the time was right," Samarjeet
continued. "After today's events, it's clear that the time has come. Retrieve
its contents, and I'll tell you everything else—about your parents, about

Navah's true purpose, about the role you were born to play."

"Born to play," Ada repeated, closing her fingers around the key. "I've
spent my life studying the past, and now you're telling me my future was

predetermined before I was born?"

"Not predetermined,” Samarjeet corrected gently. "Prepared for.

There's a difference."

Zaid moved from his position by the wall and approached the coffee
table. "Rajdeep directed me to investigate the connection between the
Rajasthan artifact and her exhibition. He never mentioned Navah explicitly,

but he must have known."
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"Rajdeep knows more than he reveals," Samarjeet agreed. "A quality
that makes him an excellent intelligence director and a frustrating ally." He
looked between them. "Tomorrow, we retrieve the contents of the safe
deposit box. Tonight, rest. The safehouse is secure, and I've stationed

additional protection around the perimeter."
"Your people?”

"Navah maintains resources your intelligence agencies can only dream
of," Samarjeet confirmed with subtle pride. "We've had millennia to
establish our networks. The building is being watched by four operatives—

all of whom have served Navah longer than you've been alive, Major

Ahmad."

Ada turned the key over in her hands, feeling its weight—not just the
physical mass of metal but the weight of everything it represented. Her
father had left this for her, knowing someday she would need it. Had he
known what would happen? Had he foreseen the men with guns, the

desperate escape, this moment of revelation?

"Tell me something," Ada said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Did

my mother really die in an accident or was she killed by Nagid’s men?"

Samarjeet's expression softened with genuine compassion. "Your
mother's death was not inevitable, Ada. It was a tragic accident, a procedure
she underwent in haste due to external pressures. We've learned much since
then."

"And now she is facing the same risks," Zaid observed sharply. His
protective instincts, honed through years of military service, bristled at the
clinical way Samarjeet discussed what sounded like an extraordinarily
dangerous process.

A\

"Nothing of value comes without risk, Major." Samarjeet's gaze

remained steady. "Your own career proves you understand this principle."

Silence fell between them, each lost in their own thoughts. Outside,
darkness had completely claimed the countryside, the safehouse a small

island of light and revelation in a sea of shadows. Ada's mind raced through
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everything she had learned—her parents' secret lives, the organisation
spanning millennia, the enemies who now hunted her, and most disturbing
of all, the suggestion that she herself carried some genetic heritage that

made her valuable to forces she barely understood.

"l need air," she said suddenly, moving toward the door that led to a

small, enclosed patio at the rear of the safehouse.

"The perimeter is secure," Samarjeet assured her, "but perhaps Major

Ahmad should accompany you, as a precaution."

Zaid nodded once, following Ada as she stepped outside. The night air
was cool against her skin, stars scattered across the clear sky overhead. She
tilted her head back, studying their patterns with new eyes—wondering what

lay among them she couldn't yet comprehend.

"It's too much," she said softly, aware of Zaid standing silently beside
her. "Yesterday I was a curator preparing for a lecture. Now I'm being told I

carry some ancient genetic knowledge that powerful enemies want."

"It explains some things," Zaid offered carefully. "Your intuitive

understanding of artifacts. The connections you make that others miss."

Ada turned to him, studying the face that had once been as familiar to
her as her own. "Did you know? All those years ago, when we were students,

did you befriend me because of this? Because of Navah?"

Pain flashed across his features, genuine and unguarded. "No. God,
Ada, no. I knew nothing about any of this until the Rajasthan assignment.

Our friendship—everything between us—that was real."

She wanted to believe him. Despite everything—the lies, the concealed
identity, the years of silence—she wanted to trust that what they had shared
had been authentic. The brass key pressed into her palm, its edges leaving

an impression on her skin.

"What would you do?" she asked. "If you were me?"
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Zaid considered the question with the seriousness it deserved. "l would
want the truth," he finally said. "Whatever it is. However difficult. I would

want to know."

Ada nodded slowly, her decision crystallising. "Then that's what we'll

do. Tomorrow, we go to Knightsbridge."

Inside the safehouse, Samarjeet Singh watched through the window as
the two figures stood close without touching, their silhouettes sharp against
the night sky. His weathered face revealed nothing of his thoughts, but his
hand moved unconsciously to touch an ancient amulet concealed beneath

his shirt—a habit formed over decades of service to Navah.

"Watch over them, old friend," he murmured, addressing Rafiq Mirza's
spirit as though it might hear. "The journey has only just begun."
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orning light filtered through the leaded windows of
Harrington & Sons Private Vault, casting diamond
patterns across the marble floor. The building—an
imposing Victorian structure of Portland stone and brass fixtures—stood
like a fortress amid Knightsbridge's luxury boutiques and embassies. Ada
Mirza felt the weight of her father's key in her coat pocket as she and Zaid
approached the discreet entrance, it’s polished door bearing only the
establishment's name in modest gold lettering. No sign advertised its

purpose; clients of Harrington & Sons needed no such announcement.

"Ready?" Zaid asked, his voice low and steady. He wore a charcoal suit
that transformed him from the combatready operative of yesterday into
something more appropriate for this bastion of old wealth. His eyes,
however, remained vigilant, scanning the street behind them for the third

time in as many minutes.

Ada nodded, not trusting her voice. The night had brought little sleep,
her mind racing with the implications of Samarjeet's revelations. The
contents of her father’s vault awaiting her might answer questions she'd

carried since childhood—or raise a hundred more. She smoothed the front
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of her navy dress and straightened her shoulders, a curator's composure

settling over her like armour.

A discrete camera tracked their approach. Before they reached the
entrance, the heavy door swung open, revealing a silver-haired gentleman
in a perfectly tailored suit. His eyes—sharp despite his apparent age—assessed

them with professional detachment.

"Ms. Mirza," he said, bowing slightly. "We've been expecting you. [ am
Harlow, the Vault Manager."

Ada's surprise must have shown on her face, for the man smiled thinly.
"Sir Samarjeet called ahead to arrange your visit. We make certain

accommodations for long-standing clients of his... calibre."

The mention of Samarjeet as a long-standing client added another
piece to the puzzle of the older man's identity and influence. Ada and Zaid
exchanged glances before following Harlow into a reception area that
seemed frozen in time—oak panelling, leather chairs, and brass fixtures that

had witnessed a century of discreet transactions.

"You have identification?" Harlow inquired, though it sounded more

like a formality than a genuine question.

Ada produced her London Museum ID Card while Zaid offered his
diplomatic credentials. The manager examined them briefly, then nodded

to a younger assistant who appeared silently at his side.
"This way, please."

They were led through a series of increasingly secure barriers—first a
heavy wooden door with modern electronic locks disguised within antique
brass fittings, then a more obviously fortified entrance requiring a retinal
scan from their escort. The corridor beyond sloped gently downward, taking

them beneath street level, where the air cooled noticeably.

"The original vaults were constructed in 1891," Harlow explained as
they walked, his voice echoing slightly off the stone walls. "Built to

withstand both fire and bombardment during wars. We've modernised the
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security, of course, but maintained the structural integrity that has

protected our clients' assets for generations."

They reached a circular antechamber where three additional staff
members stood at attention—security personnel disguised as assistants, Ada
guessed, noting the slight bulge of shoulder holsters beneath their
impeccable jackets. Beyond them stretched a corridor lined with sealed

metal doors, each bearing only a number.
"Box 1273," Harlow announced to his staff.

One of the assistants—a young man with prematurely silver hair and an
expression of practised neutrality—stepped forward. "T'll escort Ms. Mirza

and her associate to the private viewing room."

The viewing room proved to be a small, windowless chamber with a
single table and two chairs at its centre. The walls housed rows of metal
doors in varying sizes—the larger boxes below, smaller ones above. Their

escort led them to one marked 1273, positioned at eye level.

"I will use the facility key first," he explained, withdrawing a long brass
key from his jacket pocket. "Then you will insert your key, Ms. Mirza. Both

must turn simultaneously for the box to open."

Ada removed her father's key from her pocket—the weight of it
suddenly significant in her palm. The assistant inserted his key into the
upper lock and nodded for her to proceed. The metal was cool against her

fingers as she slid her key into the lower aperture. Together, they turned.

A soft click echoed in the quiet room. The door swung open, revealing

a metal box inside the recess.

"I'll leave you in privacy," the assistant said, withdrawing his key. "When
you're finished, press the button beside the door." He exited, closing the

door with barely a sound.

Alone now, Ada and Zaid exchanged a look heavy with understanding.
This moment marked a point of no return—whatever lay inside that box
would irrevocably alter their understanding of the past and possibly their
future.
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"Do you want me to—" Zaid began, gesturing toward the box.

"No," Ada interrupted, her voice stronger than she expected. "I should
do it."

She reached into the vault and withdrew the metal container—
surprisingly heavy in her hands. Its surface bore no markings, just smooth
brushed steel with a simple latch on its front. She placed it carefully on the
table and stepped back, drawing a deep breath.

"Whatever's in there," Zaid said softly, "we face it together."

His words steadied her. Ada's fingers worked the latch, releasing it with
a decisive click. She lifted the lid.

Inside lay three objects, each resting in a custom-fitted recess within
the box. The first was a leather-bound journal, its cover worn smooth from
handling, its pages yellowed at the edges. A ribbon bookmark protruded
from somewhere near its middle. Next to the journal lay a teardrop-shaped
pendant, roughly 2 inches long. Ada lifted it by its silver chain, watching
how the light caught the swirling patterns of deep blue and silver within the
stone. Though she couldn't place it, something about the pendant tugged
at her memory. Her fingers traced the intricate filigree casing surrounding
the stone, feeling the raised edges of symbols etched with remarkable

precision into the silver. She kept it back in its housing.

The final item was housed in a wooden case that reminded Ada of the
antique cigar boxes she'd catalogued at the museum. She lifted it with
reverence, feeling its weight as she unlatched the hinged lid. Nestled against
crimson velvet lay a metallic cylinder—slender and elongated like a
conductor's baton, with one end tapering to a delicately engraved cap.
When her fingertips brushed its surface, the object trembled with silent
energy, causing Ada to withdraw her hand as if stung. Across the table,

Zaid's eyebrows lifted in silent question.

"Is that...”" Zaid leaned closer, his training momentarily forgotten in

the face of archaeological curiosity.
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"l don't know," Ada admitted. She touched the journal, running her
fingers along its spine. The leather felt warm, as though it had been recently
handled rather than locked away for years. "My father's journal. His
handwriting." Her voice caught slightly as she recognised the distinctive

slant of Rafiq Mirza's script on the first page.

She lifted the pendant again, letting it dangle from its chain. The metal
seemed to pulse against her palm—not a vibration exactly, but a sensation
of warmth that spread up her arm. "It's similar to artifacts in the exhibition,

but I've never seen this exact configuration before."

"The DNA key," Zaid suggested, recalling Samarjeet's words. "He said

your father might have left one for you."

Ada nodded, returning the pendant to its place. Her attention shifted
to the metal cylinder. Unlike the pendant, this object remained cool to her
touch, inert. "This looks like a storage device of some kind. But not

technology I'm familiar with."

Zaid's eyes narrowed as he studied the objects. "These aren't just

antiquities, Ada. They're..." He hesitated, struggling to find the right words.

"They're evidence," she finished for him, her voice barely above a
whisper. "Evidence that everything Samarjeet told us is true." The
realisation settled over her like a physical weight. The past she thought she
knew—her childhood in Delhi, her father's academic career, her mother's

tragic accident—all of it contained layers of truth she'd never suspected.

Ada closed the metal box with careful precision, then reopened it, as
if confirming the reality of its contents. The objects remained unchanged,
solid and undeniable—her inheritance from a father whose true life had

remained hidden from her until now.

"What does this make me?" she asked, not really expecting an answer.
"If what Samarjeet says is true—if I carry some genetic memory from...

ancestors who weren't from Earth..."
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Zaid's hand covered hers, warm and solid. "It makes you Ada Mirza.
The same brilliant woman I've always known. Just with a more complicated

heritage than most."

His certainty anchored her as she picked up the contents of the box
and dropped them in her bag.

"Let's take these back to the safehouse," she said, straightening her

shoulders. "We can take it up from there."
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Two days had passed since they'd retrieved the contents of Rafiq
Mirza's safe deposit box. Two days in which Ada had scarcely emerged from
her room in the safehouse, absorbing the journal's revelations page by page,
entry by entry. Now she sat at the dining table, the leather-bound volume
open before her, dark circles under her eyes testifying to her immersion in
her father's secret life. Across from her, Samarjeet Singh waited with the
patience of a man accustomed to guarding ancient secrets, while Zaid
leaned against the kitchen counter, his military stillness belied by the

concern in his eyes.

"My father writes about an encounter in Yemen," Ada said, breaking
the silence that had stretched between them. "1994. He describes entering
a cave system where the walls remembered the ships that brought the First
Ones." Her finger traced the line on the yellowed page. "The walls
remembered, Uncle. Not metaphorically. He writes that they projected

images when activated by my mother's touch."

Samarjeet nodded, neither confirming nor denying, simply

acknowledging her words.

"And this—" Ada flipped several pages forward. "An operation in
northern Finland. Something called the 'Aurora Protocol.' He writes that

my mother accessed memories of 'the journey between stars." She looked
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up, her eyes sharp despite her exhaustion. "My entire childhood, he told me

she was a literature professor who died in a car accident outside Delhi."

"She was a literature professor," Samarjeet said gently. "That was not a
fabrication. Your mother loved poetry, particularly Rumi and Ghalib. She
could recite verses for hours." A softness touched his weathered features.

"The accident part was also true, though not automotive in nature."

"But everything else was a lie." Ada's voice held a dangerous calm.
"Their work with Navah. Their missions across four continents. The true
nature of her death." She closed the journal with deliberate care. "Why?

Why construct such an elaborate deception for your own child?"

Samarijeet's hands—strong despite his age—folded together on the table.
"Protection through separation. The principle has guided Navah families

for millennia."

"Explain," Zaid said from his position by the counter. Though the word

was directed at Samarjeet, his eyes remained on Ada, gauging her reaction.

"Carriers like your mother—and potentially you, Ada—possess genetic
markers that Nagid's agents can detect once activated," Samarjeet explained.
"By keeping you separate from Navah's activities, your father ensured these
markers remained dormant. To Nagid's sensors, you would appear as an

ordinary human woman."
"So my father lied to protect me," Ada said, the words flat and factual.

"He created a buffer," Samarjeet corrected. "A safe space between you
and the dangers of our world. He maintained your normal life—school,
friends, university—while simultaneously preparing contingencies should

your heritage ever be discovered."

Ada's fingers drummed once on the journal's cover. "This buffer, as

you call it—did it include my relationship with Zaid?"

Both men stiffened slightly. Zaid pushed away from the counter, his

expression carefully neutral.
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"No," Samarjeet said firmly. "Your father knew nothing of Major
Ahmad's connection to intelligence services. That coincidence surprised

even me."

"Coincidence," Ada repeated, skepticism evident in her tone. "In a
world where ancient aliens apparently seeded human civilisation, I'm
supposed to believe it's a coincidence that I befriended a future intelligence

operative!"

"The universe contains patterns beyond our comprehension,"
. 1 " . .
Samarjeet said simply. "But I can assure you, your father did not engineer

your personal relationships."

Zaid moved to the table, pulling out a chair but not sitting. "What
Samarjeet describes—" he hesitated, searching for words. "In intelligence
work, we call it compartmentalisation. Assets are protected by limiting their

knowledge. If captured, they cannot reveal what they don't know."
"I wasn't an asset," Ada said sharply. "I was his daughter."

"You were both," Samarjeet said. "And more. You were—are—a potential
Carrier. The genetic descendant of those who remember the journey. A

living archive of knowledge that Nagid has hunted for millennia."

Ada's shoulders slumped slightly, the weight of this identity pressing
down on her. "When my mother died—"

"The threat to you intensified," Samarjeet finished. "Rafiq believed
Nagid's agents had somehow detected Mehjabeen's activities. Her death,
though accidental, occurred during a memory access attempt performed in

haste, under pressure. Your father feared you might be next."

"So he cut all ties with Navah," Ada concluded. "Buried everything.

Became just Professor Mirza, the respected historian."

"Not entirely." Samarjeet's voice softened. "He maintained certain
connections, certain precautions. The journal is evidence of that. He
continued documenting, continued preparing—for the day when you might

need to know the truth."
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"Did he ever intend to tell me?" Ada's question hung in the air between

them, fragile and dangerous.

Samarjeet met her gaze directly. "Yes. He established specific triggers—
circumstances under which you were to be told everything. Your safety came

first, always, but he never intended the separation to be permanent."

"The safety failed," Ada observed bitterly. "Men with guns came for me

in London."

"No," Samarjeet shook his head. "The safety worked exactly as
intended. For thirty-two years, you lived a normal life, protected by your
ignorance. Now, circumstances have changed. Your exhibition brought
together artifacts with specific resonance to your genetic line. Your repeated

exposure to them began activating dormant pathways—"

"The dreams," Ada whispered. "The strange connections I felt with

certain artifacts."

"Yes. Once that process begins, it can't be reversed. Nagid's agents
sensed the awakening." Samarjeet leaned forward. "Your father's protection
didn't fail, child. It succeeded for decades longer than most. And when it
could no longer shield you, the contingencies he put in place activated. The

key. The journal. Me."
Zaid finally took the seat beside Ada. "The pendant," he said. "The

cylinder device. He left her tools as well as explanations."

"Yes." Samarjeet nodded approvingly. "Rafiq was thorough in his
preparations. He knew that if the day came when you needed to understand

your heritage, you would also need the means to protect yourself."

Ada's hands rested flat on the journal. The anger that had fueled her
questions hadn't dissipated, but it now mingled with something else—a
reluctant recognition of the care hidden within her father's deception. For
years, she had navigated museums and universities, analysing ancient
objects with scholarly detachment, never suspecting that the greatest

archaeological mystery lay within her own DNA.
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"I need to understand everything," she said finally. "Not just what my

father wrote, but what it means. What [ am."

Samarjeet's weathered face showed the first real smile since their
conversation began. "Then we shall begin your education properly," he said.
"Though I warn you—some truths are difficult to accept, even for those who

have spent a lifetime preparing for them."

In the safehouse kitchen, the electric kettle clicked off, its mundane
sound a stark counterpoint to the extraordinary conversation unfolding at
the table. Outside, rain began to patter against the windows—normal
English weather continuing its cycles, oblivious to the revelation that
human history was far stranger, far older, and far more mysterious than the

textbooks acknowledged.
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Evening had settled over the safehouse, the windows reflecting their
images at them as darkness claimed the world outside. The dining table had
become command central—covered with the journal, several maps
Samarjeet had produced, and the remains of a simple dinner they'd barely
tasted. Hours had passed as Samarjeet outlined Navah's structure, its global
reach, its ancient purpose. Yet with each revelation came a dozen new
questions, spinning out like fractal patterns, each answer breeding more

complexity rather than resolution.

"So Navah maintains facilities on every continent," Zaid said, tracing a
finger along one of the maps. "With operatives embedded in governments,

universities, religious institutions..."

"Anywhere knowledge is preserved, shared, or interpreted," Samarjeet
confirmed. "Our mission requires vigilance across all sectors of human

civilisation."

Ada rubbed her temples, fighting fatigue. "And The Table—these nine

leaders—they coordinate all this from some hidden location in Tibet?"
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"Mount Kailash, yes." Samarjeet's eyes crinkled slightly at the corners.
"Though 'hidden' is relative. Millions visit the mountain as a religious
pilgrimage. Few realise they walk above one of humanity's oldest

repositories of knowledge."

"It's overwhelming," Ada admitted. "Thousands of years of secret
history, alien origins, genetic memory—it contradicts everything I've been

taught to believe."

Samarijeet studied them both, his expression softening. "Perhaps we
should approach this differently," he said. "Rather than my simply feeding
you information, let us engage in a more Socratic method. I will guide you
in finding many answers yourselves." He adjusted his position, wincing

slightly as his knees protested the long hours of sitting. "Where you get
stuck, [ shall clarify."

Zaid nodded, appreciating the structured approach of military
efficiency. "Where do we begin?"

"With fundamentals," Samarjeet replied. "Tell me, what are your beliefs

regarding God and religion?"

The question hung in the air, unexpected and weighty. Ada and Zaid

exchanged glances, neither immediately answering.

"We're Muslims," Ada finally said. "Not particularly devout, but it's our
cultural foundation. My father maintained certain traditions, though I now
wonder if that too was part of his..." She hesitated. "...his buffer."

"l pray," Zaid added simply. "Not as regularly as my mother would
prefer, but I find comfort in the rituals. The discipline."

Samarjeet nodded, absorbing their answers without judgment. "I ask
not to challenge your faith, but because what comes next requires stepping
outside the boundaries of what you've believed until now." He leaned
forward slightly. "Consider this: almost all religions state that God lives in
the sky, yes? The Quran speaks of seven skies, with God's throne—the Arsh—

above them."

"That's the traditional teaching," Zaid agreed cautiously.
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"Yet we now know there is no 'sky' as ancient peoples conceived it,"
Samarjeet continued. "No solid dome above the earth, no hierarchical layers
housing angels and divine beings. There is only vast space—galaxies, star
systems, black holes, nebulae." His hands spread wide, encompassing the
universe. "So, I ask you: where are the seven skies the Quran mentions’
Where is the Arsh? Where are the angels, the recording scribes, the throne

of judgment?"

The questions landed like stones in still water, sending ripples through
Ada's and Zaid's expressions. Neither spoke immediately, the implications

of these simple observations revealing themselves gradually.

"You're suggesting religious texts are... incorrect!" Ada ventured,

professional curiosity temporarily overriding personal belief.

"I'm suggesting they were interpreted through the limited
understanding of their time," Samarjeet clarified. "Consider how many
religious narratives involve beings of light descending from the sky, bringing
knowledge, performing wonders beyond human capability. How might
primitive humans describe encounters with technologically advanced

visitors! What vocabulary existed for such experiences!"

Zaid's brow furrowed, military discipline warring with spiritual

tradition. "This sounds like you're saying God is an alien."

"No." Samarjeet's denial was firm. "I'm saying humans have interpreted
their encounters with advanced beings through the lens of their limited
understanding. The concept of divinity provided a framework for

processing experiences beyond their comprehension."

He rose, moving to the window where raindrops traced serpentine
paths down the glass. "Consider this: if you showed a smartphone to
someone from the 18th century, what would they think? A device that
captures perfect images instantly, communicates across vast distances, and
contains the knowledge of thousands of libraries—these capabilities would

seem magical, perhaps even divine."
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"Clarke's Third Law," Ada murmured. "Any sufficiently advanced

technology is indistinguishable from magic."

"Precisely." Samarjeet turned back to face them. "Now extrapolate that
principle across millennia. Beings capable of interstellar travel, genetic
engineering, and manipulation of matter at fundamental levels—to early
humans, such visitors could only be gods. Their technology could only be

miracles."

The room fell silent as Ada and Zaid absorbed the implications.
Outside, rain continued its steady percussion against the windows, the
mundane sound grounding their extraordinary conversation in physical

reality.

"If what you're saying is true," Ada said slowly, "then religion is just a...
misunderstanding’ A primitive attempt to explain contact with advanced

extraterrestrial beings?"

"Not merely a misunderstanding," Samarjeet corrected. "A necessary
framework. Religion provided structure when human societies desperately
needed it—moral guidelines, social cohesion, explanations for the
inexplicable." His eyes held compassion. "And I would argue it still serves
vital functions today. The spiritual instinct runs deep in human

consciousness."
"But the factual basis—" Zaid began.

"Facts are filtered through perception," Samarjeet interrupted gently.
"Through cultural context, through language limitations, through the
scientific understanding of the time." He returned to his seat, movements
deliberate with age and purpose. "The Quran speaks truth, but perhaps not
the literal truth you were taught. Perhaps 'seven skies' referred to
dimensional layers beyond three-dimensional space. Perhaps ‘'angels'

described beings whose nature couldn't be expressed in 7th century Arabia."

Ada's fingers traced patterns on the wooden table, her scholar's mind

racing ahead of her emotional response. "The exhibition artifacts—the star
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charts that don't match our sky—they're recording something else entirely,

aren't they! Not astronomical observations, but..."

"Memory," Samarjeet confirmed. "Star configurations as seen from
elsewhere. Records of the journey preserved in stone and clay, waiting for

those with the genetic key to understand them properly."

Zaid leaned back in his chair, the soldier in him recognising when a
defensive position had become untenable. "If religions were developed to
govern society based on misinterpreted contact with these... visitors, then
what is Navah's purpose! Why maintain secrecy rather than reveal the
truth?"

"Imagine," Samarjeet said quietly, "the consequences of abruptly telling
billions of people that their most sacred beliefs are based on
misunderstandings. That heaven isn't 'up there' but perhaps in another
dimension entirely. That divine messengers were visitors from distant
worlds." His expression grew grave. "Religious conflicts have killed millions
throughout human history. How much worse might the violence be if the

foundations of all faiths were simultaneously challenged?"

The question hung in the air, demanding no immediate answer. Ada
thought of the comfort religion had provided after her father's death—the
rituals of mourning, the community support, the sense that his passing fit
into some larger cosmic order. Even knowing what she now does, she

couldn't dismiss the value of those beliefs.

"Navah doesn't seek to destroy faith," Samarjeet continued, his voice
gentler. "We seek to prepare humanity for eventual understanding. To
preserve knowledge until the species is ready to integrate it without self-

destruction."
"And when will that be?" Ada asked.

Samarjeet's smile held a millennium of patience. "When questions like
the ones we're discussing now can be asked openly, without fear of violent

reprisal. When humanity's tribal instincts no longer overcome its capacity

17



THE VESSEL

for wonder." He glanced between them. "We are closer than we've ever been.

But not there yet."

In the quiet that followed, Ada felt something shift within her—not a
rejection of her religious upbringing, but an expansion of it. As if the
framework she'd always known had suddenly revealed hidden rooms,
additional dimensions, greater complexity than she'd been taught to see. It
was disorienting yet exhilarating, like discovering a hidden passage in a

familiar building.

Zaid's expression suggested he was undergoing a similar internal
recalibration, his disciplined mind methodically reassessing core

assumptions in light of new information.

"You said we would find many answers ourselves," Ada said finally. "But

these aren't answers—they're entirely new questions."

Samarijeet's eyes twinkled with genuine amusement. "The best answers

always are."
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The hands of the clock on the safehouse wall had traced nearly a full
circle since Samarjeet Singh began unravelling the complex web of Ada's
hidden heritage. Empty cups and plates cluttered the coffee table; evidence
of meals hastily consumed between revelations. The evening had stretched
into night and then edged toward morning as Samarjeet answered
questions, explained connections, and filled gaps in the journal's narrative
with his own memories. Now, as a pre-dawn chill crept through the
building's insulation, the physical toll of their marathon discussion showed

on all three faces.

Samarjeet paused mid-sentence, his explanation of Navah's network of
international archives suspended as he noted Ada's slumped posture and
the shadows beneath Zaid's eyes. The young woman who had begun the

evening firing questions with academic precision now struggled to suppress
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a yawn. Even Zaid's military discipline showed cracks—his normally straight
posture had softened, and he rubbed his temples periodically to combat

what was surely an emerging headache.

"Perhaps," Samarijeet said, his deep voice gentler than it had been hours

before, "we should continue this discussion after some rest."

Ada straightened, attempting to mask her exhaustion. "I still have
questions. About the pendant, about what my father meant when he wrote

about 'convergence points'—"

"And those questions deserve thorough answers," Samarjeet
interrupted, raising one hand in a placating gesture. "But fatigue clouds

comprehension. Even Navah recognises human limitations."

Zaid checked his watch, frowning slightly. "Fourseventeen," he

confirmed. "We've been at this for over fourteen hours."

Samarjeet rose from his seat with the careful movements of a man
feeling his age after hours of sitting. He adjusted his turban slightly, its deep
navy fabric catching the light as he moved.

"I must propose something that should have been suggested earlier,"
he said, his tone shifting to something more formal. "This safehouse, while

adequate for temporary security, is not suited for what lies ahead."
Ada's brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

"R.AW. facilities are designed for conventional threats," Samarjeet
explained, with an apologetic glance toward Zaid. "Navah maintains
safehouses specifically engineered to counter the methods Nagid's agents
employ. Our Dubai facility is particularly well-equipped—not just for

security, but for education."
"Education?" Ada echoed.

"You have received a lifetime of information in less than a day,"
Samarjeet said, compassion evident in his weathered features. "At our

facility, we have resources that would make this transition easier—historical
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archives, properly secured artifacts, and medical personnel familiar with the

physiological aspects of memory activation."

Zaid's posture subtly shifted to something more alert, more guarded.
The professional intelligence officer reasserted himself through the fatigue.
"You're suggesting we leave British soil? Move to a facility controlled by an

organisation that, officially, doesn't exist?"

The tension in the room thickened. Beneath Zaid's question lay
unspoken concerns—about jurisdiction, about operational oversight, about
the chain of command he had sworn to respect. Though R.A.W. had not
sent him on a mission like this, he remained an Indian intelligence officer

operating on foreign soil under specific parameters.

Samarijeet's gaze met Zaid's directly. "Major Ahmad, I understand your
position. Your loyalty to R.A.W. is commendable. But this situation
transcends national intelligence boundaries." He turned slightly to include
Ada in his gaze. "The threat Nagid poses is older than modern nations. Our

response must operate at the same level."

Ada rubbed her eyes, trying to process this new complication through
her exhaustion. "What would happen there? At this facility?"

"You would begin proper training," Samarjeet answered. "Learning to
control the memory access that has begun spontaneously. Understanding

the artifacts your father left you. Preparing for what comes next."
"And what comes next!" Zaid asked sharply.

Samarjeet's expression remained calm, but something ancient and
immovable entered his eyes. "Nagid will not stop hunting Ada now that her
genetic markers have activated. The Dubai facility would allow us to prepare

appropriate countermeasures."

In the silence that followed, Ada and Zaid exchanged a glance laden
with unspoken thoughts. For Ada, the prospect of a place with answers was
tempting—a chance to understand the strange dreams and intuitive

connections that had plagued her since the exhibition opened. For Zaid,
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professional caution warred with his growing conviction that the threats

they faced exceeded standard intelligence protocols.

"We need time to consider this," Zaid said finally, his tone professional
but firm. "Moving to a Navah facility represents a significant escalation in

our involvement."

"Of course," Samarjeet conceded with a slight bow of his head. "But I
must emphasise that time is not our ally. Nagid's agents are resourceful, and
this location, while secure by conventional standards, cannot remain so

indefinitely."

Ada closed her father's journal, her fingertips lingering on its worn
cover. "We'll give you our decision in the morning," she said, surprising both

men with her decisive tone.

Samarijeet studied her for a moment, recognition flickering in his eyes.
"You sound like your mother. She, too, could cut through hours of

discussion with a single sentence."

The comparison hung in the air between them—not an attempt at
manipulation but a simple observation that nevertheless carried emotional

weight.

"In the morning, then," Samarjeet agreed, collecting his jacket from the
back of his chair. "I'll return at ten. That should allow some rest." He moved
toward the door, then paused. "One last thing—the pendant your father left
you. I would advise against wearing it until you understand its function.

Some artifacts can accelerate memory activation...unpredictably."

With those parting words, he nodded to them both and departed. The
safehouse's multiple locks engaged behind him with electronic precision,

leaving Ada and Zaid alone in the suddenly quiet space.

They sat in silence for nearly a minute, the weight of everything they'd

learned settling around them like heavy dust.

"What do you think?" Ada finally asked, her voice soft with fatigue.
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Zaid ran a hand through his hair, a rare gesture of uncertainty from
the disciplined operative. "Professionally? His assessment of this safehouse's
vulnerabilities is accurate. R.A.W. designs for human adversaries, not..." He

hesitated, still struggling with the implications of what they'd learned.

"Not people hunting genetic memory carriers with technology we don't
peop g8 Y gy

understand," Ada finished for him.

"Yes." A tired smile briefly touched his lips. "You always could

summarise complex concepts efficiently."

Their eyes met across the cluttered table—two people connected by a
shared past suddenly thrust into an uncertain future. Despite the
exhaustion etched into their features, a silent understanding passed
between them. Whatever they decided in the morning, they would face it
together.

"Sleep," Zaid said simply, rising from his chair. "We can't make this

decision in our current state."

Ada nodded, gathering her father's journal and the still-unexplored
artifacts. As she moved toward her designated bedroom, the weight of the
pendant seemed to pulse against her palm—not quite warm, not quite cool,
but somehow alive with potential. She placed it carefully on the nightstand
rather than under her pillow as she'd initially intended, recalling

Samarjeet's warning.
Some artifacts can accelerate memory activation...unpredictably.

Outside, the first hints of dawn lightened the sky, promising a day of
momentous decisions. But for now, exhaustion claimed both occupants of

the safehouse as they surrendered to a few hours of troubled sleep.
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orning arrived with harsh clarity, bearing the weight of
decisions that could no longer be delayed. Ada stood at
the window of her temporary bedroom, watching
sunlight illuminate the countryside as she methodically folded clothing into
a small duffel bag. Sleep had come in fitful bursts, each moment of
unconsciousness punctuated by strange dreams of stars arranged in
unfamiliar patterns. The decision to leave with Samarjeet had crystallised
somewhere in those uneasy hours—not from trust in the old man or the
organisation he represented, but from the simple understanding that

staying put would only delay the inevitable.

She lifted her father's journal from the nightstand, its weight somehow
greater than its physical mass. The pendant lay beside it, its blue-silver
surface catching the morning light in ways that seemed to defy normal
reflection. Ada hesitated before wrapping it carefully in a silk scarf and

tucking it into an inner pocket of the bag.

In the safehouse's main room, Zaid moved with precise efficiency, his
military training evident in each economical gesture. He dismantled,

cleaned, and reassembled his service weapon with practiced hands that
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never hesitated or fumbled. The table before him held additional
equipment—an extra magazine, a compact tactical flashlight, and a ceramic
knife in an ankle sheath. His expression revealed nothing, but his shoulders
carried the tension of a man preparing for contingencies he hoped would

not arise.

"Three changes of clothes should be enough," Ada said as she entered,
setting her bag near the door. "Samarjeet said the Dubai facility would

provide anything else we need."

Zaid nodded, not looking up from his work. "You're certain about this

decision?"
"Are you!" she countered.

His hands stilled. "I don't trust easily," he admitted, finally meeting her
gaze. "But the threats we've faced are real. Conventional security measures

have already failed once."

"Then we agree," Ada said. The unspoken understanding passed
between them-—neither fully trusted Samarjeet or Navah, but both
recognised that alternatives were rapidly disappearing. "How will you

explain this to your superiors!"

A tight smile crossed Zaid's face. "That's my next task." He holstered
his weapon and reached for his secure phone. "I need to call Rajdeep before

we leave. He deserves an explanation, however limited."

Ada nodded and moved toward the kitchen to give him privacy, but
Zaid shook his head.

"Stay," he said. "This concerns us both. And I want no secrets between

us, not anymore."

His words hung in the air between them, heavy with implication. For
years, secrets had defined their relationship—first his concealed profession,
then her hidden heritage. The desire for transparency now felt like a fragile

offering of trust neither could afford to refuse.

84



NUSRAT ABBASI

Zaid's fingers hovered over the phone as he organised his thoughts.
The call to Rajdeep required careful calibration—enough truth to be
credible, enough omission to protect what Rajdeep didn't need to know.
He initiated the secure connection protocol, placing the phone on the table
between them.

"Agent Moses reporting, sir," he said when the call connected, voice

shifting into the crisp formality of military communication.

"Your status update is twelve hours overdue," Rajdeep Mehta's clipped,

precise voice came through. "Explain."

"Security complications, sir. The London incident escalated beyond
initial assessment." Zaid met Ada's eyes as he spoke, his expression
communicating a silent apology for the necessary reductions of her life to
operational parameters. "['ve identified a connection between the Rajasthan

artifact and the London attack."

Silence stretched across the connection. In his Delhi office, Rajdeep
Mehta leaned back in his leather chair, fingers steepled before his face.

Suspicion radiated from him like heat from sun-baked stone.
"Elaborate," he commanded.

"The markings on the Rajasthan blade match elements in Dr Mirza's
exhibition," Zaid continued. "Similar symbols appear on artifacts from
geographically distinct regions—suggesting a connection the previous study
had missed. The attackers specifically targeted materials documenting these

similarities."

"And how did you determine this’" Rajdeep's voice carried dangerous

scepticism.

"Dr Mirza identified the pattern," Zaid replied, injecting his voice with
professional admiration. "Her expertise in comparative symbolism across
early civilisations is unparalleled. The attackers weren't after her
personally—they wanted to silence her research before she published

findings that would expose their operation."
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In his Delhi office, Rajdeep's lips compressed into a thin line. The
explanation was plausible—even elegant in its simplicity—yet something
about it rang false. He had known Zaid Ahmad for years, had personally
recruited him from the military. The slight modulation in his agent's voice

suggested more than professional concern for an academic asset.
"And your current location!" Rajdeep pressed.

"Secure but temporary," Zaid answered. "I've arranged specialised
protection for Dr Mirza. Her knowledge of the artifact’s markings makes

her crucial to understanding its significance and tracking the network

behind both attacks."

"This specialised protection," Rajdeep said, the words measured and

precise. "Would it happen to involve Raja Samarjeet Singh?"

Zaid's posture stiffened imperceptibly. Ada noted the subtle change,

the momentary freeze in his expression before he regained control.

"Yes, sir," Zaid confirmed, recognising that denial would only deepen
suspicion. "Singh has resources uniquely suited to this situation. His

cooperation has proven valuable."

"l see." The two syllables carried volumes of unspoken knowledge.
"And you believe Dr Mirza can decode the markings on the Rajasthan

artifact!"

"Given time and proper resources, yes." Zaid's confidence on this point

required no fabrication. "Her insight has already proven invaluable."

Across the secure line, Rajdeep sighed—a rare display of emotion from
the normally stoic intelligence director. "Very well. Continue your
protection detail and investigation. But understand this, Major Ahmad: 1
expect daily updates and full transparency regarding your findings." He
paused meaningfully. "All of your findings."

"Understood, sir."

"I doubt that," Rajdeep murmured, too quietly for the connection to

capture clearly. "Report in at 2100 hours. Mehta out."

86



NUSRAT ABBASI

The connection terminated. Zaid set the phone down carefully, his
expression revealing nothing of the internal calculations running behind

his eyes.
"He didn't believe you," Ada observed.

"Not entirely," Zaid agreed. "But he accepted enough to grant

operational latitude for now."

What neither of them could see was Rajdeep Mehta, still sitting at his
desk in Delhi, pressing a different button on his secure console. When the

line connected, he spoke without preamble.

"Agent Amber. Priority surveillance assignment. Major Ahmad has
gone off-protocol with an asset codenamed Keeper. Track and observe only,
no engagement unless directly authorised. Ahmad's judgment may be

compromised by personal factors."

"Understood, Director," came the immediate response. "Deployment

timeline?"

"Immediate. Coordinate with the London station for resource
allocation." Rajdeep ended the call and turned to stare out his window at
the Delhi skyline, disappointment settling over him like an old, familiar

coat. Zaid Ahmad had been his most promising recruit—disciplined,

brilliant, loyal. Or so he had believed.

Back in the safehouse, Ada zipped her bag closed with finality. "The
helicopter will be here within the hour," she said, checking her watch.

"Samarjeet arranged for it to land at an estate a few miles from here."

Zaid nodded, shouldering his own pack. "I've verified the route. Low
population density, minimal surveillance coverage. If anyone's watching for

us, that's where they'd strike."

Their eyes met, both fully aware of what remained unspoken—each step
they took moved them further from the world they had known and deeper
into one where ancient secrets and alien heritage dictated the rules of

engagement. Yet in that shared gaze lay something neither could quite
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articulate—the recognition that whatever awaited them, they would face it

together.
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The narrow country road stretched before them, bordered by
hedgerows that occasionally parted to reveal glimpses of rolling farmland.
Zaid drove with both hands firmly on the wheel, his eyes constantly
checking the mirrors, scanning for signs of pursuit or ambush. Beside him,
Ada sat with the duffel bag on her lap, one hand resting protectively over
the pocket containing her father's journal. The morning had dawned clear
and cool, but the beauty of the English countryside registered only in the
periphery as they maintained a vigilant silence, each occupied with their

own thoughts about what awaited them at the rendezvous point.

"Three more kilometres to the estate," Zaid said, breaking the quiet.

"The helicopter should already be waiting."

Ada nodded, her fingers unconsciously finding the small bulge in her
jacket pocket—her mother's pendant, transferred there from the duffel bag
at the last moment. Something had compelled her to keep it close, an

instinct she couldn't explain but hadn't resisted.
"After Dubai, what happens!" she asked.

Zaid's jaw tightened slightly. "One step at a time," he replied, a soldier's

practicality overriding speculation. "First, we—"

The car shuddered violently. Dashboard lights flickered once, then
died completely. The engine gave a final, strangled sound before falling
silent, momentum carrying the now-powerless vehicle forward until it rolled

to a stop in the middle of the empty road.
"What happened?" Ada's voice carried the sharp edge of rising alarm.

Zaid's response was immediate and professional. "Check your phone."
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Ada pulled her smartphone from her pocket—its screen remained
black, unresponsive to her touch. Zaid tried his own devices—both his

personal phone and secure R.A.W. communicator. Nothing.

"EMP," he said, the three letters carrying ominous weight.
"Electromagnetic pulse. Targeted, not widespread, or the helicopter would
have dropped from the sky already." His eyes scanned their surroundings

with new intensity. "We need to move. Now."

They exited the vehicle simultaneously, Zaid drawing his weapon in a
smooth, practised motion. The countryside that had seemed so peaceful
moments before now presented a tactical nightmare—open fields offered no
cover, the hedgerows inadequate concealment against professional

attackers.

"There." Zaid's voice dropped to a near-whisper as he indicated a subtle
movement in the tree line, approximately 200 meters ahead. "And there."

A second gesture toward the hedgerow behind them.
"Surrounded?" Ada asked, clutching her bag.

"Not yet. They're moving to establish containment." Zaid assessed their
options with clinical efficiency. "Stone wall to the east. Fifty meters. Run on

my mark."

Before he could give the signal, the first shot cracked through the
morning air. The bullet struck the car's hood with a metallic ping. Zaid
grabbed Ada's arm, pulling her into a crouch behind the disabled vehicle.

"So much for the element of surprise," he muttered, returning fire
toward the tree line—not aiming to hit, but to force the attackers to seek

cover. "When [ say go, run for that wall. Don't stop, don't look back."

Three more shots hit the car, one shattering the passenger window,
sending glass shards raining over them. Ada ducked, heart hammering

against her ribs.

"Go!" Zaid shouted, firing a rapid succession of shots toward their

attackers.
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They sprinted across the open ground, Ada's lungs burning with each
desperate breath. The stone wall materialised before them—ancient, waist-
high, built by farmers centuries before as a boundary marker. They vaulted
over it, landing hard on the other side as bullets struck the stones, sending

chips of limestone flying.

Zaid positioned himself at the wall's edge, returning fire with measured
precision. "Four attackers minimum," he assessed. "Professional equipment.

Military training."

"Who are they?" Ada pressed herself against the rough stones, making

herself as small a target as possible.

"General Niazi's men, most likely," Zaid replied, ducking as another
round of bullets peppered their position. "Samarjeet mentioned him—

Nagid's human lieutenant."

The intensity of the gunfire increased. Their attackers were advancing,
using coordinated movements to close the distance while maintaining
suppressive fire. The stone wall, their only cover, suddenly seemed terribly

inadequate.

"They're flanking us," Zaid said, a note of grim calculation entering his

voice. "We have minutes, maybe less."

Ada's mind raced, panic threatening to overwhelm rational thought.
The pendant in her pocket seemed to pulse against her skin, its presence
impossible to ignore. Without conscious decision, her fingers closed

around it.

Heat flowed from the metal into her palm, up her arm, spreading
through her body in a wave that wasn't quite pain but far from comfortable.
Behind her eyes, images flashed with startling clarity—angles of fire,
trajectories, the subtle differences in sound between different weapons.
Knowledge, she had never learned, suddenly unfolded in her

consciousness.

"Three o'clock position," she heard herself say, voice oddly calm. "The

attacker there is using his left hand. He's exposed when he reloads."
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Zaid glanced at her sharply, surprise momentarily overriding his

combat focus. "How do you—"

"Just trust me," Ada interrupted, her free hand pressing against her
temple as more information flooded in. "There's a depression in the field,
thirty degrees north. If you fire toward the maple tree, the second attacker

will shift position to compensate. That creates a three-second window."

Understanding dawned in Zaid's eyes—he was witnessing what
Samarjeet had described: genetic memory activation in real time. He

nodded once, positioning himself as instructed.
"Now," she whispered.

Zaid fired three precise shots toward the maple tree. Just as Ada had
predicted, the second attacker moved, exposing himself for a moment.
Zaid's fourth shot found its mark. A cry of pain cut through the air, followed

by silence from that position.

"The one at your three o'clock is reloading," Ada said, the pendant

burning hot against her skin. "Now!"

Zaid pivoted and fired twice. The second attacker fell. The firefight's
dynamics shifted instantly—from a coordinated assault to a sudden

defensive posture.

"There's a third behind the fallen log," Ada continued, eyes unfocused
as she processed information from senses that seemed heightened beyond
normal human capacity. "He's preparing to throw something. Grenade,

maybe."

Zaid didn't hesitate. He adjusted position, aimed with preternatural

calm, and fired. The attacker collapsed before he could release whatever

he'd been holding.

The fourth attacker—evidently recognising the abrupt shift in odds—
broke cover and ran for the tree line. Zaid tracked him with his weapon but

held his fire, conserving ammunition.
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The sudden whump-whump-whump of helicopter rotors filled the air.
Ada and Zaid looked up to see a sleek black helicopter cresting the horizon,

bearing down on their position with remarkable speed.

"Is it them?" Ada asked, the pendant's heat fading as she loosened her
grip, the tactical insights receding with it.

Zaid's expression tightened as he kept his weapon raised, tracking the

aircraft's approach. Then his posture relaxed fractionally. "It's Samarjeet."

The helicopter descended toward a flat section of field approximately
fifty meters from their position. As it touched down, the side door slid open
to reveal Raja Samarjeet Singh, his tall frame unmistakable even at a

distance.
"Come!" he shouted over the rotor noise, gesturing urgently.

They ran toward the helicopter, crouched low beneath the spinning
blades. Samarjeet extended a hand, helping first Ada, then Zaid, into the

aircraft's interior.

"Are you hurt!" he asked, his voice carrying genuine concern as the
door slid shut and the pilot immediately began their ascent.

"We're fine," Zaid answered, his breathing still elevated from exertion.

"How did you know!"

"One of our operatives intercepted communications about the
ambush," Samarjeet explained, his weathered face grave. "General Niazi's
team. We received the intelligence too late to warn you, so I came
personally." His eyes moved to Ada, noting the pendant now visible in her

hand. "I see you found another way to survive."

Ada stared at the bluessilver object in her palm. "It was like... memories

that weren't mine. Combat knowledge I've never learned."

Samarjeet nodded, unsurprised. "Your mother's genetic memories are

beginning to surface. The pendant acted as a catalyst."

As the helicopter gained altitude, Zaid gazed down at the scene below—

their abandoned car, the stone wall, and the fallen attackers. His expression
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remained professionally neutral, but his eyes betrayed both wonder and

concern when they turned to Ada.
"Thank you," he said simply. "You saved our lives."

Ada closed her fingers around the pendant, feeling its power now
dormant but still present—a tangible connection to a heritage she was only
beginning to understand. Below them, the English countryside shrank into
a patchwork of green and brown, the site of their near-death experience

already indistinguishable from the surrounding landscape.

"Dubai?" she asked Samarjeet, her decision solidified by the morning's

events.

"No," the older man replied, his gaze serious. "After this attack, we
must accelerate our plans. We're going to the London facility first. There

are things you need to see before we leave the country."

The helicopter descended toward what appeared, from above, to be
nothing more extraordinary than a sprawling modernist villa nestled within
ten acres of manicured grounds. Only as they approached did subtle
anomalies become apparent—the precision with which the perimeter
vegetation had been arranged, the barely visible shimmer of what might
have been a force field or advanced surveillance curtain, the absence of any
neighbouring structures within visual range. The villa's white walls and
expansive glass surfaces reflected the midday sun, giving the structure an
almost luminous quality against the surrounding greenery. As the rotors
slowed, Ada noticed small panels on the roof smoothly retracting to reveal

scanning equipment that tracked their descent with mechanical precision.

"Welcome to Navah Outpost Seven," Samarjeet said as the helicopter
settled onto a landing pad that materialised when previously concealed
sections of the roof slid apart. "One of our more recent facilities,

constructed in 1998."
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The pilot powered down the aircraft with practised efficiency. As they
disembarked, Ada noticed how the man's movements carried the same
disciplined precision she had observed in Zaid—the unmistakable bearing

of military training, though his allegiance clearly lay elsewhere.

Samarijeet led them across the roof toward an elevator positioned near
its centre. "The villa serves as our publicfacing operation—officially
registered as a private research foundation specialising in comparative
mythology." His hand pressed against an unmarked panel beside the
elevator doors, which immediately illuminated with a blue light that

scanned his palm. "The more sensitive work happens below."

The elevator descended silently, its glass walls revealing glimpses of the
villa's interior—open-concept spaces furnished with understated elegance,
artwork that Ada recognised as authentic pieces spanning multiple
civilisations, and staff moving with purposeful efficiency. None looked up
as the elevator passed, their focus absolute on tasks that, superficially,

appeared to be nothing more unusual than typical office work.

"How many people know about this place?" Zaid asked, his professional

assessment evident in his scanning gaze.

"Twenty-three work here regularly," Samarjeet replied. "Another forty-
seven know of its existence but visit only when required. All are at least

third-generation Navah."

The elevator continued beyond the villa's main floor, descending into
darkness that gradually gave way to illuminated underground levels. Ada
counted three distinct floors before they finally stopped. The doors opened
onto a corridor of gleaming white surfaces and recessed lighting that
seemed to emanate from the walls themselves rather than any visible

fixtures.

"This way," Samarjeet instructed, leading them past laboratories where
technicians in seamless white coveralls operated equipment unlike anything
Ada had seen in conventional research facilities. Through one glass wall,

she glimpsed what appeared to be a three-dimensional projection of DNA
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strands, except the helical structure contained additional elements that her

scientific understanding couldn't categorise.
"Is that—" she began.

"Carrier genetic mapping," Samarjeet confirmed without breaking
stride. "Your mother's DNA archives are also maintained here."

They passed through a series of security checkpoints, each more
sophisticated than the last. What appeared to be conventional retinal
scanners emitted frequencies Ada could feel rather than see. Doorways
unsealed with whispered phrases in a language that tugged at the edges of

her comprehension—not quite familiar, yet not entirely alien.

Finally, they reached a circular chamber at what felt like the facility's
heart. Unlike the sterile whiteness of the corridors, this room featured walls
of what appeared to be polished obsidian, inlaid with metallic symbols that
matched those in Ada's exhibition. At the centre stood a circular table of

similar material, its surface glowing with soft blue light.

"The Reflection Chamber," Samarjeet explained. "One of seventeen

worldwide, each positioned at specific geomagnetic convergence points."

He approached the table and passed his hand over its surface. The blue
glow intensified, then coalesced into a three-dimensional projection of what
appeared to be a weapon—the curved blade Zaid had discovered in
Rajasthan, rendered in perfect detail down to the microscopic engravings

on its surface.

"As you can see," Samarjeet continued, "we've begun preliminary

analysis of the artifact."

Zaid stepped forward, his expression shifting from curiosity to shock.
"That's—" he began, then stopped, reassessing the situation with the rapid
calculation of an intelligence operative. "That's impossible. Nagid's men

took it from me in Rajasthan."

"Did they!" Samarjeet's tone remained even as he made another gesture
over the table. The holographic image vanished, replaced by the actual

blade, rising from a previously concealed compartment in the table's centre.
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It rotated slowly in a containment field of shimmering energy, the blue-

silver metal catching the light in ways that defied conventional physics.

"How!" Zaid demanded, instinctively moving closer to Ada as his
posture shifted subtly into a protective stance. "l watched them take it. I

tracked them to Jaisalmer before losing the trail."

"You tracked a decoy," Samarjeet explained, his weathered fingers
hovering just outside the containment field. "Navah has monitored General
Niazi's activities since he first aligned himself with Nagid in 1987. When
our intelligence network detected unusual activity in the Rajasthan

archaeological sector, we initiated surveillance."

"You knew about the blade before I found it!" Zaid's question carried

an edge of professional affront.

"We knew something of significance had been located," Samarjeet
corrected. "The precise nature became clear only after your discovery." He
turned to face them fully. "General Farooq Niazi is more than just Nagid's
human ally—he is his enforcer, the instrument through which Nagid's will

manifests in our world while Nagid himself remains hidden."

Ada stepped closer to the blade, drawn by its hypnotic rotation. "And
Navah intercepted it before it reached Nagid?"

"Yes." Samarjeet's expression showed brief satisfaction. "Our operatives
substituted a replica during transfer between Niazi's field team and his
secure transport. The general's men delivered a sophisticated fake to their

master while the genuine article was already en route to this facility."

"Why not tell me!" Zaid asked, professional pride warring with
pragmatism. "l could have helped."

"Your ignorance was your protection," Samarjeet replied. "If captured,
you could not reveal what you did not know. And your pursuit of the decoy
diverted resources that might otherwise have been directed toward

discovering our intervention."

Ada studied the blade with new intensity. "You said Nagid and Navah

both have pieces of... something. This is one of those pieces!"
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Samarjeet nodded, genuine respect entering his expression.
"Perceptive, as your mother was." He made another gesture over the table,
and the holographic display returned, this time showing multiple objects—
the blade among them, but also devices of various shapes and apparent

functions, all bearing similar markings and material composition.

"What you see is a set of tools designed to activate and operate a
communications array," he explained. "Not human technology, but created
by those your father called the First Ones in his journal. Navah currently
secures four of the nine required components. Nagid possesses three. The

remaining two were thought lost until your discovery in Rajasthan."

"A communications array," Ada repeated. "To communicate with

whom?"

"Those who departed," Samarjeet said simply. "Those who seeded this
world and left behind both technology and genetic markers that would

eventually become human civilisation."

Zaid studied the holographic display with a professional assessment.
"And if Nagid had obtained this blade?"

"The balance would have shifted dangerously," Samarjeet replied, his
tone grave. "Five components to our three. Enough to potentially activate
partial functions of the array—which could, at minimum, signal Nagid's

masters across the void between stars."
"Masters!" Zaid's brow furrowed. "I thought Nagid was—"

"An exile," Samarjeet finished. "Yes. But not the only one. And not the
most dangerous of his kind." He deactivated the holographic display,
leaving only the blade rotating in its containment field. "This is why Navah
has sought genetic Carriers like your mother—and now you, Ada. The tools
respond to specific DNA sequences, activation protocols embedded in

genetic memory."

Ada's hand instinctively moved to her pocket, where the pendant
rested. "Like what happened during the attack. The knowledge that came

to me..."
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"A fraction of what you might access under controlled conditions,"
Samarjeet confirmed. "Your mother could interface directly with First One
technology, interpreting and activating functions beyond conventional

human understanding."

Zaid absorbed this information with the careful neutrality of his
training, but his eyes betrayed concern when they rested on Ada. The
implications for her safety—already compromised—multiplied exponentially

with each revelation.

"And now Nagid knows about Ada," he said, making the logical
connection. "The attacks weren't random. He's trying to either capture or

eliminate her before she can fully access her abilities."

"Yes." Samarjeet's single word carried the weight of ancient conflict.
"Which is why traditional security measures are insufficient. R.A.W. cannot

protect her from what they don't understand. Navah can."

The blade continued its silent rotation in the containment field, its
alien perfection a physical reminder of how far they had travelled from the
world of conventional understanding. Ada stared at it, seeing not just the
object itself but its connections to her heritage, her future, and perhaps the

fate of far more than her personal safety.

"What happens next!" she asked, her voice steady despite the enormity

of what she was absorbing.

Samarjeet's eyes held hers with the wisdom of accumulated knowledge
behind them. "Next, we discover exactly what your genetic memory
contains—and how we might use it before Nagid finds a way to neutralise

you permanently."
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The laboratory hummed with energy that wasn't entirely electrical—a

subtle vibration that Ada felt in her bones rather than heard with her ears.

She sat motionless in a chair that resembled a medical examination seat
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reimagined by someone with an entirely different understanding of human
physiology. Its contours supported her body in ways that conventional
furniture never had, distributing her weight across points she hadn't known
could carry it. Around her, Navah technicians in their seamless white
coveralls moved with choreographed precision, preparing equipment whose
function she could only guess at. One device resembled a crystalline crown,
its faceted surface catching light from the overhead illumination and

refracting it into patterns too complex to track with the naked eye.

"Try to relax," the lead technician instructed, a woman whose silver-
streaked hair was pulled back in a severe bun. "The mapping process is non-

invasive, but tension can distort the readings."

From behind a transparent partition, Zaid watched with carefully
masked concern. His posture remained military-straight, but his eyes never
left Ada. Beside him, Samarjeet studied a display showing real-time data in
a script that resembled no known human language.

"We'll begin with baseline genetic mapping," the technician explained,
lowering the crystalline device toward Ada's head. "This will catalogue your

specific Carrier markers without activating them."

The crown settled onto Ada's temples with surprising warmth.
Instantly, the laboratory's ambient lighting dimmed as the crystal facets
began to glow with internal luminescence. Ada's vision blurred
momentarily, then sharpened to preternatural clarity. She could suddenly
distinguish individual dust particles suspended in the air and count the

threads in the technician's coverall from three meters away.

"Remarkable," murmured the technician, monitoring instruments that
translated Ada's experience into quantifiable data. "The receptivity index is

nearly triple our highest recorded baseline."

Behind the partition, Samarjeet straightened, his attention shifting
fully to the readings flowing across his display. "Check the phase variance,"

he instructed. "Confirm it's not an equipment malfunction."
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"Already verified," the technician replied without looking up from her

work. "The subject's neurological response is genuine and unprecedented."

Ada wanted to object to being called "the subject," but found herself
unable to form words. Not from any physical restriction, but because her
awareness had expanded beyond conventional sensory input. The crystal
crown had become a conduit, channelling information directly into her
consciousness. She perceived the laboratory not just visually but through
layered dimensions of data—thermal patterns, electromagnetic frequencies,
even the subtle gravitational variations created by the mass of equipment

and people.

"Second phase," announced the technician, adjusting controls on a

console beside Ada's chair.

A new sensation emerged—like fingers sifting through sand, except the
sand was her genetic code and the fingers belonged to technology she
couldn't comprehend. Ada felt a curious sesation of technology examining
sections of her DNA, categorising and comparing against unseen templates.
The experience wasn't painful, but the profound intimacy of it left her
breathless.

As her awareness expanded, she glimpsed Zaid's concern deepen as her
body tensed involuntarily. She wanted to reassure him, but remained locked

in this extraordinary perceptual state.

"Stop," Samarjeet's voice cut through the laboratory's focused silence.

"Disengage immediately."

The technicians responded without question, powering down
equipment with practised urgency. The crystal crown lifted from Ada's
head, its facets fading from brilliant luminescence to dormant translucence.
Reality contracted to normal parameters with disorienting abruptness,

leaving Ada dizzy and gasping.

"What happened!" she managed, her voice hoarse as though she'd been
shouting, though she hadn't made a sound throughout the procedure.
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Samarjeet had already entered the main laboratory, his weathered face
bearing an expression Ada hadn't seen before—something between awe and
alarm. Behind him, Zaid moved quickly to Ada's side, his hand finding hers

in a gesture of silent support.

"Your genetic structure," Samarjeet said, studying a tablet one of the

technicians had handed him. "[t's not what we anticipated."

"Is something wrong with her!" Zaid demanded, protective instinct

overriding protocol.

"Wrong?" Samarjeet looked up from the data, a strange smile touching
his lips. "No, Major Ahmad. Quite the opposite. Ada's DNA contains
marker sequences we've only theorised might exist." He turned the tablet to
show them complex visual representations of genetic patterns. "Most
Carriers possess fragments of First One genetic code—enough to access
certain memories, certain technologies. Ada's genome shows complete

integration patterns across multiple chromosomes."

"Meaning what, exactly?" Ada asked, still recovering from the

disorienting experience.

"Meaning," Samarjeet replied with quiet gravity, "that your mother was
not just any Carrier. And neither are you." He set the tablet on a nearby
surface. "The technical explanation involves concepts human genetics
hasn't discovered yet. But in simple terms, you possess the most complete

First One genetic profile we've documented in eight generations."

The laboratory fell silent as this revelation settled over them. Ada felt
the weight of unknown expectations pressing down on her shoulders—a

heritage more alien and more profound than she had imagined possible.

"We need to move you to Dubai immediately," Samarjeet continued,
already turning to issue instructions to his staff. "Our primary facility there
has equipment specifically designed for high-level Carrier training. With
proper guidance, you could access abilities beyond what your mother

achieved."
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Ada's hand tightened around Zaid's. "I'm not going anywhere without
Zaid," she said, her voice finding new strength. "Whatever happens next, he

stays with me."

Samarijeet paused, studying the connection between them with ancient
eyes that had witnessed countless human attachments form and dissolve.
"Major Ahmad's responsibilities to R.A.W. complicate matters," he
observed. "Director Mehta has already expressed concerns about his

involvement."

"l don't care," Ada replied, standing from the examination chair
despite residual dizziness. "I didn't ask for any of this—the genetic markers,
the ancestral memories, Nagid hunting me. If Navah wants my cooperation,

Zaid comes too. That's non-negotiable."

Across the laboratory, technicians pretended to be absorbed in their
tasks, though their attention clearly focused on this unexpected
confrontation. Samarjeet showed no outward reaction beyond a slight

raising of one eyebrow.

Zaid's expression remained carefully neutral, but internally, conflict
raged. His training demanded adherence to the command structure and
loyalty to R.A\W. and India's interests. Yet watching Ada—stubborn,
brilliant Ada—stand her ground stirred emotions that transcended
professional duty. Their connection, severed for years and now reforged in
crisis, had become something he could no longer categorise as merely a

professional concern.

"l go where the mission requires," Zaid said finally, his words chosen
with diplomatic precision. "If protecting Ada remains my primary objective,

location becomes secondary."

Samarijeet's lips curved in what might have been amusement. "A
reasonable position. Perhaps Director Mehta would see it similarly." He
gestured toward a doorway. "Let us continue this discussion somewhere

more comfortable while the laboratory prepares its analysis reports."
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They followed him to a small conference room nearby, its walls
displaying subtly shifting patterns that Ada now recognised as First One
script. Samarjeet indicated seats for them, then activated a communications

panel embedded in the conference table.

"Secure connection to R.A.W. Headquarters, Director Mehta's office,"
he instructed, speaking in the tone of someone accustomed to systems

obeying his commands.

The table's surface shimmered, then projected a three-dimensional
image of Rajdeep Mehta seated at his desk in Delhi. The R.A.W. director's
expression registered brief surprise before settling into professional

neutrality.

"Sir Samarjeet," he acknowledged, using the honorific Ada hadn't

known Samarjeet possessed. "This is unexpected."

"Circumstances have evolved rapidly," Samarjeet replied without
preamble. "I'm contacting you directly because time constraints preclude

traditional channels."

Rajdeep's eyes narrowed slightly. "I see Major Ahmad is with you." His
gaze shifted to Ada. "And Dr Mirza appears unharmed, despite this

morning's incident."

News travels fast in intelligence circles, Ada thought, wondering how

Rajdeep had learned of the ambush.

"An incident that demonstrates the escalating nature of the situation,"
Samarjeet confirmed. "Which necessitates my request: I need Major Ahmad
reassigned to extended protective detail for Dr Mirza. Effective immediately,

duration indefinite."

Rajdeep's expression hardened. "That's not standard protocol. Major

Ahmad has other responsibilities, other assignments pending."

"This transcends standard protocol," Samarjeet countered, his tone
remaining even but acquiring an edge of authority. "The technology at stake
has national security implications that extend beyond conventional

intelligence concerns."
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"So I'm to simply hand over one of my most valuable operatives on
your word alone!" Rajdeep's scepticism was palpable even through the

holographic projection.

Samarijeet's eyes held Rajdeep's for a long moment before he spoke
again. "If necessary, I can discuss this matter with Admiral Chandra or
Minister Patel directly. 1 believe both would recognise the strategic

importance of our request.”

The subtle threat hung in the air—Samarjeet was prepared to go over
Rajdeep's head, leveraging connections at the highest levels of Indian
government if needed. Rajdeep's jaw tightened momentarily, the only

visible sign of his calculation of political realities.

"That won't be necessary," he said finally. "Major Ahmad may continue
his current assignment protecting Dr Mirza for the next thirty days, with
weekly status reports directly to my office." His gaze shifted to Zaid. "I expect

complete transparency in those reports, Major."

"Yes, sir," Zaid replied, professional mask firmly in place despite the

complex undercurrents.

"Thirty days," Rajdeep continued, addressing Samarjeet again. "After
which we will reassess based on mission progress and national security

priorities."

"Acceptable," Samarjeet agreed, though something in his tone
suggested he considered the timeframe merely a formality. "We'll forward

secure coordinates for future communications."

The connection terminated, leaving the three of them in momentary
silence. Ada released a breath she hadn't realised she'd been holding, relief
washing through her. Thirty days might not be much, but it was something—

time to understand her abilities, time with Zaid beside her.

"Well negotiated," Samarjeet observed, a hint of approval in his voice.
"Both your point about staying together, Ada, and your diplomatic
phrasing, Major Ahmad."
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"Will thirty days be enough?" Ada asked, the enormity of what lay

ahead settling over her.

Samarijeet's expression turned thoughtful. "Time functions differently
for Navah than for conventional organisations. Thirty days may prove more
than sufficient." He rose from his seat with the fluid grace that belied his
age. "The aircraft for Dubai will be ready within two hours. I suggest you
both prepare for departure."

As he left them alone in the conference room, Ada turned to Zaid. "I'm

sorry," she said quietly. "I've complicated your career, your duties."

Zaid shook his head, allowing his professional mask to slip just slightly.
"My duty has always been to protect what matters." His eyes held hers

steadily. "Some things matter more than others."

The simple statement carried layers of meaning that neither was quite
ready to articulate fully. Instead, they sat in companionable silence, each
contemplating the path that had brought them to this moment—and the

uncertain journey that lay ahead in Dubai.
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he secure conference room in Navah's Dubai facility

hummed with expectation. Three figures stood silently

before the wallsized display screen, each lost in private
calculations as they awaited the appearance of The Table. Beyond the one-
way glass wall that formed the eastern boundary of the room, technicians
moved with quiet efficiency across the communications centre—a gleaming
expanse of monitoring stations and holographic displays tracking Navah
activities worldwide. Dr Leila Karim adjusted her hijab with practised
fingers, the gesture betraying a nervousness that her composed features did
not. Beside her, Marcus Chen's shoulders remained squared beneath his
impeccably tailored suit, his breathing controlled as he organised his
thoughts. Only Raja Samarjeet Singh appeared truly at ease, his weathered
hands clasped behind his back, his silver-bearded face serene as though the
impending conversation were nothing more consequential than a

discussion of the weather.

"They're late," Dr Karim murmured, checking the slim band on her
wrist—a device that resembled a watch but contained technology centuries

beyond anything available on the commercial market.
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"The Table operates on its own schedule," Samarjeet replied, his deep
voice carrying the patience of millennia. "They have done so since before
the Great Library of Alexandria was built. I suspect they will continue to

do so long after the glass towers of this city have returned to sand."

Marcus Chen allowed himself a thin smile. "Time is relative when
you've been around as long as they have. Five minutes or five centuries—it's

all a matter of perspective."

Dr Karim's scientific mind rebelled against such poetic imprecision,
but she held her peace. Her attention was consumed by the data she was
about to present—figures and genetic markers that defied conventional
understanding, results that could alter Navah's trajectory after thousands of

years of patient waiting.

The display flickered suddenly, resolving into nine distinct figures
arranged in a semicircle. Each sat behind an identical obsidian desk, their
features deliberately obscured by subtle distortions in the video feed—a
security measure as old as electronic communication itself. Only their voices
remained distinct, carrying the cadences of different regions, different

centuries of human history.

"Sentinel Singh," acknowledged the central figure, using Samarjeet's
formal title within Navah. "We receive your transmission from Dubai

Outpost. Present your findings."

Samarjeet bowed slightly, a gesture of respect rather than subservience.
"Honourable members of The Table, I present Dr Leila Karim, our chief

geneticist, and Marcus Chen, Director of Artifact Integration."

Dr Karim stepped forward, her nervousness evaporating as she
transitioned into her professional element. With a series of precise gestures,
she called up holographic displays showing complex DNA structures and

neurological readings.

"Vessel Mirza's genetic profile contains seventeen distinct First One
marker sequences," she began, her voice carrying the measured cadence of

scientific certainty. "The standard Carrier genome typically presents three
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to five. Her mother, Mehjabeen, carried nine—previously our highest
recorded instance." She manipulated the display to highlight specific
segments of Ada's DNA. "More significantly, the integration pattern

suggests complete nucleotide stability across potentially activated regions."

The third figure from the left leaned forward slightly, their voice
carrying the faintest hint of a Nordic accent. "Explain the practical

implications, Doctor."

"In simple terms," Dr Karim replied, "most Carriers can access limited
ancestral memories for brief periods before neural pathways become
overwhelmed. Ada Mirza could potentially sustain a complete unlock—
accessing the full spectrum of First One knowledge embedded in her

genetic code—without the degradation that has limited previous Vessels."

A murmur passed through The Table members—the first indication

that these ancient guardians could be surprised by anything.

"You're suggesting she could exceed Mehjabeen's capacity," observed
the figure on the far right, her voice carrying the subtle inflexions of the
Indian subcontinent. "Yet we all remember the consequences of that

attempt.”

The silence that followed carried the weight of shared memory—
Mehjabeen Mirza's final moments as a brilliant mind burned out by contact

with knowledge it could not fully contain.

Marcus Chen cleared his throat, stepping forward to address this
unspoken concern. "The daughter exceeds the mother's capacity by factors
we've never observed before. During preliminary testing in London, she
spontaneously accessed combat knowledge without preparation or
guidance. The pendant merely served as a catalyst—not the controlled

activation protocol we would typically employ."

Chen gestured, replacing Dr Karim's genetic displays with footage from
surveillance cameras—Ada and Zaid behind a stone wall in the English
countryside, bullets striking around them, and Ada suddenly providing

tactical insights that allowed them to neutralise their attackers.
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"This was instinctive access," Chen continued. "[mperfect, unguided,
yet remarkably effective. With proper protocols and the full resources of our
Dubai facility, we believe she could interface directly with the Rajasthan

blade and potentially locate the remaining array components."

The central figure of The Table remained silent for several moments.
When they spoke, their voice carried the subtle harmonics that marked

them as the eldest present.

"The risks remain considerable," they observed. "Even with advances

in our understanding since Mehjabeen's time."

"They do," Samarjeet acknowledged, stepping forward once more. "But
so do the consequences of inaction. Nagid's forces grow bolder. The ambush
in England demonstrates a new willingness to operate openly, regardless of
witnesses. They sense what we have confirmed—that Ada Mirza represents

a potential turning point in our long struggle."

"And the vessel herself?" asked the second figure from the right. "Has
she consented to this procedure?"

"She has expressed willingness to understand her heritage," Samarjeet
replied carefully. "But the full extent of what we propose has not yet been

presented to her."

"And her protector, this R.A.W. agent!" inquired another Table

member. "His presence complicates matters."

Samarjeet's weathered features revealed nothing. "Major Ahmad's
involvement was unforeseen but may yet serve our purposes. His combat
skills are considerable, and his connection to Ada provides an emotional

anchor that could prove stabilising during the unlock procedure."

The nine figures of The Table conferred among themselves, their
voices dropping below audible levels as they engaged in private deliberation.
Dr Karim and Marcus Chen exchanged glances, both acutely aware of how
much rested on this decision. Only Samarjeet remained outwardly calm,

though even he felt the weight of the moment pressing upon him.
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After what seemed an eternity, the central figure addressed them once
more. "We approve initiation of phased unlock procedures for Vessel
Mirza." The pronouncement carried the finality of judgment. "However, we
establish these conditions: First, the process must proceed in carefully
monitored stages. Second, the vessel must provide informed consent at each
phase. Third, the procedure must be terminated immediately at the first

sign of neural degradation."

Samarjeet bowed his head in acknowledgement. "The conditions are

accepted and will be honoured."

"One final matter," added the figure on the far left, speaking for the
first time. "Should the vessel achieve full integration with First One
memories, the Table must be immediately convened to assess the
implications. Knowledge of that magnitude shifts the balance of power—

even within Navah."

The screen went dark without further ceremony, leaving the three

Navah leaders standing in momentary silence.

"Well," Dr Karim said finally, releasing a breath she hadn't realised she
was holding. "That went better than expected."

"Did it?" Marcus Chen's voice carried an edge of concern. "The final

condition implies they fear what Ada might become if she succeeds."

Samarjeet turned to face the communications centre beyond the one-
way glass. Technicians continued their work, unaware of the momentous

decision that had just been rendered.

"The Table fears what they cannot control," he said quietly. "As they
should. What sleeps in Ada's DNA might be beyond anyone's control once
awakened." His eyes reflected the blue glow of monitors beyond the glass.

"Our task now is to prepare her—and ourselves—for what comes next."
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Late afternoon sunlight filtered through the frosted windows of the
secure briefing room, casting elongated golden rectangles across the
polished floor. The Dubai facility's climate control maintained a perfect
twenty-two degrees Celsius, yet Ada felt a persistent chill as she sat beside
Zaid at the oval conference table. The room's sparse furnishings—the table,
six identical chairs, and a holographic projector in the centre emphasised
its purpose, rather than comfort. Ada's fingers traced invisible patterns on
the table's smooth surface, her mind replaying the battery of tests she had
undergone over the past seventy-two hours. Beside her, Zaid maintained the
alert posture of a soldier at attention, his eyes periodically scanning the
room's corners and exit points—a habit of professional vigilance he couldn't

suppress even here, within Navah's most secure facility.

The door slid open with a barely audible hiss, and Samarjeet Singh
entered. His navy turban seemed to absorb the sunlight rather than reflect
it, creating an impression of depth that matched the gravity in his eyes. He
carried a slim tablet in one hand, its surface momentarily catching the light

as he moved to take his seat across from them.

"Thank you both for coming," he said, his voice carrying the formal
tone he adopted for official matters. Within his mind, Samarjeet carefully
arranged the information he needed to convey, weighing each potential
word against Ada's likely reaction. He had delivered such news many times
over the years of his service, yet this briefing carried a personal weight unlike
the others. This was Rafig's daughter, Mehjabeen's legacy—not merely a
vessel for ancestral memory but a young woman he had watched grow from

afar.

"The Table has rendered its decision," he continued, setting the tablet
on the table between them. "They have approved initiating your phased

unlock procedure, Ada."

Ada's breath caught imperceptibly. Despite expecting this outcome,
hearing the words spoken aloud made the abstract suddenly, terrifyingly
concrete, Within her mind, curiosity and apprehension battled for
dominance—the scholar's thirst for knowledge warring with very human

fear.
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Zaid shifted slightly in his chair, his jaw tightening. "What exactly does
that mean?" he asked, the edge in his voice betraying concern his neutral

expression attempted to mask. "In practical terms."

Samarijeet's fingers activated the tablet, projecting a three-dimensional
model of what appeared to be a neural network, pulsing with points of light

that traced complex pathways through transparent brain tissue.

"The unlock procedure activates dormant neural pathways that
connect to genetic memory storage," he explained, his tone shifting to that
of an instructor. "In most humans, these pathways remain vestigial—
evolutionary remnants from our earliest ancestors. In Carriers like Ada,
they form potential connections to knowledge embedded in DNA

sequences inherited from the First Ones."

"And in my mother! Ada asked quietly. "What happened to her
pathways!"

Samarjeet met her gaze directly, respecting her enough to offer
unvarnished truth. "Your mother attempted too deep an access without
sufficient preparation. The neural pathways were activated too quickly,
creating a cascade effect that overwhelmed her brain's ability to process the
information flow." His weathered hands gestured to the holographic
display, highlighting sections that flared red. "Essentially, her mind burned

out attempting to download millennia of knowledge in minutes."

"And you want to subject Ada to the same procedure!" Zaid's question
carried the sharp edge of protective anger. "After knowing what happened

to her mother!"

"Not the same procedure," Samarjeet corrected gently. "The same
purpose, but with methodologies that have advanced significantly in twenty-
five years." He manipulated the display to show a more controlled activation
pattern, the red areas were contained within stable blue boundaries.
"Mehjabeen's accident taught us crucial lessons about neural load
management and activation sequencing. The technologies we employ now

bear as much resemblance to those earlier methods as modern aircraft do

to the Wright brothers' first flight."
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Zaid remained sceptical, his military training predisposing him to
identify worst-case scenarios. "You're asking her to risk her mind—her very
identity—based on technological improvements you can't fully explain to
either of us." His hand unconsciously moved closer to Ada's on the table.

"That's an unacceptable risk profile from any operational standpoint."

"Your concern is noted and understood," Samarjeet acknowledged, his
expression softening. He recognised the fear beneath Zaid's professional
assessment—the dread of losing someone precious just as they had found
each other again. "But consider the alternative. Ada's genetic markers have
already begun activating spontaneously. Without proper guidance, these
activations will continue unpredictably, potentially causing the very neural

cascade we seek to prevent."

Ada looked down at the tablet, studying the pulsing light pathways. "So

you're saying I'm already at risk, whether we proceed or not."

"Yes," Samarjeet confirmed. "The pendant's activation during the
ambush was merely the beginning. Your heightened genetic profile makes

spontaneous access increasingly likely as time progresses."

Silence fell over the room as this reality settled upon them. Ada felt the
weight of inevitability pressing down—choices narrowing not to if but to

how and when.

The tense quiet was broken by the sudden vibration of Zaid's encrypted
phone. He withdrew it from his pocket, glancing at the screen with a frown.
The specific pattern of vibrations indicated a priority communication from

R.A.W. headquarters—something that couldn't wait.

"l need to take this," he said, hesitating as he looked at Ada. His
expression conveyed what his professional discipline prevented him from
saying aloud—reluctance to leave her at this crucial moment, concern about

what might be decided in his absence.

"Go ahead," Ada said, offering a small nod of understanding. "We'll

still be here when you finish."
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Zaid rose from his chair, fingers already accepting the call as he stepped
toward the door. "Major Ahmad," they heard him say as the door closed
behind him, his voice shifting into the clipped formality of military

communication.

In the sudden quiet of the briefing room, Samarjeet studied Ada's face.
The afternoon light caught the single strand of silver in her dark hair—a

premature mark that reminded him painfully of her mother.

"Now that we're alone," he said, his tone warming, "I would like your
frank opinion, not what you believe either Zaid or I wish to hear." He
deactivated the tablet, removing the technical barrier between them. "Are
you prepared to undertake this journey! Not just physically, but

emotionally?"

Ada appreciated the directness of his question—the acknowledgement
that she was not merely a subject of study but a person with agency in this
decision. She drew a deep breath, organising thoughts that had been

tumbling through her mind since the first revelations in London.

"I'm torn," she admitted, her scholar's precision refusing to allow
oversimplification. "Part of me—the academic, the curator—is desperate to
access this knowledge. To understand my heritage not through artifacts and
texts but through direct experience." Her fingers knotted together on the
table. "But another part is terrified. Not just of ending like my mother, but
of who I might become if I succeed. What if I access these memories and
lose myself in the process! What if Ada Mirza disappears into something...

older?"

Samarjeet nodded, understanding flowing from him like a tangible

force. "A wise concern. The self is precious and irreplaceable."

"l need time," she said finally. "Not much—I understand the urgency.
But enough to fully consider what this means. The risks and responsibilities
involved." Her eyes met his, steady despite her internal conflict. "Can you

give me that!"
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"Of course," Samarjeet replied, the respect in his voice genuine. "Your
father would expect nothing less of me—or of you. Take the evening to

reflect. We will speak again tomorrow."

As he rose to leave, Ada remained seated, her silhouette framed by the
fading afternoon light. The decision before her would alter not just her
future but potentially the course of Navah's ancient mission. In the golden
rectangle cast by the window, dust motes danced in patterns that seemed,
for just a moment, to echo the neural pathways that had glowed in

Samarijeet's holographic display.

Early morning light crept under the door of Zaid's private quarters, a
thin golden line against the cool tile floor. Inside, the room remained
mostly dark, illuminated only by a small desk lamp that cast Zaid's shadow
long against the wall as he methodically packed his rucksack. His
movements carried the precision of military routine—clothes folded to
regulation dimensions, equipment checked and secured in specific pockets,
nothing superfluous included. The call from Rajdeep Mehta had been brief
but unequivocal: intelligence had surfaced indicating that General Niazi
was near the Oman border. A small R.A.W. team was already en route and
required Zaid's expertise on Nagid's operations. As his fingers checked the
secure holster of his service weapon, Zaid's mind calculated risks,
contingencies, exit strategies—professional assessments that left little room

for the emotions churning beneath his disciplined exterior.

The soft knock at his door was not unexpected. He had known she

would come.
"It's open," he called, continuing his preparations without looking up.

Ada entered, her silhouette briefly illuminated from behind before the
door closed. She wore a simple linen tunic over loose pants, her hair, freed
from its usual practical braid, falling in dark waves around her shoulders.
The sight of her struck Zaid with unexpected force—not as the brilliant
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curator or potential Carrier, but simply as Ada, the woman whose absence

had left an unfilled space in his life for six long years.

"You're leaving," she said. Not a question, but a statement charged with
complex emotions—disappointment, fear, a trace of accusation. Her eyes
took in the rucksack, the tactical gear laid out on the bed, the service

weapon already strapped to his side.

"Yes." Zaid met her gaze directly. "Rajdeep has intelligence on General
Niazi. A small window of opportunity to capture or eliminate one of Nagid's
principal human assets." His hands continued their work, muscle memory
guiding him as he packed, while his attention remained on her. "The team

needs someone experience on him. With what we're looking for."

"And of course that has to be you." Ada moved further into the room,
arms crossing protectively over her chest. Within her, competing instincts
waged silent war—the rational understanding of duty against the visceral
fear of loss. "Right when Samarjeet is proposing to unlock my genetic

memories. When I'm facing the procedure that killed my mother."

Zaid paused, one hand resting on the half-packed rucksack. "The
timing isn't ideal," he acknowledged, the understatement deliberate. "But

intelligence windows don't operate on convenient schedules."
"How long?" Ada asked, her voice dropping to a near-whisper.

"Three days, if everything goes according to plan." Zaid resumed
packing, checking the secure pocket containing spare ammunition. "Five at

most."

Ada watched his hands—steady, methodical, the hands of a man who
had prepared for combat many times before. She knew the arguments for
his departure made perfect sense. Niazi represented a direct threat to her
safety, to Navah's mission, to the stability of multiple nations. Capturing
him could potentially cripple Nagid's human operations. Yet logic provided

little comfort against the cold knot of fear forming in her stomach.

"Please don't go," she said, the words escaping before she could contain
them. "I need you here. Not just for protection—for..." She struggled to
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articulate the complex truth. "For balance. For perspective outside Navah's

worldview while I make this decision."

Zaid set down the tactical vest he'd been inspecting, turning to face her
fully. In the dim light, his features seemed carved from shadow, revealing
only what he chose to show—the disciplined soldier rather than the

vulnerable man beneath.

"Ada," he said, her name carrying weight in his mouth. "I'm an
intelligence officer. This is what I do. What [ am." He moved closer, close
enough that she could smell the faint traces of the English Leather soap on
his skin. "If you value me—not just what I can do for you, but who [ am—

then you must accept the dangers that come with that."

She recognised the truth in his words, even as part of her rebelled
against it. The Zaid she had known at university, and the Major Ahmad
who stood before her now, were the same man—his dedication to duty had
always been fundamental to his character, not something adopted with his
R.A.W. credentials.

"I do value who you are," she said softly. "That's why the thought of
losing you terrifies me. We've only just found each other again, and now—"

Her voice caught. "Now you're walking directly toward danger."

"As are you," he countered gently. "The unlock procedure carries its
own risks, ones potentially more profound than what I face." His eyes held
hers steadily. "Yet I understand why you must consider it. We each have our
duties—yours to your heritage, mine to my country, and to stopping those

who would harm you."

The simple statement hung between them, illuminating a fundamental
truth—their paths had always been destined to intersect in this way, their
separate journeys converging at this critical juncture of personal feeling and

cosmic significance.

Zaid reached for his rucksack, securing the final closure with practised

efficiency. The motion seemed to finalise his decision, making his
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departure real in a way that words had not. Ada felt the distance between

them expanding even before he moved toward the door.

"Wait," she said, crossing the space between them in two quick steps.
Her hand caught his arm, turning him back to face her. "Promise me you'll

be careful. Promise me you'll come back."

Something shifted in Zaid's expression then—the professional mask
slipping to reveal the man beneath, the one who had recited poetry on
Delhi rooftops, who had argued philosophy until dawn, who had held her
hand at her father's funeral when words failed them both.

"Ada," he said, his voice dropping to an intimate register she hadn't
heard in years. "In all my life, I have never loved anyone but you." The
confession emerged without artifice or calculation, a simple truth after years

of silence. "Not in Delhi, not in the years between, not now."

He lifted his hand to her face, fingertips tracing the line of her cheek
with unexpected gentleness. "I will come back to you. Even from death, if

necessary."

The promise hung between them, too profound for either to dismiss
as mere hyperbole. Ada felt its weight, its ancient echo—lovers separated by
duty, by war, by cosmic forces beyond their control. A story as old as

humanity, yet newly painful in its present incarnation.

Her response was wordless—closing the final distance between them,
lips finding his with the certainty of someone claiming what had always
been hers. Zaid's arms encircled her, the rucksack forgotten as he held her
with the desperate intensity of a man storing up sensation against coming

absence.

When they finally separated, both slightly breathless, Zaid pressed his
forehead against hers. "Wait for me," he murmured. "Three days. Five at

most."

"I'll be here," she promised. "Deciding about the unlock, preparing if

that's what I choose. But waiting for you first."
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He gathered his equipment with renewed purpose, each movement
more decisive now that certain things had been spoken aloud. At the door,
he paused for one final look—committing to memory the sight of her

standing in the halflight of early morning, her face still flushed from their
kiss.

Then he was gone, the door closing softly behind him.

Ada remained motionless in the centre of the room, surrounded by
the lingering traces of his presence—the faint scent of English Leather, the
impression of his body still warm on her skin. Outside, the Dubai morning
unfolded in a symphony of distant traffic and awakening city life, oblivious
to the emotional earthquake that had just altered the landscape of two lives.
Within her, something had shifted—a clarity emerging from confusion,

purpose crystallising from doubt.

Whatever she decided about the unlock procedure, she would face it
with the knowledge of what awaited her on the other side—not just ancient
memories and cosmic revelations, but the very human connection that had

survived six years of separation and now bound them more firmly than ever.

Mid-morning light illuminated Samarjeet's private office, its warm
radiance highlighting display screens that mapped global artifact sites with
pulsing blue markers. Unlike the clinical aesthetic that dominated most of
the Dubai facility, this room carried subtle touches of its occupant's long
history—a handwoven Kashmiri rug beneath the modern desk, a ceremonial
kirpan mounted in a glass case, volumes of ancient texts preserved in
climate-controlled cabinets along one wall. The space existed in perfect
balance between antiquity and cutting-edge technology, much like Navah
itself. Samarjeet sat behind his desk, silver-bearded and straight-backed,
reviewing data on a tablet when Ada knocked at his door. He had felt her
approach before hearing her footsteps—a talent honed through decades of

vigilance—and sensed immediately that something had shifted in her since
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their briefing the previous afternoon. Her energy carried a new certainty, a

clarity that hadn't been present before.
"Enter," he called, setting the tablet aside.

Ada stepped into the office, her father's journal clutched against her
chest like a shield. The morning had left visible traces on her hair slightly
dishevelled, eyes bearing the softness of recent emotion rather than fatigue.
Samarjeet noted these details with the precision of a man who had observed
human behaviour across many years, recognising the signs of a significant

emotional exchange.

"Major Ahmad has departed," he said, not a question but a gentle

acknowledgement of what he already knew.

"Yes." Ada took the seat opposite his desk without waiting for an
invitation, a small assertion of growing confidence. "A mission regarding

General Niazi. He couldn't share details."

Samarjeet nodded, his expression revealing nothing of Navah's own
intelligence regarding Niazi's movements. Some information remained
compartmentalised even within their ancient organisation—a practice that

had preserved their security for millennia.

"I've been reading my father's journal," Ada said, placing the worn
leather volume on the desk between them. "Cover to cover, multiple times.

Parts of it remain... opaque."

"Rafiq wrote with deliberate ambiguity," Samarjeet acknowledged, his
weathered fingers reaching to touch the journal with unexpected
tenderness. "A lifetime habit from his earliest days with Navah. Even his

personal records were encoded against unauthorised eyes."

Ada opened the journal to a marked page. "Here, he writes about 'the
convergence of three gates opening pathways to the seventh sky.' Then later,
he mentions 'the Vessel's capacity to traverse beyond physical boundaries
when properly aligned with Carrier frequencies." She looked up, scholarly

precision momentarily overriding emotion. "I understand the religious
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symbolism of seven skies from Islamic tradition, but in context, he seems

to mean something more literal."

Samarijeet's eyes crinkled at the corners—a smile that manifested more
in his gaze than his lips. "Your father combined scientific observation with
poetic expression. The 'gates' he describes are neural activation points—
specific regions in a Carrier's brain that, when stimulated in the correct
sequence, allow access to deeper layers of genetic memory." His finger traced
the words on the page. "The 'seventh sky' refers to the most ancient

memories—those closest to the First Ones themselves."

Ada absorbed this, her curator's mind categorising and connecting
information. "And the 'Vessel's capacity to traverse beyond physical

boundaries?"

"Your mother," Samarjeet said gently. "Mehjabeen could, in her deepest
memory access states, perceive across distances. Not mere clairvoyance as
some might define it, but a genuine connection to the quantum
entanglement principles the First Ones mastered." His expression grew
momentarily distant, as he remembered. "She once described stars from a
perspective impossible from Earth—as though seeing through eyes that had

witnessed the galaxy from its outer reaches."

The revelation settled over Ada like a weight, yet not an unwelcome
one. These fragments of her mother's extraordinary experiences filled gaps

in her understanding that had existed since childhood.

"There's more," she continued, turning to another marked section. "He
writes about something called the 'confluence point'—where 'the Vessel and
the artifacts achieve harmonic resonance, enabling the array's primary
function to manifest." Her finger underlined the passage. "Is this related to
the communications array you mentioned? The components Nagid and

Navah have been collecting?"

"Yes." Samarjeet leaned forward slightly. "Your father was particularly
concerned with this aspect of Navah's mission. The confluence point

represents the moment when a fully activated Carrier—a Vessel, in our
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terminology—can interface directly with the completed array, potentially

reestablishing contact with the First Ones."

"Contact," Ada repeated, the word inadequate for the concept it
represented. "Communication with beings who shaped human evolution.
p g p

Who left Earth millennia ago?"

Samarjeet nodded once, the simple gesture carrying the weight of
Navah's multi-thousand-year mission. "The ultimate purpose behind

everything we do. Everything your parents dedicated their lives to."

Silence settled between them as Ada processed these revelations.
Outside the office windows, Dubai's skyline shimmered in the desert heat,
modern towers reaching toward the same sky that had once witnessed the
arrival of beings from beyond the stars. The contrast between her ordinary
academic life just weeks ago and these cosmic truths left her momentarily

dizzy.

"I believe," Samarjeet said carefully, breaking the silence, "that an initial
trial unlock would help clarify many of these passages. A controlled
activation of specific memory pathways—not the full procedure, but enough

to give you direct experience of what your father describes."
Ada looked up sharply. "Would it be safe?"

"Safer than allowing your spontaneous activations to continue
unpredictably," Samarjeet replied. "The pendant triggered combat
knowledge during the ambush. Your heightened genetic profile makes
further uncontrolled activations increasingly likely—and potentially more

dangerous."

Ada's fingers traced the journal's worn cover, considering. Her
conversation with Zaid that morning had shifted something fundamental
within her—not just the acknowledgement of their feelings, but a clearer
understanding of duty and purpose. He was fulfilling his obligations to
R.A.W., to her safety, to the larger mission of stopping Nagid. Perhaps it

was time she embraced her own responsibilities with equal courage.
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"I'l do it," she said, decision crystallising in the moment of speaking.
"The initial trial."

Samarijeet's expression remained carefully neutral, though a flicker of
relief passed behind his eyes. "l am glad to hear it. We can begin

preparations immediately—"

"With conditions," Ada interrupted, her tone firmer than it had been
in any previous conversation with him. "First, Zaid must be kept fully
informed of everything that happens. No compartmentalisation, no need-
to-know limitations. He receives complete updates regardless of his

location."

Samarijeet inclined his head, acknowledging the request. "And your

other conditions?"

"l want you to advocate for Zaid's formal induction as a Navah asset,"
Ada continued. "Not replacing his R.A.W. role but supplementing it. A
dual position that acknowledges his importance to both organisations." Her
eyes held Samarjeet's steadily. "He's proven himself in combat against
Nagid's forces. He's demonstrated loyalty to me and to Navah's broader

mission. He deserves official standing."

The request surprised Samarjeet, though he concealed it well. In his
long service to Navah, he had rarely encountered such direct negotiation
from a potential Vessel. Usually, they came to the organisation desperate
for answers, willing to accept whatever terms were offered. Ada's approach—
measured, specific, conditional—revealed both her father's strategic mind

and her mother's unflinching determination.

"That request extends beyond my personal authority," he said carefully.
"The Table must approve all formal inductions, particularly for someone

with existing intelligence affiliations."

"Then present it to them,"” Ada replied simply. "With your

recommendation.”

Samarijeet studied her, seeing not just Rafiq's daughter but a woman

coming into her own power—both the ordinary human strength of character
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and something deeper, more ancient, stirring beneath the surface. In her
steady gaze, he recognised the potential The Table had identified—a Vessel
who might succeed where others had failed, who might finally bridge the

vast gulf between humanity and its creators.

"I will advocate for your conditions," he promised, the words carrying
the weight of a formal pledge. "Both the communication protocols with

Major Ahmad and his consideration for Navah induction."

Ada nodded, satisfied with his commitment. "Then let's proceed with

the trial unlock. How soon can we begin?"

"The preparations will take approximately twenty-four hours,"
Samarijeet replied, already mentally cataloguing the necessary protocols. "Dr
Karim will need to calibrate the equipment specifically to your neural
patterns. The initial trial will focus on accessing recent ancestral memories—
perhaps your grandfather's generation or at most your great-grandfather's.

Nothing approaching the depths that overwhelmed your mother."
"A toe in the water rather than full immersion," Ada observed.

"Precisely." Samarjeet's expression softened slightly. "This is a
beginning, Ada. A first step on a path your parents always hoped you might

walk—but only by your own choice, in your own time."

As Ada rose to leave, journal clutched once more against her chest,
Samarjeet remained seated, watching her with eyes that had witnessed
centuries of human struggle and triumph. In her determined stride, he saw
echoes of Mehjabeen's grace, Rafiq's purpose, and something uniquely her
own—a blend of scientific precision and intuitive understanding that might

just succeed where others had failed.

The door closed behind her with a soft click, leaving Samarjeet alone
with his thoughts and the weight of a decision that could alter the course
of Navah's ancient mission. On his desk, the tablet displayed the latest data
from the London facility—molecular analysis of the Rajasthan blade,

revealing previously undetected activation sequences. Opportunities and
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dangers balanced on a knife's edge, with Ada Mirza standing at the fulcrum

point of forces set in motion before human civilisation began.

He reached for his secure communications device. The Table would
need to be informed of these developments—and of the conditions their

newest Vessel had so firmly established.
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he observation room in the cradle chamber hummed with

expectation. Three days had passed since Ada had agreed to

the trial unlock, and now the moment loomed before them
with all its unknown potential. Through the glass, the Mnemonic Cradle
gleamed beneath precision-focused lights, a marvel of technology designed
to access memories older than human civilisation itself. Ada pressed her
palm against the cool glass, watching Dr Karim's team make final
calibrations to equipment that would soon map pathways through her
DNA no modern scientist could chart.

The door behind her slid open with a soft hydraulic sigh. Ada turned,
relief washing through her as Zaid's familiar silhouette filled the doorway.
His tactical gear was dust-coated, stubble darkened his jaw, and fatigue
shadowed his eyes, but he was whole, unharmed, standing before her just

as he'd promised.

"You made it," she said, crossing the space between them in three quick
steps.
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Zaid's smile was tight, professional discipline masking deeper emotions
as he stepped into the room. "I said I would." The words carried the weight

of their parting conversation.

Samarijeet rose from his seat at the monitoring station, his silver beard
catching the blue light from the displays. "Major Ahmad. We did not expect

your return for several more hours."

"Mission parameters changed," Zaid replied, the clipped response
revealing his frustration. He set his pack down with controlled precision.
"Niazi wasn't at the compound. Intelligence suggests he left just before we

arrived."
"As if warned," Samarjeet observed.

Zaid's jaw tightened. "That's R.A.W.'s working theory. The site was
recently occupied, food still warm, communications equipment destroyed

in haste."

Ada studied him, noting the slight favouring of his left side, the dried
blood on his right sleeve. "You're hurt."

"Superficial," he dismissed, though his hand briefly touched the spot
she'd noticed. "Perimeter guard spotted us. The extraction was...

accelerated."

Samarjeet nodded once, absorbing the information with the
calculating efficiency of a man who had evaluated countless mission reports
over the years. "I'm sorry the operation was unsuccessful, but grateful for
your timely return." His eyes moved meaningfully to the activity in the

chamber below. "We are about to begin."

For the first time, Zaid fully registered the scene beyond the glass. The
gleaming metal cradle was positioned at the centre of a circular room,
surrounded by equipment that resembled medical monitoring systems but
with configurations no hospital would recognise. Technicians in white
coveralls moved with practised efficiency, preparing instruments whose
purpose he could only guess. Dr Karim stood at a central console, her hijab-

framed face intent on calibrations displayed in glowing figures. Beside her,
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Marcus Chen arranged what appeared to be neural interfacing equipment,

delicate filaments that would soon connect to Ada's consciousness.

"Today!" Zaid's question carried an edge. "l understood the trial was

scheduled for tomorrow."

"The preparations advanced more quickly than anticipated," Samarjeet
explained. "Dr Karim reported optimal neural alignment indicators this

morning, a convergence that might not recur for several days if missed."

Ada moved to stand beside Zaid, her shoulder brushing his. "I was
going to proceed with or without your return," she said quietly. "But I'm

glad you're here."

The simple statement hung between them, freighted with what
remained unsaid. Zaid studied her face, searching for signs of doubt or fear,

finding instead a composed determination that reminded him of her father.

"What exactly will happen?!" he asked, gaze returning to the cradle
below.

"A controlled connection to specific ancestral memories," Samarjeet
explained. "Using the silver cylinder as a catalyst and stabilisation
mechanism. We've isolated neural pathways corresponding to relatively
recent ancestors, no more than four generations back. Nothing approaching

the depths that overwhelmed her mother."

Below, Dr Karim looked up toward the observation window and
nodded once, a signal that preparations were complete. Marcus Chen
opened a sealed container, withdrawing the silver cylinder that had rested
in Rafiq Mirza's vault for decades. Its matte surface caught the light in ways
that defied conventional physics, neither reflecting nor absorbing but

somehow transforming the illumination that touched it.

"It's time," Samarjeet said, his deep voice carrying the weight of Navah's

millennia-long mission.

Ada's fingers found Zaid's, interlacing with subtle pressure. The
contact steadied her as she watched Chen position the cylinder in a

spherical console at the cradle's side. Though she had prepared mentally for
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this moment, the reality of what awaited her sent cold tendrils of

apprehension through her chest.

"Il be monitoring everything from here," Zaid said, his thumb

brushing across her knuckles. "At the first sign of distress..."

"You'll remain here," Samarjeet interrupted firmly. "Regardless of what

you observe."
Zaid's posture stiffened. "If she's in danger..."

"Then trained specialists will respond," Samarjeet finished. His gaze
softened slightly, acknowledging Zaid's concern while remaining resolute.
"l understand your protective instinct, Major Ahmad. But interrupting the

procedure could cause greater harm than allowing it to complete naturally."

Before Zaid could argue further, Samarjeet turned to Ada. "The initial
journey must be yours alone," he said, his voice gentling. "Not just for safety
protocols, but for your confidence. You must know that what you

experience comes from within you, not from external guidance."

Ada nodded slowly, understanding the logic even as her grip on Zaid's
hand tightened. The moment of separation loomed, yet beneath her fear
she felt a curious determination, a readiness to face whatever waited in the

depths of her genetic memory.
"I'm ready," she said, releasing Zaid's hand with reluctance.

Zaid caught her fingers before they fully withdrew. "Ada." Her name
emerged softly, laden with everything he couldn't properly express in
Samarjeet's presence. "Remember who you are. No matter what you see or

experience, remember to come back."

"I will," she promised, the words carrying the weight of their renewed

connection.

Samarjeet moved to the door, gesturing for Ada to follow. As they
prepared to descend to the chamber below, Zaid called after them.

"Sir Samarjeet." His voice carried the formal address with deliberate

weight. "You gave your word she would be protected."
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The older man paused, turning to meet Zaid's gaze with wise eyes. "l
did. And I stand by it still." Something in his expression shifted, not quite
vulnerability, but a rare glimpse of the human beneath the sentinel. "She
carries hope older than nations, Major Ahmad. Her safety is paramount not

just to you, but to all Navah has worked toward for millennia."

With that, he led Ada from the observation room. Zaid moved to the
window, watching as they entered the chamber below. The technicians
parted respectfully as Samarjeet conducted Ada to the cradle. Dr Karim
approached, her movements conveying both clinical efficiency and gentle

reassurance as she spoke words too quiet for Zaid to hear.

Ada glanced up toward the observation window once, a final look that
connected them across the distance, before stepping into the cradle that
would carry her into memories not her own. As restraints were secured and
monitoring equipment activated, Zaid's hand pressed against the glass, a

gesture of support she could no longer see.

The procedure had begun.

The Mnemonic Cradle chamber felt larger from within than it had
appeared from the observation deck. Circular walls curved upward to a
domed ceiling, embedded with a geometric pattern of recessed lights whose
cool blue illumination created the impression of standing beneath a stylised
night sky. The air carried a subtle charge, not quite static electricity but
something more fundamental, as though the very particles surrounding
them vibrated at frequencies just beyond human perception. Ada felt it
against her skin as she followed Dr Karim toward the cradle at the room's

centre, its polished surface gleaming like liquid metal frozen in mid-flow.

"Please remove your shoes and any metal jewellery," Dr Karim
instructed, her voice carrying the precise cadence of someone who had
performed this protocol many times before. "Even non-ferrous metals can

disrupt the field harmonics."
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Ada slipped off her shoes and the single silver ring she wore, a gift from
her father on her eighteenth birthday. As she placed it in the small tray
offered by a technician, she wondered whether her father had known, even

then, what lay in her future.

The Silver Cylinder dominated a spherical console positioned at the
cradle's head. Unlike in her father's vault, where it had rested passively in
its velvet-lined box, here it hovered in apparent defiance of gravity, rotating
slowly within a contained field of blue light. The matte silver surface
revealed intricate engravings that had not been there before. DNA helices
interwoven with what appeared to be complex codes in an unknown

language, their patterns shifting subtly as the cylinder turned.

"It's beautiful," Ada murmured, approaching the console with scholarly
fascination temporarily overriding her apprehension. “But is it the same

cylinder?”

"Yes, it is. Beauty with purpose," Marcus Chen said, stepping forward
from where he'd been monitoring readings. "The engravings aren't
decorative, or recent. They're functional code that the cylinder reads and

writes simultaneously and are visible only in this special lighting."

"Like living software," Dr Karim added, gesturing Ada toward the
cradle. "And today, you'll provide the hardware."

The cradle itself resembled a reclined chair reimagined by an entity
with an entirely different understanding of human anatomy. Its contours
followed lines that seemed intuitive only after one settled into them,
supporting weight at unexpected points, distributing pressure in ways that
conventional furniture never could. As Ada lowered herself into it, the

material yielded slightly, conforming to her body with unsettling precision.

"Try to relax," Dr Karim advised, noting Ada's increased heart rate on
the monitors. "The initial interfacing can feel intrusive, but it's entirely non-

invasive."

A team of technicians approached with equipment that straddled the

line between medical and something far more advanced. Electrodes with
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microscopic filaments were placed at specific points along Ada's scalp, their
placement following patterns that corresponded to no nervous system
model Ada had ever studied. Injectors, slender devices that resembled glass
pipettes but contained no visible needles, were positioned over her forearms

and at the base of her neck.

"The injectors deliver a carrier medium," Dr Karim explained, seeing
Ada's questioning glance. "A synthetic compound that facilitates neural
transmission between your conscious mind and dormant memory
structures. No actual substance enters your bloodstream, only information

encoded in light."

As the preparations continued around her, Ada's gaze remained fixed
on the hovering cylinder. From this angle, she could see subtle distortions
in the air surrounding it, as though reality itself bent slightly in its presence.
The engravings along its surface pulsed with increasing luminosity, patterns

flowing like liquid circuitry as the rotation speed subtly increased.

"The cylinder is responding to your proximity," Marcus Chen observed,
monitoring readings on a tablet. "Neural resonance is already establishing

preliminary connections. Exceptional."

Samarijeet stood at the chamber's perimeter, his tall figure unnaturally
still as he observed. Though he remained silent, his presence anchored the
proceedings, a living connection to the ancient organisation that had

preserved these technologies across millennia.

"We're ready for primary interface," Dr Karim announced. She
approached Ada with a small device resembling a silver stylus. "This will
temporarily neutralise your dermal electromagnetic field. You'll feel a slight

tingling sensation."

She passed the device over Ada's exposed skin, face, hands, forearms,
leaving a momentary coolness in its wake. The sensation was indeed like
pins and needles, but not unpleasant, as though Ada's skin had briefly

forgotten its boundaries.
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"Now," Dr Karim said softly, "I need you to extend your hand toward

the cylinder. Don't attempt to touch it yet just establish proximity."

Ada raised her right hand, palm toward the hovering artifact. At
approximately thirty centimetres distance, she felt resistance—not physical,
but as though the air between her hand and the cylinder had acquired the

consistency of heavy syrup.

"Perfect," Marcus Chen murmured, watching readings spike across his

display. "Resonance field establishing. Genetic markers are activating."
"Move your hand closer," Dr Karim instructed. "Slowly."

The resistance increased as Ada's hand approached, requiring genuine
effort to push forward. At ten centimetres, her fingertips began to tingle,
then burn—not painfully, but with intense sensation that travelled up her

arm and spread across her chest.

"Now touch the cap," came Dr Karim's voice, sounding suddenly
distant despite her physical proximity. "Just the tip of your finger to the end

cap.

Ada extended her index finger, brushing it against the cylinder's
tapered end. The contact sent a jolt through her system, not electricity, but
pure information, dense and overwhelming. The cylinder trembled, then
went suddenly still. In the absolute silence that followed, hair-thin seams

appeared along its length, gleaming like fine silver threads.

"Genetic recognition confirmed," Marcus Chen announced, his
professional demeanour briefly cracking to reveal wonder. "The cylinder is

opening."

With elegant precision, the cylinder separated into three interlocking
segments that rotated apart like the petals of a mechanical flower. Within
the revealed central chamber, a substance unlike anything Ada had ever
seen pulsed with its own internal rhythm, neither fully liquid nor gas, but
something that seemed to exist in a state between physical phases. The blue-
silver fluid emitted light that cast no shadows, its surface rippling with

patterns that mirrored the cylinder's external engravings.
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"The memory medium," Samarjeet said, speaking for the first time
since entering the chamber. "Created by the First Ones to store information

in a form that transcends conventional matter."

Dr Karim returned to the cradle's control console. "We'll now establish
a direct interface," she explained to Ada. "The robotic arm will extract a
microscopic sample of the fluid and create a temporary connection to your

neural network through the injectors."

From the cradle's side, a precision mechanical arm extended, its
construction suggesting nanotechnology far beyond current scientific
capabilities. With perfect precision, it positioned itself above the open
cylinder, then descended to barely graze the fluid’s surface. A minute
quantity, no larger than a grain of salt, adhered to the arm's tip as it

withdrew.

"Neural synchronisation in three, two, one," Dr Karim counted down,

activating a sequence on her console.

The robotic arm moved to the nearest injector positioned at Ada's
wrist. As they connected, the fluid seemed to transform into pure light,
travelling through the injector not as substance but as information, patterns

of luminescence that disappeared beneath Ada's skin.

The effect was immediate and profound. Ada's consciousness
expanded beyond the boundaries of normal perception, her awareness
stretching outward even as it dove inward. The chamber, the technicians,
even her own body seemed suddenly distant and unimportant, reference

points fading as something vast and ancient rose to meet her.

Her eyes remained open, but she no longer saw the physical world
around her. Her lips parted slightly as her breathing slowed, each inhalation
deeper and more measured than the last. On the monitoring displays, her
brainwave patterns transformed, shifting from normal human
configurations into complex arrangements that the system raced to

categorise.
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"She's entering primary trance state," Dr Karim reported, though her
voice no longer reached Ada's consciousness. "Neural pathways opening to

ancestral memory sequences."

Within the cradle, Ada's body remained present while her mind began
its journey through corridors of genetic memory older than her conscious
self could comprehend. The first ancestral doorways swung open before her,
and she fell through, down into the abyss of inherited experience, where
the memories of those who had come before waited to reclaim their voice

through her living consciousness.

Ada fell. Not physically, her body remained securely positioned in the
Mnemonic Cradle, but her consciousness plummeted through layers of self
that dissolved like tissue paper in water. The sensation was neither painful
nor frightening, merely absolute, a surrender to gravity where gravity should
not exist. Her mind tumbled through darkness that wasn't truly dark,
through a void that wasn't truly empty, but rather pregnant with potential
information waiting to take form. Time stretched and compressed
simultaneously, rendering the concept of duration meaningless as she
descended through the stratified layers of her own DNA.

Light exploded around her, not the cool blue illumination of the
chamber, but something more fundamental. Pure, unfiltered information
translated into a visual stimulus, overwhelming her mind's capacity to
process it. Colours existed that had no names in any human language,
patterns formed and dissolved with mathematical precision that defied
comprehension. The light spoke directly to the most primitive parts of her

brain, bypassing conscious interpretation.

Ada's physical body reacted, fingers twitching against the cradle's
surface, eyes moving rapidly beneath closed lids. In the monitoring station,
Dr Karim watched as unprecedented patterns cascaded across the neural

mapping display.
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"Extraordinary information density," she murmured, adjusting
parameters to prevent system overload. "Her neural pathways are lighting

up in configurations ['ve never seen."

Within the maelstrom of Ada's experience, coherence began to emerge
from chaos. Fragments of memories not her own flashed through her
consciousness, disconnected moments from lives she'd never lived,
emotions she'd never personally felt, knowledge she'd never acquired. A
woman's hands kneading bread dough in a stone kitchen. The weight of a
child carried on a man's shoulders. The sharp copper taste of fear as ships
with strange sails appeared on the horizon. The precise sensation of a brush

creating calligraphy on rice paper.

These weren't memories as Ada understood them, linear narratives
with clear beginnings and endings, but rather concentrated essences of
experience, distilled to their most potent elements and preserved within the
coiled structure of her genetic inheritance. Each fragment came complete
with sensory data so vivid it overwhelmed the distinction between past and

present, between ancestor and descendant.
The weight of a sword in hands that knew precisely how to wield it.
The smell of gunpowder and blood mingling with morning dew.
The rough texture of cotton bandages wrapped around blistered feet.
The precise angle of sunlight filtered through cherry blossoms.

The sound of foreign words that her mind somehow understood

perfectly.

These impressions crashed together like waves, each receding before it
could fully form, only to be replaced by another equally vivid but
disconnected experience. Through this tempest of sensation, Ada struggled
to maintain some sense of her own identity. She was both observer and
participant, both herself and countless others who had contributed to her

genetic lineage.
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"Multiple timeline convergence," Marcus Chen reported, studying the
data streams with growing excitement. "She's accessing at least seven distinct

ancestral memories simultaneously."

Samarjeet moved closer to the monitors, his expression thoughtful as
he watched the patterns form and dissolve. "Too much, too quickly. Guide
her toward a single strand, something from the more recent genetic

memory."

In the cradle, Ada's lips began to move, forming words too soft to hear
initially. A technician adjusted the audio pickup, amplifying her whispered

utterances.

"...fog so thick... can barely see the banners... they're coming... so many

boots... the old ways ending..."

The fragments began to coalesce around a specific memory thread,
drawing Ada deeper into its reality. The chaotic slideshow of impressions
slowed, individual elements merging into a coherent scene that unfolded
with increasing clarity. A misty battlefield materialised around her, the
vapour cool against skin that wasn't truly hers. Through the swirling
whiteness, shadowy figures moved with grim purpose, their forms

solidifying as her focus narrowed to this single ancestral experience.

"Japanese," Dr Karim noted, referencing the language analysis. "Late

19th century dialect, primarily from the southern islands."

"Satsuma region," Samarjeet confirmed, recognition flickering in his

eyes. "The rebellion of 1877."

Ada's fingers curled as though gripping something, her arm tensing
with phantom exertion. Her breathing quickened, shallow and stressed,

matching the respiratory patterns of someone preparing for combat.

"The Emperor has abandoned us," she whispered, the Japanese words
somehow emerging as English from her lips, the translation automatic and
seamless. "But we will show them the meaning of Bushido. One last stand

before the modern world erases us completely."
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The mist parted further in her vision, revealing men in traditional
armour standing alongside others in more modernised military dress, a
visual representation of a culture caught between eras. Torn and faded
banners bearing clan symbols hung limply in the predawn air. The ground
beneath felt solid now, the sensory input stabilising as she fully entered this

particular ancestral memory.

"Less than fifty of us left," she continued, her voice strengthening.

"Against thousands. But we are samurai. We die with honour or not at all."

In the observation room above, Zaid watched with increasing concern
as Ada's body responded to stimuli only she could perceive. The calm,
clinical procedure he'd been promised now seemed anything but, as her
breathing pattern suggested someone preparing for mortal combat. His
hand pressed against the glass, uselessly separating him from whatever battle

she was experiencing.

Below, Dr Karim made rapid adjustments to the monitoring
equipment. "She's fully immersed in a specific memory strand now. Mid-to-
late 1870s, Japanese ancestry. Heart rate elevated but within safe

parameters."

"Is this normal?" Marcus Chen asked, his usual composure slipping

slightly as he observed the intensity of Ada's reactions.

"Each Carrier responds differently," Samarjeet replied, his voice calm

but watchful. "The genetic memory chooses its own path to expression."

Within Ada's vision, the battlefield had become completely solid. She
stood among the last defenders of a dying tradition, feeling the weight of
cultural extinction pressing down alongside the more immediate threat of
the approaching imperial army. The sensation was not merely visual or
auditory but holistic, she understood the complex emotions of the man
whose memories she inhabited: pride, resignation, fury, and a grim

determination to face death with honour.

A distant drumbeat reached her ears, growing louder with each passing

second. Through the last wisps of morning fog, she saw them coming, row
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upon row of uniformed soldiers, their western-style rifles and cannons
gleaming dully in the early light. The modern army sent to crush the last

embers of resistance to Japan's rapid modernisation.

"They're coming," Ada whispered, no longer aware of the laboratory,
the cradle, or the observers monitoring her journey. "So many of them. But

we will show them how samurai die."

The misty battlefield now dominated her perception completely. The
ancestral memory had fully claimed her consciousness, pulling her deeper
into its reality than any of the technicians had anticipated. She was no
longer merely observing the past, she was living it, breathing it, becoming

one with a desperate last stand that had occurred over a century before her

birth.

2.3p
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The last tendrils of fog surrendered to dawn's strengthening light,
revealing what hope had hidden. Fewer than fifty samurai remained,
scattered across the muddy field beneath tattered banners that had once
commanded thousands. Ada, no, not Ada, but Shimazu Akihiro, whose
blood ran in her veins and whose memories now flowed through her
consciousness, tightened his grip on the worn hilt of his katana. The weight
of the blade felt right in his hands, an extension of himself after decades of
training. He had been fifteen when the Emperor's edict stripped samurai of
their traditional privileges, thirty-eight when the rebellion began, and now,

at forty, he would meet his end beneath these autumn skies.

The distant hillside trembled with the approach of the Imperial Army.
Their uniform blue tunics emerged from the dissipating mist in perfect
formation, row upon row of the Emperor's new soldiers carrying modern
rifles. The thunder of their boots against the earth carried across the field
like a drumbeat counting down the final moments of an era. Western
cannons were being positioned on the ridge, their black mouths aimed at
the last defenders of the old ways.
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Akihiro glanced at his remaining brothers. Some wore traditional
armourt, lacquered plates bound with silk cord that had protected samurai
for centuries. Others had adopted elements of modern military dress, a
blend of worlds that reflected their impossible position caught between past
and future. Their faces bore the calm dignity of men who had accepted

death but would not surrender to it without exacting a price.

"It was always going to end this way," said Masato, his oldest friend,
grey now streaking his topknot. "The moment the first Western ships

appeared in our waters."

Ada felt Akihiro's throat tighten with emotion that a lifetime of
discipline couldn't fully suppress. "Then let them remember how samurai
face the future," he responded, the words emerging from a mouth that

wasn't hers, in a language she had never learned yet perfectly understood.

The heavy percussion of boots grew louder. Akihiro could now
distinguish individual faces among the approaching force, young men from
the same islands, same soil, same ancestors, yet separated by an
unbridgeable philosophical chasm. They marched with the rigid precision
of Western military training, their movements mechanical, where the

samurai had been taught to flow like water.

A whistle shrieked across the battlefield. The front line of imperial
soldiers dropped to their knees, rifles levelled with mechanical precision.
Behind them, another row remained standing, creating two tiers of

firepower aimed directly at the samurai's position.

"HOLD!" The commander's voice carried across the field, freezing the

imperial troops in position.

In the silence that followed, a lone figure rode forward on horseback.
The imperial commander, his uniform adorned with western-style medals,

raised a speaking trumpet to his lips.

"Lay down your swords! By order of Emperor Meiji, you will be granted

mercy if you surrender now!"

140



NUSRAT ABBASI

Akihiro exchanged glances with his brothers-in-arms. No words were

necessary, their decision had been made long before they took this field.

As one, the samurai raised their weapons toward the morning sky.
Their battle cry tore through the air, ancient and defiant, not a plea for

mercy but a declaration that they would die as they had lived, by the code
that had defined them.

"Fire!" The imperial commander's order cracked across the field.

The world exploded into noise and smoke. The first volley ripped
through the samurai's front line, dropping a dozen men in an instant. Ada
felt Akihiro's shock at the mechanical efficiency of the slaughter, so
different from the honourable one-on-one combat that had defined warfare

throughout his lifetime.
"CHARGE!" Masato's voice rose above the chaos.

They ran forward, crossing the muddy field with desperate speed.
Another volley crashed through their ranks. A bullet whizzed past Akihiro's
ear. Another tore through the sleeve of his kimono without striking flesh.
The man to his left, Toshiro, who had taught him calligraphy when they

were boys, crumpled mid-stride, half his face suddenly missing.

The distance closed. Imperial soldiers scrambled to fix bayonets as the
remaining samurai crashed into their lines. Akihiro's katana found its first
target, centuries of sword-making tradition slicing easily through
inadequate modern uniforms. His body moved by instinct, each strike and

parry executed with the perfection of lifelong training.

Ada experienced every moment with terrifying clarity, the resistance of
flesh giving way to steel, the spray of blood warm against Akihiro's face, the
impact shuddering up his arms with each connection. She felt his grief and
rage intertwining with cold tactical assessment, creating a strange

detachment even as he dealt death with methodical precision.

A bayonet thrust caught him across the ribs, opening a shallow but
painful gash. Akihiro pivoted, removing the soldier's arm at the elbow

before moving to his next opponent. He caught glimpses of his comrades
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fighting and falling around him. Masato went down beneath three imperial
soldiers, his final act driving his tanto into one attacker's throat. The
samurai formation had disintegrated into individual last stands, islands of

resistance being steadily eroded by the overwhelming imperial force.

Through the chaos of battle, Akihiro became aware of a strange figure
moving through the imperial ranks. A soldier taller than any Japanese man
he had ever seen, with an odd, fluid grace that seemed wrong somehow.
Even from a distance, something about this fighter triggered a primal
warning in Akihiro's mind, a recognition of predator that transcended

conscious thought.

The figure cut through the battlefield with unnatural speed, imperial
and rebel soldiers alike falling before him. As it drew closer, Akihiro saw his
face clearly for the first time, pale, almost translucent skin stretched over
features that approximated humanity without achieving it. The eyes were
what froze the blood in Akihiro's veins, entirely black, without whites or

pupils, like holes cut into the fabric of reality.

"Yokai," Akihiro whispered, invoking the ancient term for supernatural
beings that haunted Japanese folklore. But this was no tale to frighten
children; this creature moved with terrible purpose, its every movement

expressing an alien precision.

The being, for Akihiro could no longer think of it as a man, turned its
head and fixed those bottomless eyes directly on him. Recognition flashed
between them, though Akihiro had never seen this creature before.
Something about him had drawn its attention, marked him as different

from the others.

In the monitoring chamber, alarms suddenly blared. Ada's vital signs
spiked dramatically, heart rate accelerating, brain activity patterns shifting

into configurations that threatened to overload the monitoring systems.

"She's experiencing an extreme stress response,” Dr Karim called,
fingers flying across controls. "Something's happening that we didn't

anticipate."
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In the observation room above, Zaid moved toward the door, every
protective instinct screaming for intervention. Samarjeet's glare stopped

him.

"Wait," the older man commanded, his eyes fixed on the readings.

"This is unexpected but significant. She's encountering something critical."

Within the memory, Akihiro faced the pale creature across a small
clearing in the battle. Bodies of fallen soldiers created a rough circle around
them, as though the normal flow of combat had been pushed aside by some

invisible force.

The being carried a spear unlike any Akihiro had seen, not Japanese in
design, nor western, its metal gleaming with an iridescence that caught the
morning light in impossible ways. It spoke no words, made no battle cry,

just, simply moved forward with terrible purpose.

Akihiro raised his katana in a formal challenge. The code demanded
proper observance, even at the end. The creature paused, head tilting
slightly as though curious about this ritual gesture. Then its lips curved in
what might have been a smile on a human face, but on its features became
something obscene, an approximation of emotion rather than the genuine

article.

They engaged in combat that defied the normal laws of physics.
Akihiro's lifetime of training allowed him to anticipate and counter moves
that would have instantly overwhelmed a lesser fighter. But for every strike
he blocked, the creature seemed to learn, adapt, evolve its approach. It
fought not just with its body but with its mind, pressing against Akihiro's

consciousness with thoughts that threatened to unravel his concentration.

A glancing blow opened Akihiro's defence. The creature surged
forward, impossibly fast. Akihiro pivoted, his katana slicing across his arm,

drawing blood that seemed too dark, too viscous to be human.

The wound should have been debilitating. Instead, the creature looked

down at its injured limb with something like amusement. When it raised
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its gaze again, Akihiro knew with absolute certainty that his death
approached.

He never saw the final attack. One moment, he stood prepared to die
facing his enemy; the next, searing pain exploded through his back as the
spear's point emerged from his chest. The creature had somehow moved
behind him with impossible speed, driving its weapon through Akihiro's
body with such force that it lifted him momentarily from his feet.

As life drained from him, Akihiro found himself staring into those
black, depthless eyes. The creature made no sound, but its silent laugh
reverberated through Akihiro's fading consciousness, not triumph but
something colder, more calculating, as though his death were merely a data

point in some vast experiment.

The last sensation Ada experienced through her ancestor's memory
was his body collapsing into mud still warm from the morning sun, his
blood joining that of his brothers as the ancient way of the samurai died
alongside them. As darkness claimed Akihiro's consciousness, his final

thought lingered in Ada's mind with perfect clarity:

This was no ordinary enemy of flesh and blood. This was something
other, something that wore human form but carried within it a darkness

older than Japan itself.

The spear twisted once, ensuring death, and Ada felt her ancestor's last
breath escape. Then the connection severed, her consciousness violently
ejected from the memory as Akihiro's life ended beneath an autumn sky

more than a century before her birth.

White light pierced Ada's consciousness as her eyelids fluttered open.
For one disorienting moment, she expected to see autumn skies above a
blood-soaked battlefield. Instead, the sterile ceiling of the Dubai facility's

medical bay came into focus, its recessed lighting painfully bright after her
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journey through ancestral darkness. Monitoring equipment surrounded her
bed, their rhythmic beeping confirming her return to her own time, her
own body. Yet something of Shimazu Akihiro lingered, a phantom pain in
the chest that had never been pierced by an ancient spear, muscle memory
of sword techniques she had never learned, and a bone-deep recognition of

an enemy she had never personally faced.

"She's awake," a woman's voice announced, Dr Karim, though Ada

couldn't see her from this position.

Ada attempted to speak, but her throat felt raw, as though she had
been screaming. She swallowed painfully and tried again. "How long?" The

words emerged as a hoarse whisper.

A face appeared above her, one of the medical staff, young and
concerned. "Almost six hours. It's evening now." He lifted a small cup of

water with a straw to her lips. "Small sips, please."

The water felt impossibly good against her parched throat. As her
faculties returned, Ada became aware of her body's condition, muscles
aching as though she'd run a marathon, a dull headache pulsing behind her
eyes, and most disturbingly, a phantom sensation of wetness on her hands
that her rational mind knew couldn't be there. Not blood. Not here. Not

real.

She tried to sit up. The movement sent a wave of dizziness washing

over her, forcing her back against the pillows.

"Please remain still," the doctor advised, checking readings on the
nearest monitor. "Your nervous system experienced significant stress. The

after-effects should dissipate within twenty-four hours."

Ada raised her hands before her face, half-expecting to see them
stained with the blood of imperial soldiers. They were clean, pale, and
trembling slightly, her hands, not Akihiro's. Yet the memory of his final

moments remained vivid, as immediate as her own experiences.

"Your vital signs are stabilising," another doctor reported, making notes

on a tablet. "Neurochemical levels returning to baseline. No indication of
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permanent pathway damage." His clinical assessment carried a sense of
relief beneath its professional detachment. Whatever had happened in the

Mnemonic Cradle had clearly caused concern.

The medical bay door slid open. Zaid entered first, his stride quick and
purposeful, tension evident in every line of his body. Behind him came
Samarijeet, his movements measured and deliberate as always. The contrast
between them, urgent concern versus aged patience, might have amused

Ada under different circumstances.

"Ada." Her name on Zaid's lips carried volumes of unspoken emotion.

He crossed to her bedside in a few quick steps, professional restraint
momentarily abandoned as he took her hand in both of his. "Thank God."

The warmth of his touch anchored her more firmly in the present,
helping to separate Ada Mirza from Shimazu Akihiro more definitively than
any medical intervention could have achieved. His eyes searched her face,

cataloguing every detail as though confirming she had truly returned whole.

"I'm all right," she assured him, though the tremor in her voice belied
the statement. She attempted a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.
"Though I now know more about nineteenth-century Japanese warfare than

[ ever expected to."

Zaid's shoulders relaxed fractionally, relief washing through him. The
six hours of her unconsciousness had been the longest of his life, watching
helplessly as medical teams worked to stabilise her after her violent ejection

from the memory state.

"You need rest," he said, maintaining his hold on her hand. "Dr Karim

says the neural pathways need time to reintegrate."

Samarjeet approached the bed's opposite side, his wise old eyes
studying Ada with an intensity that suggested he saw more than mere
physical condition. "Your return journey was... abrupt,” he observed.

"Something interrupted the controlled memory sequence."

Ada's gaze shifted to the older man. "Not something. Someone." She

swallowed, ordering her thoughts. "l was there, completely. I wasn't
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observing Akihiro's memories; I was living them. I felt everything he felt.
Knew everything he knew." Her free hand pressed against her chest where
phantom pain still lingered. "And I saw what killed him."

"Tell us," Samarjeet encouraged gently.

"He wasn't human." Ada's voice strengthened as she recalled the details
with perfect clarity. "Tall, with skin like translucent marble. Eyes completely
black. He moved wrong, as if physics applied differently to him. The
imperial soldiers didn't seem to notice how different he was, but Akihiro
recognised him immediately as something... other." She drew a shaky
breath. "He killed my ancestor with a strange spear, metal that caught light

in impossible ways."

Zaid and Samarjeet exchanged glances, a silent communication passing
between them.

"Shimazu Akihiro," Samarjeet confirmed. "Born in 1837 to a minor
branch of the Satsuma clan. His bloodline intermingled with your mother's
family three generations later when his granddaughter married a Persian
scholar." He sat carefully in the chair beside her bed. "He died in the final
days of the Satsuma Rebellion, the last significant armed resistance to

Japan's rapid modernisation under Emperor Meiji."

"He died fighting Nagid," Ada stated with absolute certainty. "l saw

him. Felt him. That creature wasn't human."

"No," Samarjeet agreed. "Nagid has walked among humans for
millennia, adopting different identities in different eras. During that
period, he operated within the Imperial Japanese forces, advising on

western military technologies while pursuing his own objectives."

Zaid's jaw tightened. "You knew Ada would encounter him in the

memory! Was that part of your plan?"

"No," Samarjeet replied, his tone suggesting genuine surprise. "The
mapping targeted general ancestral memories from that lineage. Nagid's
pping targ g g g
presence was... unexpected." He studied Ada with renewed interest.

"Though perhaps not coincidental."
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"What do you mean!" Ada asked.

"Nagid has always been drawn to certain genetic markers, the same
ones that make you a potential Carrier." Samarjeet's fingers traced an
abstract pattern on the bedsheet, his thoughts organising themselves. "He
may have sensed something in Akihiro, a dormant potential that threatened

him, or perhaps offered opportunity."

Ada shivered despite the room's regulated temperature. "When he
looked at me, at Akihiro, there was recognition. Not of who he was, but of
what he carried in his blood." She closed her eyes briefly, the memory still

vivid. "He was hunting him specifically. The rest were just... obstacles."

Samarjeet nodded slowly. "This confirms something we've long
suspected. Nagid can sense potential Carriers. He's been eliminating them
systematically for centuries, ensuring that bloodlines with the strongest First

One genetic markers don't survive to reach their potential."

"A genetic purge," Zaid murmured, his military mind grasping the

strategy immediately.

"Precisely." Samarjeet rose, his tall frame casting a long shadow across
the medical bay floor. "Which makes your survival all the more remarkable,

Ada. Your bloodline has endured despite Nagid's efforts to eradicate it."

Ada's fingers tightened around Zaid's. "I can still feel him," she
admitted quietly. "Not like Akihiro's memories, which are clear but separate
now. Nagid's presence left something behind, an impression, a shadow. Like
once you've seen him, some part of you remains permanently marked by

the encounter."

Samarjeet's expression grew solemn. "That sensation is an ancient
warning system built into Carrier DNA. Your genetic memory recognises
an existential threat and maintains vigilance even across centuries." He
moved toward the door. "Rest now. Tomorrow we will discuss what this

means for your training."

As he departed, Zaid remained beside Ada, his presence a silent

promise of protection. Outside the medical bay windows, Dubai's night
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skyline glittered with the lights of a city blissfully unaware of ancient

conflicts playing out within its boundaries.

"Sleep," Zaid urged gently, seeing exhaustion etched in the lines of her
face. "I'll be here."

Ada closed her eyes, surrendering to fatigue that reached to her bones.
Yet even as consciousness faded, something of Shimazu Akihiro's final
awareness lingered, the recognition of an enemy older than nations, a
predator that had hunted her bloodline across centuries, and would

continue hunting until one of them ceased to exist.
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Morning light spilled through the narrow windows of Ada's private
quarters, casting golden rectangles across the polished floor. The Navah
facility had allocated her a surprisingly comfortable suite, minimalist in
design but with thoughtful touches that softened its institutional nature. A
small reading nook filled one corner, its cushions still bearing the
impression where she'd curled up with her father's journal in the pre-dawn
hours after a fitful sleep. On the low table before the couch, breakfast
awaited: buttered toast releasing tendrils of steam, poached eggs glistening
with perfect doneness, and a pot of masala chai whose aromatic spices
perfumed the air. Not the standard facility meal, but something specially
prepared, Zaid's doing, undoubtedly.

"The kitchen staff was reluctant at first," Zaid confirmed as he entered
rom the adjoining room, carrying a small jar of orange marmalade.
fi the adj g ying 1 j f g lad
"Apparently, special meal requests require forty-eight hours' notice and
three signatures." A hint of amusement softened his features. "l explained

it was a medical necessity."

Ada looked up from her father's journal, a smile touching her lips for

the first time since awakening in the medical bay. "And they believed that?"
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"They recognised the look of a man who wouldn't take no for an
answer." He set the marmalade beside the toast and settled into the chair

opposite her. "How are you feeling?"

The question carried more weight than its simplicity suggested. Ada
considered it honestly before answering, taking stock of her condition. The
physical aftermath of yesterday's experience had largely subsided, the
headache reduced to a dull pressure behind her temples, the muscle aches
fading to background discomfort. The emotional and psychological impact,

however, lingered like a fingerprint on glass.

"Better," she said finally, reaching for a piece of toast. "Though I keep
catching myself thinking in Japanese. And my hands..." She extended them,

palms up. "They keep moving through sword forms I've never learned."

Zaid nodded, understanding the disorientation of muscle memory not
one's own. Military training had taught him how the body could retain what
the mind might prefer to forget. "Phantom imprints. They should fade as

your own patterns reassert themselves."

Ada spread marmalade on her toast with precise movements. "Not
everything faded," she said after a moment. "Some things became clearer."
Her eyes returned to the open journal on her lap, fingers tracing symbols
that had previously seemed like decorative elements in her father's

meticulous handwriting. "I can read it now, all of it."
Zaid paused with his teacup halfway to his lips. "The journal?"

"The parts that never made sense before." Ada turned the journal
toward him, indicating margins filled with what had appeared to be abstract
doodles or flourishes. "These aren't random marks. They're a composite
script, partly derived from Sanskrit, partly from something much older. My

father embedded a secondary narrative throughout the entire journal."

Zaid leaned forward, studying the markings with new interest. Though
he couldn't decipher them, he recognised the deliberate patterning now
that she pointed it out. "What does it say?"
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"Coordinates. Descriptions. Warnings." Ada took a sip of chai, the
familiar spices grounding her in present reality. "He mapped locations of
potential array components across six continents. Some were recovered by
Navah during his lifetime. Others remain hidden." She flipped to a page
marked with a pressed flower, dried and fragile with age. "Including this

"

one.

The page contained what appeared to be notes on Cambodian temple
architecture, with the strange composite script flowing around diagrams of
stone structures. Zaid couldn't read the text, but the precise drawings spoke

of firsthand observation rather than theoretical study.

"My father visited this site in 1992," Ada continued, running her finger
along a sequence of symbols. "Angkor Krau—a minor temple complex fifty
kilometres north of the more famous Angkor Wat. Largely ignored by
archaeologists because its visible structures date only to the 12th century."
Her voice took on the precise cadence of an academic lecture. "But beneath

n

it...
"There's something older," Zaid finished, connecting the dots.

"Much older." Ada's eyes gleamed with scholarly excitement,
temporarily overshadowing the trauma of vyesterday's experience.
"According to my father's notes, the visible temple was built directly above
a chamber that predates human civilisation in the region by thousands of
years. The entrance is concealed within the primary sanctum, accessible

only by aligning three stone dials in a specific sequence."

Zaid set down his teacup, military and intelligence training
automatically assessing strategic implications. "And this chamber contains

another component of the communications array?"

"Yes. Something my father calls 'the frequency modulator,' though
that's his approximation of its actual function." Ada closed the journal
carefully. "He discovered its location but couldn't access the chamber. The

stone dials require activation by someone with specific genetic markers."

"Your markers," Zaid observed.
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"Maybe. Mine, or my mother's." Ada picked up a poached egg with her
fork, suddenly ravenous as her body demanded fuel after the previous day's
ordeal. "Either way, it remains untouched, neither recovered by Navah nor

discovered by Nagid's agents."

They ate in thoughtful silence for several minutes, the implications of
this discovery settling between them. Outside the window, Dubai continued
its morning routine, the distant hum of traffic creating a mundane

backdrop to their extraordinary conversation.

"When will you tell Samarjeet’" Zaid finally asked, the practical

question that had been hovering unspoken.

Ada wiped her lips with a napkin, considering. "That's what I've been
debating since dawn." Her fingers drummed lightly against the journal's
cover. "Part of me wants to inform him immediately; it's exactly the kind of

discovery Navah has been working toward for centuries."
"But?" Zaid prompted, noting her hesitation.

"But another part wonders if we should verify it independently first."

She met his gaze directly. "With R.A.W. resources, perhaps. Your team."

Zaid's expression registered surprise, then thoughtful consideration.
"You're suggesting a joint operation. Navah's knowledge with R.A.W.

implementation."

"Is it possible?" Ada leaned forward slightly. "Could Rajdeep authorise
something like that?"

"Possibly." Zaid's mind worked through the operational parameters.
"We could frame it as following up on intelligence regarding illegal
antiquities trafficking. Cambodia falls within our regional purview." He
tapped his fingers against the table, calculating. "R.A.W. has a small
presence in Phnom Penh. Limited resources, but enough to provide secure

transport and perimeter control."

Ada nodded, energy building as the plan took shape. "We'd need
Samarijeet's approval regardless. Navah wouldn't appreciate us going behind

their backs with information obtained through their procedure."
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"No," Zaid agreed. "That would destroy the trust you've built. But we
could propose it as a collaborative effort. R.A.W. handles security and

logistics, Navah provides the expertise and historical context."

"And access," Ada added, holding up her hand. "These genetic markers

aren't something we can work around."

Zaid smiled slightly, recognising the shift in her language, the easy use
of "we" that suggested partnership beyond mere protection. "So, we
approach Samarjeet together. Present it as a logical extension of your

training and my continuing assignment."

"This morning!" Ada suggested, already gathering the journal and her

notes.

"After you finish breakfast," Zaid countered, gesturing to her half-eaten
meal. "Yesterday's experience depleted your energy reserves. You need

proper nutrition before tackling Navah bureaucracy."

Ada laughed, a brief, surprised sound that seemed to startle them both.
After the intensity of recent days, the normality of being scolded about
eating properly created a momentary island of ordinary life amid

extraordinary circumstances.

She picked up her fork, acknowledging the wisdom of his advice.
"You're right. Cambodia has waited thousands of years. It can wait another

thirty minutes."

Zaid refilled her teacup, the domestic gesture carrying more intimacy
than any words could have conveyed. As they finished their breakfast in
comfortable silence, the weight of ancient memory and future challenges
temporarily receded, leaving only the simple pleasure of shared food and
unspoken understanding. The sun climbed higher outside, casting the
golden rectangles of light further across the floor, a silent timekeeper
counting down the moments until they would once again step from this
private sanctuary into Navah's world of ancient secrets and cosmic

significance.
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Samarijeet's office occupied the highest floor of the Dubai facility, its
windows offering panoramic views of the city skyline and distant desert
beyond. Unlike the clinical minimalism of the research levels, this space
reflected its occupant's long journey through history, Persian rugs layered
across the floor, artifacts from a dozen civilisations displayed in climate-
controlled cases, and walls lined with physical books whose leather bindings
carried the patina of centuries. Ada noted how objects from vastly different
eras and regions coexisted in harmonious arrangement, a Tang dynasty vase
beside a Pre-Columbian figurine, an Ottoman manuscript sharing space
with Victorian astronomical instruments—physical embodiments of Navah's

cross-cultural continuity through time.

Samarjeet himself sat behind a desk of polished teak, its surface bare
except for a single tablet and an ancient bronze statuette that served as a
paperweight. He looked up as they entered, his silver beard catching the
natural light that streamed through windows designed to maximise Dubai's

abundant sunshine.

"Ada, Major Ahmad," he greeted them, rising with the formal courtesy
that seemed woven into the fabric of his being. "I trust you're feeling
restored this morning?" His gaze assessed Ada with the precision of someone

who had observed human recovery patterns across decades.

"Much improved,"” Ada confirmed, clutching her father's journal

against her chest. "Which is partly why we're here."

Samarjeet gestured toward two chairs positioned before his desk.
"Please, sit. Dr Karim forwarded her medical assessment, but I would value

your personal account of yesterday's experience."

Ada took her seat, placing the journal deliberately on the desk between
them. Zaid settled beside her, his posture maintaining the alert readiness

that never fully left him, even in supposedly secure environments.
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"The experience was more complete than I expected," Ada began,
ordering her thoughts carefully. "Not just observing ancestral memories, but
fully inhabiting them. And it appears to have... activated certain
capabilities." She tapped the journal's cover. "Including the ability to read

my father's encoded notes."

Samarijeet's expression revealed nothing beyond polite interest, though
his eyes sharpened slightly. "That would be consistent with our
understanding of neural pathway activation. The unlock procedure doesn't
merely access memories, it can establish permanent connections to

dormant genetic abilities."

"Then you won't be surprised to learn that I've discovered something
significant." Ada opened the journal to the page marked with the pressed
flower, turning it so Samarjeet could see. "My father documented the
location of another array component, what he called a 'frequency

modulator' hidden beneath a temple complex in Cambodia."

Samarjeet studied the page without touching it, his gaze moving
methodically across the symbols that had previously appeared decorative
but now revealed their true purpose. "Angkor Krau," he read aloud. "Rafiq's
expedition in the early nineties. He reported finding only conventional

archaeological remains."

"He concealed the truth," Ada said. "Even from Navah. According to
these notes, he discovered a chamber predating the temple by thousands of
years, accessible only through a mechanism that requires specific genetic

markers to activate."

"My markers," she added, though she suspected Samarjeet had already

made the connection.

Zaid leaned forward slightly. "We believe this presents an opportunity
to secure another component before Nagid's forces can locate it. R.A.W.
has operational assets in the region that could provide security and logistical

support for a focused expedition."
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"A joint operation," Ada clarified. Navah's expertise with R.A.W.

implementation. With your approval, of course."

Samarjeet listened without interruption, his fingers forming a
contemplative steeple beneath his silver beard. When they finished, he
remained silent for several moments, his gaze moving between the journal,
Ada, and the distant horizon visible through his windows. The quiet
stretched long enough that Ada found herself holding her breath, awaiting

his response.

"l appreciate your initiative," he said finally, his deep voice measured
and calm. "And I understand the excitement of discovery, particularly one

connected so personally to your father's work."
Ada felt the implicit "but" before he voiced it.

"However," Samarjeet continued, "I must advise against immediate

action on this information."
Ada's shoulders stiffened. "But if Nagid's forces..."

Samarjeet raised a hand, gently interrupting. "The component has
remained undisturbed for millennia, Ada. If your father concealed its
location even from Navah, we can be reasonably confident Nagid remains
unaware of it as well." His expression remained kind but resolute. "More
importantly, you've undergone only the first stage of a complex unlocking
process. Your genetic capabilities are partially activated but not fully
stabilised. Attempting field operations in this state would create

unnecessary risks."

"With respect, sir," Zaid interjected, his tone professional, "R.A.W.
routinely secures high-value targets with limited personnel. A small team

could extract the component with minimal footprint."

"The operational challenges aren't my primary concern, Major
Ahmad." Samarjeet rose, moving to a wall display that showed global
monitoring of activity patterns Navah associated with Nagid's forces. "My
concern is Ada's safety and development. Yesterday's procedure

demonstrated both her extraordinary potential and the intensity of her
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connection to ancestral memory. She requires further training to manage
these abilities effectively, particularly if she encounters Nagid's forces

directly."

"I've already encountered Nagid," Ada pointed out, frustration edging

her voice. "Through Akihiro's memories. I know what we're facing."

"You experienced an echo of an encounter from over a century ago,"
Samarjeet corrected gently. "The actual Nagid is far more dangerous,
especially to someone with your genetic profile. He would sense your
presence immediately, as he sensed your ancestor's. But unlike Akihiro, you
represent a far greater threat to his plans, which would make you his

primary target."

He returned to his desk, his movements unhurried yet precise. "I
propose an alternative approach. Continue with the planned unlocking
procedures. Each session will stabilise your abilities and potentially reveal
additional information about the array components. Meanwhile, we'll
dispatch a small Navah reconnaissance team to verify the temple location

and establish perimeter monitoring."
"And then!" Ada pressed.

"And then, when you're properly prepared, we proceed with a carefully
coordinated extraction." Samarjeet's eyes held hers steadily. "This isn't about
institutional control, Ada. It's about maximising our chances of success

while minimising risk to a uniquely valuable asset - you."

Ada felt her initial indignation faltering beneath the weight of his
logic. Beside her, Zaid remained silent, his tactical mind evidently finding

merit in Samarjeet's assessment.

"How long!" she finally asked. "How long before I'm 'properly
prepared'?"

"Three additional unlock procedures, minimum," Samarjeet replied
without hesitation. "Focusing specifically on combat memory access and

defensive capabilities. Two weeks, if all progresses as expected."
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The timeframe was far shorter than Ada had anticipated. She had
imagined months of bureaucratic delays, not a concrete plan measured in

days.
"And R.A.W.'s involvement!" Zaid inquired.

"Essential," Samarjeet acknowledged. "Director Mehta's cooperation
would significantly enhance our operational capabilities. I suggest you brief
him on the general parameters while omitting specific location details.
Frame it as a continuing investigation into artifacts connected to the

Rajasthan incident."

Ada studied Samarjeet's face, searching for signs of deception or a
hidden agenda. She found none, only the measured patience of a man who

had witnessed countless human dramas unfold across his lifetime.

"Two weeks," she agreed finally. "But I want daily updates on the

reconnaissance team's findings."

"Of course." Samarjeet inclined his head slightly. "Your father's
discovery is significant, Ada. We will act on it, but methodically, with proper
preparation. Navah has waited millennia to complete the array. We can

afford two more weeks to ensure we succeed."

As they rose to leave, Samarjeet added, "Your next unlock procedure is
scheduled for three days from now, if Dr Karim clears you medically. This
session will focus on more recent ancestry, specifically, the Persian branch
of your lineage. Less traumatic than yesterday's experience, but potentially

rich in different forms of knowledge."

At the door, Ada paused, turning back with one final question. "Did

you know! About my father concealing information from Navah?"

A ghost of a smile touched Samarjeet's lips. "Rafiq was my friend for
over forty years, Ada. I knew his nature, if not his specific actions. He
believed some knowledge was better protected through strategic ignorance,
revealing itself only when the proper moment arrived." His gaze moved

meaningfully to the journal in her hands. "It appears he was right."
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Outside in the corridor, as the door closed behind them, Zaid studied
Ada's face. "You're disappointed,” he observed.

"Frustrated," she corrected. "But not entirely surprised. Samarjeet
thinks in decades where we think in days." She tucked the journal into her

shoulder bag with careful precision. "And I can't entirely dismiss his logic."

"Two weeks of training before a field operation is actually quite

accelerated," Zaid noted, military experience evident in his assessment.
"Even by R.A.W. standards."

Ada nodded, acknowledging the point as they moved toward the
elevator. "Then we make the most of those two weeks. I'll master whatever
ancestral memories they throw at me. You coordinate with Rajdeep." Her
eyes met his, determination replacing frustration. "And in fourteen days, we

head to Cambodia, ready for whatever's waiting for us."

As the elevator doors closed behind them, both felt a subtle shift in
their shared purpose, no longer merely reacting to external threats, but
actively pursuing a mission whose roots ran back through generations of
Ada's bloodline. Whatever ancient technology lay beneath Cambodian soil
had been hidden by her father for her to find, preserved across time until

the moment she could claim it.

Two weeks was nothing compared to the centuries the artifact had
waited. But to Ada, standing on the threshold of discovering her true
capabilities, those fourteen days stretched before her like an eternity of

possibility and preparation.

159



Training and Transformation

he training arena occupied the entire western wing of the top
floor of the Dubai facility, a vast space where mid-morning
sun sliced through towering glass panes, casting stark
patterns across the shock-absorbing floor mats. Ada circled her instructor
warily, sweat darkening the fabric between her shoulder blades despite the
climate-controlled air. Across from her, Elijah Stone moved with the
contained precision of a predator, his weathered face betraying nothing as
he tracked her halting movements, measuring her progress against
standards developed across three decades of special forces operations and

ten years of training Navah's most promising recruits.

"Again," Stone commanded, his voice carrying neither encouragement

nor criticism. Just expectation.

Ada attacked, driving forward with a sequence of strikes she'd been
drilling for three days. Her first punch cut through empty air as Stone
pivoted effortlessly aside. Her follow-up met his forearm, deflected with
such minimal force that her own momentum betrayed her. Before she could

recover, his open palm connected with her sternum, a strike deliberately
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pulled short of its potential, yet still sufficient to send her stumbling
backwards.

"Telegraphing," Stone observed, resuming his neutral stance. "Your

shoulders betray your intentions before your hands move."

Ada wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. "I'm

trying not to."

"Trying isn't sufficient." Stone circled left, forcing her to adjust her
position. "Awareness precedes action. Feel your own body first. Know what

signals it sends."

She attacked again, this time attempting to disguise her approach with
a feint. Stone read it instantly, sidestepped, and swept her legs from beneath
her with a precise hook of his foot. Ada hit the mat hard enough to drive

the air from her lungs.

"Better concealed, but still predictable." Stone didn't offer a hand up.
That wasn't his way. "You're thinking sequentially. Attack, then counter.

Reality isn't so accommodating. Everything happens simultaneously."

Ada pushed herself upright, frustration burning behind her ribs. Four
days into her accelerated training program, and the gap between theoretical
knowledge and physical application remained vast. She possessed an
academic understanding of combat principles, and her unlocked ancestral
memories provided glimpses of techniques, but her body, her scholarly,

museum-dwelling body, struggled to translate concept into movement.

Stone watched her internal struggle with detached interest. Unlike
Zaid, who tempered instruction with personal concern, Stone remained
clinically neutral, assessing her as he would any tactical problem: with
ruthless objectivity. He had spent too many years in war zones to believe in

comforting lies.

"Your problem isn't physical capability," he said, seeing the self-doubt
in her eyes. "Your body will do what's needed if your mind stops interfering.
You're approaching combat like an academic exercise, categorising,

analysing, searching for perfect solutions."
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"Isn't analysis important?" Ada countered, rolling her shoulder where
it had impacted the mat.

"Analysis happens before and after. During, there is only flow." He
gestured for her to attack again. "Stop trying to win. Focus instead on not

losing."

This cryptic distinction irritated her, but she attacked anyway. Their
exchanges grew longer with each attempt, but the outcome remained the
same: her on the mat, him standing unaffected. The sun climbed higher
outside, sending new light patterns sliding across the floor. Other Navah
operatives occasionally passed through, some pausing briefly to observe
before continuing to their own training stations. None showed surprise at
Ada's repeated failures. They had all endured Stone's methodical

dismantling of their preconceptions.

After a particularly jarring takedown, Ada remained on the mat longer

than usual, staring up at the distant ceiling.

"Perhaps we should conclude for today," Stone suggested, the first hint

of concession he'd shown.

"No," Ada said, pushing herself up with arms that trembled slightly

from exertion. "Again."

Stone studied her with new interest. Beneath the sweat and frustration,
he recognised something he respected far more than natural talent:
stubborn resilience.

"Very well." He resumed his stance. "But this time, don't attack me."
Ada blinked in confusion. "Then what should I do?"
"Move with me. Respond. Nothing more."

They circled each other, Ada still tense but no longer coiled to spring
forward. When Stone finally moved, it was a simple advance, not an attack,

merely a shift of weight and position. Ada retreated proportionally.

"Good," he said. "Now anticipate where I'll be in three seconds."
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The instruction seemed impossible. How could she know his
intentions when he betrayed nothing? Then she remembered Akihiro's
combat memories, how the samurai had learned to read subtle weight shifts
that presaged action. She began watching Stone differently, not focusing on
his hands or even his eyes, but taking in his entire form at once, the way his
weight shifted through his feet.

When Stone advanced again, Ada moved not away from where he was,
but away from where he would be. The attack she expected came half a

second later, passing through empty space.
Something flickered across Stone's face, the ghost of approval.

They continued this exercise for twenty minutes, Ada gradually shifting
from reactive defence to anticipatory movement. She no longer attempted
to match his techniques, instead using her smaller stature and lighter weight

to create space and angles that neutralised his advantages.

Then, without warning, Stone launched his signature attack, an
overhand strike followed by a forward push that had sent her sprawling a
dozen times in previous sessions. This time, Ada saw the minute weight
shift to his back foot, the subtle tensing of his shoulder. Not conscious

recognition, but a deeper, visceral knowing that bypassed thought entirely.

She slipped to the side exactly as the strike descended, letting it pass
within centimetres of her face, then pivoted behind his extended arm into
a momentary blind spot. For one heartbeat, the untouchable instructor was

vulnerable.

Ada didn't attack, she simply established her position, palm flat against
his back, where a real strike would have landed. They both froze in this
tableau, her hand steady against his spine.

"Good," Stone said, the word carrying more weight than any elaborate
praise. He stepped away, reassuming his neutral stance. "That's enough for

today."

Ada nodded, equal parts exhausted and elated. She hadn't defeated
him, not really, but she had touched the edge of understanding. Something
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had shifted inside her, not just intellectually, but in her body's intuitive

knowing.

As she collected her towel from the bench, Stone paused beside her.
"Combat isn't about destroying an opponent," he said, his voice pitched for
her alone. "It's about preserving yourself while navigating chaos. Remember

that in your upcoming mission."
Ada looked up sharply. "Samarjeet told you?"

"He didn't need to." Stone's weathered face revealed nothing. "Two
weeks of accelerated training has only one purpose." He turned to leave,

then added, "Tomorrow, same time. We'll begin with weapons retention."

As she watched him go, Ada realised that her breakthrough wasn't in
landing a strike, but in finally understanding what he'd been trying to teach
her all along. Combat wasn't a sequence of techniques to be memorised. It
was a conversation conducted through movement, where survival depended
not on perfect execution but on perfect awareness of oneself, one's

opponent, and the evershifting space between them.
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The café pulsed with mid-afternoon energy, locals and tourists alike
seeking refuge from Dubai's heat. Ada sat with her back to the wall, a
position she'd chosen without conscious thought; one of many small
adjustments that had begun to integrate into her behaviour since training
began. Across from her, Zaid sipped Arabic coffee from a small cup, his
posture relaxed in a way that seemed natural to anyone watching, yet Ada
recognised the controlled alertness beneath. This wasn't merely a break

between training sessions; it was the training itself.

"Don't look directly," Zaid instructed, his voice casual as though
discussing the weather. "The shopkeeper across the street has changed his
display three times in the past hour."
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Ada resisted the urge to turn her head. Instead, she used the reflective
surface of the café's window, angling her gaze to catch the storefront in

question. The elderly man arranging textiles seemed unremarkable.

"Is he surveillance!" she asked, matching Zaid's conversational tone

while keeping her lips from moving too obviously.

"No. Just nervous. Notice his hands, they tremble slightly. He's
expecting someone, possibly a creditor or inspector." Zaid set down his cup.
"But the woman at the jewellery counter two shops down, checking her
watch every thirty seconds? She's professional surveillance, likely municipal

security rather than hostile."

Ada located the woman in the reflection, smartly dressed, seemingly

absorbed in selecting a bracelet. Nothing about her screamed "security."
"How can you tell?"

"Her shoes. Practical despite the fashionable outfit. And she's
maintaining sight lines to three different approaches simultaneously." Zaid
smiled slightly. "The difference between observation and surveillance is

intent. Everyone looks; professionals see."

For the next hour, Zaid guided her through a series of subtle exercises,
identifying plainclothes security personnel among the tourists, detecting
the rhythms of the street vendors, and noting which café patrons were
regulars versus visitors. He taught her to track reflections, to use peripheral
vision effectively, to catalogue micro-expressions that betrayed deception or

concealment.

"The Pakistani businessman by the door," Zaid murmured. "Tell me

about him."

Ada studied the man without appearing to, noting details with growing
confidence. "Lefthanded but wearing his watch on his left wrist. Hair
professionally cut, but clothes slightly rumpled. He's checked his phone
twelve times but hasn't sent any messages. I'd say... nervous about an

upcoming meeting, possibly illicit."
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Zaid's eyes showed approval. "Good. And if you needed to exit without

him following?"

"Wait until he checks his phone again, then use the bathroom corridor
that connects to the kitchen. The service exit leads to the alley behind."

"And if that exit is compromised?"

"Create a distraction." Ada indicated a waiter balancing a precarious
tray of drinks. "Timing his path to intersect with the businesswoman in the

blue suit would create sufficient chaos for a clean departure."

Zaid nodded once, satisfied with her analysis. He left money for their
coffee, significantly more than required, a deliberate courtesy to ensure they
would be remembered positively rather than not at all. Anonymity was
sometimes useful, but establishing oneself as a generous patron often

yielded better intelligence than trying to remain unmemorable.

They walked through crowded streets toward their next destination.
Zaid's hand occasionally brushed hers, a contact that might appear
accidental to observers but carried purpose, guiding her down specific
routes, signalling when to alter pace or direction. He taught without explicit
instruction, demonstrating counter-surveillance techniques through action

rather than explanation.

Twenty minutes later, they entered what appeared to be a high-end
sporting goods store. Zaid exchanged greetings in Arabic with the clerk, who
nodded and pressed a concealed button beneath the counter. A section of

wall slid aside, revealing a narrow corridor.

"Navah has facilities throughout the city," Zaid explained as they passed

through. "This one specialises in ballistics training."

The hidden space expanded into a surprisingly large shooting range,
its walls lined with soundproofing materials and advanced targeting
systems. Display cases housed an array of weapons from conventional

sidearms to more specialised equipment that Ada couldn't immediately

identify.
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"Stone is teaching you hand-to-hand combat," Zaid said, his tone
shifting to formal instruction. "Equally important is proficiency with
firearms. In most scenarios, maintaining distance from threats is preferable

to close engagement."

He unlocked one of the cases and removed a compact pistol. "We'll
start with a Glock 19. Standard 9mm, minimal recoil, reliable under adverse
conditions." He checked the weapon with practised movements before
placing it on the counter between them. "Before you touch it, understand
this: a firearm is neither good nor evil. It's a tool with a single purpose, to

project force at a distance."

Ada nodded, studying the weapon. Despite her academic knowledge
of ancient weaponry, modern firearms remained largely theoretical to her.
The matte black pistol looked simultaneously simpler and more
intimidating than she had expected.

"Proper stance first," Zaid continued, demonstrating. "Weight
distributed evenly, knees slightly bent. Then grip, dominant hand high on

the backstrap, support hand filling the remaining space."

He guided her through the fundamentals, sight alignment, trigger
control and breathing techniques. His hands occasionally adjusted her
position, each touch professional yet carrying traces of the connection
they'd established. When he finally stepped back and instructed her to pick
up the unloaded weapon, Ada was surprised by its weight, heavier than

expected, yet balanced.

"Now with live ammunition," Zaid said after she had demonstrated
proper handling. "Remember, each round has one purpose. Fire only when

you're certain of your target and what lies beyond it."

The first shot startled her despite her preparation. The sound, even
through hearing protection, felt physical, a pressure wave rather than mere
noise. The recoil pushed against her hands, less violent than expected but

still significant. Her shot missed the centre of the target by several inches.
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"Again," Zaid instructed, his voice steady. "Focus on breathing through

the recoil. The weapon moves; your focus doesn't."

For the next hour, Ada cycled through different firing positions and
scenarios. She progressed from stationary shooting to moving between
cover, from deliberate aimed fire to more rapid target acquisition.
Throughout, Zaid maintained the careful distance of an instructor, though

his eyes revealed more than professional interest in her progress.

When they finally took a break, Ada felt the fatigue in muscles she
hadn't known existed, arms trembling slightly, shoulders tense from
maintaining proper form. Zaid handed her a bottle of water, studying her

with an expression she couldn't fully decipher.

"You're progressing faster than expected," he said after a moment. "But
technical proficiency isn't enough. The most critical decision happens

before you draw the weapon."

"When to use lethal force," Ada supplied, understanding the unspoken

lesson.

"Yes." Zaid's eyes held hers steadily. "In the field, you'll face situations
where intellectual curiosity conflicts with survival instinct. Researchers
want to understand; soldiers want to live. You must be both, but when these

instincts conflict, choose life."

The simple directive carried weight beyond its words. Ada heard what
remained unspoken: his fear that her scholarly fascination with artifacts and
ancestral memories might override self-preservation in the face of actual

danger.

"I'm not suicidal, Zaid." She kept her voice light despite the serious

undercurrent. "Il don't plan on getting killed in Cambodia."

"No one plans on it," he replied, his tone softening slightly. "That's why
we train for the unplanned. Intelligence work isn't about proving theories
or making discoveries. It's about completing the mission and returning

home."

168



NUSRAT ABBASI

He reassembled the pistol she had been practising with, his movements
economical and precise. "Tomorrow we'll cover specialised equipment. For
now, remember this: in the field, being right means nothing if you're dead.

The most brilliant analysis is worthless if you're not alive to deliver it."

Ada nodded, understanding that his stern instruction masked deeper
concern. Beneath the professional exterior of Major Ahmad lay the heart
of the man who had held her close in the pre-dawn darkness, who had
promised to return to her even from death. His lessons weren't just about

creating a competent operative; they were about ensuring her survival.

"I choose life," she said simply, the phrase an acknowledgement of both

his instruction and what remained unspoken between them.

2.3p
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The Mnemonic Cradle's contours cradled Ada's body as technicians
secured monitoring equipment with practised efficiency. This third
procedure in eight days felt both familiar and newly daunting - each
previous session had penetrated deeper into her genetic memory, each
recovery period growing longer. Dr Karim monitored neural readings with
increased vigilance, her concern evident in the subtle tension around her
eyes. Behind the observation glass, Zaid stood beside Samarjeet, both men
watching intently as the silver cylinder began its now-familiar rotation
within the containment field, its engravings pulsing with increasing

luminescence.

"Neural pathways from previous sessions remain partially activated,"
Dr Karim noted, reviewing preliminary scans. "This creates potential for

deeper access, but also increases strain on the autonomic nervous system."

Ada closed her eyes, focusing on her breathing as she had been taught.
The first two unlocking procedures had taken her through the Japanese
samurai lineage and the Persian scholar ancestors, respectively. Today's
target lay deeper still - memories from a maternal great-grandmother who

had served as a Navah operative at their primary headquarters.
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"Beginning catalyst introduction," Marcus Chen announced, his voice
seeming to come from increasingly far away as Ada's consciousness prepared

for the transition.

The robotic arm extracted a microscopic sample of the cylinder's
luminescent fluid, its bluesilver glow intensifying as it approached the
injector at Ada's wrist. The moment of connection sent familiar electricity
racing through her veins, not painful, but all-consuming, reality fracturing
around her as her mind plummeted through layers of self toward memories

not her own.

The initial disorientation lasted seconds or centuries, time losing
meaning as her consciousness tumbled through darkness toward a distant
point of light. This time the transition came faster than previous sessions,
her neural pathways already primed by earlier procedures, ancient doorways

swinging open with increasing ease.

Light exploded into being, not the sterile illumination of the
laboratory but the harsh brilliance of Himalayan sun reflecting off pristine
snow. Wind cut through inadequate clothing, carrying the scent of juniper
and ice. Ada, no, Padma, struggled upward along a narrow path that seemed
designed to discourage approach. Each step required full concentration,
loose stones threatening to send the unwary plummeting into ravines that

dropped away into nothingness.

Mount Kailash loomed above, its distinctive shape unmistakable even
from this punishing angle of approach. Sacred to four religions, visited by
pilgrims for millennia, yet the path Padma followed was known to almost
none of them. She carried no obvious supplies for such a treacherous

journey, only a small pack containing a single object wrapped in red silk.

"Divergent brainwave patterns emerging," Dr Karim's distant voice
reported, though Ada no longer registered the words. "Deeper integration

than previous sessions."

Within the memory, Padma reached a sheer rock face that seemed to
offer no passage. Her frostnumbed fingers traced a sequence of barely

visible indentations, pressing in a pattern passed down through generations
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of her bloodline. Stone grated against stone as a section of the mountain
face receded, revealing a narrow passage illuminated by soft blue light that

seemed to emanate from the walls themselves.

The transition from bitter cold to controlled warmth shocked Padma's
system. Guards materialised from alcoves, their weapons unlike anything
found in the outside world, sleek, ergonomic designs that hummed with
contained energy rather than mechanical components. They recognised her
immediately, not through words or identification, but through some subtle

scan that assessed her genetic signature.

"The vessel returns," one guard acknowledged, bowing slightly. "The

Table awaits."

In the monitoring chamber, displays flashed warning indicators as
Ada's vital signs fluctuated. Her heart rate accelerated, blood pressure
spiked, then plummeted, and her autonomic systems struggled to process

the intensity of genetic memories awakening simultaneously.

"Increasing strain on cardiopulmonary system," Dr Karim reported,
her hands moving across controls to adjust parameters. "We should

consider terminating early."

"Not yet," Samarjeet responded from the observation room, his eyes
fixed on the readings. "She seems to be accessing critical information. Give

her two more minutes."

Within the memory, Padma descended through levels of increasing
sophistication and security. The Navah headquarters revealed itself as a
marvel of engineering that defied conventional notions of what was
possible; vast chambers carved within the mountain, yet somehow larger
inside than their external dimensions would allow. Technology seamlessly
integrated with natural stone, creating spaces that honoured both Earth's

materials and knowledge that came from beyond the stars.

The heart of the facility opened before her, the Chamber of Echoes,
where The Table convened. Nine figures awaited her arrival, seated at

stations arranged in a perfect circle around a central platform. Above them,

171



THE VESSEL

the ceiling opened to reveal not the stone and ice of the mountain's interior,
but a perfect representation of the night sky, stars arranged in
configurations that emphasised systems significant to humanity's

extraterrestrial heritage.

Padma unwrapped the silk-covered object - a crystalline device
recovered from a remote temple in Bhutan. As she placed it on the central
platform, the room's illumination shifted, star patterns rearranging

themselves to highlight new configurations.

"The eighth key," one of The Table members acknowledged, their voice
resonating with harmonics that seemed to bypass normal hearing. "Navah

is now one step closer to re-establishing contact with the First Ones."

In the monitoring chamber, alarms shrieked as Ada's body arched
against the restraints, her neural patterns spiking dangerously. Blood

trickled from her nose, bright crimson against suddenly pale skin.

"Terminating now!" Dr Karim shouted, fingers flying across the

emergency shutdown sequence.

The connection severed abruptly, yanking Ada's consciousness back to
the present with disorienting violence. Her eyes flew open, pupils dilated
to full black circles, breath coming in shallow gasps. The medical team
converged around the cradle, monitoring equipment chattering urgent

warnings as they stabilised her vital signs.

Behind the observation glass, Zaid pressed his palm against the
transparent barrier, face taut with barely contained fear. Samarjeet
remained outwardly composed, though his hands gripped the edge of the

console with white-knuckled tension.

"BP 90 over 50 and dropping," a medic reported. "Core temperature
35.2 Celsius."

"Push warming protocols and saline," Dr Karim ordered, her
professional demeanour masking deep concern. "Neurochemical flush to

clear residual catalyst."
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Thirty minutes passed before they deemed Ada stable enough to move
to the medical bay. As technicians transferred her to a gurney, her eyes
found Zaid's through the observation window, a moment of lucid

connection before exhaustion claimed her again.

In the medical conference room adjacent to Ada's recovery suite, Dr
Karim delivered her assessment without softening the implications. "Three
procedures in eight days have placed extraordinary stress on her system. The
neural pathways aren't closing properly between sessions, creating cascading

effects on multiple organ systems."

"Similar to what happened with her mother!" Zaid asked, the question

direct and unflinching.

"Early stages, yes," Dr Karim confirmed. "Mehjabeen showed similar
patterns before her final procedure. The difference is we're recognising the
warning signs earlier." She placed a tablet displaying Ada's neural scans on
the table. "I recommend a minimum fourteen-day suspension of all unlock

procedures to allow a complete neural reset."

"But we're scheduled to leave for Cambodia in less than a week," Zaid
noted, conflict evident in his voice. While he prioritised Ada's well-being,

he also recognised the strategic timeline they faced.

"And she will still go," Dr Karim clarified. "Her current abilities are
sufficient for the mission parameters. What I'm advising against is further

unlocking until her system has fully stabilised."

Samarjeet, who had been silent throughout the medical briefing,
finally spoke. "I concur with Dr Karim's assessment. Navah has waited
millennia for the array components; we can wait two additional weeks

before attempting further unlocks."

His gaze shifted to the medical bay visible through the interior
windows, where Ada lay, surrounded by monitoring equipment.
"Mehjabeen's death was not just a personal tragedy, but an operational

failure. We pushed too hard, too quickly." His weathered hand tapped the
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neural scan images. "These readings are too similar to ignore. No more

procedures until Dr Karim certifies full recovery."

Zaid nodded, relief evident beneath his professional composure.
"Thank you, sir."

"Don't thank me, Major Ahmad," Samarjeet replied, his eyes reflecting
ancient wisdom and contemporary concern. "I failed to protect her mother.
[ will not make the same mistake with her daughter." He rose with the fluid
dignity that characterised his movements. "Brief her when she's recovered
enough. Make it clear this isn't a suggestion but a directive from The Table
itself."

As Samarjeet departed, Zaid moved to the window separating the
conference room from Ada's recovery suite. She slept now, her face pale but
peaceful, IV lines delivering fluids and medications to counteract the
procedure's effects. The genetic memories she'd accessed might provide
crucial insights for their mission, but as he watched the slow rise and fall of

her chest, he silently thanked whatever forces had led to this decision.

Some knowledge demanded patience, no matter how urgently it was
needed. Ada's life was too precious to sacrifice for faster answers, even with
the stakes so high.

2.3p
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Evening descended over Dubai, transforming the cityscape outside
Samarjeet's office windows into a constellation of lights that mimicked the
star patterns depicted on the ancient charts lining his walls. A single desk
lamp cast amber illumination across the polished surface of his mahogany
work table, highlighting objects that bridged millennia - a clay tablet bearing
Sumerian cuneiform beside a quantum-encrypted tablet, a hand-drawn star
map from the Tang dynasty adjacent to holographic projectors disguised as
conventional paperweights. The office embodied Navah's essence: ancient
wisdom preserved through cutting-edge technology, knowledge spanning

human civilisation and beyond.
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Ada sat across from Samarjeet, her body still bearing traces of the
morning's ordeal. Though medical intervention had stabilised her
condition, fatigue lingered in the shadows beneath her eyes and the careful
way she held herself. Two days of enforced rest had restored her strength
enough for this meeting, but not enough to erase Dr Karim's concerns.

"How much do you remember from the third unlock procedure?”
Samarijeet asked, his silver beard catching the lamp's glow as he studied her.

"Fragments," Ada admitted. "More sensory impressions than coherent
memories. Cold mountain air. Blue light emanating from the stone walls.
A chamber with stars overhead that shouldn't have been possible inside a
mountain." She hesitated. "And something called The Table - figures seated
in a circle around a platform where my ancestor placed some kind of

crystalline device."

Samarjeet nodded, neither surprised nor disappointed by her partial
recall. "The mind protects itself from overwhelming input. What you
experienced was your maternal great-grandmother Padma Ranjan's first
journey to Sanctum Celestis in 1947, carrying an artifact recovered from
Bhutan during the chaos of partition."

He passed his hand over what appeared to be a simple bronze weight
at the table's edge. The air above the desk shimmered, then resolved into a
three-dimensional projection of a mountain Ada recognised immediately.

"Mount Kailash," she said softly.

"Yes. Sacred to four religions, yet none know its deepest secret."
Samarijeet's fingers manipulated the projection, making the mountain’s
exterior transparent, revealing an intricate structure nested within its stone
heart. "Sanctum Celestis - Navah's primary headquarters and the repository

of our most ancient knowledge."

The hologram rotated slowly, showcasing a vertical complex extending
deep into the mountain's core. Seven distinct levels appeared, each with its
own configuration and purpose, connected by both conventional elevators

and more exotic transport mechanisms.
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"The entrance you glimpsed through Padma's memories is one of
seventeen access points, each requiring specific genetic markers or
technological keys to activate." Samarjeet zoomed the projection to show a
narrow passage leading to a large antechamber. "This first level contains our
administrative functions - communications monitoring, global intelligence
assessment and resource allocation. The council chamber here serves as the

meeting place for field operatives and regional directors."

The hologram shifted, descending to the next level. "Below this lie the
living quarters - accommodations for three hundred permanent residents
and temporary housing for visiting operatives. Medical facilities, training
areas and educational resources. A self-contained community that can

function independently for years if necessary."

Ada leaned forward, fascination temporarily overriding physical
discomfort. The living spaces were unlike anything in conventional
architecture; organic curves and integrated technology created
environments that seemed both ancient and simultaneously futuristic.

"The third level houses our primary research laboratories," Samarjeet
continued, the hologram shifting again. "Genetic analysis, artifact
integration, energy systems development. Your mother worked here
frequently before..." He paused briefly. "Before her final mission."

Ada's fingers instinctively reached for the pendant at her throat, her
mother's legacy now partially unlocked within her own DNA. Samarjeet

noticed the gesture but said nothing.

"The fourth level contains the Archives - our most comprehensive
repository of knowledge spanning thousands of years." The projection
revealed vast circular chambers lined with storage systems unlike anything
found in conventional libraries. "Information is preserved not just in digital
or physical media, but in crystalline structures that encode data at the
molecular level. A single crystal the size of your thumbnail can contain

more information than all the digital storage on Earth."

"My father mentioned something similar in his journal," Ada said. "He

called them 'memory crystals' but never explained how they worked."
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"Because even he didn't fully understand the technology. Few do."
Samarjeet adjusted the projection again. "The fifth level houses our
Communication Hub - systems that maintain secure connections between
Navah facilities worldwide while monitoring for signals of extraterrestrial
origin. The technology here can penetrate any terrestrial barrier, transmit
through quantum entanglement rather than conventional electromagnetic

waves."

As the hologram shifted to the sixth level, Ada noticed increased
security measures - triple-layered access points and what appeared to be

energy barriers rather than physical doors.

"The Armoury," Samarjeet explained, his voice carrying new gravity.
"Housing weapons and defensive systems derived from alien technology.
Some are operational, others are still being studied. Energy-based weaponry,
personal shielding devices and drones that can phase between different
states of matter." He met her eyes directly. "Technology that could devastate

civilisations if misused. Technology Nagid has sought for centuries."

The final level appeared, smaller than the others but clearly the most
heavily protected - a spherical chamber positioned directly beneath the
mountain's peak, accessed by a single narrow passage.

"The Heart Chamber," Samarjeet said, his voice softening with
reverence. "Where the original alien communication device rests - the
centrepiece of the array whose components are scattered across the globe.
Within its circumference lies the Celestial Observatory, where the ceiling
transforms into a perfect representation of the night sky, highlighting star

systems with known extraterrestrial activity."

The hologram expanded to reveal this final chamber in greater detail -
a domed space with a central platform, much like what Ada had glimpsed
in her ancestral memories. The device at its centre remained indistinct, as

though the hologram itself couldn't properly render its complex nature.

"This is what we protect," Samarjeet said simply. "This is what Navah
has guarded for millennia - the means to reconnect with those who shaped

human evolution before departing our world. The technology that will
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either elevate humanity to its next stage of development or destroy us if it
falls into the wrong hands."

He deactivated the projection, the hologram dissolving into particles
of light that faded against the dark wood of his desk. In its absence, the
office seemed suddenly smaller, more intimate despite the weight of what
had just been revealed.

"Your father served Navah for thirty-two years," Samarjeet continued
after a moment of silence. "He never resided permanently at Sanctum
Celestis but visited several times, each journey requiring weeks of careful
misdirection to conceal his movements from conventional intelligence

agencies. His final visit was three months before his death."
Ada's breath caught. "He never mentioned it."

"He couldn't. The knowledge was too dangerous to record, even in his
encoded journal." Samarjeet's weathered hand reached across the desk to
rest briefly atop hers. "During that visit, he presented evidence of Nagid's
awakening from hibernation and warned of renewed efforts to locate array
components. He advocated for accelerated preparation of potential
Carriers, including you, though he hoped you might be spared the burden."

The personal connection to these revelations struck Ada more
forcefully than the technological marvels. Her father had walked those
hidden corridors, had gazed upon technologies beyond human
understanding, had carried those secrets home to sit across from her at

dinner tables and cafés without ever revealing the weight he bore.

"In Cambodia," she began, piecing together implications, "the

component my father identified..."

"Would be the ninth of the nine required elements," Samarjeet
confirmed. "[ts recovery would give Navah complete control of the array for
the first time in our history, preventing Nagid from ever activating it for his

purposes."

He rose, moving to a cabinet that appeared to be simple wood but
opened at his touch to reveal a hidden compartment. From within, he

withdrew a small metal case.
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"Your father left this in my keeping, with instructions to give it to you
when you were ready." He placed the case before her. "It contains his
personal access key to Sanctum Celestis - recognition of his belief that you
would someday continue his work."

Ada stared at the unassuming case, understanding its profound
significance. Not just a key to a physical location, but her father's
acknowledgement of her place in a legacy spanning thousands of years.

"Every corridor in Sanctum Celestis holds both priceless knowledge
and lethal peril," Samarjeet said quietly. "Much like the path you now walk.
Your father understood this balance. He gave his life protecting knowledge
that could either save humanity or end it."

As Ada's fingers closed around the case, she felt the weight of
responsibility more tangibly than ever before. Her parents had not merely
been curator and scholar, they had been guardians of a truth so profound
that civilisations had risen and fallen without glimpsing it.

"After Cambodia," Samarjeet said, "when your training is complete,
and your system has fully stabilised, I will take you there. To walk the halls
your parents walked. To see with your own eyes what they gave their lives to
protect."

Outside, Dubai's night skyline continued its electric display, oblivious
to ancient secrets and cosmic stakes. Within Samarjeet's office, illuminated
by a single lamp, Ada held her inheritance, not just a key to a hidden

fortress, but entry into humanity's most closely guarded truth.
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he helicopter sliced through humid air, its blades cutting
sharp circles above the Cambodian jungle. Below them,
emerald canopy gave way to weathered stone - the scattered
temples of Angkor Krau emerging from vegetation like ancient titans half-
submerged in a verdant sea. Ada pressed her palm against the vibrating
window, her eyes fixed on the central temple complex where her father had
stood twenty-five years earlier. Within its shadows lay the component that
had waited millennia for her arrival, a piece of technology that predated

human civilisation, preserved through time for this moment.

"Three minutes to target," the pilot announced through their headsets,

his voice steady despite the crosswinds buffeting their aircraft.

Zaid adjusted his tactical vest, checking equipment with methodical
precision. Unlike Ada in her practical expedition wear, he had dressed for
combat - a lightweight body armour beneath a moisture-wicking shirt,
utility pants with reinforced knees, and boots that left minimal impressions.
Nothing about his appearance suggested R.A.W. affiliation; today, he was
simply part of a private archaeological team with unusually thorough

security protocols.
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"Nervous!" he asked, noticing Ada's white-knuckled grip on her father's

journal.

"Focused," she corrected, though her pulse quickened as they
descended. Two weeks of intensive training had transformed her from
academic to operative, but no simulation could replicate this moment's
gravity. Her finger traced the edge of the pendant at her throat, now
understood not as mere jewellery but as a key to technologies beyond

human comprehension.

Marcus Chen looked up from the tablet displaying thermal imaging of
their landing zone. "Initial readings show normal heat signatures for the
area. Wildlife patterns appear undisturbed." His fingers manipulated the

display, zooming into quadrants with methodical precision.

The two Navah security specialists - former British special forces who
introduced themselves only as Oscar and Delta - monitored different
frequencies, scanning for communications that might indicate human
presence. Their expressions remained neutral, but their vigilance never

wavered.

Zaid shifted forward in his seat, something catching his attention. He
tapped the pilot's shoulder. "Hold position. Circle wider around the

southeast approach."

The helicopter banked, providing a broader view of the temple's
surrounding jungle. Ada followed Zaid's gaze, at first seeing nothing
unusual - just dense vegetation, scattered smaller structures, and the
occasional clearing. Then details emerged: a patch of foliage with subtly
different colouration, the absence of birds in a specific sector, a glint of

metal quickly covered.

"There," Zaid pointed to what appeared to be a natural depression in
the jungle floor. "And there." Another indication, barely perceptible.
"Camouflage netting. Military grade."

Chen enhanced the thermal imaging, adjusting parameters to

penetrate the canopy. Red-orange human silhouettes appeared on his
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screen, too numerous and too precisely positioned to be local villagers or

conventional archaeological security.

"Confirmed," he said quietly. "At least twenty personnel are in
defensive positions around the primary temple. Additional signatures

suggest heavy weapons."

Zaid switched to a secure channel on his communications unit.

"Perimeter compromise. Protocol Echo."

Ada felt her stomach tighten. They had prepared for this possibility -
Niazi's forces beating them to the site - but the reality struck harder than
the theoretical. "How did they know!" she asked, her voice low beneath the

helicopter's drone.

"They didn't," Zaid answered, his eyes still scanning the terrain. "They
suspected. Same as we did. They're waiting for confirmation." His jaw
tightened as he assessed their options. "Which means we don't give it to

them."

The pilot looked back, awaiting instructions. Inside his mind,
calculations of fuel reserves, alternative landing zones, and extraction plans

competed for priority.

"Maintain altitude," Zaid decided. "Execute Pattern Sigma - make it

look like we're conducting an aerial survey of multiple sites."

The helicopter pulled away from their primary target, banking toward
a cluster of smaller temple ruins two kilometres east. Below, figures shifted
in the underbrush, tracking their movement without revealing their

positions.

"They're good," Eli observed with professional appreciation.

"Disciplined. Not moving unless necessary."

"Niazi doesn't hire amateurs," Zaid replied, his voice carrying the edge
of his research on the general. "They're ex-military, probably from conflict
zones where Western forces trained local militias. They know counter-

surveillance techniques."
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The helicopter hovered over the secondary temple site, rotors stirring
the canopy as though preparing for descent. Ada removed the mapping
equipment from her pack and activated it near the windows to simulate
data collection. The deception had to appear genuine - archaeologists

conducting preliminary surveys before selecting their excavation site.

Chen coordinated with the Dubai facility through encrypted channels.

"Confirmed hostile presence at primary site. Implementing contingency
Alpha-Seven."

Ada noticed subtle changes in Zaid's expression as he continued
scanning the jungle - the slight narrowing of eyes, the tightening at the
corners of his mouth. She had learned to read these micro-expressions
during their training, understanding now that he had spotted something

new.
"What is it?" she asked.

"Communications array," he answered, indicating a nearly invisible
antenna camouflaged among the trees. "Military-grade, shortburst
transmission capability. They're maintaining contact with someone off-site."

His eyes met hers. "This isn't just a local operation."

The helicopter moved to a third temple site, maintaining the charade
of archaeological assessment. Through her headset, Ada heard the pilot
reporting fuel status, calculating how long they could sustain this pattern

without compromising their extraction capability.

Delta adjusted her monitoring equipment. "I'm picking up encrypted
transmissions. They're questioning our intentions." Her fingers flew across
her console, interpreting signal patterns. "They're uncertain which site we're

targeting."

"Good," Zaid said. "Uncertainty creates delay. Delay creates
opportunity.”

The helicopter banked again, now heading toward a temple complex

far from their target. Below, Ada observed minute disturbances in the
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jungle floor pattern - movement following their trajectory, forces

repositioning based on their apparent interest in this distant site.

"They're committing resources away from our primary objective," Zaid

noted with satisfaction. "Splitting their perimeter."

The pilot's voice came through their headsets. "Twenty minutes to

bingo fuel for secondary extraction. Decision point approaching."

Ada felt the weight of all her training, all her preparation, crystallising
into this moment. The artifact below had waited millennia. Her father had
preserved its secret through careful omission. Now, its discovery or

continued concealment rested on their next decision.

"Proceed to secondary landing zone," she said, the authority in her

voice surprising even herself. "We move in tonight."

Zaid nodded approval, recognising in her command the synthesis of
curator's precision and newly awakened genetic memory. They had
prepared for this contingency - a night approach through secondary
tunnels documented in her father's encoded notes, utilising Ada's biometric

signature to access chambers sealed for thousands of years.

The helicopter veered northwest, away from all the temple sites, as if
the expedition were aborting its mission. Below, forces would be reporting
their departure, perhaps relaxing vigilance slightly, perhaps repositioning to
maintain their hidden status until they could determine whether the team

would return.

As the jungle swallowed the temples from view, Ada opened her
father's journal to the page marked with the dried flower. The encoded
symbols now read as clearly as English to her unlocked mind, revealing
passages and chambers unseen by human eyes for millennia. Tonight, they
would walk where her ancestors had walked, retrieving what had been

hidden for a purpose now becoming clear.

The helicopter cut through thinning afternoon light, carrying them
toward their temporary base - a clearing fifteen kilometres from the

primary site, selected precisely for its unremarkable nature. As they
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descended, Ada caught Zaid watching her, his expression balancing

professional assessment with something more personal.
"Ready?" he asked.

She nodded, certainty replacing apprehension. "They don't know what

I know. What I remember."

The helicopter touched down, blades slowing as the team prepared to
disembark. Night would bring darkness, but also opportunity. The hunt for
humanity's cosmic heritage continued beneath Cambodian stars, a contest
of ancient knowledge against modern force, with civilisations past and

future hanging in the balance.
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Night gathered beneath the jungle canopy, darkness pooling in layers
so dense that even moonlight fractured into mere suggestions of
illumination. Ada checked her nightwvision gear one final time; the
equipment was advanced yet still primitive compared to the technologies
they sought. Around her, the team made final preparations - weapons
checked in silence, communications tested through subvocal microphones,
heat-signature dampening suits activated. Fifteen kilometres separated them
from their objective, fifteen kilometres of jungle potentially seeded with
Niazi's forces, fifteen kilometres between humanity and a component of

technology that might reshape their understanding of civilisation itself.

"Movement plan confirmed," Zaid whispered, kneeling beside a
topographical hologram projected from Chen's tablet. His finger traced a
path that avoided major clearings and known patrol routes. "We maintain
three-metre spacing, communication through hand signals only unless

absolutely necessary."

The two security specialists nodded, their expressions hidden behind
camouflage paint that broke up the human outlines of their faces. They

wore the heat-dampening suits developed in Navah's Dubai laboratories -
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fabric interwoven with meta-materials that dispersed thermal signatures
across a wider area, making human body heat indistinguishable from

ambient temperature to most scanning equipment.

"The entrance isn't marked on any official survey," Ada explained, her
voice barely audible even in the stillness. "It's approximately two hundred
meters southwest of the main temple complex, concealed beneath what

appears to be a natural rock formation."

Chen looked up from his equipment. "How can you be certain? The

jungle reclaims everything here. After centuries—"

"l can see it," Ada interrupted, then corrected herself. "Not see it
physically. But I know it's there. Like remembering a place you've visited
before." She touched her temple gently. "The unlocked memories show me

the way, not as it looks now, but as it was."

No one questioned further. They had all witnessed enough of Ada's
capabilities over the past weeks to understand that conventional limitations

no longer applied to her perception.

They moved into the jungle in single file, Oscar taking point, followed
by Ada, then Zaid, with Chen and Delta bringing up the rear. Their progress
was methodical - three steps, pause, listen, observe, continue. The night-
vision equipment rendered the world in gradients of green, turning the
jungle into an otherworldly landscape of luminous shadows and spectral

vegetation.

Within Ada's mind, two realities overlapped - the present jungle with
its tangled undergrowth and twisted vines, and glimpses of the same terrain
from centuries past when pilgrim paths had connected these temples to
centres of ancient power. Her feet found natural pathways invisible to
conventional observation, channels where the ground remained slightly

more compacted despite centuries of disuse.

An hour into their journey, Oscar froze, his raised fist signalling
immediate stillness. Through her earpiece, Ada heard nothing but the

team's controlled breathing and the jungle's nocturnal symphony. Then,

186



NUSRAT ABBASI

faintly, human voices, the mumbled conversation of bored men on patrol
duty, speaking a Slavic language she identified as Serbian. Mercenaries, as
Zaid had predicted.

The patrol passed thirty meters to their north, never sensing the team
frozen in the undergrowth. Only when Oscar signalled all-clear did they

resume movement, now even more carefully than before.

"They're establishing a perimeter wider than the temple itself," Zaid
murmured during a brief rest, his lips close to Ada's ear. "Covering all

conventional approaches."

"We're not using a conventional approach," Ada responded, certainty

flowing through her veins alongside adrenaline.

They continued through the jungle's twisted corridors, time measured
in heartbeats rather than minutes. Twice more, they halted for enemy
patrols, once lying motionless for eighteen minutes as a team with thermal
scanners passed within ten meters of their position. The heat-dampening
technology proved its worth, the mercenaries' equipment registering

nothing beyond normal jungle temperature variations.

Near midnight, they reached a densely vegetated slope approximately
five hundred meters from the main temple complex. Ada felt a pulse of
recognition that originated not from her eyes but from somewhere deeper,

cellular memory activating in the presence of ancient technology.

"Here," she whispered, approaching what appeared to be an
unremarkable outcropping of stone half-buried in jungle growth. "The

entrance is beneath this formation."

While Zaid and the security team established a defensive perimeter,
Ada and Chen carefully removed layers of vegetation from the stone surface.
Beneath centuries of accumulated growth, carved symbols emerged - not
the familiar Khmer script found throughout Angkor, but something older,
more angular, with patterns that seemed to shift slightly when viewed from

different angles.
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"Proto-Elamite influence," Chen muttered, recognising elements that
predated conventional writing systems by millennia. "But with

modifications ['ve never seen documented."

Ada traced the symbols with her fingertips, her unlocked memories
translating what no modern linguist could decipher. "It's a warning and an
invitation in one," she explained. "It says, 'Blood of the creators opens the

path to truth. All others find only stone and death."

"Cheerful," Zaid commented from his position securing their
perimeter. His eyes never stopped scanning the jungle, even as he listened

to their discoveries.

Ada removed a small kit from her pack and extracted what looked like
a medical lancet. "The locking mechanism requires genetic confirmation.

My father suspected it but couldn't test his theory."

"Are you certain!" Chen asked, concern evident in his voice. "Traps

from this era—"

"It's not a trap," Ada interrupted with gentle confidence. "It's
verification. The technology was designed to recognise specific genetic
markers, the same markers that make me a Carrier." She positioned herself
before a subtle depression in the stone, barely visible except under direct
examination. "This is why my father was able to successfully hide the

location. He knew only certain bloodlines could access it."

Before anyone could object further, Ada pressed the lancet against her
fingertip. A sharp pain, then crimson welled from the small puncture. She

pressed her bleeding finger against the depression in the stone.

For three heartbeats, nothing happened. Then the blood seemed to
sink into the stone itself, absorbed as though by a living organism rather
than mineral. A soft vibration began beneath their feet, more felt than
heard. Hairline fractures appeared in the rock face, tracing patterns that

mirrored the carved symbols, now glowing with faint blue luminescence.

"Bioluminescent reaction to specific proteins in her blood," Chen

whispered, scientific curiosity momentarily overriding caution.
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The stone separated along the glowing lines, sections retracting into
the earth with surprising silence, revealing a dark passage that descended
beneath the jungle floor. Cool air flowed outward, carrying scents of stone

and metal untouched by human presence for centuries.

"It recognised you," Zaid said softly, momentary awe breaking through

his tactical focus.

Ada nodded, wiping her blood on a sterile cloth. "Not me specifically.
What I carry in my DNA." She activated a small tactical light, its beam
penetrating the darkness beyond the entrance. Stone steps descended into
the earth, their edges unworn by time or use, preserved as perfectly as the

day they were carved.

Oscar and Delta moved to the entrance, scanning for immediate
threats before nodding their clearance. Zaid checked his weapon one final

time, then gestured toward the passage.
"After you," he said to Ada. "It's your heritage that opened the door."

Ada stepped onto the first stair, feeling the weight of history and
expectation pressing against her shoulders. The stone beneath her feet
hummed with subtle energy, recognising her presence as authorised,
welcoming a descendant of those who had sealed this chamber millennia

ago. Behind her, the team followed in silence, weapons ready, senses alert.

The door sealed itself behind them, ancient mechanisms functioning
perfectly despite centuries of disuse. Darkness now embraced them
completely, their lights creating narrow corridors of visibility in the
otherwise perfect black. The path descended steadily, leading them beneath
the jungle, beneath conventional archaeological understanding, toward a
technology that had waited patiently through the rise and fall of empires for
the return of those with the right genetic key.
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The passage ended in a seamless stone wall carved with interlocking
spirals that seemed to move beneath the narrow beams of their light. Ada
traced the central pattern with her fingertips, feeling energy respond to her
touch, recognition protocols dormant for millennia now awakening to her
genetic signature. The wall parted without sound, sections folding inward
like origami made of solid rock, revealing the inner sanctum of Angkor
Krau's central temple. They stepped through, weapons ready, night-vision
equipment transforming the absolute darkness into a spectral green
landscape of stone columns and ancient statuary. Above them, through
gaps in the ceiling, stars pierced the night sky, the same stars that had
witnessed this temple's construction thousands of years before human

civilisation had a name for itself.

"Clear," Oscar whispered after scanning the chamber, his weapon

moving in perfect synchronisation with his gaze.

Delta positioned herself at their entry point, establishing overwatch
while the others advanced. The sanctum sanctorum stretched before them,
a rectangular chamber approximately fifteen meters long, its walls lined
with twelve columns etched with symbols similar to those at the hidden
entrance. At the chamber's centre stood what conventional archaeology
would identify as an altar, though Ada immediately recognised it as

something far more significant.

"Control interface," she murmured, approaching the stone structure.

"Disguised as religious architecture to conceal its true purpose."

Chen activated a handheld scanner, its sensors calibrated to detect
energy signatures associated with First One technology. "No readings," he
reported, frowning at the device. "If there's active technology here, it's either

shielded or dormant."

They moved methodically through the chamber, examining each
column, each stone relief, searching for indications of hidden
compartments or concealed mechanisms. Zaid maintained tactical

awareness, dividing his attention between their search and potential threats
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from outside. Through his earpiece, he monitored perimeter reports from

the Navah team stationed at their extraction point kilometres away.

"Patrols increasing around the temple complex," he informed them,
voice low. "They're narrowing their search grid. We have perhaps forty

minutes before they complete their sweep of this building."

Ada felt pressure mounting. Her father's notes had been specific about
this location, yet they found nothing beyond exquisite but conventional
Khmer craftsmanship. No hidden panels responded to their examination,

no symbolic sequences yielded to manipulation.

"It has to be here," she insisted, frustration edging her voice. "The

unlock procedure revealed specific coordinates."

Zaid approached, his expression unreadable through night-vision gear.
"Could your father have been wrong! Or deliberately misdirected anyone

reading his journal?"

"No." Ada's certainty came from deeper than rational analysis. "He

wouldn't have encoded it if he weren’t certain. We're missing something."

She placed her hand against one of the columns, steadying herself -
and froze as contact with the ancient stone triggered something unexpected.
Not just memory, but experience flooded through her consciousness; she
stood in this same chamber, but now filled with light and purpose, watching
robed figures position a crystalline orb within a hidden receptacle. She
heard their voices, understood their language, and recognised their purpose

with perfect clarity.

"Ada?" Zaid's voice pulled her back to the present, his hand on her
shoulder.

She blinked, the vision fading but its knowledge remaining. "This isn't
the chamber we need," she said with newfound certainty. "It's a decoy. The

actual repository lies behind the eastern wall."

Without waiting for a response, she moved to the eastern section of
the sanctum, hands running along stone that appeared solid and

uninterrupted. Near the corner, her fingers detected what eyes could not, a
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subtle difference in temperature, a section of wall marginally warmer than

its surroundings.

"Here," she announced, pressing her palm flat against the stone.
"There's a chamber beyond this wall."

Chen joined her, scanner registering faint anomalies now that they
knew where to look. "There's a void space approximately three meters deep

behind this section."

As Ada's hand maintained contact with the stone, her pendant began
to glow, softly at first, then with increasing brightness, the blue-silver
luminescence casting shadows that danced across ancient walls. The light
pulsed in a specific rhythm, communicating with technologies embedded

within the stone itself.

"It's responding," she whispered, both awed and unsurprised. The
pendant, her mother's legacy, now understood as a key to First One

technology, recognised its counterpart sealed within the temple.

Beneath her palm, the stone shifted subtly, ancient mechanisms
awakening. A rectangular section of wall, approximately two meters high,
receded inward and then slid sideways, revealing a small antechamber
beyond. Unlike the main sanctum with its deliberate religious symbolism,
this space contained nothing but a simple pedestal at its centre, surrounded

by a circular pattern carved into the floor.

They entered cautiously, Oscar scanning for traps while Chen
monitored energy fluctuations. The pendant at Ada's throat pulsed more
intensely now, its light reflecting off walls lined with a material that seemed

to absorb and amplify the illumination simultaneously.

"The walls," Chen murmured, running his scanner across their surface.
"They're composed of an alloy unknown to modern metallurgy. Similar to

samples recovered from the Rajasthan site, but more refined."

Ada approached the pedestal, her movements guided by knowledge

that came not from academic study but from cellular memory. The circular
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pattern surrounding it contained twelve equidistant notches - activation

points requiring specific sequencing.

"It's a combination lock," she explained, kneeling to examine the

mechanism. "Designed to prevent accidental or unauthorised access."
Zaid maintained his position near the entrance. "Can you open it!"

"Yes." The certainty in her voice surprised even her. "The sequence is...

familiar."

Ada moved around the circle, pressing specific points in an order that
made perfect sense, though she couldn't have explained why. Each contact
produced a soft tone, notes forming a harmonic progression that resonated
with the metal walls. When the twelfth point was activated, the tones

converged into a single sustained harmonic that vibrated through their

bodies.

The pedestal's top separated, sections folding outward like metallic
petals. From within rose a sphere approximately twenty centimetres in
diameter, its surface neither completely solid nor fluid, composed of a
material that seemed to exist in multiple states simultaneously. Patterns
flowed across its surface, constellations and coordinates in a script

predating all known human languages.

"The frequency modulator," Ada breathed, recognising the object from
her father's descriptions. "The component that allows the array to filter

cosmic background radiation, isolating signals from specific star systems."

Her pendant's glow intensified as she reached toward the sphere,
drawn by a connection deeper than conscious decision. The moment her
fingers made contact, the orb activated fully, its surface transforming from

opaque to translucent, energy pulsing outward in concentric waves.

Above the pedestal, light coalesced into a three-dimensional projection
of star systems, not as they appeared from Earth, but from a perspective
somewhere beyond the solar system. Specific points pulsed with particular
intensity, connected by lines of force that created a network spanning

thousands of light-years.
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"My God," Chen whispered, academic detachment momentarily
abandoned. "It's a navigation chart. A map showing travel routes between

star systems."

"The First Ones' home worlds," Ada confirmed, knowledge flowing
from the activated genetic memories. "And the paths they took to reach
Earth."

The projection expanded, revealing more detail - planetary systems
circling stars unknown to human astronomy, spatial coordinates encoded
in mathematical expressions of perfect precision. This was not theoretical
knowledge, but navigational data from civilisations that had mastered

interstellar travel when humans were still learning to control fire.

The moment of wonder was shattered as Zaid's radio crackled with
urgent communication. "Energy spike detected at your location! Multiple

hostiles converging on the temple complex!"

Almost simultaneously, they heard the sound they most dreaded -
boots on stone, voices calling in Serbian and Arabic, the metallic click of

weapons being readied for combat.

"The artifact’s activation,” Chen realised. "It's broadcasting on

frequencies their equipment can detect."

Zaid was already moving, switching from defensive to offensive posture.

"How long to secure the artifact?"

Ada assessed the sphere, still projecting its star map, still connected to
her through the pendant. "Seconds to remove it, but it's actively

broadcasting. We can't hide its signature once it's activated."

The voices grew louder, flashlight beams cutting through darkness in
the main sanctum beyond their hidden chamber. Oscar and Delta took
positions flanking the entrance, weapons ready, but knowing they were

outnumbered.

"Take the artifact," Zaid commanded, voice shifting to combat

authority. "We fight our way out. Extraction plan Charlie."
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Ada disconnected the sphere from its pedestal, the object cooling and
contracting slightly in her hands but maintaining its active state. As she
secured it in her specialised pack, the first mercenaries reached the entrance

to their hidden chamber, and the night erupted into violence and light.
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The first mercenary through the doorway never completed his step.
Oscar's shot caught him centre mass, the suppressed weapon making little
more than a cough in the confined space. Two more followed, weapons
firing wild arcs of bullets that sparked against ancient metal walls. Zaid
pulled Ada behind the pedestal as Delta and Chen returned fire, the
ordered exploration transforming instantly into chaotic combat. The
artifact pulsed against Ada's back, its energy signature still broadcasting
their location like a beacon to anyone with the right detection equipment.
Through the gunfire and shouted commands, a voice cut through, cultured,
precise, coldly amused. A voice Ada had never heard, but Zaid recognised

instantly, his body tensing beside her.

"Major Ahmad! How disappointing to find R.A.W.'s finest playing

archaeologist in a forgotten temple."

General Farooq Niazi. The name triggered immediate recognition in
Ada's mind, Nagid's primary human lieutenant, the man who had
orchestrated attacks on Navah facilities across three continents. Now he
stood just beyond the antechamber, directing his forces with the confidence

of someone accustomed to victory.

"Secondary exit," Zaid whispered, indicating a ventilation shaft half-
hidden behind an ornate panel. "We split their attention. Chen, take Ada
through the shaft. We'll cover."

Before Ada could protest this plan that would separate them,
something unexpected happened within her; combat knowledge locked in
her DNA unfurled like a blooming flower, suddenly accessible and

intuitive. Her perception shifted, time seeming to slow as ancestral
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memories integrated with present danger. Her hands moved to her pack,
withdrawing a compact tactical weapon with movements so fluid they

hardly seemed her own.

"No," she countered, her voice carrying newfound authority. "We move
as one unit. The shaft leads to a parallel corridor that emerges near the

western steps. We can create a bottleneck at the junction."

Zaid's momentary surprise vanished, replaced by tactical assessment.
"Three-second covering burst on my mark. Then move in sequence - Ada,
Chen, Delta. Oscar and I follow."

Another wave of mercenaries pressed forward, forced to enter single-
file through the narrow doorway. Oscar and Delta held them back with

precisely aimed fire, but their ammunition wouldn't last forever.
"Mark!" Zaid shouted.

The team executed their covering fire with perfect coordination. Ada
moved first, her body flowing with unexpected grace, taking the artifact and
sliding toward the concealed exit. Her fingers found catches invisible to
ordinary eyes, mechanisms that responded to her touch as if she'd operated
them countless times before. The panel slid aside, revealing the narrow

passage beyond.

As Chen followed, Niazi's voice called out again, closer now. "We have
so much to discuss, Zaid! About loyalty, about the price of serving two
masters. About what R.A.W. would think of their decorated officer's

extracurricular activities with Navah!"

Zaid's jaw tightened, but he maintained focus, covering Delta's
movement toward the escape route. "Sounds like you've been reading too
many conspiracy theories, General," he called back, his tone deliberately

casual. "Must be boring in retirement."

A laugh, genuine but chilling. "Retirement? Is that what they told you?
How limited your clearance must be." Niazi's voice moved, positioning

himself strategically. "Did they tell you I was court-martialled for treason?
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That I sold secrets? Such convenient narratives they feed you, younger

officers."

Oscar reached the passage, slipping through as Zaid provided final
cover. More mercenaries pressed into the chamber, forcing Zaid to retreat.

He backed toward the opening, maintaining suppressive fire.

A figure appeared in the doorway, distinguished, silver-haired,
immaculately dressed despite the jungle and combat. General Niazi, his
posture still carrying military perfection, a compact pistol held casually in
one hand. His eyes met Zaid's with recognition that transcended their never

having met in person.

" serve something greater than nations or intelligence agencies, Major
Ahmad," Niazi called. "As do you, though you don't fully understand what
you've pledged yourself to." His smile never reached his eyes. "We could have

been allies."

"Never," Zaid spat, firing a final burst before diving into the passage.
The panel slid closed behind him, ancient mechanisms engaging locks that

would buy them precious seconds.

The passage curved downward, leading them through the temple's
hidden infrastructure, ventilation systems and maintenance corridors
designed by engineers who understood principles modern architecture had
yet to rediscover. Ada led with confidence born not from study but from

genetic memory, navigating turns and junctions without hesitation.

They emerged into a lesserused corridor of the main temple,
moonlight filtering through decorative stone screens. Outside, voices
shouted commands as mercenaries repositioned to cut off escape routes.
They needed to reach the western steps, then make a desperate run for the

extraction point two kilometres away.

Ada moved to the nearest window, assessing the courtyard below.
"Three teams of two, standard search pattern. They don't know which exit

we'll use." Her tactical analysis emerged without conscious thought;
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information was processed through combat algorithms encoded in her
DNA.

"East corridor is our best option," Zaid decided. "We cross the open
ground under that shadow line, then use the smaller structures as cover

toward the perimeter."

They moved as a single unit, weapons ready, Ada cradling the artifact
against her chest. Its pulsing had subsided to a low, steady vibration, but it
still radiated energy detectable by enemy scanners. There was no hiding it

now, their only option was speed and decisive action.

The east corridor terminated in a small antechamber with steps leading
down to the courtyard. Zaid signalled a halt, checking the exterior.
Moonlight illuminated stone paths winding between smaller shrines and
ceremonial structures. Two mercenaries patrolled approximately forty

meters away, moving perpendicular to their planned route.

"Wait for them to pass," Zaid whispered. "Then we move directly to the

tree line."

As they waited, pressed against ancient stone still warm from the day's
heat, Ada felt the artifact respond to her proximity, its vibration
synchronising with her heartbeat. The pendant at her throat glowed faintly,
a connection established between two technologies separated by millennia

but designed with compatible purposes.

The mercenaries passed. Zaid signalled, and they moved - five shadows
flowing across moonlit stone, making for the darkness beyond. They had
covered half the distance when shouts erupted behind them. They'd been
spotted.

"Run!" Zaid commanded, all pretence of stealth abandoned.

They sprinted across open ground, bullets striking stone around them.
Oscar and Delta returned fire, providing covering suppression as they ran.
Chen maintained pace with Ada, protecting the artifact while she focused

on the escape route.
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Twenty meters from the tree line, Zaid suddenly stiffened. His head
turned sharply upward, toward a temple roof where moonlight briefly
reflected off metal. A sniper, positioned with a perfect line of sight to their

escape route, weapon tracking.
"Ada!" he shouted, throwing himself sideways.

The shot cracked across the courtyard. Zaid's body jerked as the bullet
meant for Ada tore through his upper chest, spinning him halfway around
before he collapsed to the stone path.

Ada screamed his name, instinctively changing direction toward him.
Chen grabbed her arm, trying to pull her toward safety, but she broke free
with strength that surprised them both. She reached Zaid in three desperate
strides, grabbing his tactical vest and dragging him toward cover as Oscar

laid down suppressive fire toward the sniper position.

Blood soaked Zaid's shirt, his breathing ragged, but his eyes remained
clear. "Go," he ordered through clenched teeth. "The artifact—"

"Shut up," Ada snapped, her voice carrying authority that brooked no
argument. "Delta, his left side. We move together."

They lifted Zaid between them, half-carrying, half-dragging him toward
the tree line as Chen and Oscar provided covering fire. Bullets chipped
stone around them, but they reached the jungle's edge, plunging into

concealing vegetation that swallowed them into shadow.

"Extraction point compromised," Chen reported, checking his tactical

display. "They've surrounded our planned exit."

"Secondary extraction," Ada decided instantly. "Southeast clearing, two
clicks from here." She maintained pressure on Zaid's wound, her hands
covered in his blood but moving with medical precision she'd never been

trained in. "We need to reach higher ground for signal transmission."

They moved through jungle darkness, Ada and Delta supporting Zaid
while Oscar and Chen maintained perimeter security. Behind them,
shouted commands and flashlight beams indicated pursuit, but the team's

head start and jungle knowledge gave them a precious advantage.
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Zaid's condition deteriorated with each passing minute. Blood loss and
shock threatened to overwhelm him, his skin growing clammy beneath
Ada's supporting arm. When they paused briefly to reorient, she examined

his wound with focused intensity.

"Through and through," she assessed, her fingers probing with
knowledge that came from somewhere beyond her conscious learning.
"Upper thoracic damage, subclavian bleeding." She removed a specialised
medical kit from her pack, selecting instruments with unfaltering

confidence.

"How do you—" Chen began, then stopped as understanding dawned.

"Another memory unlock?"

"Persian physician, eighteenth century," Ada confirmed, not looking
up as she applied a clotting agent to Zaid's wound. "Field surgeon during
the Afsharid campaigns." Her hands moved with precision, developed

through decades of experience she had never personally lived through.

Zaid's eyes found hers, pain-glazed but aware. "Convenient timing," he

managed, his attempt at humour undermined by a wet cough.

"Shut up and let me work," she replied, but her eyes softened as she

continued treatment.

They reached the secondary extraction point twenty-three minutes
later, a small clearing barely large enough for a helicopter landing. Chen
activated their emergency beacon while Oscar and Delta established
defensive positions. Ada maintained constant monitoring of Zaid's
condition, applying field medicine techniques that seamlessly blended

eighteenth-century knowledge with modern materials.

The extraction helicopter appeared twelve minutes later, skimming
treetops before descending into the clearing. They loaded Zaid first, then
piled in as mercenary forces crashed through the jungle less than a hundred
meters away. Bullets pinged against the helicopter's armoured undercarriage
as it lifted, banking sharply away from the temple complex and accelerating

toward Thai airspace.
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Inside, medical equipment had been prepared for emergency
evacuation. Ada worked alongside the Navah medical specialist,
transferring Zaid to monitoring systems while maintaining pressure on his
wound. The artifact remained secured in her pack, its energy signature now

dormant, its mission complete.

"BP eighty over forty and stabilising," the medic reported. "Good
peripheral perfusion returning. Whatever you did down there saved him

from hypovolemic shock."

Ada nodded, finally allowing herself to exhale fully. Zaid's eyes found
hers across the medical equipment, a question in them she understood
perfectly. She had accessed knowledge she shouldn't have possessed,
performed procedures she'd never been trained for, all with the confidence

of someone who had spent decades mastering such skills.

"It's getting easier," she said quietly, answering his unspoken concern.
"Each activation requires less effort, happens more naturally." She glanced
down at her hands, still stained with his blood despite having been wiped

clean. "I didn't choose that memory. It chose me."

Zaid's hand found hers, squeezing weakly. "I'm not complaining about

the results."

The helicopter cut through the dawn sky, carrying them toward a
Navah medical facility near Bangkok. Behind them, Angkor Krau receded
into the distance, its ancient secrets both revealed and still mysterious. In
Ada's pack, the frequency modulator rested, its recovery a crucial victory in

a conflict spanning millennia.

But as she watched Zaid's chest rise and fall, stabilised but still
vulnerable, Ada confronted the double-edged nature of her awakening
abilities. The unlocking process that had saved his life was also changing
her in ways no one fully understood, not Samarjeet, not Navah's scientists,
perhaps not even the First Ones who had encoded these memories into
human DNA millennia ago. She was becoming something other than what
she had been, knowledge from dozens of lives integrating into her

consciousness with increasing ease.
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As Thailand's coastline appeared on the horizon, Ada made a silent
promise, both to Zaid and to herself. Whatever she was becoming, whatever
price this transformation demanded, she would remain Ada Mirza at her
core. The artifact was secured, the mission accomplished, but was this the

beginning of a greater journey?
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oonlight filtered through half-drawn blinds, casting thin
silver bars across the hospital room's utilitarian
furnishings. Machines hummed and beeped in a gentle
rhythm with Zaid's breathing, their green and blue displays the only colour
in the sterile white environment. Ada sat rigid in a plastic chair pulled close
to his bedside, her posture unchanged for hours, as though her vigilance
alone could tether him to the waking world. Her eyes burned from lack of
sleep, but she refused to close them, not when the memory of his blood

seeping between her fingers remained so vivid.

Zaid lay still, his normally alert features slack in unconsciousness. The
hospital gown exposed the top of his bandaged chest, white gauze stark
against his skin. An IV line snaked from his arm to a hanging bag of fluid,
the clear liquid dripping with metronomic precision. Oxygen monitors
clipped to his finger transmitted silent data to screens that confirmed what
Ada desperately needed to believe - he was stable, he would recover, the
bullet that had been meant for her had not claimed him.
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The door swished open with a soft hydraulic sigh, and a nurse entered.
Her crepe-soled shoes made almost no sound as she moved efficiently

around Zaid's bed, checking monitors and making notes on her tablet.

"His vitals continue to improve," she said, glancing at Ada with
professional compassion. "The surgery was successful, and there's no sign of
infection. It's just a matter of time now." She adjusted the IV flow, then
turned her full attention to Ada. "You haven't left this room in thirty-six

hours. The doctor ordered a cot brought in, but you haven't used it."
Ada's lips pressed into a thin line. "I'm fine."

"You're not," the nurse countered gently. "Exhaustion won't help him
recover, and it certainly won't help you make clear decisions. The Navah

medical team has some of the finest doctors in Southeast Asia. Major

Ahmad is in good hands."

"l know that." Ada's voice emerged rougher than intended. She
softened her tone. "I appreciate your concern, but I need to be here when

he wakes up."

The nurse studied her for a moment, assessing with eyes that had
witnessed countless vigils like this one. "The sedatives will keep him under
until morning at least. You could get six hours of real sleep and still be here

when he regains consciousness."

But Ada merely shook her head, her resolve visible in the set of her
shoulders. The nurse recognised the futility of further argument; this wasn't

her first encounter with someone who confused self-sacrifice with devotion.

"T'll have some tea sent in," she conceded. "Try to at least close your
eyes occasionally." With a final adjustment to Zaid's blanket, she departed,
the door whispering shut behind her.

Alone again with Zaid, Ada exhaled slowly, releasing a fraction of the
tension she maintained around others. Her hand moved to cover his,
fingers curling around unresponsive warmth. The skin-to-skin contact
centred her in a way nothing else could, anchoring her to the present when

her mind threatened to replay the mission's chaotic conclusion - the sniper
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on the temple roof, Zaid's warning shout, his body spinning as the bullet
struck, the desperate flight through the jungle with his blood soaking into
her clothes.

"You idiot," she whispered, the insult carrying more tenderness than
any endearment could. "You weren't supposed to jump in front of bullets.

That wasn't in the training manual."

The mission had succeeded - the frequency modulator now rested in
a secure Navah facility, its secrets being carefully extracted by Marcus Chen
and his team. But success tasted hollow with Zaid lying here, his life

temporarily interrupted because he'd valued her safety above his own.

A tear escaped, trailing down her cheek before she could intercept it.
Then another. Ada didn't brush them away, allowing herself this moment
of weakness when no one could witness it. No one except Zaid, who
couldn't see her vulnerability now but had somehow always seen through

her carefully constructed barriers.

"l don't know what's happening to me," she confessed to his
unconscious form, her voice barely audible above the machines' steady
beeping. "Every unlock brings more knowledge, more memories that aren't
mine, but they feel like mine. I access skills I've never learned as naturally
as breathing." Her fingers tightened around his. "In the jungle, I knew
exactly how to treat your wound. Not from first aid training, but from the
memories of a Persian field surgeon who died two centuries before I was

born."

Zaid remained motionless, but she continued, needing to articulate

fears she couldn't share with anyone else.

"What if I lose myself in these memories! What if Ada Mirza disappears
bit by bit, replaced by the collective consciousness of ancestors I never
knew!" Her free hand touched the pendant at her throat, its surface cool
against her fingertips. "My mother underwent the same process, and it
killed her. What if..." Her voice caught, the possibility too terrible to voice

even in this private confession.
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Through the window, Bangkok's skyline glittered with the lights of a
city that never truly slept, a constellation of human activity oblivious to
ancient conflicts playing out in its midst. The juxtaposition struck Ada:
ordinary life continued while she balanced on the knife-edge of
transformation, her identity shifting incrementally with each activation of

her genetic memory.

"I need you to wake up," she whispered to Zaid. "I need you to remind
me who I am when these memories threaten to overwhelm me. I need..."
She hesitated, the word catching in her throat before she finally released it.

"I need you."

Zaid stirred slightly, his fingers twitching beneath hers. A soft,
incomprehensible murmur escaped his lips, not conscious speech, but some
response to external stimuli penetrating his sedated state. Ada leaned closer,
hope flaring briefly before medical reality reasserted itself. He wasn't waking
yet, merely responding to her voice or touch on some level beneath

consciousness.

"I'm here," she assured him anyway, as though he might understand.

"I'm not going anywhere."

His features settled back into stillness, but the momentary connection
strengthened her resolve. She would be here when he woke, would guide
him back to the waking world as he had guided her through the labyrinth

of her unlocking memories.

The night deepened around them, hospital corridors growing quieter
as the hospital's medical rhythms slowed toward dawn. Despite her
determination, Ada's body began to surrender to biological imperative. Her
eyelids grew heavy, her breathing deepened. She fought it with diminishing
success, head nodding forward before jerking upright with renewed

determination.

In the end, exhaustion claimed its victory. Ada's head gradually
lowered until it rested on the edge of Zaid's bed, her hand still clasping his,
their fingers intertwined. Her body curved awkwardly from chair to

mattress, a position that would punish her with stiffness upon waking, but
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her features softened in sleep's embrace. The pendant at her throat emitted
the faintest blue glow, visible only in the room's darkness, a subtle reminder
that whatever changes occurred within her, the fundamental connection

between them remained unbroken.

Throughout the night, the machines continued their vigilant
monitoring, bearing electronic witness to two people who had survived
extraordinary danger together, yet remained vulnerable to the most
ordinary of human experiences - love forming in the crucible of shared
peril, deepening through sacrifice, and now waiting, suspended between

one heartbeat and the next, for consciousness to return.

Morning light transformed the hospital room, Bangkok's sprawling
cityscape now visible through the window, a vertical maze of skyscrapers
shimmering in the heat haze. Ada stood with her shoulders pressed against
the cool glass, coffee cup warming her palms, its bitter aroma failing to mask
the antiseptic hospital smell. She hadn't meant to sleep, yet her body had
betrayed her; she'd woken at dawn with a crick in her neck and Zaid still
unconscious. The night nurse had silently placed the coffee beside her
before ending her shift, a small kindness that had nearly brought tears to
Ada's exhausted eyes.

Hours had passed since then, the sun climbing higher over Bangkok's
urban sprawl. Ada watched boats cutting through the distant Chao Phraya
River, their wakes creating fleeting patterns that dispersed almost as quickly
as they formed. The pendant at her throat had stopped glowing sometime
during the night, now just cool metal against her skin. She traced its
contours absently, her mind cycling through what awaited them after Zaid's
recovery. More unlocking procedures, more artifacts, more confrontations

with Nagid's forces.
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Behind her, a sudden rustling of sheets broke the room's quiet rthythm.
Then came a sharp intake of breath, followed by the unmistakable sounds

of someone trying to rise too quickly.
"The artifact—" Zaid's voice emerged ragged, disoriented.

Ada spun around, coffee sloshing over her fingers as she placed the
cup on the nearest surface. Zaid had pushed himself halfway up, face
contorted in pain, eyes scanning the unfamiliar room with tactical

assessment that transcended even his injured state.

"Don't move," Ada commanded, crossing the room in three quick
strides. Her hands found his shoulders, applying gentle pressure to guide

him back against the pillows. "You'll tear your stitches."

Zaid's eyes locked onto her face, recognition replacing confusion.

"Ada." Her name emerged as both question and relief.

"The artifact is secure," she assured him, answering his first concern
before attending to his physical state. She pressed the call button for the
nurse. "We made it to the extraction point. You've been unconscious for

almost two days."

His hand moved to the bandage visible beneath his hospital gown,

fingers probing gingerly. "The sniper. I saw him adjusting aim toward you."

"And you intercepted his bullet," Ada finished, unable to keep
accusation from her voice despite her relief. "The surgeons removed it from
your upper chest. Two centimetres lower, and we wouldn't be having this

conversation."

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. "Professional risk assessment. Better

a wounded operative than a dead carrier."

"Don't joke about it." The words emerged sharper than intended,
betraying the fear she'd suppressed throughout her vigil. "You almost died,
Zaid."

His expression softened as he truly looked at her, noting the shadows
beneath her eyes, the wrinkled clothes she hadn't changed since Cambodia,
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the barely concealed exhaustion in her posture. His hand found hers, their
fingers intertwining with natural ease that belied the extraordinary

circumstances of their connection.
"I'm still here," he said simply.

The simple declaration broke something within her. Ada leaned
forward, careful of his injury, and wrapped her arms around him in an
embrace that communicated what words couldn't: her fear, her gratitude,
her deepening feelings that transcended their professional relationship.

Zaid's good arm encircled her, pulling her closer, his face pressing against

her hair.

They remained locked together, heartbeats synchronising, until the
shrill tone of Ada's secure phone shattered the moment. She straightened
reluctantly, recognising the specific ringtone programmed for Navah's

highest-priority communications.

"Samarijeet," she explained, retrieving the device from her pocket. She
activated the encrypted video call, angling the screen so Zaid could see as

well.

Samarjeet's distinguished face appeared, silver beard precisely
trimmed, eyes quickly assessing both their conditions before he spoke.
"Major Ahmad. It is good to see you conscious. The bullet that found you

was most unfortunate."

"But not unexpected, given the circumstances," Zaid replied with

professional composure that belied his weakened state.

Samarjeet nodded, acknowledging the implicit message that Zaid had
made a calculated choice rather than acted on impulse. "And how is your

recovery progressing!"

"I'll be operational within days," Zaid asserted, though Ada noticed

how the brief conversation had already taxed his strength.

"The doctor's prognosis suggests a week, minimum," she corrected,

ignoring Zaid's frown. "But he's stable. What news from Dubai?"
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Samarjeet's expression shifted to something more formal. "The
preliminary analysis of the frequency modulator, the orb, confirms our
theories. It is indeed part of an ancient navigation system, designed to
interact with cosmic background radiation in ways our technology cannot
yet fully comprehend." He paused, allowing the significance to register.
"More importantly, when its data is cross-referenced with the engravings on

the Nagid Shard, it reveals coordinates for additional artifacts."

"How many?" Ada asked, her free hand unconsciously moving to her

pendant.

"Seven more components scattered across the globe, each apparently
serving a distinct function within the array." Samarjeet's image shifted as he
referenced something off-screen. "Chen believes the complete system would
enable precise navigation between star systems, confirming theories about

the First Ones' interstellar capabilities."

Zaid pushed himself slightly higher against the pillows, wincing but
determined to engage fully. "And Nagid?"

"Actively seeking the same components," Samarjeet confirmed.
"General Niazi has disappeared from his known locations. Our intelligence
suggests he was recalled for failing to secure the Cambodian artifact." A hint
of satisfaction crossed the older man's features. "Your success has disrupted

their timetable significantly."

Ada should have felt triumph at this news, but instead, unease settled
in her stomach. "They'll adjust their strategy. Niazi seemed too confident,

almost as if he expected to find us."

"Your instincts are correct," Samarjeet replied, his tone darkening.
"Which brings me to less favourable news. Director Rajdeep Mehta has
initiated an internal investigation regarding Major Ahmad's extended

absence and unusual communication patterns."

Zaid's expression hardened, and the intelligence officer was

immediately visible beneath the injured man. "Has he accessed my secure

files?"
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"Not yet. But he has requested your operational logs from the past
month and interviewed several of your subordinates." Samarjeet's eyes
conveyed concern beyond his measured words. "He appears particularly

interested in your movements during the Rajasthan incident."

"That puts R.A.W. resources at risk," Zaid said, his voice tight. "If
Rajdeep believes I've been compromised, he'll lock down my access to

intelligence networks, possibly even issue a recall order."

Ada watched the transformation. Zaid shifted from recovering patient
to strategic analyst within seconds, mentally calculating contingencies and
operational impacts. His loyalty to R.A.W. remained genuine despite his
commitment to Navah's mission, creating a conflict that could not be easily

resolved.

"I've initiated countermeasures,”" Samarjeet assured him. "Certain
influential figures within the Indian government owe Navah considerable
favours. They will create administrative delays, giving us time to prepare an
explanation that satisfies Director Mehta without revealing our true

purposes."

"Rajdeep isn't easily misdirected," Zaid countered, professional respect
evident despite his concern. "He's built his career on seeing through

deceptions."

"Even the most perceptive men can be managed with the right
approach," Samarjeet replied, decades of Navah's experience with human
institutions evident in his confidence. "Focus on your recovery, Major. [ will

handle Rajdeep Mehta."

The call ended, leaving them in silence broken only by the steady
beeping of medical monitors. Outside, Bangkok continued its mid-morning
bustle, traffic flowing through arteries of concrete and steel, the city
oblivious to ancient conflicts and cosmic stakes discussed in this sterile

room.
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Zaid's expression remained troubled, his mind clearly mapping
potential scenarios and countermoves. Ada placed her hand over his,

drawing him back from strategic calculations to the immediate present.

"One problem at a time," she said softly. "Right now, healing is your

mission."

His fingers tightened around hers, but his eyes remained fixed on the
blank screen where Samarjeet's image had been, the intelligence officer

calculating risks that extended far beyond his personal safety.
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Night pressed against the hospital windows, the Bangkok skyline now
a constellation of distant lights punctuating the darkness. Zaid lay awake,
medication dulling his pain to a manageable throb. The doctors had finally
convinced Ada to rest, and she slept now on the narrow couch across the
room, curled beneath a thin hospital blanket. Moonlight caught the
pendant at her throat, the metal gleaming briefly as she shifted in sleep.
Zaid watched her, this woman who had refused to leave his side for two
days, noting how even in unconsciousness she maintained a certain
tension. Shoulders slightly hunched, brow faintly furrowed, hands
occasionally twitching as though reaching for something just beyond her

grasp.

The day's events cycled through his mind, waking to find her beside
him, Samarjeet's concerning news about Rajdeep, and the broader
implications of the artifact they'd recovered. Each thought carried weight,
demanding analysis and response, yet his body's weakness frustrated his
usual methodical approach. The bullet meant for Ada had cost more than
physical damage; it had compromised his ability to protect her when threats

multiplied around them.

A sound broke his contemplation, a small whimper from Ada's
direction, so unlike her waking self that Zaid immediately focused on her

sleeping form. Her breathing had quickened, body tensing further beneath
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the blanket. Her head shifted against the cushioned arm of the couch,
denying something unseen.

"No," she murmured, the word barely audible across the room. "That's

"

not...

Her hand clutched at the pendant, fingers wrapping around it with
white-knuckled intensity. Sweat beaded on her forehead despite the room's
cool temperature, her expression contorting as though facing something
terrible.

Zaid pushed himself higher against his pillows, wincing as the
movement pulled at his stitches. He should wake her, rescue her from
whatever nightmare held her captive, yet military experience had taught
him the dangers of abruptly disrupting someone caught in the grip of
trauma. Instead, he watched helplessly as Ada's distress deepened, her lips

forming words he couldn't quite hear.
"Eyes..." she whispered. "See through... time..."

Her body suddenly convulsed, back arching as though electricity had
coursed through her spine. The pendant at her throat emitted a brief,
impossible flash of blue-silver light. Ada bolted upright with a strangled
gasp, eyes wide and unfocused, hand pressed against her chest as though

trying to contain a heart that might escape.

"Ada," Zaid called, his voice steady despite his concern. "You're safe.
You're in the hospital in Bangkok."

Her gaze snapped to him, confusion clearing as reality reasserted itself.
She pushed sweat-dampened hair from her face, drawing deep, controlled

breaths that spoke of practised techniques for managing fear.

"Nightmare!" he asked, though the question seemed absurdly

inadequate for the reaction he'd witnessed.

Ada nodded, wrapping her arms around herself. "Yes." She hesitated,
reluctant to give voice to whatever images had haunted her sleep. "Though
it felt like more than that."
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"Tell me," Zaid urged gently, recognising her need to process whatever
she had experienced.

Ada stood, crossing to the window as though needing to confirm the
ordinary world still existed beyond the glass. The city lights reflected in her
eyes as she gathered her thoughts. When she finally spoke, her voice carried
the precision of a curator cataloguing artifacts, distancing herself slightly

from the emotional impact.

"I saw Nagid," she said. "Not as he appears to humans, not the forms
we glimpsed in ancestral memories, but his true self." Her fingers traced
patterns on the window, unconsciously replicating what she had seen. "He
was beautiful and terrible. Tall, impossibly proportioned, with skin like
translucent alabaster. His movements were... wrong, somehow. Physics

didn't apply to him the same way."

Zaid remained silent, recognising this wasn't merely a dream being
recounted but something more significant.

"His eyes," Ada continued, a shiver visibly running through her.
"Completely black, without whites or pupils, like looking into the void
between stars. They seemed to see everything at once, past, present, future,
all simultaneously accessible to him." She turned from the window, meeting
Zaid's gaze. "He looked directly at me, Zaid. Not at my ancestor, not at some

historical version of me. At me, Ada Mirza, here and now."

"What did he do?" Zaid asked, even as the intelligence officer gathered
information, even as the man in him wanted to shelter her from these

terrors.

"He spoke." Ada's hand moved to her pendant again, as though
drawing strength from it. "He said, "Your mother was stubborn too, little
Vessel." Those exact words, in perfect English, though I sensed he was
actually communicating in something far more complex than my mind
translated." The clinical distance in her voice cracked slightly. "He called me

Vessel. The same term was used for my mother in the Navah records."
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Zaid absorbed this, analysing implications beyond the immediate

distress. "You think he can sense you somehow! Across distance!"

"Yes." The certainty in Ada's voice left no room for doubt. "The dream,
if that's what it was, felt like a connection being established. Like he found
a frequency that resonated with me specifically." She returned to her couch,
sitting on its edge, closer to Zaid now. "He shouldn't be able to do that.
Nothing in the Navah briefings suggested he could reach across space to

contact potential carriers."

"Unless something's changed," Zaid suggested, the obvious connection

forming between them simultaneously.

"The unlocking procedures," Ada confirmed. "Each one activates more
of my dormant genetic capabilities, but what if that activation creates some
kind of... signal? A signal or a wave that someone with Nagid's advanced

perception could detect!"

Zaid nodded slowly, the theory aligning with fragmented intelligence
he'd gathered about Nagid's capabilities. "Ancestral memories suggest he
hunted carriers throughout history, often finding them despite elaborate
precautions. He must have some method of tracking genetic markers once

they become active."

Ada stood again, too restless to remain seated. "Which means each
unlock procedure potentially reveals my location to him." The implications
hung in the air between them; her growing abilities came with growing

vulnerability to their most dangerous enemy.

"We need to consult with Dr Karim," Zaid said, strategy already
forming despite his weakened state. "If the unlocking creates detectable

signals or something similar, Navah might have countermeasures."

"And if they don't!" Ada's question carried all the fear her composed

expression tried to hide.

Zaid held her gaze steadily. "Then we adapt. We change protocols,

locations, and timetables. Intelligence work is about maintaining advantage
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through unpredictability." He extended his hand toward her, offering a

tangible connection. "We've faced worse odds."

Ada took his offered hand, her fingers cool against his skin. "Have we?
This feels different, Zaid. It's not just combat or espionage anymore. It's

something older, something that operates by rules we barely understand."

Outside, Bangkok's lights continued their electric vigil, the city's
millions sleeping in blissful ignorance of ancient beings who moved
through shadows deeper than night. Inside the hospital room, two people
faced the growing realisation that their enemy possessed capabilities beyond
human comprehension, capabilities now focused on the woman whose

genetic heritage made her both powerful and hunted.

"Different doesn't mean unbeatable," Zaid said finally, squeezing her

hand. "It just means we need to learn new rules."

Ada nodded, but her eyes drifted back to the window, to the darkness
beyond the city lights where something ancient watched with eyes that saw
through time itself, patient and terrible and drawing incrementally closer

with each awakening of her ancestral power.
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The Navah safehouse occupied the top floor of an unremarkable
apartment building in Bangkok's eastern district, its ordinary appearance
concealing state-of-the-art security systems and reinforced architecture
designed to withstand targeted assaults. Three days had passed since Zaid's
discharge from the hospital, his recovery progressing more rapidly than the
doctors had predicted, though still not quickly enough by his own
assessment. He sat now at the kitchen counter, tablet in hand, reviewing
encrypted files Samarjeet had forwarded regarding the Cambodian artifact.
The surgical wound beneath his shirt pulled with each movement, a
constant reminder of vulnerability he couldn't afford as threats multiplied

around them.
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Ada moved through the apartment with restless energy, checking
security monitors that displayed feeds from cameras positioned throughout
the building and surrounding streets. Since her nightmare, she'd slept
poorly, catching only fragments of rest between jolting awake with the
sensation of alien eyes watching her across impossible distances. The
pendant at her throat remained dormant during waking hours, but twice
more it had activated during her sleep, its glow coinciding with dreams of
Nagid that left her gasping and disoriented.

"The secure link is ready," she announced, gesturing toward the living
area where a specialised communications system had been prepared. Unlike
commercial video conferencing technology, this system utilised very high-
end encryption protocols developed by Navah technicians, theoretically

impervious to conventional surveillance.

Zaid closed the files he'd been reviewing, his movements measured to
minimise discomfort as he joined her. "Have they confirmed Dr Karim will

join the call?"

Ada nodded, adjusting the room's lighting to optimise the video feed.
"Samarijeet insisted on her presence. He believes her expertise is crucial to

understanding what's happening."

They positioned themselves before the screen mounted on the wall, its
surface currently displaying only the Navah emblem, an ancient symbol that
predated known civilisations, its meaning lost to all but a select few who
preserved humanity's true heritage. Ada's fingers briefly found Zaid's,
squeezed once, then returned to her lap, the gesture carrying volumes of

unspoken concern.

The screen flickered, resolving into Samarjeet's distinguished features,
his silver beard precisely trimmed as always. Beside him sat Dr Karim, her
expression carrying the focused intensity of a scientist confronting an

unprecedented phenomenon.

"Ms. Mirza, Major Ahmad," Samarjeet greeted them with formal
politeness that didn't entirely mask his concern. "Your recovery appears to

be proceeding well, Major."
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"Well enough," Zaid confirmed, maintaining the professional
demeanour that came as naturally to him as breathing. "Though not

without discomfort."

Dr Karim's sharp eyes assessed him with clinical precision. "The Navah
medical team reports your tissue regeneration is accelerated compared to
baseline human recovery rates. Fascinating, though not unexpected given

your prolonged proximity to activated artifacts."

This observation might have warranted further discussion under
different circumstances, but more pressing matters demanded attention.

Samarjeet brought them directly to the point.

"You reported a concerning development: dream contact with Nagid

himself. Please elaborate on this experience, Ms. Mirza."

Ada recounted her nightmare in precise detail, describing Nagid's
appearance, his unnatural movements, and most disturbingly, his direct
address to her across what should have been impenetrable barriers of space
and consciousness. As she spoke, Dr Karim's fingers flew across a tablet,

recording data points and cross-referencing them with existing research.

"He called me 'Vessel," Ada concluded, her composed exterior
betraying nothing of the fear this designation evoked. "The same term used
for my mother in Navah records. He spoke as though he knew me
specifically, not just as a carrier of genetic memory, but as an individual he

had been tracking."

Samarjeet and Dr Karim exchanged glances laden with unspoken
communication born of long collaboration. It was Dr Karim who
responded, her scientific precision providing structure to the unsettling

implications.

"What you've experienced aligns with theoretical models we've
developed regarding the quantum effects of memory unlocking," she
explained, sending diagrams to their screen that depicted neural pathways
illuminated by energy patterns. "The unlocking procedure doesn't merely

activate dormant genetic memories; it creates a specific pattern of quantum
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entanglement between your consciousness and the ancestral knowledge
encoded in your DNA."

The screen split to show complex mathematical equations alongside
three-dimensional models of subatomic interactions. Under normal
circumstances, Ada would have found the science fascinating; now, it

carried ominous personal significance.

"Each unlock procedure strengthens this entanglement," Dr Karim
continued. "The unique signature of your quantum state becomes
increasingly distinctive at the subatomic level. For beings with Nagid's
advanced perceptual capabilities, these patterns would be as detectable as a

lighthouse beacon on a dark coast."

"You're saying he can track Ada through quantum effects generated by
the unlocking," Zaid translated, distilling complex theory to its strategic

implications.

"Precisely," Dr Karim confirmed. "And with each subsequent
procedure, the signal strengthens and becomes more distinctive. Your
nightmare wasn't merely a dream, Ms. Mirza. It appears to have been a direct
consciousness-to-consciousness connection, facilitated by quantum
entanglement between your activated genetic memory and Nagid's

advanced perception."

Ada absorbed this with outward calm that belied her internal turmoil.

"Then each unlock makes me more vulnerable to detection."

"Yes," Samarjeet acknowledged, taking over from Dr Karim. "But it also
makes you more capable of accessing the knowledge and abilities needed to
complete our mission. This presents a strategic dilemma with significant

implications."

Zaid's military mind immediately grasped the paradox. "We need Ada's
abilities to recover the remaining artifacts and activate the array, but each
step toward that goal potentially reveals her location to our primary

adversary."
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"Who has demonstrated consistent interest in eliminating carriers
before they reach their full potential," Ada added, the pieces fitting together
with disturbing clarity. Her hand moved unconsciously to her pendant. "As
he did with my mother."

Samarjeet nodded gravely. "This development forces us to accelerate
our timeline. The longer you remain in unsecured locations, the greater the
risk that Nagid will pinpoint your position and dispatch forces to capture

or eliminate you."

"What countermeasures do we have!" Zaid asked, already calculating

defensive options.

Dr Karim adjusted her glasses, a gesture that betrayed rare uncertainty.
"We're developing quantum shielding technologies based on First One
principles, but implementation remains theoretical. The Sanctum Celestis
facility incorporates natural geological features that disrupt quantum
detection, which is why Nagid has never been able to locate our primary

headquarters."

"Then we return to Dubai immediately," Ada concluded, the decision
crystallising with perfect clarity. "From there to Mount Kailash as soon as

possible."

"Agreed," Samarjeet said. "I've already initiated preparations for your
arrival and subsequent transfer to Sanctum Celestis. The Table has

approved emergency protocols for your accelerated training."

Zaid's expression remained neutral, but his mind raced through the
implications. "What about Rajdeep's investigation? My absence from official

channels will only intensify his suspicions."

"A calculated risk we must accept," Samarjeet replied. "Your protection
of Ms. Mirza takes precedence over maintaining cover at R.A.W. We have
contingency measures in place to address Director Mehta's concerns,

though they may not satisfy him indefinitely."
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The gravity of this statement wasn't lost on any of them. Navah had
operated for millennia by maintaining absolute secrecy; sacrificing

established intelligence covers represented a dramatic shift in priorities.

"We'll prepare for immediate departure,” Ada confirmed, already

mentally cataloguing what needed to be done.

When the call ended, silence settled between them, heavy with
implications neither needed to verbalize. The safehouse, designed to protect
them from conventional threats, now seemed fragile against an enemy who

could potentially perceive them through the fabric of reality itself.

A

"He's watching us," Ada said finally, voicing what they both

understood. "Has been since before Cambodia, maybe earlier."

Zaid's hand found hers, his grip firm and grounding. "Let him watch.
It doesn't change the outcome." Military confidence infused his words,
though both knew that confidence alone wouldn't shield them from what

awaited. "We complete the mission. We recover the artifacts. We stop him."

Outside, Bangkok continued its urban rhythm, oblivious to ancient
conflicts and quantum entanglements. Inside, two people prepared to leave
their relative anonymity for a confrontation with forces that had shaped
human destiny since before recorded history began. A confrontation
growing more inevitable with each awakening of dormant genetic memory,

each step toward a truth older than civilisation itself.
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he Mirage Nexus dominated the Dubai skyline, sixty floors

of gleaming glass and precision-engineered steel that caught

and fractured sunlight into thousands of dazzling reflections.
To the outside world, it housed Al-Sarab Technologies, a cutting-edge
communications firm with government contracts and private-sector clients
across six continents. To the select few who knew its true purpose, the
building represented humanity's most sophisticated defence against an
enemy older than civilisation itself. Ada and Zaid stepped from the sleek
SUV that had collected them from the private airfield, both scanning their
surroundings with practised casualness that concealed heightened
vigilance. After ten days in Bangkok, giving Zaid the much-needed time to

recover from his injury, they had arrived at Navah's technological heart.

"The security perimeter begins fifty meters from the building's
foundation," Zaid noted quietly, his military bearing slightly altered by the
lingering stiffness in his upper body. The wound had healed remarkably
fast, another small mystery in a growing constellation of unexplained
phenomena surrounding their mission, but it still limited his full range of

motion.
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Ada nodded, her attention divided between the impressive architecture
and the nearly invisible security measures surrounding it. The pendant at
her throat remained cool and dormant, as it had since their departure from
Thailand. No more nightmares had plagued her, no more visitations from
Nagid across impossible distances, but the absence brought little comfort.
She sensed him waiting, patient as only an immortal could be, conserving

his strength for a more significant intrusion.

A woman in crisp business attire approached them across the plaza,
her movements economical yet graceful. "Ms. Mirza, Major Ahmad," she
greeted them, her accent placing her origins somewhere in West Africa.
"Welcome to Al-Sarab Technologies. I'm Fatima Khalil, executive assistant
to the CEO." The name was clearly an operational alias; her true identity

was as protected as the building's actual purpose.

They followed her through glass doors that parted silently, entering a
lobby designed to impress visiting dignitaries and potential clients with its
perfect blend of Arabian aesthetic and cutting-edge technology. Water
features created soothing acoustic baffles that prevented electronic
eavesdropping while appearing purely decorative. The security desk, staffed
by personnel whose tailored suits probably concealed specialised combat

training, processed their entry with professional efficiency.

The elevator that carried them upward contained no buttons, no
control panel, nothing to indicate its destination could be altered once in
motion. Biometric scanners embedded in its walls continuously verified
their identities, monitoring subtle physiological markers that would detect
coercion or impersonation. The doors opened onto the fortieth floor,
revealing an environment vastly different from the corporate facade

maintained below.

"Dr Okafor is expecting you," their escort said, leading them through
corridors where technical specialists moved with purposeful energy between
workstations. The air carried a faint electrical charge, a side effect of the
sophisticated shielding technologies that made this space functionally
invisible to Nagid's perceptual abilities.
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They arrived at a circular chamber, its walls dominated by holographic
displays that wrapped around its circumference, creating a 360-degree
visualisation of global information flows. A woman stood at its centre, her
hands moving through data streams with the precision of a conductor
directing an orchestra. She turned as they entered, her face lighting with

intellectual curiosity.

"Ada Mirza," she said warmly, stepping forward to clasp Ada's hand.
"Your mother's daughter indeed. I see the resemblance." She turned to Zaid,
offering her hand. "Major Ahmad. Your reputation precedes you in certain
intelligence circles. I'm Dr Amara Okafor, Director of Communications

Analysis."

Her lab coat bore no insignia, yet the subtle deference of passing staff
revealed her importance within the facility's hierarchy. Though she
appeared to be in her early fifties, something in her eyes suggested
significantly greater experience; perhaps another beneficiary of the life-
extension technologies Samarjeet had hinted existed within Navah's highest

echelons.

"Thank you for receiving us," Ada replied, immediately sensing a

kindred intellectual spirit. "Samarjeet speaks highly of your work here."

Dr Okafor's smile deepened. "Raja Sahab exaggerates my
contributions. But come, let me show you what we've built." She gestured
to the displays surrounding them. "This is the Argus Array, our primary
monitoring system. It processes approximately eight zettabytes of global
communications data daily, filtering for patterns associated with Nagid's

influence."

She traced a gesture through the air, and the displays shifted, resolving
into a visualisation of interconnected networks spanning continents. "We
monitor all major intelligence agencies' encrypted channels: CIA, MSS,
FSB, Mossad, and of course, RAA.W." Her glance at Zaid carried
professional acknowledgement of his divided loyalties. "Not to gather their
secrets, but to detect infiltration. Nagid's agents often occupy influential

positions within established power structures."
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Zaid studied the display with a professional assessment. "This level of
penetration would require quantum computing capabilities significantly

beyond current public technology."

"Correct," Dr Okafor confirmed. "The processing cores beneath this
building utilise principles derived from First One technology. Not true
quantum computing as they understood it, but our best approximation

based on recovered artifacts."

She guided them to a specialised section of the chamber where the
displays showed different visualisation patterns, darker and more chaotic
than the ordered intelligence networks. "This is where we track Nagid's
specific signatures. His operations generate distinctive energy patterns when

he establishes direct control over human proxies."

Ada stepped closer, drawn by patterns that resonated with something
deep in her unlocked genetic memory. "These look like the neural pathways
Dr Karim showed us, the quantum entanglement created by memory

unlocking."

"Precisely," Dr Okafor nodded approvingly. "Nagid creates a similar
entanglement when he exerts direct influence, though his methods are
more invasive and ultimately destructive to the human mind." She gestured
to a particular cluster of signals centred over Central Africa. "His primary
base of operations appears to be somewhere in the Congo Basin, though

we've never pinpointed the exact location."

Zaid's attention shifted to a different section of the display, where a
conspicuous absence of data created a void in the pattern. "And General

Niazi? You lost track after Cambodia?"

Dr Okafor's expression tightened. "Unfortunately, yes. He was under
continuous surveillance through his implanted communications devices,
devices he believed secure but which we had compromised years ago." She
manipulated the display to show a timeline of tracking data that abruptly
terminated. "Three days after your extraction from Cambodia, all signals

ceased simultaneously. Not degraded or blocked, but simply... gone."
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"As if he'd been physically removed from Earth's electromagnetic

sphere," Ada observed.
"Or dead," Zaid added pragmatically.
Dr Okafor shook her head. "We considered that possibility, but death

leaves specific signatures, final neural activity and device degradation
patterns. This was more like... a transition. As though he stepped through

a doorway into somewhere our technology cannot penetrate."

The implication hung in the air between them. Niazi hadn't merely
gone dark through conventional means; he had potentially been extracted

by Nagid himself, taken somewhere beyond human technological reach.

"We believe General Niazi is being prepared,” Dr Okafor continued,
her scientific detachment not quite masking concern. "Nagid rarely brings
his human lieutenants into his inner sanctum unless he intends to elevate

their status from servant to vessel."

Ada's hand moved unconsciously to her pendant. "Vessel. The same

term he used for my mother. For me."

"Yes, but with a critical difference," Dr Okafor clarified. "When Nagid
designates someone a vessel, it means they've been selected to house aspects
of his consciousness or technology. For carriers like you, the term
acknowledges your capacity to contain First One knowledge. For humans
like Niazi, it means something far more invasive, a process that will

ultimately consume their identity entirely."

Zaid absorbed this with the cool assessment of an intelligence officer

calculating threats. "How long would such a process take?"

"Based on historical precedents, approximately thirty days," Dr Okafor
answered. "Which means if our timeline is correct, we have perhaps two
weeks before Niazi emerges as something significantly more dangerous than

he already was."

Two weeks. The timeframe hung between them, a countdown clock
neither needed to verbalise. Two weeks until their enemy gained capabilities

that would make their current challenges seem trivial by comparison.
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"Samarjeet mentioned accelerating the schedule for transport to
Sanctum Celestis," Ada said.

Dr Okafor nodded. "Preparations are underway. But before you leave,
Samarijeet has scheduled one more unlock procedure here. There's specific
knowledge we need to access, knowledge your mother possessed about

Nagid's physiological vulnerabilities."

Ada and Zaid exchanged glances, a wordless communication born of
shared danger and deepening trust. The Mirage Nexus suddenly felt less
like a sanctuary and more like the eye of a gathering storm, a momentary
calm before forces beyond human comprehension fully engaged in a

conflict older than recorded history.

2.3p
[
e

The Mnemonic Cradle awaited Ada like an open coffin, its curved
interior lined with sensors that would map her consciousness as it detached
from present reality and sank into genetic memory. The chamber had been
modified since their last visit, additional shielding installed around its
perimeter, experimental technology designed to mask the distinctive neural
signature the procedure would generate. Dr Karim adjusted final settings
on the monitoring equipment while Samarjeet conferred quietly with
technicians near the observation window. Zaid stood closer than protocol
dictated, his presence a tacit challenge to anyone who might suggest he

maintain proper distance.

"The modifications should provide approximately ninety-four percent
concealment of the quantum entanglement effects," Dr Karim explained,
her voice clinically precise even as her eyes betrayed concern. "Combined
with the facility's baseline shielding, we believe this will be sufficient to

prevent detection during the procedure."

"And if it isn't!" Zaid asked, the question directed at Samarjeet rather
than the doctor.
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Samarjeet turned from the technicians. "Then we terminate
immediately and initiate emergency transport protocols to Sanctum
Celestis." His silver beard caught the chamber's blue light, lending him an
otherworldly appearance. "But we need this knowledge, Major Ahmad.
What Mehjabeen discovered about Nagid's physical vulnerabilities could

provide our first genuine tactical advantage."

Ada settled herself into the cradle, her body remembering its contours
from previous procedures. "My mother paid with her life for this
information," she said quietly. "We owe it to her to recover it before it's lost

forever."

The technicians secured monitoring equipment to her temples and
wrists, the connections cool against her skin. The silver cylinder containing
the catalyst fluid had already been positioned within its containment field,
its engravings pulsing with subtle luminescence that seemed to move with

purpose rather than a random pattern.

"This procedure targets a very specific memory cluster," Dr Karim said
as she completed final preparations. "Your mother's discovery occurred
approximately seven months before her death, during an expedition to a
remote archaeological site in Rwanda. The memory should be relatively

intact and self-contained.”

Zaid moved to Ada's side before the procedure began, his hand briefly
finding hers. "Remember our agreement," he said, voice low enough that

only she could hear. "At the first sign of distress, you signal for termination."

Ada nodded, squeezing his hand once before releasing it. They had
argued about this procedure for the past ten days, Zaid's protective instincts
clashing with her determination to access crucial information. The
compromise had been to set strict safety parameters and to keep him in the

chamber, rather than behind observation glass, during the process.

Dr Karim initiated the sequence. The cylinder began its familiar
rotation, creating a low hum that resonated at a frequency just below

conscious perception. "Catalyst preparation commencing," she announced
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as the robotic arm extracted a precise measurement of the luminescent

fluid.
Ada closed her eyes, breathing deeply as she had been trained. The

initial disorientation had become familiar through previous procedures, the
sensation of falling while remaining perfectly still, of time folding in upon
itself like origami. The catalyst entered her bloodstream with a cool, tingling
rush that spread rapidly through her body, neural pathways lighting up like

city streets seen from orbit.

Then the transition, faster now than in previous sessions, her
consciousness slipping sideways into genetic memory with practiced ease.
The world dissolved around her, reality reforming into a different time, a

different place, experienced through different eyes.

Heat. Dense jungle air pressed against her skin like a living thing. The
scent of vegetation decaying and renewing simultaneously. Mosquitoes
whining near her ears despite chemical repellents. Not her sensations, but
her mother's, preserved in DNA with perfect fidelity.

Mehjabeen Mirza moved through the Rwandan rainforest with
practised steps, following a guide who navigated by landmarks invisible to
conventional archaeology. Her equipment detected radiation signatures
that shouldn't exist naturally, isotopes with decay patterns that defied
standard physics. The pendant at her throat, the same pendant Ada now

wore, pulsed with increasing frequency as they approached the source.

"Here," the guide said, indicating a clearing where nothing visibly
distinguished it from the surrounding jungle. But Mehjabeen's instruments
registered the anomaly clearly: a perfect circle thirty meters in diameter,

where radiation levels rose just below human safety thresholds.

She knelt, extracting soil samples with methodical precision. Not the
actions of someone expecting momentous discovery, but of a scientist
following protocols established through years of field research. Yet beneath
the clinical exterior, excitement burned; this was different from other sites,
from other readings. The pendant's reactions confirmed what instruments

suggested: alien presence, not archaeological remains but active technology.
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Days compressed into moments as the memory accelerated through
routine analysis, then slowed dramatically at the moment of revelation.
Mehjabeen's face reflected in a laboratory mirror, eyes widening as the test
results came into focus. Not a weapon signature as initially suspected, but

something far more significant, a biological necessity.

"It's not an attack site," she whispered to her reflection. "It's a feeding

ground."

In the Mnemonic Chamber, monitors registered Ada's elevated heart
rate, her consciousness now fully integrated with her mother's memory. Dr
Karim adjusted parameters to maintain stable neural patterns while Zaid
watched with controlled apprehension. On the screens, Ada's brain activity
mapped complex pathways as she accessed knowledge hidden within her

genetic heritage.

The laboratory expanded around Mehjabeen as additional Navah
scientists arrived, her discovery elevating the site's priority. Equipment more
advanced than anything available to conventional science analysed the
unique radiation pattern, correlating it with historical records of Nagid's

movements across centuries.

"The isotope doesn't exist on Earth naturally," Mehjabeen explained to
colleagues whose faces blurred in the memory's periphery. "It's artificially
generated through a process we still don't fully understand. But its purpose
is clear, Nagid's physical form requires regular exposure to maintain cellular

cohesion."

Images flashed through the accelerating memory, maps marking
similar radiation signatures across Central Africa, all within the Congo
Basin. Historical records show that Nagid periodically returned to the
region. A pattern emerged: approximately every ten years, he required
exposure to this specific radiation, without which his physical form would

begin to degrade.

"It's his first genuine vulnerability," Mehjabeen's voice resonated with

discovery's exhilaration. "He's not invulnerable, he's dependent on a
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resource with limited geographical distribution. If we can disrupt his

access..."

The memory shifted, darkened. Mehjabeen alone now, pushing deeper
into genetic memory than safety protocols permitted, seeking the
composition of Nagid's physical form to understand the precise mechanism
of the radiation dependency. The pendant at her throat glowed with
dangerous intensity, her body showing signs of the strain - nosebleeds,

tremors, cognitive fluctuations similar to stroke symptoms.

"Just a little deeper," she whispered to herself. "The answer is here, I

can feel it..."

Ada gasped, her body arching against the cradle's restraints as her
mother's final research connected with her own consciousness. Dr Karim
moved immediately to stabilise vital signs, but Ada's hand shot up in a

stopping gesture.
"Not yet," she managed through clenched teeth. "Almost there."

The molecular structure revealed itself to Mehjabeen's enhanced
perception, Nagid's cellular composition requiring specific radiation to
maintain quantum coherence across multiple dimensional states. Without
regular exposure, his physical form would experience cascade failure,

molecules unable to maintain proper alignment.

"Every ninety days," Mehjabeen recorded, voice weakening as the strain
intensified. "The Congo facility isn't just his base, it's his lifeline."

The procedure terminated with controlled precision, Dr Karim
initiating the withdrawal sequence before Ada could push beyond safe
parameters. The transition back to present consciousness came less
smoothly than previous sessions, Ada's mind clinging to her mother's final

discoveries even as the connection severed.

She opened her eyes to find Zaid and Samarjeet leaning over her,
concern evident in their expressions. "l saw it," she whispered, throat dry

from the procedure's exertion. "l know what she found."
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Dr Karim administered a stabilising solution while monitoring her
neural patterns. "Your mother discovered Nagid's physiological dependency
on a specific radiation found only in certain regions of Central Africa," she
summarised, confirming what the monitoring equipment had registered.

"This explains his permanent base in the Congo."

"Not just a dependency," Ada corrected, her voice strengthening as the
stabiliser took effect. "A vulnerability. Without exposure every ninety days,
his physical form begins to destabilise at the molecular level. He can't

maintain coherence across dimensional boundaries."

Samarijeet's expression shifted from concern to strategic assessment.
"This is why Navah could never locate him between his periods of historical
activity. He wasn't just hiding; he was dormant, conserving structural

integrity until he could return to his radiation source."

"And my mother pushed too far trying to understand the precise
mechanism," Ada said, the realisation bringing both clarity and grief. "She
wasn't content with knowing the vulnerability existed, she wanted to

understand how to exploit it."

Dr Karim nodded gravely. "Mehjabeen always pushed boundaries. It
made her our most brilliant researcher, but ultimately..." She let the

sentence hang unfinished, the conclusion evident to all present.

"l won't make the same mistake," Ada said, meeting Dr Karim's gaze
directly. "I understand now what happened to her, why she pushed beyond

safety limits."

"Knowledge is seductive," Samarjeet observed. "Particularly when it

offers hope against a seemingly invincible adversary."

Zaid helped Ada sit up, his hand steady against her back. "The
important thing is we now have actionable intelligence. Nagid has a ninety-
day vulnerability cycle, and we know where he must return to maintain his

physical form."

Dr Karim began disconnecting the monitoring equipment with precise

movements. "l want to be absolutely clear," she said, her tone leaving no
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room for negotiation. "We will not allow you to follow your mother's path,
Ada. No discovery is worth the cost of your life."

Zaid's hand tightened slightly against Ada's back. "On that point, the

doctor and I are in complete agreement."

Ada nodded, still processing the complex emotions of experiencing her
mother's final research. "['ve seen where that path leads," she said quietly. "I
have no intention of repeating her mistake." She touched the pendant at
her throat, now understanding its significance more completely. "But I will
finish what she started."

The four of them stood in momentary silence, the weight of discovery
and its implications settling around them like invisible dust. Knowledge had
been recovered that offered the first genuine advantage against an enemy
who had haunted humanity since before recorded history. Yet that same
knowledge had claimed Mehjabeen Mirza's life, a stark reminder that some

truths exacted terrible prices from those who sought them.

The Emirates Palace Hotel embodied Dubai's particular fusion of
tradition and extravagance, marble floors cool despite the desert heat, gold
leaf adorning columns that stretched toward intricately patterned ceilings,
staff moving with practised invisibility to attend to guests who controlled
significant portions of the global economy. The India-UAE conference had
transformed the hotel's eastern wing into a diplomatic enclave, with security
personnel from both nations maintaining a discreet but vigilant presence
in the corridors. Zaid adjusted his tie as he approached the presidential suite
reserved for the highest-ranking members of the Indian delegation, his
R.A.W. credentials granting him access denied to almost anyone else. The
summons from Rajdeep had come through official channels, unavoidable

without raising questions that would attract even greater scrutiny.

Two security agents flanked the suite's entrance, their expressions

professionally neutral as they verified his identification. Neither spoke, but

233



THE VESSEL

their eyes conducted a thorough assessment, noting how Zaid favoured his
left side slightly, an unconscious accommodation for still-healing tissue.
The door opened silently on hydraulic hinges, revealing an antechamber
where a third security operative nodded once, then spoke into his wrist

microphone.
"He's clear to enter."

Zaid stepped into the suite's main room, a space designed to impress
visiting dignitaries with its panoramic views of Dubai's skyline. Rajdeep
Mehta stood with his back to the door, gazing out at the architectural
marvels spread before him, hands clasped behind his back in the posture of
a man comfortable with power and its application. He did not immediately
turn when Zaid entered, a small power play to establish who controlled the

tempo of their interaction.

"Impressive view," Rajdeep said finally, turning to face his subordinate.
"One wonders what the labourers who built these towers would think of
the luxury their work created." His eyes, sharp beneath silver-streaked brows,
missed nothing as they assessed Zaid. "You're looking well, all things

considered."

"Thank you, sir," Zaid replied, maintaining a professional distance both
physically and emotionally. "The recovery has been smoother than

expected."

Rajdeep gestured to a seating area where a silver tea service waited. "Sit.
We have matters to discuss that shouldn't be conducted standing like
schoolboys in a headmaster's office." He poured the tea with practised
precision, the aromatic steam rising between them. "['ve read your reports.

Comprehensive in some aspects, curiously vague in others."

Zaid accepted the tea, his face revealing nothing beyond professional
attentiveness. The reports he'd filed had been masterpieces of intelligence
craft, factually accurate where verification was possible, strategically

imprecise where Navah's involvement needed to be concealed.
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"I've included all relevant operational details," he responded, the

practiced line sounding natural through years of intelligence work.

Rajdeep smiled thinly. "Relevant. A useful word in our profession. It
allows such latitude in what one chooses to include or exclude." He sipped
his tea, eyes never leaving Zaid's face. "Let's speak plainly, shall we? You've
been operating outside standard R.A.W. protocols for approximately six
weeks. Your communication patterns show irregularities consistent with
secondary allegiance. Your documented locations conflict with cellular

tracking data on at least seven occasions."

The room's temperature seemed to drop several degrees despite the
desert heat outside. Zaid had anticipated this confrontation, had prepared

for it, yet the precision of Rajdeep's monitoring still impressed him.

"I've been tracking a non-standard threat," Zaid acknowledged, offering
the first layer of his prepared explanation. "One requiring methods that fall

outside conventional operational parameters."
"Navah," Rajdeep said simply, the word hanging between them.

Zaid allowed a flash of genuine surprise to cross his features, calculated

vulnerability to establish credibility. "You know the name."

"I've been Director of R.A.W. for nineteen years, Major Ahmad. Few
organisations that are operating on Indian soil remain unknown to me,
regardless of their antiquity or discretion." Rajdeep set his teacup down with
deliberate precision. "The question isn't whether I know of Navah's
existence. The question is why one of my most promising officers has been
co-opted by an organisation whose agenda remains opaque to Indian

intelligence."

Zaid recognised the moment required careful navigation. Rajdeep
clearly knew enough to make a complete denial futile, but not enough to

understand the true scope of what they faced.

"l haven't been co-opted, sir. I've been pursuing a legitimate threat to
national security using resources that became available through Navah

contacts." He leaned forward slightly, offering the appearance of candour.
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"General Farooq Niazi has assembled a private military organisation
recruiting from former special forces across multiple nations. His operation
exists outside formal governmental control, with objectives that directly

threaten stability across the subcontinent."

Rajdeep's expression revealed nothing, though his fingers tapped once
against his knee, a tell Zaid had observed during previous high-stakes
briefings. "Niazi. Yes, a name that has surfaced with concerning frequency

in recent months. Continue."

"My initial contact with Navah occurred during the Rajasthan
incident. They provided intelligence on artifacts Niazi was attempting to
acquire; artifacts with potential applications for non-conventional
weaponry." Zaid delivered the carefully constructed half-truth with perfect
conviction. "Their historical knowledge proved essential to tracking Niazi's

movements and understanding his objectives."

"And the Cambodian excursion!" Rajdeep pressed. "Which resulted in

your interesting medical condition."

Zaid's hand moved unconsciously to his chest, where the bullet wound
had nearly taken his life. "We identified a location where Niazi's forces were
attempting to recover specific materials. My team intercepted them, but his
operatives were better positioned than intelligence suggested. The

engagement was... problematic."

"Indeed." Rajdeep stood, moving back to the window, his reflection
visible in the glass as he processed Zaid's explanation. "Curiously, R.A.W.
has been conducting its own investigation into General Niazi for the past
three months. His activities have drawn attention from multiple agencies.
Black market arms purchases. Recruitment of former special forces
operators. Unusual excavations at remote archaeological sites." He turned,
fixing Zaid with a penetrating stare. "What's perhaps most interesting is that
our surveillance shows patterns remarkably similar to those you've been

tracking."

236



NUSRAT ABBASI

The moment crystallised between them, Rajdeep confirming aspects
of Zaid's explanation while simultaneously alerting him that R.A.W. had

been monitoring much more than previously indicated.

"Then you understand the threat he represents," Zaid responded

carefully.

"l understand that he represents a threat," Rajdeep clarified. "What
remains unclear is the nature of that threat. Conventional analysis suggests
he's building a private military company to sell to the highest bidder. Your

actions suggest something more... exotic."

Zaid measured his response carefully. "The artifacts he seeks are based
on technologies not widely understood. Their applications extend beyond

conventional weapons systems."
"Technologies provided by Navah?!" Rajdeep probed.

"Technologies Navah has historical knowledge of," Zaid corrected, the
distinction subtle but significant. "Their expertise has proven invaluable in

anticipating Niazi's objectives."

Rajdeep studied Zaid with the calculated patience that had made him
legendary within intelligence circles. "And the woman? Ada Mirza. Her

involvement seems central yet undefined in your reports."

Here was the most dangerous ground; Ada's role could not be
explained without revealing truths beyond what any government was
prepared to accept. "Dr Mirza is a specialist in ancient artifacts. Her
expertise in authentication and historical context has been essential to

identifying Niazi's targets."

"A curator becomes a field operative overnight!" Rajdeep's scepticism
was evident. "People don't transform so rapidly without extraordinary

motivation."

"Her father's work intersected with these artifacts. His death may not
have been the accident it appeared to be." Another partial truth to anchor
the deception.
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Silence stretched between them, filled with unspoken calculations and
assessments. Rajdeep had not risen to his position without an exceptional
ability to detect falsehood, and Zaid had not survived deep-cover operations
without an exceptional ability to craft convincing narratives that wove truth

and misdirection into a seamless fabric.

"l require complete transparency moving forward," Rajdeep finally
declared, his tone making clear this was non-negotiable. "Your divided
attention creates vulnerabilities R.A.W. cannot afford, particularly if Niazi

represents the threat you suggest."

"Understood, sir. You'll have daily updates on all significant
developments." Zaid maintained eye contact, establishing sincerity while

calculating exactly how much information could safely be shared.

Rajdeep studied him a moment longer, then nodded once, not
acceptance, but temporary suspension of judgment. "See that I do. The
ministerial delegation returns to Delhi in three days. I expect
comprehensive briefing materials on my desk by then, including full profiles

on all Navah personnel you've worked with."

Zaid recognised both the directive and the implicit threat. Rajdeep was
giving him rope, enough to continue operations, but also potentially

enough to hang himself if his explanations proved inadequate.

"Of course, sir." He rose, recognising the dismissal in Rajdeep's tone.

"Thank you for your confidence."

"l haven't offered confidence, Major Ahmad," Rajdeep corrected
smoothly. "Merely opportunity. What you do with it will determine whether

my next decision involves promotion or prosecution."

As Zaid departed, passing through layers of security back into the
hotel's public spaces, he calculated the implications of the meeting. Rajdeep
knew more than expected, but less than feared. The partial truths would
buy time, but not indefinitely. Eventually, full disclosure would become
necessary, a moment that would test not just his loyalty to R.A.W. but the

world's readiness to accept truths it had never been prepared to face.
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Zaid moved through the Navah facility's corridors with barely
contained tension, his meeting with Rajdeep still playing through his mind.
The chess match of half-truths and strategic omissions had left him mentally
exhausted, every potential misstep requiring immediate recalculation. He
needed to brief Samarjeet immediately on how much R.A.W. knew about
their operations, but first, he wanted to check on Ada. The last unlock
procedure had extracted crucial information about Nagid's vulnerabilities,
but he'd seen the toll it had taken on her, the way her hands trembled
slightly during the recovery period, the shadow behind her eyes that spoke

of memories never meant to be experienced firsthand.

He reached her quarters and pressed his palm against the biometric
scanner. The door slid open silently, revealing the minimalist space Navah
had allocated her, comfortable but utilitarian, with a desk covered in
research materials and ancient texts. The room appeared empty at first

glance, no sign of Ada at her usual workspace.

"Ada?" he called, stepping fully inside. The silence felt wrong

immediately, heavy, unnatural.

Then he saw her. She lay crumpled on the floor between the desk and
bed, one arm outstretched as though she'd been reaching for something
when she fell. Her body was unnaturally still, the pendant at her throat

pulsing with erratic blue light that cast eerie shadows across her face.

"Ada!" Zaid crossed the room in quick strides, dropping to his knees
beside her. His combat medical training took over instantly, fingers pressing
against her carotid artery to find a pulse, present but erratic, too fast, then
too slow, a cardiac rhythm no human heart should produce. Her skin felt

cold and slightly damp, her breathing shallow and irregular.

He hit the emergency call button on his communication device.
"Medical emergency in residential section, room twelve. Unresponsive

carrier. Possible neural event."
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The response was immediate. "Medical team dispatched. ETA forty

seconds."

Zaid cradled Ada's head, positioning her to keep her airway open, his
mind racing through possibilities. Did the recent unlock procedure cause
any complications? Was this a natural collapse or something more sinister?
The pendant continued its irregular pulsing, a technology responding to

stimulus beyond his understanding.

The medical team arrived with practised efficiency, Dr Karim herself
leading three specialists equipped with both conventional emergency
equipment and devices unique to Navah's understanding of carrier
physiology. They moved around Zaid, who reluctantly stepped back to give

them space while never taking his eyes off Ada's still form.

"Pupils dilated and unresponsive," one medic reported, shining a

specialised light into Ada's eyes. "Theta wave activity off the charts."

"Get her on the gurney," Dr Karim commanded. "Full neural

stabilisation protocol in the medical bay."

They transferred Ada to the waiting gurney with gentle precision,
immediately attaching monitoring devices that displayed incomprehensible
readings on portable screens. Dr Karim placed a device that resembled a
metallic circlet around Ada's head, its interior surface lined with sensors

that immediately began collecting data.

"Major Ahmad," Dr Karim addressed Zaid without looking away from
her patient. "When did you find her? Any indication of what preceded this

collapse?"

"A few seconds before calling it in," he answered, falling into step
beside the gurney as they moved rapidly toward the medical section. "The

room was undisturbed. She was simply on the floor, unresponsive."

The pendant's pulsing had intensified, now emitting light bright
enough to penetrate through the thin fabric of the medical sheet covering

Ada. Dr Karim noticed immediately, her expression tightening.
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"The artifact is actively responding," she observed. "This isn't a

conventional medical emergency."

They reached the medical bay, where a team already waited, a
specialised chamber equipped with instruments Zaid hadn't seen before.
The walls gleamed with embedded technology, symbols etched into metallic
surfaces that resembled the engravings on the silver cylinder used in unlock

procedures.

"Quantum isolation chamber," Dr Karim explained as they transferred

Ada. "Designed to block external neural interfaces."

The medical team worked with coordinated precision, connecting Ada
to monitoring systems while Dr Karim adjusted settings on equipment that
defied conventional medical categorisation. Zaid remained at the periphery,
years of discipline preventing him from interfering while enabling him to

process everything he witnessed.

Twenty-three minutes passed in tense activity before Ada's eyelids
flickered. Her body suddenly tensed, back arching slightly off the treatment
surface, a gasp escaping her lips as consciousness returned with jarring
abruptness. Her eyes opened wide, pupils still dilated to an unnatural
degree, darting around the room before finally focusing on Dr Karim

leaning over her.

"He was searching," Ada whispered, her voice hoarse and strained.

"Inside my head. Looking for something."

Dr Karim's hands never stopped working, adjusting equipment while

maintaining eye contact with Ada. "Who was searching’ Nagid?"

Ada nodded weakly. "I felt him... pushing against my thoughts. Not
like the dreams. More direct. More invasive." Her hand moved to the
pendant, which had settled into a steady but subdued glow. "The pendant

activated on its own. I remember reaching for the desk, then nothing."

Zaid stepped closer now that Ada was conscious, relief at her
awakening tempered by the implications of what she described. "How could
he penetrate the facility's shielding?"
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Dr Karim frowned, studying readings from the monitoring equipment.
"The quantum shielding should have prevented direct neural contact.
Unless..." She adjusted several parameters on her diagnostic equipment,
then nodded grimly. "The unlock procedure created pathways that
remained partially open. He didn't need to penetrate our shielding, he used

existing connections, like following footprints through snow."
"What was he looking for?" Zaid asked, directing the question to Ada.

She closed her eyes briefly, accessing the fragmented memory of the
intrusion. "Location. He was trying to determine where I physically am. The

pendant... [ think it interfered somehow, disrupted his probing."

Dr Karim activated additional scanning equipment, focusing
specifically on the pendant still glowing at Ada's throat. "It's not just
jewellery," she confirmed after reviewing the readings. "The artifact appears
to function as both transmitter and shield. It responded to the intrusion

attempt by generating a localised quantum disruption field."

"The question remains how he found her at all," Zaid pressed. "The
facility's shielding..."

"Is designed against conventional detection methods," Dr Karim
interrupted. "But Nagid's abilities have clearly evolved beyond our current
understanding. The quantum entanglement created by multiple unlock
procedures has created a... signature he can follow, regardless of physical
shielding."

A technician approached with a tablet displaying test results. Dr Karim
reviewed them quickly, her expression growing more concerned. "These
neural patterns suggest an extremely sophisticated intrusion attempt. Not
brute force, but a precisely calibrated probe designed to extract specific

information while remaining undetected."
"If the pendant hadn't interfered..." Ada began.

"He would have your exact location now," Dr Karim confirmed. "And

by extension, the location of one of Navah's primary facilities."
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The implications hung in the air, a threat more immediate than any
they'd previously faced. Navah had survived for millennia through absolute
secrecy; discovery of the Dubai facility would compromise not just their

immediate operations but potentially their entire global network.

"We need to move her to a more secure location," Zaid stated, the

tactical assessment automatic after years of intelligence work.

Dr Karim nodded. "I've already requested preparation of our quantum
shielded section. It's significantly more isolated than the standard facility
areas, with technology specifically designed to block neural scanning

attempts."

As the medical team prepared Ada for transfer, Samarjeet entered the
chamber, his normally composed features showing rare concern. "I've
initiated an emergency conference with The Table," he informed them.

"This development requires immediate strategic recalibration."

Ada was transferred to a wheelchair, still connected to monitoring
equipment, but now clearly improving. The colour had returned to her face,
though exhaustion remained evident in the shadows beneath her eyes.
"How did he find me!" she asked Samarjeet directly. "After all our

precautions?"

"That's what concerns us most," Samarjeet replied. "The Table believes
he's developed or acquired enhanced sensing capabilities we haven't
previously documented. Technology or abilities that can detect quantum

signatures across greater distances than we thought possible."

They moved through secured corridors to a section of the facility Zaid
hadn't previously accessed, an area where the walls were made of different
materials, and the lighting subtly adjusted to accommodate different
sensory requirements. The quantum-shielded section felt different on a
level beneath conscious perception, as though the air itself obeyed slightly
altered physical laws.

While Dr Karim supervised Ada's medical monitoring, Samarjeet

disappeared to conduct his video conference with The Table - Navah's
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mysterious leadership council whose members' identities remained
unknown even to most high-ranking operatives. Zaid remained with Ada,
his presence both protective and supportive as she gradually recovered from

the intrusion attempt.

Three hours later, Samarjeet returned, his expression grave but
resolved. "The Table has reached a unanimous decision,” he announced
without preamble. "We must accelerate your transfer to Sanctum Celestis.

Not just for security reasons, but for the continued unlock procedures."

"How soon!" Ada asked, now sitting upright in a recovery bed, looking
tired but alert.

"Tomorrow morning," Samarjeet replied. "The Table has authorised
our most secure transport protocols. The Mirage Nexus will maintain
disinformation operations suggesting your continued presence here while

you're actually en route to Tibet."

"What makes Sanctum Celestis more secure than here?" Zaid
questioned. "If Nagid can track quantum signatures, changing locations

seems insufficient."

"Mount Kailash possesses natural properties that disrupt quantum
fields," Samarjeet explained. "The mountain contains rare mineral deposits
with unique electromagnetic characteristics. Combined with First One
technology integrated into the facility's construction, it creates an
environment that exists partially outside conventional spacetime

parameters."

Ada nodded slowly, accepting the necessity while clearly recognising

the escalation it represented. "The final unlocks will happen there?"

"Yes." Samarjeet's voice softened slightly. "The facility contains
equipment far more advanced than anything we have here. Technology
designed specifically to protect carriers during deep memory access." His
gaze met hers directly. "Technology that might have saved your mother had

she used it rather than conducting independent research."
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The mention of her mother struck Ada visibly. She touched the
pendant, its glow now subsided to dormancy once more. "Then we go to
Sanctum Celestis," she said simply. "Nagid's searching has only confirmed
what we already knew; he fears what I might uncover. What I might

remember."

Zaid watched her transformation from medical patient to determined
operative, the rapid recovery suggesting Ada was becoming something
beyond conventional human limits. Each unlock, each challenge, each
confrontation with ancient forces pushed her further along an evolutionary

path whose destination remained unknown.

As preparations began for their departure, a sense of acceleration
permeated the facility, not just changes to timetables and security protocols,
but a deeper shift in the cosmic game they played against an adversary
whose moves spanned centuries rather than moments. The race toward

humanity's hidden truth had entered its final, desperate phase.
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he Gulfstream G650 touched down at Lhasa Gonggar

Airport, its wheels meeting Tibetan tarmac with a gentle

shudder that rippled through the cabin. Outside, the harsh
mountain light illuminated a landscape of stark beauty - towering peaks
rising against an impossibly blue sky, their snow-capped summits floating
like islands above clouds. Ada pressed her palm against the cool window,
feeling the engines’ thrum as the pilot engaged the reverse thrust. The
pendant at her throat remained dormant since the attack in Dubai, but its
weight carried new significance now. They had crossed international
borders with diplomatic efficiency that spoke of Navah's farreaching
influence, papers examined and promptly returned, questions unasked, the
journey proceeding with a smoothness that normal travellers could never

experience.

"Altitude sickness won't be an issue," Samarjeet said, noting Ada's
measured breathing. "The Navah compound in Darchen has oxygen
enrichment systems, and Sanctum Celestis maintains atmospheric pressure

at levels comfortable for human physiology."
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Zaid remained vigilant, his eyes scanning the tarmac where a Chinese
military officer stood waiting, ramrod straight in his immaculate uniform.

"Our welcoming committee appears to be senior-level."

"Colonel Zhao Liang," Samarjeet confirmed. "Liaison between the
People's Liberation Army and Navah's Tibetan operations. His family has

held this position for four generations."

This detail struck Ada as she gathered her few belongings. "Four

generations! That would predate Communist rule in China."

Samarjeet's eyes carried a hint of satisfaction at her observation.
"Navah's arrangements transcend political systems, Ada. We were here
before the People's Republic, before the Qing Dynasty, before Tibet became

a unified kingdom."

They descended the aircraft steps into thin mountain air that scraped
lungs accustomed to sea level. Colonel Zhao approached with measured

steps, offering a formal bow that Samarjeet returned with equal precision.

"Raja Samarjeet Singh," the colonel said, his English perfect but

accented. "It has been too long since you honoured us with your presence."
"Colonel Zhao. Your father sends his regards from retirement."

The Chinese officer's professional demeanour softened slightly. "You
have spoken with him recently? This is good news. He worries that his

usefulness has ended."

"A Zhao is never without purpose to Navah," Samarjeet replied with

diplomatic grace that carried the weight of ancient protocols.

The formalities completed, they were escorted to a military helicopter,
its rotors already spinning in preparation. No customs checks, no passport
control, nothing that might slow their progress toward Mount Kailash. The
special treatment did not go unnoticed by Ada, who had never witnessed

such deference from a military power known for its rigid control.

The helicopter lifted them above Lhasa, the Potala Palace receding

beneath them, its thousand rooms a mere dollhouse against the vastness of
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the Tibetan plateau. They flew northwest, following ancient trade routes

now visible only as faint scars across the landscape.

"The Chinese government officially denies our existence," Colonel
Zhao explained over the headset. "Yet provides whatever resources we

require. An interesting arrangement, yes’"
"Why?" Ada asked directly. "What does Navah offer in return?"

The colonel studied her with newfound interest. "Knowledge," he
answered simply. "Stability. Protection from forces beyond conventional

understanding."

"The PLA has experienced Nagid's influence firsthand," Samarjeet
elaborated. "Three incidents in the past decade alone. Without Navah's

intervention, the outcomes would have been catastrophic."

The helicopter journey lasted two hours, crossing terrain that grew
increasingly remote. They landed at Ngari Gunsa Airport, a military facility
that appeared on no civilian maps. Three black SUVs waited on the tarmac,

engines running, drivers standing at attention beside them.

The drive to Darchen took them through landscapes of breathtaking
desolation - windswept plains where prayer flags fluttered at high
mountain passes, isolated settlements where yaks grazed on sparse
vegetation. Throughout the journey, Zaid maintained tactical awareness,
noting defensive positions, exit routes and potential ambush points.
Military habits remained despite the colonel's assurances of absolute

security.

Darchen emerged as a cluster of buildings nestled at the base of sacred
mountains. Beyond it, Mount Kailash rose in perfect symmetry against the
sky, its peak shrouded in clouds that seemed to circle the summit in

perpetual circumambulation.

"Many religions consider Kailash the centre of the world," Ada
observed, recalling her academic knowledge. "Hindus, Buddhists, Jains,

Bon practitioners... all make pilgrimages here."
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"Yes," Samarjeet replied. "A convergence of belief that isn't
coincidental. Humans sense the mountain's significance even without

understanding its true nature."

They bypassed the town entirely, turning onto a military road that led
to a compound surrounded by high walls and watchtowers. Gate security
involved multiple checkpoints, each more sophisticated than the last,
culminating in biometric scanners that confirmed their genetic profiles

before permitting entry.

Within the compound, Colonel Zhao led them to a section separated
from the main base by an additional security perimeter. "This area is
designated exclusively for Navah operations," he explained. "No Chinese
military personnel enter without explicit permission, not even myself unless

invited."

The accommodations inside were sparse but comfortable - sleeping
quarters, a briefing room and medical facilities equipped with technology
that appeared decades ahead of current standards. The colonel gestured to

a map on the wall, indicating their position relative to Mount Kailash.

"This base was established in 1952," he continued. "Chairman Mao
himself approved its construction, though official records show nothing at

this location."

"The Chairman knew of Navah?" Zaid asked, surprise momentarily

breaking through his composed exterior.

Colonel Zhao smiled slightly. "Not by name. But he understood there
were powers beyond communist ideology that required... accommodation."
His gaze shifted to include all three of them. "Every government reaches this
understanding eventually. Some through cooperation, others through hard

lessons."

After the colonel withdrew, Samarjeet gathered them in the secure
briefing room. Maps of Mount Kailash covered the walls, showing routes

invisible to conventional cartography.
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"We move tonight," he announced. "Daylight approaches to Sanctum
Celestis are prohibited except in absolute emergencies. Darkness provides
both concealment and protection against certain detection methods Nagid

employs."

He outlined the journey protocols with military precision - vehicle
specifications, communications procedures, contingency plans for various
scenarios. Ada listened with half her attention, the other half drawn
repeatedly to Mount Kailash looming beyond the compound walls.
Something about the mountain called to her, a resonance that vibrated

along the same frequencies as her genetic memories.

"The approach will take approximately four hours," Samarjeet
concluded. "We'll arrive before dawn, when the mountain's natural

shielding properties are at their strongest."

As the briefing ended, Ada moved to the window, drawn by an
inexplicable need to see the mountain clearly. The moment her eyes fixed
on its distant peak, something shifted within her consciousness - the room

faded, reality tilted, and she was elsewhere.

White walls. Clinical light. The hum of advanced machinery.
Mehjabeen Mirza was strapped to a chair, like the Mnemonic Cradle, but
more primitive in design. Her body convulsing as neural pathways
overloaded with information never meant for a single human mind to

process.
"Vitals dropping! We need to abort now!" A technician's voice, urgent with fear.

"No!" Mehjabeen's command was powerful despite her physical distress. "l can

see it. I'm almost there. The complete structure of his molecular composition..."

"Your neural patterns are destabilising! Another minute and we'll lose you

completely!"

Mehjabeen's eyes, filled with terrible knowledge and absolute determination.
"Some truths are worth dying for. This is how we defeat him. This is how humanity

survives."
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The pendant at her throat was glowing with impossible intensity, drawing

energy from her fading life force, storing what her mind could not safely contain.

"Continue the procedure."

The vision released Ada as suddenly as it had seized her. She found
herself gripping the window frame, Zaid's hand on her shoulder, concern

etched across his features.
"What did you see’" he asked quietly.

Ada drew a shaking breath. "My mother's final choice. She knew the
unlock would kill her, but she continued anyway." Her hand moved to
touch the pendant, understanding its burden more completely now. "She
believed the knowledge was worth her life."

Behind them, Samarjeet watched with ancient eyes that had witnessed
too many such sacrifices. "The question that remains," he said softly, "is

whether you will make a different choice when your moment comes."

Outside, Mount Kailash stood impassive against the darkening sky,
keeper of secrets older than human civilisation, waiting to receive its latest

guardians, or claim them, as it had so many before.

Midnight cloaked the Tibetan plateau in darkness so absolute it
seemed to swallow light rather than merely exist without it. Stars pierced
the black canopy overhead, their brilliance undimmed by the atmospheric
pollution that plagued lowland cities. The compound's perimeter lights had
been extinguished, leaving only faint blue guidance markers to lead their
small procession toward three waiting SUVs. Ada pulled her thermal jacket
tighter, her breath forming crystalline clouds that dissipated in the frigid
air. The vision of her mother's final moments clung to her consciousness
like frost on glass, impossible to brush away, transforming her perception of

the pendant's weight against her skin from comfort to burden.
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The vehicles sat in perfect formation, their matte-black exteriors
absorbing what little ambient light there was. From the outside, they
appeared to be high-end but conventional Toyota Land Cruisers, the kind
favoured by NGOs and diplomatic missions throughout the region.
Nothing about their appearance would attract attention on the rare

occasions they travelled public roads.

"Standard protocol," Samarjeet explained, noting Ada's assessment.
"Visibility through conformity."

A security team of six Navah operatives distributed themselves among
the vehicles, moving with the synchronised precision of a long partnership.
Zaid conducted his own inspection, circling each SUV with practised eyes
that missed nothing, a habit formed through years of missions where

overlooked details meant death.

"We depart in precisely four minutes," Samarjeet announced. "Final

equipment check now."

Ada approached the middle vehicle, where a driver waited with the rear
door open. She slid into what should have been an ordinary SUV interior
and found herself instead in what appeared to be a command centre from
a nearfuture military installation. The conventional dashboard had been
replaced by a seamless digital interface. Where windows should have
allowed only the impenetrable Tibetan night, high-definition screens
displayed the exterior with impossible clarity - not the darkness that
actually surrounded them, but a daylight view of the compound and

mountains beyond.

"Temporal shift imaging," Samarjeet explained as he settled into the
seat beside her, noting her expression. "The screens composite stored
daylight footage with real-time infrared and quantum resonance scanning.
What you're seeing is precisely what would be visible if it were noon rather

than midnight."

Zaid entered last, his military assessment immediately cataloguing the
vehicle's capabilities. "No blind spots," he observed. "Complete 360-degree
visibility."
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"And much more," Samarjeet confirmed, touching a control that
transformed the ceiling into another screen, this one showing a
topographical overlay of their planned route. "The vehicles appear
conventional because they must occasionally transit public areas. Inside,
they represent the integration of First One principles with current human

technology."

The driver, a woman whose features suggested Himalayan heritage,
initiated the startup sequence. Instead of an engine's roar, only a faint hum
emanated from somewhere beneath them, barely perceptible even in the

cabin's perfect acoustic isolation.
"Hydrogen fuel cells?" Zaid guessed.

"Among other power sources," Samarjeet answered with deliberate
vagueness. "The propulsion system incorporates elements we've reverse-

engineered from artifacts similar to the Cambodian orb."

The convoy moved out, passing through the compound's gates with
silent efficiency. Once beyond the perimeter, they accelerated smoothly,
taking a route that existed on no public maps. The screens showed rocky
terrain passing on either side, occasionally replacing the daylight composite
with thermal imaging when movement was detected, usually small

nocturnal animals, each identified by subtle text annotations that appeared

briefly beside them.

"These vehicles have defended Navah operatives through situations
that would destroy conventional military transport,” Samarjeet continued,
his voice carrying the weight of personal experience. "The exterior shell
consists of a carbon-ceramic composite interwoven with meta-materials that
disperse kinetic energy. Bullets flatten against it. Grenades cause minimal

structural damage."

"And yet they look like ordinary SUVs," Ada noted. "No visible

armour, no excessive weight distribution."

"The material exists partially outside conventional physical

parameters,” Samarjeet explained. "Mass and density properties that defy
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standard equations. Only a direct hit from a heavy missile could penetrate

the cabin, and even then, the occupants would likely survive."

The convoy wound higher along the mountain path, the screens
adjusting their display as the terrain grew steeper. Ada found herself
watching Mount Kailash grow larger in the forward display, its perfect
pyramid shape both natural and somehow deliberate, as though geological
forces had been guided by intelligent design.

Her thoughts returned to the vision of her mother, strapped to that
primitive version of the Mnemonic Cradle, choosing knowledge over
survival. Mehjabeen knew the price and paid it willingly, believing the
information she had extracted was worth her life. Now Ada carried both
that knowledge and that burden, the pendant at her throat a constant

reminder of inheritance both genetic and ethical.

"You're troubled by what you saw," Zaid said quietly, his observation
pitched for her ears alone. Despite the cabin's technological wonders, his

focus remained on her internal struggle.

Ada watched the mountain approach through artificially rendered
daylight. "She made her choice with full awareness of the consequences,"
she replied. "Not in a moment of crisis or confusion, but with complete

clarity."

"And you see the same choice approaching for you," Zaid concluded,

reading what she hadn't explicitly stated.

"Don't you?" She turned to face him directly. "Each unlock brings me
closer to whatever killed her. Dr Karim has been careful, more cautious
than my mother's team was, but we're following the same path toward the

same destination."

Samarjeet, who had been allowing them their quiet exchange, now
spoke. "Your mother believed some knowledge was worth any price. The
question is not whether you will face the same choice, but whether you will

make the same decision."
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The convoy passed a natural formation that resembled a gateway
carved from living rock. The screens briefly flickered as quantum
distortions interfered with the imaging systems, then stabilised with the
parameters adjusted. They had crossed some invisible boundary, entering a
zone where conventional physics began to bend under the mountain's

influence.

"We're now within Kailash's outermost field," Samarjeet announced.
"From this point forward, electronic communications with the outside
world become increasingly unreliable. We're entering Navah's oldest

domain."

The screens shifted again, this time displaying ghostly outlines
superimposed over the landscape - structures invisible to normal
perception, energy patterns flowing through the mountain like blood
through veins. The vehicles adjusted their course slightly, following paths
that aligned with these energy flows rather than the dictates of geography.

"What you're seeing now is the mountain's true nature,” Samarjeet
explained. "The kora pilgrimage route that circles Kailash follows these
energy lines, though pilgrims perceive them only as spiritual significance

rather than physical reality."

Ada studied the patterns with both academic and personal interest,
recognising similarities to diagrams she'd seen in her father's journal and
structures she'd glimpsed in genetic memories. "These aren't natural

formations."

"No," Samarjeet confirmed. "They're the remnants of the First Ones'
original landing site. Mount Kailash didn't become sacred by accident -
humanity has been drawn to this location for millennia because something

deep in our collective memory recognises its significance."

The convoy continued its careful ascent, following paths visible only
through the vehicles' specialised perception systems. Inside the lead SUV,
Ada watched the mountain draw closer, each kilometre bringing them
nearer to Sanctum Celestis and the completion of her genetic unlocking, a

process her mother had considered worth dying for.
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Whether she would make the same choice remained to be seen, but
the vision had clarified one thing: knowledge and sacrifice were two sides

of the same coin, and the currency of revelation was often pain.
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The convoy wound through increasingly steep terrain as they
approached Mount Kailash from its less-travelled northern face. Their
screens showed a landscape devoid of the prayer flags and pilgrims that
marked the mountain's southern slopes—no colourful tokens of devotion,
no weathered faces of those seeking spiritual merit through
circumambulation. This side of Kailash remained pristine, untouched by
human traffic, the terrain bearing only the marks of weather and time. Ada
noticed the subtle shift in the SUVs' movement, their advanced suspension
compensating for the increasingly rocky path that would have rendered
conventional vehicles useless. Above them, the mountain's peak caught the
first hint of pre-dawn light, though here in the shadow of its northern face,

darkness still held dominion.

"This entire sector is restricted by Chinese military decree," Samarjeet
explained, gesturing toward a digital map that appeared on the ceiling
display. "Official explanation: environmental protection zone. Actual
purpose: securing Sanctum Celestis' primary entrance from unauthorised

observation."

"No pilgrims allowed at all Ada asked, studying the mountain's
forbidding face.

"The kora pilgrimage route deliberately bypasses this quadrant,"
Samarjeet replied. "Ancient traditions established patterns of avoidance
long before modern restrictions. Pilgrims sense the difference in this sector;
many report feeling disoriented or uneasy as they approach. The mountain

itself discourages casual visitors."
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Zaid studied the tactical overlay now visible on his section of the
display. "Multiple approaches, all heavily monitored," he observed.

"Redundant security systems with overlapping coverage."

"Necessary precautions,” Samarjeet confirmed. "Sanctum Celestis has
remained hidden for millennia precisely because nothing about its access is
left to chance. The primary entrance we're approaching predates human
civilisation as we currently understand it. First Ones designed it to respond

only to specific biological markers and technological keys."

The convoy navigated around a massive boulder field, following a path
that appeared impassable until the vehicles were literally upon it. Ada
watched in fascination as the screens revealed subtle markers carved into
seemingly random rocks; symbols similar to those she'd observed in

Cambodia, ancient signposts visible only to those who knew what to seek.

"The entrance itself appears to be a natural cave formation," Samarjeet
continued. "In reality, it's a precisely engineered access point incorporating
both physical and dimensional gateways. Once inside, we'll pass through a

transition zone where conventional space-time parameters begin to shift."

"Is that why Navah chose Kailash originally?" Ada asked. "These natural

properties?"

"More accurately, these properties are why the First Ones chose it,"
Samarjeet corrected. "Kailash exists at a confluence of what they called
'dimensional thin points'—locations where barriers between realities are
naturally more permeable. The mountain's unique mineral composition

amplifies these properties."

The lead vehicle suddenly slowed, its driver responding to data flashing
across her control interface. The convoy halted in a tight formation, engines

humming almost inaudibly.

"Anomalous reading," the driver reported, her voice perfectly
controlled. "Thermal signatures where none should exist, approximately

four hundred meters ahead."
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The security team instantly shifted to alert status, weapons appearing
from concealed compartments. Zaid leaned forward, studying the sensor

display with narrowed eyes.

"Pattern suggests deliberate concealment," he concluded. "Not random

heat sources. These are organised positions."

Samarjeet activated a secure communication channel to the other
vehicles. "Defensive protocol Alpha. Prepare for potential hostile

engagement.”

The screens shifted to tactical overlay, highlighting terrain features that
could provide cover while mapping the anomalous signatures. Ada felt
tension crystallise in the vehicle's confined space, military precision

replacing casual conversation.

"How could anyone know our route!" she asked, the question directed

at both men.

Before either could answer, the night erupted in blinding light. An
explosion shattered the stillness, detonating just ahead of their position.
Though the blast occurred far enough away to pose no immediate danger,
its purpose became instantly clear - illumination, not destruction. In that
harsh artificial daylight, figures emerged from concealed positions among

the rocks, weapons trained on the convoy.

"Ambush," Zaid stated unnecessarily, already moving to a defensive

position. "Professional deployment, military-grade equipment."

The convoy accelerated in coordinated evasive manoeuvres, the
vehicles' capabilities now deployed for survival rather than comfort.
Gunfire erupted from multiple positions, bullets pinging harmlessly against
the reinforced exteriors. The screens displayed targeting information,

calculating trajectories and identifying threats with inhuman speed.

Through the chaos, a familiar figure appeared on an outcropping
above their position - General Farooq Niazi, standing with unnatural
stillness amid the gunfire, observing the battle with clinical detachment.

Even from this distance, Ada could see changes in his appearance since

258



NUSRAT ABBASI

Cambodia - his posture too rigid, movements too precise, eyes reflecting

light at angles that human eyes should not.

"The transformation has begun," Samarjeet observed grimly. "Nagid's

influence is physically manifesting."

The vehicles executed a complex defensive pattern, using terrain to
their advantage while returning fire through automated systems. Their
technological superiority should have guaranteed swift escape, yet somehow
Niazi's forces anticipated each manoeuvre, repositioning with uncanny

prescience.

A new attack vector opened - precision mortar fire dropping from
above, forcing the convoy to separate. The explosions didn't damage the
vehicles but effectively divided their formation, breaking their coordinated

defence.

Niazi's voice suddenly filled their cabin, overriding the vehicle's

communication systems with ease that should have been impossible.

"Major Ahmad," he greeted, his tone unnaturally modulated. "Ms.
Mirza. A pleasure to intercept you so close to your sanctuary. Quite
ingenious, your temporal shift imaging system, but ultimately futile against

what ['ve become."

Zaid exchanged alarmed glances with Samarjeet. No conventional

technology should have penetrated their secure communications.

"Your genetic unlocking procedures created a quantum signature as
distinctive as a fingerprint," Niazi continued, answering their unspoken
question. "Each activation left traces in the fabric of reality itself. We simply

followed the breadcrumbs you scattered so carelessly across dimensions."

Ada's hand moved instinctively to her pendant, understanding the
implications. Not just the Dubai intrusion, but every unlock procedure had

created vulnerabilities that Nagid could exploit.

The attack intensified, now focused on separating the middle vehicle,
Ada's, from the convoy. A precisely placed explosive charge detonated

beneath a rock outcropping, sending massive boulders cascading onto the
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path between the SUVs. Their vehicle swerved violently, the driver
executing an emergency manoeuvre that sent them careening down a

secondary path while the others were forced in the opposite direction.

"Maintain convoy integrity!" Samarjeet commanded, but the order

came too late.

The path collapsed between them, tons of rock creating an impassable
barrier. Their SUV skidded to a precarious halt on a narrow ledge, the

driver fighting for control as loose gravel cascaded into darkness below.

"Separate and proceed to secondary entrance points," Samarjeet
ordered through the momentarily functioning communication system.

"Protocol Omega in effect."

Through the rear display, Ada caught a final glimpse of the other
vehicles disappearing around a bend, pursued by Niazi's forces. Then their
own situation demanded immediate attention as figures appeared on the

ridge above them, rappelling down with military precision.

"We can't stay in the vehicle," the driver announced, her tactical
assessment immediate. "They've deployed magnetic pulse disruptors.

Systems failing in sixty seconds."

Indeed, the screens flickered, the perfect daylight clarity dissolving into
static as targeted electromagnetic weapons disabled their advanced
technology. Without the vehicle's protection, they would be exposed and
vulnerable, but remaining inside would transform their sanctuary into a

trap.

"Move now," Samarjeet commanded, pulling emergency packs from

beneath the seats. "Terrain advantage is our only chance."

As the SUV's systems failed around them, plunging the cabin into
darkness, Ada felt the fragile plan for their arrival at Sanctum Celestis
shattering along with it. The path ahead now held only uncertainty and
danger, with Niazi's transformed forces converging on their position and
the Navah security detail separated from them by an impassable barrier of

stone and gravity.
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The driver released the emergency exit, cold mountain air rushing into
the darkened cabin. In the distance, Ada heard Niazi's voice, no longer

transmitted electronically but carrying unnaturally across the terrain.

"Find the woman. Eliminate the others."

Ada slid down the rocky embankment, loose stones cascading beneath
her boots, the mountain darkness swallowing her slight figure almost
immediately. She did not notice that Samarjeet and Zaid had not followed
her. Niazi's soldiers converged on the disabled SUV, tactical lights cutting
through the night like predatory eyes. The driver had gone in the opposite
direction, drawing attention away, buying precious seconds for Ada's escape.
Cold air burned her lungs as she moved with instinctive precision, her body
accessing knowledge she had never consciously learned, how to distribute
weight to minimise sound, how to use terrain features for concealment, how
to read the mountain's contours even in near-total darkness. The combat
training unlocked from her genetic memory integrated seamlessly with her
movements, transforming the academic curator into something her

colleagues at the British Museum would never recognise.

She pressed herself against a boulder as voices carried through the thin
mountain air, commands shouted in Serbian and Arabic, disciplined
soldiers deploying with military efficiency. The pendant at her throat
remained cool and dormant, offering no guidance, no protection against
the forces hunting her. Ada closed her eyes briefly, centring herself as she
had been taught during training sessions in Dubai. When she opened them
again, the mountain appeared different, overlaid with faint energy patterns
visible only to her enhanced perception, pathways and markers left by

ancestors who had walked these slopes centuries before.

Two hundred metres away, Zaid rolled behind a rock outcropping as
bullets chipped stone inches from his position. Beside him, Samarjeet

maintained remarkable composure, the elderly Sikh moving with the fluid
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grace of a lifetime warrior. Their SUV lay overturned thirty meters behind
them, its technological advantages neutralised by whatever advanced

weapons Niazi's forces had deployed.

"Seven hostiles, northwest quadrant," Zaid reported, the military
assessment automatic despite their desperate situation. "Three more

approaching from the eastern ridge."

Samarjeet nodded, checking the traditional-appearing but decidedly
non-traditional weapon in his hand. "Our priority remains reaching

Sanctum Celestis. Secondary objective: reuniting with Ada."

"She'll head for the mountain," Zaid said with certainty born of trust
rather than hope. "The unlocks have certainly given her instinctive

knowledge of the terrain, judging from her escape movements."

A soldier appeared on the ridge above them, night vision equipment
revealing his position to Zaid's trained eye. Before the man could aim, Zaid
fired once, the shot finding its mark with precision that spoke of years of
combat experience. The soldier fell without a sound, but two more

immediately took his position.

"We cannot remain defensive," Samarjeet decided, gesturing toward a
narrow defile to their right. "That path leads to the secondary entrance. We

move on my signal."

Ada picked her way across a treacherous scree slope, each footstep
placed precisely where ancestral memory guided. The mountain spoke to
her through genetic knowledge, revealing paths invisible to ordinary
perception. She felt Sanctum Celestis pulling her forward like a lodestone
drawing iron, its presence resonating with something deep in her DNA.
The unlocking procedures had connected her to this place in ways she was

only beginning to understand.

A loose rock betrayed her position, clattering down the slope and
drawing an immediate response: a spotlight beam cutting through the
darkness, voices calling out, pursuit redirected toward her location. Ada

abandoned stealth for speed, scrambling up a near-vertical face that should
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have required climbing equipment. Her hands found holds with uncanny
accuracy, body moving with the assurance of someone who had traversed

this exact route before.

Reaching a narrow ledge, she pressed her back against the mountain
face, controlling her breathing as footsteps approached below. Three of
Niazi's men moved with professional caution, weapons ready, their tactical
gear incorporating technology that appeared distinctly non-standard, a
slight luminescence outlining their forms, equipment that hummed with

frequencies just below conscious hearing.

"The quantum signature is strongest in this sector," one reported,

adjusting something on his wrist device. "She cannot have gone far."

Ada remained perfectly still, drawing on meditation techniques that
slowed her heart rate and controlled her body temperature, reducing
detectability. The men passed below her position, continuing along the
more obvious path. She waited until their footsteps faded before moving

again, following the energy lines only she could perceive.

The path narrowed as she ascended, eventually becoming little more
than a goat track winding precariously around the mountain's shoulder.
The first hint of dawn lightened the eastern sky, throwing the terrain into
shadowed relief. With growing light came growing danger; visibility worked
both ways.

She rounded a blind corner and froze. Twenty meters ahead, the path
terminated in a sheer drop. Ten meters behind her, a figure appeared,
blocking her retreat. One of Niazi's soldiers, moving with the unnatural
precision that suggested more than human enhancement. He raised his

weapon unhurriedly, confidence in every line of his body.

"Ms. Mirza," he greeted, his voice carrying the same strange harmonic

quality she'd heard in Niazi's. "The General requests your company."

Ada backed toward the cliff edge, mind racing through options that
dwindled with each step. The soldier advanced steadily, weapon trained on

her centre mass, taking no chances despite her apparently defenceless state.
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"Your genetic material is valuable," he continued. "But not

irreplaceable. Cooperation ensures survival."

Her back met empty air, heels at the precipice edge. The pendant at
her throat suddenly warmed against her skin, a sensation she'd experienced
only during unlock procedures. Acting on instinct beyond conscious
thought, Ada grasped it firmly, focusing her mind as she'd been taught to

do when accessing genetic memory.

The response was immediate and unexpected. Energy surged through
the artifact, blue-silver light erupting from its core in a directional pulse that
struck the advancing soldier. He screamed, hands flying to his eyes as the
light intensified beyond human tolerance, temporarily blinding him. His

weapon clattered to the path as he staggered backwards.

Ada stared at the pendant in shock, its glow already fading, the burst
of energy depleted. This capability had never been mentioned in Navah's
briefings, never appeared in her training. Yet the activation had felt natural,

as though the pendant itself had guided her response.

With her attacker temporarily incapacitated, Ada darted past him,
retrieving his fallen weapon with hands that knew precisely how to handle
it. She continued up the path, a new understanding blossoming alongside
confusion. The pendant was more than a key or repository; it was a
defensive system, responding to her survival needs in mysterious ways

encoded into it.

Elsewhere on the mountain, Zaid dispatched another of Niazi's
soldiers with brutal efficiency, the combat fluid and decisive. Blood
streaked his face from a grazing wound, but his movements showed no
compromise, no hesitation. Samarjeet fought with surprising ferocity for his
age, his traditional kirpan proving unexpectedly effective against advanced

body armour.

"The entrance should be fifty meters ahead," Samarjeet called, his
breathing controlled despite exertion. "A vertical fissure marked with the

convergence symbol."

264



NUSRAT ABBASI

Zaid nodded, covering their advance with precisely placed suppressive
fire. They moved in perfect coordination, decades of combined combat
experience creating seamless teamwork despite never having fought together

before this night.

Dawn's first direct light touched the mountain peak as Ada reached a
stretch where the path seemed to end at a sheer rock face. To conventional
perception, no passage existed, yet the energy patterns she perceived formed
a distinct doorway. She placed her palm against the stone, feeling warmth
and subtle vibration beneath her touch. Recognition protocols activated,

ancient technology responding to her genetic signature.

A sound behind her made her turn sharply, weapon raised, only to
lower it immediately as Zaid and Samarjeet appeared, both bearing evidence
of hard combat but moving with purpose. The reunion should have seemed
impossibly coincidental, yet Ada understood immediately; they had all been
drawn to this precise location by the mountain itself, by protocols encoded

into their very cells.

"The pendant," she began, needing to share her discovery despite their
precarious situation. "It has defensive capabilities. It emitted some kind of

energy pulse that incapacitated one of Niazi's men."

Samarjeet nodded, unsurprised. "Your mother encoded multiple
functions into it before her death. The artifact learns from its carrier,
adapting to needs as they arise." He gestured toward the rock face. "Can you

perceive the entrance!"

Ada nodded, turning back to the seemingly solid wall. "It's here.
Responding to my touch."

As if confirming her words, a seam appeared in the stone, widening
silently to reveal a passage beyond. Cool air flowed outward, carrying scents

of metal, stone and human presence.

"Quickly," Samarjeet urged as sounds of pursuit grew louder behind

them. "Once inside, the mountain itself will shield us."
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They entered the passage just as fresh gunfire erupted behind them.
The entrance sealed itself immediately, ancient mechanisms functioning
with perfect precision despite centuries of disuse. Darkness enveloped them
briefly before illumination activated, responding to their presence. Soft
blue light revealed a corridor that stretched deeper into the mountain, its
walls inscribed with symbols like those Ada had seen in Cambodia.

"Welcome to Sanctum Celestis," Samarjeet said quietly, the formal
greeting carrying ritual significance. "Humanity's oldest refuge and
repository of truth."

The passage continued before them, leading toward chambers where
technologies beyond current human understanding awaited. Behind them,
the sealed entrance held firm against Niazi's forces, the mountain's natural
properties combining with First One engineering to create a barrier no

conventional force could breach.

Ada moved forward, the pendant now warm against her skin,
resonating with energies embedded in the corridor walls. Each step took
them deeper into humanity's hidden heritage, closer to knowledge her
mother had died to protect, and toward the final unlocking procedures that

would either complete her transformation or claim her life as they had

Mehjabeen's.
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he corridor stretched before them, ancient
symbols glowing with soft blue light that seemed to
pulse in thythm with Ada's pendant. The walls of Sanctum
Celestis—carved from living stone yet smooth as polished
glass, told the story of mankind's true origins in a language few living
humans could comprehend. As they descended deeper into Earth's oldest
sanctuary, the air grew warmer, charged with energy that raised goosebumps
along Ada's arms. Zaid moved protectively close to her, his combat-trained
senses still alert despite their escape from Niazi's forces. Ahead of them,
Samarjeet walked with the assured steps of someone returning to a place of

profound significance.

"We approach the Chamber of Echoes," Samarjeet announced, his
voice carrying reverence typically reserved for sacred spaces. "Where the

Table convenes to determine humanity's safeguarding."

The corridor widened, opening into a vast circular chamber whose
ceiling arched impossibly high above them. Unlike the tight passages they'd

traversed, this space breathed with ancient power. Concentric circles
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patterned the floor, each ring inscribed with writings that shifted and
changed as Ada watched, responding to the pendant's proximity. At the
chamber's centre stood a circular table of material resembling obsidian but
translucent in certain light, surrounded by nine chairs of identical design,

three of which stood conspicuously empty.

Six figures rose as they entered, their diverse appearances united by the
identical pendants they wore, siblings to Ada's own, but larger. The tallest
among them, a woman with close-cropped silver hair and eyes that carried

wisdom too heavy for her apparent age, stepped forward.

"Ada Mirza," she said, her voice carrying an accent Ada couldn't quite

place. "I am Chairwoman Sophia Vasquez. You stand before what remains

of The Table."

Zaid's posture shifted subtly, the soldier in him recognising authority
while the protector remained vigilant. "What remains?" he asked, the

question emerging before protocol could silence it.

"Three seats empty," Samarjeet explained quietly. "Where there should

be nine."

Chairwoman Vasquez nodded, gesturing for them to approach.
"Assassinated within the past month. Coordinated attacks across three
continents. Beijing. Cairo. Sdo Paulo." She indicated the others standing
with her. "Permit me to introduce those who remain: Dr Mikhail Volkov,
Eastern Europe; Dr Amara Okafor, whom you've already met in Dubai;
Elder Takumi Nakamura, East Asia; Professor James Hamilton, North
America; and Dr Aisha Nkosi, Africa."

Each figure inclined their head slightly as they were introduced. Ada
noted the diversity not just in ethnicity but in age and demeanour: some
bore the physical markers of advanced years, others appeared decades

younger, despite eyes that suggested otherwise.

"Nagid has escalated his campaign against us," Vasquez continued.
"Three members of The Table were eliminated in operations that displayed

intimate knowledge of our security protocols and movement patterns."
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"How!" Zaid asked, intelligence training, immediately assessing the

implications. "Navah's security has maintained integrity for millennia."

"That question remains our most pressing concern," Professor
Hamilton replied, his American accent carrying educated New England
cadences. "The assassinations suggest infiltration at levels previously

thought impenetrable."

Dr Volkov, a broad-shouldered man with eyes like Arctic ice, spoke
with careful precision. "The process of selecting replacements for our fallen
colleagues proceeds with utmost caution. We cannot risk further

infiltration."
Ada's gaze moved to Samarjeet. "You knew about this?"

The elderly Sikh nodded once. "I was recalled to Sanctum Celestis
immediately following the third assassination. Security protocols dictated
limited disclosure until you were physically within the mountain's

protection."

"Which brings us to why your presence here has become even more
critical," Chairwoman Vasquez said, directing their attention to a
holographic display that materialised above the table's surface. Complex
patterns appeared, resembling neural pathways but far more intricate than
any human brain scan Ada had seen. "These are the mapped memory

pathways your mother accessed before her death."

The display shifted, highlighting specific clusters that pulsed with
alarming intensity. "The information she recovered about Nagid's
physiological vulnerabilities was fragmentary but crucial. It confirmed his
dependency on specific radiation for cellular stability, but she died before
completing the extraction process that would tell us how to exploit this

vulnerability permanently."

Dr Okafor stepped forward, her expression carrying the weight of
professional concern. "The partial unlocks you've undergone have activated

approximately thirty-eight percent of your dormant genetic memory. Each
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procedure has been carefully calibrated to minimise risk while maximising
specific knowledge recovery."

"But now circumstances have changed," Elder Nakamura said, his
ancient voice surprisingly strong. "Nagid's assault on The Table indicates he
has entered the final phase of whatever plan he has been developing. Our
intelligence suggests he is nearly ready to activate technology that would put

the whole world in peril."

"The consequences would be catastrophic," Dr Nkosi added, her hands
moving to manipulate the holographic display, showing projections of

global systems’ collapse. "Civilizational extinction within decades."

Ada absorbed their words, understanding flowing through her with

perfect clarity. "You need me to undergo a complete unlock."

Zaid stepped forward, alarm breaking through his professional
composure. "That's what killed her mother. You can't seriously be

considering this."

"We do not suggest this lightly, Major Ahmad," Chairwoman Vasquez
replied, her tone softening slightly at his evident distress. "But the
fragmented information we possess is insufficient. We need the complete
knowledge Mehjabeen accessed, and more importantly, the information she

died trying to reach."

"There must be another way," Zaid insisted, turning to Ada with an
expression that revealed more than he intended, the depth of his feelings
exposed before The Table's collective gaze. "The partial unlocks have already
pushed physiological boundaries. A complete procedure could trigger

neural collapse as your mother experienced."

"Or it could succeed where hers failed," Dr Volkov countered. "Our
technologies have advanced considerably since Mehjabeen's attempt. The

risk remains significant, but not absolute."

Zaid's hands clenched at his sides. "You're asking her to gamble her life

on improved technology."
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"No," Chairwoman Vasquez corrected gently. "We're asking her to
decide if the fate of humanity justifies the risk to a single life. As her mother
believed it did."

Ada placed her hand on Zaid's arm, silencing his further objections
with a look that communicated volumes between them. The gesture was
intimate, a private exchange in this chamber of ancient power and global

decisions.

"Il do it," she said simply, turning back to The Table. "My mother

knew the risks and made her choice. I deserve the same opportunity."
"Ada..." Zaid began, but fell silent under her unwavering gaze.

"l need to know exactly what this procedure entails," Ada continued,
addressing The Table with newfound authority. "Every detail, every risk,

every possible outcome. No omissions, no softened truths."

Chairwoman Vasquez nodded, respect evident in her eyes. "Of course.
Raja Samarjeet Singh will provide the complete briefing immediately." She
gestured toward an exit on the chamber's far side. "He will show you the
facilities where the procedure will take place, and explain the technologies

involved."

As they prepared to depart, Professor Hamilton spoke once more. "Ms.
Mirza, whatever you decide after receiving full disclosure, know this: what
your mother began, you have the potential to complete. The knowledge she

died protecting may be humanity's only hope against what comes."

The pendant at Ada's throat pulsed once, as if in agreement, the blue
light momentarily intensifying before settling back to its subdued glow.
Within its polished metal, secrets waited to be unlocked, knowledge that

might save a world or claim another life in its revealing.

Samarijeet led them through a series of descending passages, each more

impressive than the last. The Sanctum Celestis was not merely a facility, but

271



THE VESSEL

a self-contained world carved within Mount Kailash's heart. Ada's trained
curator's eye recognised sections of architecture that predated known
human civilisation by millennia, seamlessly integrated with technologies
that appeared decades beyond current capabilities. Beside her, Zaid
maintained professional composure, but his eyes missed nothing,
cataloguing exits, security measures, and defensive capabilities with
instinctive precision. Chairwoman Vasquez walked ahead with Samarjeet,
her silver hair catching the light from illumination panels that seemed to

draw power from the mountain itself,

"Sanctum Celestis comprises seven descending levels," Vasquez
explained, her voice echoing slightly in the vast corridor. "Each level
represents a different epoch of Navah's history and serves distinct functions

in our mission."

They passed through an area where technicians monitored global
communication systems, screens displaying data flows from every
continent. The operators worked with quiet efficiency, their movements

suggesting years of specialised training.

"Our second level," Samarjeet indicated, "houses living quarters,
medical facilities, and training grounds. Over four hundred Navah
personnel live within the mountain permanently, with another two

hundred rotating through assignments worldwide."

"The mountain sustains all this!" Ada asked, noting how the air

remained perfectly fresh despite their depth below the surface.

"The facility's environmental systems were designed by the First Ones,"
Vasquez replied. "They harvest geothermal energy while processing and
purifying air through crystalline filtration mechanisms we still don't fully
understand. The technology has functioned without interruption for

thousands of years."

They descended further, passing through security checkpoints where
their identities were verified through increasingly sophisticated biometric
measures. At the fifth level, they entered laboratories where scientists

studied artifacts similar to those Ada had encountered in Cambodia and
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Dubai. The pendant at her throat warmed slightly as they passed

particularly ancient pieces, resonating with technologies of shared origin.

"Our research teams have spent centuries reverse-engineering First One
technology," Vasquez continued. "Much of what appears to be human
innovation, from quantum computing to certain medical advances,

originated from principles first understood here."

Zaid paused before a display case containing what appeared to be
surgical implements of unfamiliar design. "Have these technologies been
distributed to the outside world?"

"Carefully," Samarjeet answered. "Gradually. With appropriate
restrictions and controls. Humanity must advance, but not faster than our

wisdom allows."

They continued downward, the passages growing narrower, the security
more intense. The architecture shifted subtly, newer construction giving
way to structures so ancient they defied categorisation within known
archaeological paradigms. The walls here bore symbols that made Ada's eyes
water when she tried to focus on them, as if they existed in part in

dimensions human perception couldn't fully process.

"We are approaching the sixth level," Vasquez said, her tone shifting to
something more reverent. "The Sanctum's heart. Few beyond The Table are

permitted access."

A final security barrier required all four of them to submit to
simultaneous genetic verification, the system scanning not merely surface
biometrics but deeper cellular patterns. The massive doors, seemingly solid
stone yet moving with silent precision, parted to reveal a chamber of

breathtaking scale.
"The Origin Chamber," Samarjeet stated simply.

Ada stopped involuntarily at the threshold, her academic detachment
dissolving before the spectacle. The chamber extended hundreds of meters
in every direction, its ceiling lost in darkness above. At its centre stood a

structure that defied conventional description: a crystalline formation that
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rose nearly forty meters high, its surface constantly shifting between states
of matter, neither entirely solid nor liquid nor gas but something that
incorporated aspects of all three simultaneously. Energy pulsed through it
in visible waves, colours shifting across spectrums both familiar and utterly

alien.

"The original communication array," Chairwoman Vasquez said
quietly. "Left behind by the First Ones before their departure. What
religious texts across cultures have attempted to describe as divine objects -
the Ark of the Covenant, the Shintai, the Palladium- are fragmented

cultural memories of this technology."

Zaid's expression remained controlled, but his body tensed slightly at
the sight. "It's active?"

"Always," Samarjeet confirmed. "For thousands of years, maintaining
quantum entanglement with similar devices across distant star systems. The
energy you see is information in its purest form, constantly exchanged
across interstellar distances."

They approached slowly, following a pathway marked with symbols
similar to those on Ada's pendant. As they drew closer, the crystalline
structure's pulses synchronised with the pendant's own subtle glow,

recognition passing between technologies of shared origin.

"This is what Nagid seeks," Vasquez said, stopping at a respectful
distance from the towering crystal. "Not merely components like the
frequency modulator you recovered in Cambodia, but access to this primary
array. With it, he wishes to establish direct communication with what he
considers his home world, potentially bringing intervention to life on this

planet."

"But I thought the First Ones left millennia ago," Ada said, struggling
to reconcile the active technology before her with the ancient departure

described in Navah records.

"They did," Vasquez confirmed. "But they left this technology with a

specific purpose, not for them to monitor us, but for us to contact them."
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"A distress beacon," Zaid concluded, understanding immediately.

"Precisely," Samarjeet said. "The First Ones recognised that humanity
might face extinction-level threats beyond our capability to address. They
left this communication array as a safeguard, a means to call for

intervention if our survival as a species became threatened."

Vasquez approached the crystal, stopping at a marked boundary. "The
array was designed with specific activation protocols that only certain
genetic signatures can initiate. A failsafe to ensure it couldn't be misused

for trivial purposes or manipulated by a single faction."

"Nagid's genetic structure is close enough to activate it," Ada guessed,

the connections forming rapidly in her mind.

"Yes, but his intentions pervert its purpose," Vasquez replied. "He
doesn't seek to protect humanity but to summon forces that would
subjugate or exterminate us. He believes himself one of them, abandoned

and forgotten."

"And he's wrong!" Zaid asked, the strategic implications already

forming in his mind.

Samarjeet exchanged glances with Vasquez before answering. "The
complete truth about Nagid's origins will be revealed in the Archives. For
now, understand that if he succeeds in activating this array with his
corrupted protocols, the signal sent would not be a distress call but an

invitation to conquest - a reset."

Ada moved closer to the crystal, drawn by something beyond conscious
thought. The pendant at her throat pulsed in perfect synchronisation with
the massive structure's energy waves. "And my unlock procedure? It's meant

to give me the knowledge to prevent this?"

"More than prevent," Vasquez said. "To end the threat permanently.
Your mother discovered Nagid's physiological vulnerability to certain
radiation. The complete unlock should reveal how to exploit that

vulnerability to neutralise him once and for all."
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Ada stared up at the towering crystal, its shifting surfaces reflecting
distorted images of herself at her. Within those reflections, she glimpsed
shadowy outlines of others - her mother, generations of carriers before her,

all connected through genetic memory to this moment, this decision.
"And if we fail?" she asked quietly.

"Then this," Vasquez gestured to the crystal, "becomes our doom rather
than our salvation. Nagid will use it to call across the stars, and what

answers will bring an end to everything humanity has built."

Zaid moved closer to Ada, his proximity offering silent support. In his
eyes, concern warred with respect for her determination. The pendant
continued its silent communion with the ancient crystal, a conversation
across technologies spanning thousands of years, preparing her for what was

to come.

The Archives consumed the entire fourth level of Sanctum Celestis, a
vast labyrinth of crystalline storage matrices that glowed with subtle internal
light. Unlike conventional data centres with their rigid organisation, these
archives followed organic patterns, resembling neural networks more than
human filing systems. As they entered, Ada felt a shift in air pressure, not
uncomfortable, but noticeable, as if the knowledge contained here existed
under different physical laws than the world outside. Technicians moved
through the space with reverent efficiency, accessing data through interfaces
that responded to thought as much as touch.

"Every piece of information Navah has collected over millennia is
yp
preserved here," Chairwoman Vasquez explained, guiding them through
corridors formed by towering data crystals. "Not as electronic signals or
y g Y g
binary code, but encoded at the molecular level: information storage with
y g

perfect fidelity across time."
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Ada ran her fingers near, but not touching, a crystal column that

pulsed with amber light. "Including the true history of the First Ones?"

"Yes," Samarjeet confirmed. "While religious texts and mythologies
preserved distorted fragments of humanity's origins, the Archives contain
the unaltered truth, recovered through artifacts, genetic memory, and direct
records left by the First Ones themselves."

They reached a circular chamber at the Archives' centre, where the
crystalline structures converged in a pattern resembling a DNA helix.
Vasquez placed her palm against an interface panel that scanned not just

her fingerprints but the unique quantum signature of her cells.

"l have questions," Ada said, watching the authentication process
complete. "About the purpose behind the First Ones' arrival on Earth. Why
they came, and why they left."

Zaid moved closer to her, his presence supportive yet watchful. His
intelligence training made him inherently sceptical of revelations, even

those from an organisation he'd come to trust.

"These are the right questions," Vasquez nodded approvingly. "And
ones every carrier eventually asks." She gestured toward the centre of the

chamber. "Rather than telling you, let me show you."

The air between them shimmered, molecules rearranging themselves
into a three-dimensional projection of extraordinary detail. Stars appeared,
then galaxies, then a journey traced in light across vast cosmic distances.
The perspective shifted, revealing Earth as it had appeared millions of years

ago, familiar in its geography yet alien in its primordial state.

"The First Ones did not come to Earth by accident," Vasquez narrated
as the hologram shifted to show spacecraft entering Earth's atmosphere.
"They came with precise intention, seeking a planet with specific

conditions, where they could develop a labour force suited to their needs."

The projection showed beings emerging from the craft, tall, elegantly

proportioned figures with elongated skulls and skin that seemed to
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shimmer with internal light. Ada recognised the description immediately

from her vision of Nagid's true form.

"Their civilisation spanned multiple star systems," Samarjeet
continued. "But despite their advanced technology, they required workers
adapted to various environments and tasks, workers that their own

physiology made them ill-suited to produce naturally."

The hologram displayed laboratories where the First Ones conducted
experiments on Earth's primitive lifeforms. DNA strands appeared,
showing how genetic material was extracted, modified, and combined in

sequences that defied natural evolution.

"They found promising genetic templates in Earth's primates," Vasquez
explained as the display showed early hominids. "But these alone didn't
provide the adaptability they sought. Their solution was to incorporate
genetic material from multiple Earth species—, including, remarkably,

certain plants whose DNA offered useful sequencing patterns."

Ada watched, transfixed, as the hologram displayed the creation of
proto-humans through genetic manipulation that would have seemed

magical to current science. "Plants? You mean..."

"Yes," Samarjeet confirmed. "What your geneticists have discovered
about shared DNA between humans and, for instance, bananas, is not a
coincidence but deliberate engineering. The First Ones selected traits from

across Earth's biosphere to create optimal combinations."

The display shifted to reveal different human phenotypes emerging
from these experiments, variations in skin pigmentation, facial structure,
and body composition, each adapted to different environments and

functions.

"What you see as racial diversity," Vasquez said, "began as specialised
adaptations for different tasks and environments. The ancestors of today's
various ethnic groups were initially engineered for specific purposes, some
for physical endurance, others for resistance to certain environmental

conditions, others for particular cognitive functions."
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Zaid's expression remained carefully neutral, though his eyes reflected
the profound implications of what they were witnessing. "They created

humans as... tools."

"Labour units," Samarjeet corrected gently. "Though as these early
humans developed consciousness and culture, many of the First Ones
began to view their creations differently, some with compassion, others with

concern."

The hologram showed early human settlements forming around First
One structures, primitive humans engaging in behaviours that resembled

worship.

"As humans developed," Vasquez continued, "they naturally regarded
their creators as divine beings. The First Ones, finding this useful for
maintaining order, adapted their interactions accordingly, becoming the

gods of humanity's earliest religions."

The  projection  displayed  familiar ~ mythological  scenes
recontextualised: what human history recorded as divine visitations were
shown as First Ones directing human development, teaching agricultural

techniques, architectural principles, and rudimentary technologies.

"The First Ones' natural lifespan extends thousands of Earth years,"
Samarjeet explained. "What seemed to them a relatively brief sojourn on
our planet, perhaps a few decades by their perception, spanned millennia
in human experience. Generations lived and died worshipping them,

building civilisations under their guidance."

The hologram showed the First Ones eventually gathering selected
humans, those whose genetic profiles most precisely matched their

requirements, and departing Earth in massive vessels.

"When they determined their experiments had produced the results
they sought, they departed, taking with them the 'perfect specimens' of their
creation," Vasquez said. "But not all First Ones agreed with this
abandonment. A minority faction left behind technologies to help the

remaining humans survive and advance independently."
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The projection faded, leaving them in a momentary silence as the
overwhelming implications settled in. The origin of humanity, not as
divinely created beings or products of unguided evolution, but as genetically
engineered labour for an advanced alien civilisation, challenged every

foundation of human identity.

After a long moment, Zaid spoke, his voice carefully controlled. "And
Nagid? Where does he fit in this history?"

Samarjeet exchanged a glance with Vasquez, then answered. "Nagid was
the first result of their genetic experimentation, a prototype that proved too

successful in an unexpected direction."

The hologram reactivated, showing a solitary figure whose appearance
matched what Ada had glimpsed in her vision, neither fully First One nor

human, but something between.

"The First Ones sought to create beings with useful adaptations from
Earth life, but Nagid's genetic structure emerged too similar to their own,"
Samarjeet continued. "He possessed intelligence, longevity, and certain
abilities that approached their level. This alarmed them; they had no

intention of creating potential rivals."
"So, they rejected him," Ada concluded.

"Yes. They halted that particular genetic line immediately," Vasquez
confirmed. "They believed Nagid would eventually die, his lifespan
considerably shorter than their own, though far longer than ordinary
humans. But they underestimated both his intelligence and his

resentment."

The hologram showed Nagid in isolation, observing human
development from a distance, his appearance changing slightly over time as

he adapted his form.

"He disappeared during the early experimental phase," Samarjeet said.
"The First Ones assumed he had died or fled into Earth's wilderness. In
reality, he was watching, learning, developing a distorted understanding of

his own origins."
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"He believes he's one of them," Ada said, the pieces falling into place.

"Not a creation, but a First One who was abandoned when the others left."

"Precisely," Vasquez nodded. "His memories of his actual creation have
warped over millennia. He genuinely believes he was part of their
civilisation, left behind due to some transgression or political dispute. His
goal to activate the communication array stems from this delusion. He seeks
to contact what he believes is his home world, to be rescued and returned

to his 'rightful place."

"But if he succeeds," Zaid said, "he won't be contacting allies but the

original creators who rejected him in the first place."

"Worse than that," Samarjeet replied grimly. "The signal he would send
wouldn't merely request extraction. It would alert the First Ones that their
abandoned experiment has developed in ways they never intended,

potentially triggering their return not for rescue, but remediation."

Ada stared at the fading image of Nagid, understanding fully now the
stakes of their conflict. Not merely a battle against one immortal being, but
a race to prevent humanity's creators from returning to correct what they

might see as a failed experiment gone dangerously awry.

The Archives' crystalline matrices continued their silent preservation
of knowledge around them, indifferent to the existential implications of the
truths they contained. The pendant at Ada's throat felt heavier now,
weighted with the responsibility of protecting a species engineered as tools
but evolved into something far more. Humans who had long outgrown their

intended purpose to create purposes of their own.

Darkness had settled over Sanctum Celestis, the facility's rhythms
shifting as day crews transitioned to night operations. Ada and Zaid's
assigned quarters occupied a section of the second level reserved for visiting

operatives, modest in size but designed with thoughtful efficiency. A sitting
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area with two chairs and a small table flowed into a sleeping chamber
separated by a translucent divider that could become opaque with a touch.
Despite the underground location, the environmental systems maintained
perfect comfort, the air fresh and lightly scented with a hint of mountain
herbs. Neither had spoken much since leaving the Archives, the weight of

revelation pressing against ordinary conversation.

Ada stood before a wall panel displaying a view of Mount Kailash's
summit under moonlight, not a recording, but a realtime feed from
external cameras. The mountain's perfect symmetry gleamed silver against
the night sky, a natural monument concealing the extraordinary truths
she'd learned beneath it. She touched the pendant at her throat, its familiar

weight now carrying new significance.

Zaid watched her from across the room, his expression unreadable yet
somehow exposed. The professional distance he maintained with such
discipline had eroded throughout their journey, wearing thinner with each
shared danger, each revelation, each moment her life aligned more closely
with his.

"Strange," he finally said, breaking the silence that had stretched
between them since the Archives. "Humanity's greatest question -where do

we come from?! And the answer is so... pragmatic."

Ada turned from the mountain view. "Engineered as a labour force.
No divine plan, no cosmic accident. Just a convenient solution to a

workforce problem."

"Does it change anything?" Zaid asked. "Knowing we began as tools

rather than evolved naturally?"

"Everything and nothing," Ada replied, moving toward him. "It
explains so much about our history, our religions, our conflicts. Yet it

doesn't change who we've become since they left."

Zaid stood, closing the distance between them. "They didn't expect us
to develop as we have. To create civilisations, technologies, art, to become

more than our design intended."
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"Which is precisely why Nagid is so dangerous," Ada said. "If he
succeeds in contacting the First Ones, he'll alert them that their experiment

has evolved beyond their parameters."

The pendant warmed slightly against her skin, responding to her
elevated emotions. Zaid noticed the subtle glow and gently placed his hand

over it, his fingers brushing her collarbone.
"Tomorrow," he said quietly, "you undergo the procedure."
"Yes."
"The complete unlock killed your mother."

Ada met his gaze directly. "I know. But I'm not going into this blindly,
Zaid. I've seen what happened to her, not just the clinical report, but the
actual memory of her final moments. She made her choice with full

awareness."

"And if I asked you not to do this!" His voice carried no command,
only an honest question.

"Would you?" she countered. "If our positions were reversed, if you
were the only person with access to information that could save millions,

would you refuse because of the personal risk?"

Zaid's expression softened. "No. But I would understand someone

asking me to reconsider."

"I have considered," Ada said, placing her hand over his where it rested
against the pendant. "Every moment since I learned what happened to my
mother. Every unlock procedure, every recovered memory, every

confrontation with Nagid's forces has been leading to this decision."

The professional distance between them collapsed entirely in that
moment, years of training yielding to something more fundamental. Zaid

drew her closer, his other hand moving to the small of her back.

"l can't lose you," he admitted, the words emerging as if pulled from

someplace, he'd kept carefully sealed. "Not now. Not after everything."
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Ada felt the solid reality of him, his heartbeat, his warmth, the slight
unevenness of his breathing. Their journey from friends to something far
more significant had progressed in unspoken increments, in shared dangers
and quiet moments of connection that neither had fully acknowledged

until now.

"I'm afraid," she confessed, words she hadn't spoken aloud to anyone.
"Not of dying, but of failing. My mother believed the knowledge was worth
her life. What if I access it but can't use it properly? What if I survive but
still can't stop Nagid?"

"Then we face that together," Zaid said, the simplicity of his answer
carrying more comfort than elaborate reassurances. His hand moved to her
face, thumb tracing the curve of her cheekbone with unexpected gentleness

from a man trained for combat.

Their lips met with the inevitability of forces long in motion, finally
converging. The pendant glowed brighter between them, responding to
emotions that transcended conscious thought. In that moment, the weight
of genetic memory, ancient conflicts, and impending danger receded,
leaving only the essential connection between two people who had found

each other amid extraordinary circumstances.

"Whatever happens tomorrow," Ada whispered when they finally
separated slightly, "this is real. Not genetic memory, not programming, not

mission parameters. Just us."

Zaid nodded, understanding perfectly what she meant. In a world
where they had discovered human origins were designed rather than
evolved, the authenticity of their connection carried profound significance.
They moved together toward the sleeping chamber, the divider
automatically shifting to opaque as they passed through, granting privacy in

a mountain filled with ancient technologies and watchful eyes.

In a secure communication room three levels below, Samarjeet sat

alone before displays showing real-time intelligence feeds from Navah
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operatives worldwide. His silver beard caught the blue light of the screens,
lending him the appearance of an ancient sage consulting mystical visions.
He had not interrupted Ada and Zaid's evening, the final peaceful hours
before tomorrow's procedure deserved protection, but the information

flowing across his screens demanded immediate attention.

A technician's voice came through his earpiece. "Confirmation from
our Jakarta cell, sir. Niazi's forces have moved additional weapons and

equipment to their staging area near the Indonesian facility."

"Pattern analysis!" Samarjeet requested, his fingers moving across the

interface to bring up additional data.

"Consistent across all monitored sites," the technician replied.
"Bangkok, Johannesburg, Marrakesh, Lima, Vancouver, all showing similar

activity patterns within the past twelve hours."

Samarjeet studied the tactical overlays, his extensive experience
immediately recognising the implications. Nagid's forces weren't merely
conducting routine operations; they were positioning for a synchronised
assault. Advanced weapons systems, quantum disruption technology, and
what appeared to be modified versions of First One artifacts had been

identified at multiple locations.

"Their operational tempo suggests implementation within seventy-two
hours," the technician continued. "Equipment signatures include the

neural dampening technology we encountered in Tibet."

Samarjeet's expression remained composed, but his eyes reflected grave
concern. Nagid wasn't merely preparing to defend his objectives; he was
mobilising for a coordinated offensive against Navah facilities worldwide.
The timing couldn't be a coincidence; somehow, he had learned of their

plans for Ada's complete unlock procedure.

"Alert the Table," Samarjeet decided, rising from his station. "Priority
one communication, full encryption protocols. I'll brief them personally in

twenty minutes."
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As he gathered the intelligence reports for presentation, Samarjeet cast
a glance toward the ceiling, thinking of Ada and Zaid several levels above.
Tomorrow's procedure had already carried enormous risk; now it would
take place under the shadow of an imminent attack. The tranquillity of the
mountain facility suddenly seemed precarious, the accumulated wisdom of
millennia potentially vulnerable to an enemy who had spent centuries

planning its destruction.

The pendant Samarjeet wore beneath his clothing, a beacon worn by
all senior Navah operatives, warmed against his skin in response to his
heightened concern. The artifacts were more than symbolic now; they were
becoming active participants in the ancient conflict approaching its climax.
Humanity's engineered origins were about to face their greatest test, with
Ada Mirza standing at the centre of forces set in motion before recorded

history began.

286



The Complete Unlock

awn crept into Ada's quarters through the simulated
window panels, casting soft amber light across the sparse
furnishings. She sat at the small desk, a sheet of paper before
her, real paper, not a tablet or screen, because some words deserved the
permanence of ink. The pendant at her throat hummed with a barely
perceptible vibration, as if responding to the gravity of her thoughts. Zaid
still slept in the adjacent room, his breathing deep and even after their night
together, unaware that she had risen with the first light, driven by a need to

capture words that might otherwise remain unspoken.

She traced her fingers over the blank page, hesitating. The procedure
scheduled for later that day loomed like a shadow across her consciousness,
carrying both promise and threat. Her mother's fate hung over her—
Mehjabeen, brilliantly determined, choosing knowledge over survival. Now

Ada faced the same precipice, fully aware of the potential cost.

The pen felt strange in her hand, an archaeologist's tool now tasked
with excavating not ancient civilisations but the layers of her own heart. She
began to write, her script neat and measured at first, belying the emotion

behind each carefully chosen word.
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Zaid,

If you're reading this, then perhaps my journey has followed my mother's path.

I hope that isn't the case, but I've never believed in leaving important things unsaid.

She paused, watching the ink dry. How to distil years of complex
emotion into sentences that wouldn't sound hollow or hastily conceived?

The pendant warmed against her skin, as if encouraging her onward.

When I left India after my father's death, I told myself that what I felt for you
was merely an extended childhood attachment. A crush, preserved in the amber of
memory, comfortable but ultimately unimportant in the architecture of my adult life.

I was wrong.

Seeing you again after six years was like discovering a language I had forgotten
I could speak. That first moment in London, when I saw you in the café, I recognised
then what I had been denying. But I said nothing and didn’t get another chance till
now because the world was alveady shifting beneath our feet, and there were greater

concerns than the foolish heart of Ada Mirza.

The light through the window panels shifted, strengthened, painting
the room in deeper gold. Ada paused to listen to Zaid's breathing, still steady
with sleep. Her hand continued its careful work, committing to paper what

she might never have the chance to speak aloud.

These weeks with you have been extraordinary in ways beyond the dangers we've
faced or the secrets we've uncovered. I've watched you place yourself between me and
harm without hesitation. I've seen your mind work through problems with elegant
precision. I've felt your hand steady mine when ancient memories threatened to

overwhelm my present self.

Last night was not an impulse or a response to fear, though perhaps fear
accelerated what was already inevitable between us. I need you to know that if I
survive today's procedure, | want more than missions and shared danger. I want
mornings, arguments, and quiet spaces. | want a future that includes you in every

sense that matters.

She stopped again, aware of the slight tremor in her hand. The

unlocking procedure awaited, with its cascade of ancient knowledge and
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potentially fatal neurological strain. Dr Karim had been clear about the
risks, clearer still about the necessity. The world balanced on the edge of a
precipice few could even perceive, with Nagid poised to push humanity into

an abyss from which there would be no return.

I understand your concerns about the procedure. They mirror my own. But I
hope you also understand why I must proceed regardless. This isn't recklessness or
martyrdom. My mother saw something worth dying for, and now I see it too. The
knowledge I might access today could save not just us, but everything that makes

humanity worth preserving.

If the worst happens, please don't allow grief to become a prison. Honour me
by living fully, by continuing the work, by remembering that I made this choice with
complete awareness and acceptance. Find joy where you can. Build something

lasting.

Her vision blurred slightly. She blinked away the moisture, refusing the
indulgence of tears. The pendant's warmth intensified, as if in response to

her heightened emotions or to the proximity of the unlocking procedure.

Know that I loved you. Not just yesterday or today, but in some essential way
that transcends time. Perhaps it was written in my DNA alongside all these ancestral
memories, an inevitability rather than a choice. But I prefer to believe we chose each

other, freely and fully, despite all the forces pushing us toward our respective destinies.
Always,
Ada

She set down the pen and reread her words, finding them both
inadequate and excessive. How strange that language, with all its precision,
still faltered before the complexity of human feeling. She folded the paper
carefully, creasing it with deliberate pressure, and slipped it into an
envelope. No name on the outside, if he found it, he would know it was for

him.

Ada moved to her small travel case, tucking the envelope beneath her
spare clothes where it would be found if her belongings needed to be sorted

and returned. Not immediately visible, but not hidden either. A message in
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a bottle cast not into an ocean but into a possible future where she no longer

existed.

Her throat tightened as she closed the case. Not with fear of what might
happen in the procedure chamber, but with the sharp, sweet ache of what
she might lose—Zaid sleeping in the next room, the potential life they might
build together if circumstances had been different, if their meeting had

been ordinary rather than orchestrated by forces beyond their control.

The pendant grew cool once more, its momentary activation
subsiding. In a few hours, it would play a role in the most significant neural
event of her life, either facilitating her transformation or failing to protect
her from the fate that had claimed her mother. She touched it briefly, this
inheritance that was both gift and burden, then turned toward the adjacent
room where Zaid still slept, unaware of the letter now waiting like
Schrodinger's cat, both read and unread, depending on a future not yet

determined.

230
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The Central Unlocking Chamber occupied the deepest level of
Sanctum Celestis, a vast circular space carved directly from Mount Kailash's
living stone. At its centre stood the most advanced version of the Mnemonic
Cradle ever constructed, gleaming with polished surfaces that were not
quite metal, not quite polymer, but some hybrid material that seemed to
absorb and emit light simultaneously. Unlike the prototype Ada had used
in Dubai, this apparatus enveloped the subject, creating a complete neural-
interface cocoon. Surrounding workstations hummed with activity as
Navah technicians made final calibrations under Dr Karim's exacting
supervision, their movements precise and reverent in this sacred

technological space.

Dr Karim approached Ada, who stood observing the preparations with
outward calm that belied her inner tension. Zaid remained close beside her,

his military bearing intact despite the evident concern in his eyes.
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"This Cradle incorporates safeguards your mother never had access to,"
Dr Karim explained, gesturing toward the luminescent apparatus. "Neural
buffers to prevent feedback loops, temporal stabilisers to anchor your
consciousness during deep memory dives, and emergency extraction

protocols that can terminate the procedure within seconds if vital

thresholds are breached."

She guided Ada toward a display showing complex neural mapping
projections. "We've analysed the recorded data from your mother's
procedure, identifying exactly where the cascade failure began. We've

designed specific countermeasures for each critical juncture."

Ada studied the projections with focused intensity. "But there's still a

significant risk of neural overload."

"Yes," Dr Karim acknowledged, her scientific honesty unvarnished.
"Complete access means opening neural pathways simultaneously that
should, in natural evolution, remain dormant or activate sequentially over
generations. The human brain wasn't designed to process this volume of

information at once."

"Not designed by evolution," Ada corrected quietly. "But perhaps

designed for this by the First Ones, if we access it correctly."

Dr Karim nodded. "A theory we hope to confirm today. But I must
emphasise, if at any point I determine the procedure has become too
dangerous, I will abort immediately. Your cooperation in that scenario is
essential. Resistance during neural disengagement could cause irreparable

damage."

Zaid stepped forward. "Is it possible to approach this incrementally?

Another partial unlock, then a second procedure if needed?"
"We've discussed this," Ada said, turning to him with gentle firmness.

"We've discussed theory," Zaid countered, his voice low enough that
only she and Dr Karim could hear. "But practically speaking, a sequential
approach offers significantly reduced risk. We complete one more partial

procedure, assess the results, then proceed to completion only if necessary."
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"And if Nagid attacks before we can complete the second procedure!"
Ada challenged. "Samarjeet confirmed his forces are mobilising worldwide.

We may not get another opportunity."

"We're making assumptions based on intelligence that's inherently
incomplete," Zaid replied, the strategist in him emerging. "Risking

everything on worst-case scenarios isn't sound operational planning."

Dr Karim interjected diplomatically. "The decision must be Ada's.
We've prepared for a complete unlock, but can adjust to a partial procedure

immediately if that's her choice."

Ada's hand moved to the pendant at her throat, its familiar weight
anchoring her through momentary doubt. "My mother didn't have the

luxury of caution, and neither do we. We proceed as planned."

Technicians approached with final preparations as Ada settled into the
Cradle. The apparatus adjusted to her body with subtle movements,
forming a perfect ergonomic embrace. Embedded sensors mapped her
neural structure in real time, and displays around the chamber filled with
cascading data. Dr Karim personally attached monitoring leads to precise

locations on Ada's temples, throat, and over her heart.

"The compound from the Silver Cylinder has been calibrated to your
exact genetic profile," she explained as a robotic arm positioned itself
nearby, the familiar blue-silver fluid glowing within its delivery mechanism.
"The concentration is thirty percent higher than previous procedures,

which will accelerate and deepen neural pathway activation."

Zaid moved to Ada's side before the final preparations could begin. He
took her hand, his fingers interlacing with hers. "I'll be right here. The

whole time."

Ada squeezed his hand once, a silent acknowledgement of everything
unspoken between them. Then she released him, settling deeper into the
Cradle as it tilted slightly backwards, positioning her body optimally for the

procedure.
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"Initiating primary sequence," Dr Karim announced, her voice shifting
to clinical precision. The chamber's lighting dimmed as the Cradle's own
illumination intensified, bathing Ada in blue-white radiance that pulsed in

harmony with her heartbeat.

The compound entered her bloodstream with familiar cold fire, but
unlike previous procedures, the sensation multiplied exponentially. Ada's
body tensed, her back arching slightly as the initial neural bridges formed.
The pendant at her throat activated instantly, its glow synchronising with
the Cradle's pulsations, creating resonance patterns that rippled through
the chamber.

"Neural engagement at forty percent and climbing," a technician

reported. "Faster than projected parameters."

Dr Karim moved with focused efficiency between monitoring stations.

"Compensating for acceleration. Maintain buffer integrity."

Ada's consciousness separated from present reality with violent
suddenness, plunging not gradually but instantaneously into the genetic
memory stream. Images, sensations, and knowledge flooded her mind not
as discrete experiences but as simultaneous revelations, thousands of

ancestral memories converging at once.

She stood among robed figures beneath a night sky different from any
she'd seen, stars arranged in unfamiliar patterns. The First Ones departed
in vessels that tore reality itself, leaving behind chosen humans who

watched with expressions of mingled reverence and determination.

"We are Navah," the first leader proclaimed, voice carrying across
centuries directly into Ada's consciousness. "Guardians of truth. Keepers of

the fate of humanity."

In the chamber, Ada's body convulsed, vital signs spiking dangerously.
The monitors displayed neural activity exceeding safe parameters, warning

systems activating with strident alerts.

"Hippocampus approaching critical threshold," a technician called out.

"Similar pattern to the Mirza-Prime failure point."
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Dr Karim moved to the emergency controls. "Preparing emergency

extraction protocol."

"Wait," another technician interrupted. "Pendant activity increasing,
p g

it's creating some kind of neural buffer."

Ada's consciousness raced through centuries, witnessing Navah agents
concealing artifacts in the foundations of temples in Sumer, beneath
pyramids in Egypt, within caves in the Himalayas. Each location precisely
chosen, each artifact positioned according to cosmic alignments only the
First Ones had understood.

Languages poured into her mind, not merely words and grammar but
complete cultural contexts, ways of thinking embedded in linguistic
structures. She understood them all simultaneously, ancient Akkadian
flowing alongside classical Sanskrit, forgotten dialects of proto-Indo-
European merging with mathematical languages designed for

communicating with the stars.

Her body seized again, more violently. Blood trickled from her nose,

then her ears, bright crimson against pale skin.

"We're losing her," Zaid's voice broke through the clinical exchanges,

raw emotion shattering professional distance. "Shut it down now!"

"Neural patterns destabilising,” Dr Karim confirmed, hands moving to

initiate the emergency termination. "Beginning extraction sequence."

But Ada pushed deeper, driven by instinct beyond rational thought.
She sensed the crucial memory just beyond reach, the knowledge her
mother had died trying to secure. The specific resonance frequency that
could disrupt Nagid's molecular structure, rendering him temporarily

vulnerable.

It appeared not as abstract data but as music, a precise tone that
vibrated at the exact counterfrequency to Nagid's cellular cohesion. Ada
experienced it with her entire being, the knowledge embedding itself not
just in her conscious mind but throughout her neural structure, impossible

to forget or lose.
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In the chamber, warning systems blared as Ada's vital signs plummeted.
The pendant at her throat glowed with dangerous intensity, its light

pulsating with patterns that matched no known frequency.

"Cardiac rthythm irregular," a technician reported. "Brain oxygen levels

critical."

At the precipice between knowledge and oblivion, Ada perceived
another presence within the memory stream. Not an ancestor but someone
more immediate, more personal. Mehjabeen stood before her, not as Ada
remembered her, but in her full power as a Navah operative, eyes bright

with both knowledge and warning.

"This is where I failed," Mehjabeen's presence communicated without
words. "[ reached too far, too quickly, without anchoring myself in the

present.”

She extended her hand, not physically but conceptually, offering
guidance. "The way back exists alongside the way forward. Follow the

resonance pattern.”

The pendant's glow suddenly changed character, shifting from erratic
pulsations to a steady, harmonised beam that extended from Ada's throat
to the Cradle's central apparatus. Her vital signs, which had been

plummeting, stabilised at dangerously low but sustainable levels.

"Something's happening," Dr Karim said, her scientific detachment
momentarily giving way to wonder. "The pendant is creating some kind of

neural pathway stabilisation."

Ada followed her mother's guidance, tracing the resonance pattern
back through the cascade of memories, each one settling into ordered
arrangement within her mind rather than overwhelming her consciousness.
The knowledge remained intact, but structured, accessible without

consuming her identity.

The light from the pendant gradually diminished, returning to its

normal dormant state. The monitors showing Ada's neural activity
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stabilised, patterns emerging from chaos into complex but ordered

arrangements unlike anything Dr Karim had previously observed.

Ada's eyes opened. The chamber fell silent as everyone present
recognised that something profound had occurred. She looked around with
full awareness, but her gaze carried depths that hadn't existed before, as if

she now perceived layers of reality that had been previously invisible.

"Ada?" Zaid moved to her side as technicians began removing

monitoring equipment.

She turned to him, a smile of quiet wonder transforming her features.

"I did it." she said simply. "I crossed the bridge that my mother couldn’t."
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The recovery room glowed with soft blue light, deliberately calibrated
to minimise neural stimulation while Ada's brain integrated the vast influx
of genetic memories. She lay on a bed that seemed to hover slightly above
its base, micro-adjustments continuously optimising her position to prevent
pressure points as she shifted between consciousness and something deeper.
Zaid sat beside her, his vigilance unbroken since they had transferred her
from the Mnemonic Cradle three hours earlier. Dr Karim moved between
monitoring stations, her expression tight with concentration as she studied
neural patterns unlike any she had previously documented in her long

career with Navah.

"The harvest approaches when seven stars align," Ada murmured, her
voice carrying cadences that belonged to no modern language. Her eyes
remained closed, but beneath the lids, rapid movement suggested intense

mental activity. "Prepare the vessels for the great crossing."
Zaid leaned forward, gently taking her hand. "Ada!"

She continued, shifting seamlessly into what a linguist might have
identified as proto-Sumerian, then an even older tongue that had existed

before written records. The pendant at her throat occasionally pulsed with
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soft light, synchronised with particular phrases, as if to confirm their

significance.

"This is normal," Dr Karim assured him, though her tone carried a hint
of uncertainty. "Her mind is processing thousands of years of genetic
memory. Language centres activate first, followed by contextual

understanding."

"Is she in pain?" Zaid asked, military discipline failing to mask his

concern.

Dr Karim studied the neural imaging displays, where Ada's brain
activity was presented in three-dimensional renderings. "No pain registers
in the expected pathways. This appears to be integration rather than
distress." She pointed to specific areas of intense activity. "These patterns
are remarkably organised. Unlike her mother's procedure, where neural
pathways became chaotic and self-destructive, Ada's mind seems to be

cataloguing information methodically."

"The resonance must be maintained at precisely thirty-seven point
eight megahertz," Ada suddenly stated in perfect English, though her eyes
remained closed. "Deviation greater than point three percent will allow

molecular reintegration."

Dr Karim moved quickly to record this information, recognising its
potential significance. "That may be the frequency vulnerability her mother

discovered."

Ada's eyes opened abruptly, though her gaze seemed focused on
something beyond the room's physical confines. "The First Ones utilised
neural acceleration compounds derived from crystallised stellar matter," she
continued, her voice becoming more coherent. "Absorption rates increase
exponentially when suspended in a colloidal solution of trace elements

matching blood chemistry."

Zaid squeezed her hand gently. "Ada? Can you hear me?"
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Her eyes shifted, focusing on him with growing recognition. "Zaid." A
smile formed, somewhat disoriented but genuine. "l was... elsewhere. Many

elsewheres, actually."

Dr Karim approached, professional interest temporarily overriding

caution. "Ada, do you know where you are?"

"Recovery chamber, sublevel six of Sanctum Celestis," she replied
without hesitation. "Approximately three hours and seventeen minutes
since procedure completion, judging by the photonic decay rate of the

illumination panels."

Zaid and Dr Karim exchanged glances. Such precise observation
should have been impossible, especially since no clocks were visible in the

room.
"How do you feel?" Dr Karim asked, returning to medical basics.

Ada considered the question with unusual thoroughness.
"Neurologically integrated but physically suboptimal. The catalyst
compound has created temporary imbalances in my limbic system

regulation." She sat up with sudden decisiveness. "I need stabilisers."

"We have neural stabilisers prepared,” Dr Karim began, gesturing

toward standard Navah medical equipment.

"No," Ada interrupted. "Not those. They're designed for standard
neural architecture. My pathways have been fundamentally reconfigured."
She swung her legs over the bed's edge, movement tentative but determined.
"I need compound TH-7, suspended in a saline solution with trace amounts

of thodium and palladium."
Dr Karim frowned. "TH-7? I'm not familiar with that designation."

"It wouldn't be in your pharmacopoeia," Ada explained, patience in
her voice despite the urgency of her request. "The formula exists in First
One medical records, accessed during deep memory integration. It prevents

neural pattern dissolution during consciousness expansion."
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She moved to a nearby terminal, fingers flying across its interface with
unexpected familiarity, accessing systems that should have required high-
level authorisation. The screen filled with molecular structures and
chemical equations far more complex than anything in current medical

science.

"This is the formula," Ada said, pointing to the completed display.
"Your synthesisers can produce it within seven minutes using existing

compounds in medical storage."

Dr Karim studied the formula, her scientific scepticism battling with
recognition of its elegant design. "These molecular bonds shouldn't be

stable in solution."

"They are when catalysed with trace amounts of the same mineral
compounds found in the Silver Cylinder," Ada countered. "The First Ones

discovered this stability principle four thousand years before they departed
Earth."

Zaid watched this exchange with quiet amazement, seeing Ada
transformed not into someone different, but into a more complete version
of herself, her natural intelligence now augmented by millennia of

accumulated knowledge.

After several moments of consideration, Dr Karim nodded. "T'll
authorise production. But we'll monitor you continuously during

administration."

As Dr Karim issued instructions to her medical team, Ada turned to
Zaid. "It worked," she said softly. "I found what my mother discovered, and
more. The frequency that disrupts Nagid's molecular cohesion, the timing

requirements for exposure, everything we need."

"You survived," Zaid replied, voice rough with emotion barely

contained. "That's what matters most."

Ada's expression softened. "You were right to be concerned. The

procedure very nearly went the same way as my mother's. But she was there,

Zaid. She helped me find my way back."
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Before he could respond, technicians arrived with the synthesised
compound Ada had requested. Dr Karim personally administered it
through an automated infusion system, watching vital signs with careful
scrutiny. The effect was immediate and remarkable. Ada's neural patterns,
which had shown lingering instability, rapidly harmonised into balanced
activity. Colour returned to her face, and the subtle tremors in her hands

ceased entirely.

"Extraordinary," Dr Karim murmured, reviewing the real-time data.
"Your neurochemistry is stabilising at a rate that should be physiologically

impossible."

"Not impossible," Ada corrected gently. "Just forgotten knowledge. The
First Ones understood neurological integration in ways modern medicine

hasn't rediscovered."

She stood, testing her balance and finding it perfect. The pendant at
her throat had settled into a steady, subtle glow that matched her heartbeat
precisely. The transformation was evident not just in medical readings but
in her very presence, a new certainty in her movements, a depth in her gaze

that spoke of perspective beyond ordinary human experience.

The moment of wonder was shattered as alarms blared throughout the
facility, harsh and insistent. Red warning lights activated along the walls,

bathing the recovery room in crimson pulses.

"Perimeter breach alert," announced an automated voice over the
facility's communication system. "Multiple hostile contacts detected. All

personnel to secure stations. Defensive protocols activated."

Dr Karim's hand moved immediately to her communication device.

"Status report," she demanded.

A technician's voice responded, tight with controlled urgency.
"Coordinated attacks on Navah facilities worldwide. Jakarta, Vancouver,
and Marrakesh are all reporting simultaneous assaults. And we've detected

incoming aircraft approaching Mount Kailash from multiple vectors."
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"Nagid," Ada said, the name carrying new weight with her expanded

knowledge. "He's launching his endgame."

The timing couldn't have been coincidental, almost as if Nagid had
sensed the moment Ada's transformation was complete and moved
immediately to prevent her from using her newly acquired knowledge

against him.

"How long until they reach the mountain?' Zaid asked, military

assessment already calculating defensive options.

"Approximately seventeen minutes," the technician replied. "They're
using stealth technology that partially defeats our early warning systems. We
detected them later than optimal."

Ada and Zaid exchanged glances, an unspoken understanding passing
between them. The knowledge she had risked her life to obtain would need
to be implemented immediately, not in some hypothetical future

confrontation, but in the imminent battle for Sanctum Celestis itself.

"Get me to the Table," Ada said, her voice carrying newfound authority.

"We need to activate defences they don't know we have."
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he surveillance centre on the fourth level of Sanctum

Celestis erupted with activity, dozens of screens flickering

with real-time imagery of Nagid's forces converging on the
mountain. The once-impenetrable energy field that had protected the
approach to Mount Kailash for millennia shimmered with unstable
fluctuations, sections vanishing entirely as unfamiliar devices planted at
strategic points emitted pulses of counter-resonant energy. Samarjeet leaned
forward, fingers dancing across the holographic interface, his silver beard
catching the harsh light of emergency beacons. Beside him, Zaid absorbed
the tactical situation with the cold efficiency of a trained operative, mentally
calculating response times, defensive positions, and potential outcomes that

grew increasingly dire with each passing second.

"They've deployed quantum disruption arrays," Samarjeet said, his
voice calm despite the chaos unfolding on the screens. "Technology we've
only seen theoretical designs for in the Archives. They shouldn't have the
capability to build these."
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Zaid's eyes narrowed as he studied the pattern of the assault. "It's not
just the technology. The formation is perfect—precise intervals,

synchronised timing. They're moving like a single organism."

Three-dimensional tactical displays showed red icons swarming up the
mountain paths like blood cells through arteries, converging on seven
access points simultaneously. Navah security teams, marked in blue, moved
into defensive positions, but their numbers appeared insufficient to

withstand the coordinated assault.

"Divert Team Echo to the western approach," Samarjeet instructed a
communications officer. "Activate the stone guardians at juncture points

seven through twelve."

The officer complied, and on one screen, massive rock formations near
a narrow pass suddenly shifted, revealing humanoid figures carved from
living stone. They stepped from their alcoves with surprising grace for such
massive constructs, ancient weapons charging with blue energy as they

moved to intercept the approaching forces.

"First One defensive protocols," Samarjeet explained to Zaid.
"Autonomous systems that haven't been needed for over thousands of

years."

Zaid nodded, but his attention had shifted to the central display
showing the main entrance approach. "There," he said, pointing to a figure
moving with unnatural precision at the head of the largest assault group.
"Niazi."

The general's form was clearly visible despite the distance, his
movements too fluid, too calculated, betraying the influence that had taken
hold of him. Behind him, a team of soldiers guided a vehicle that bore little
resemblance to conventional military hardware. Its central component
appeared to be a cannon-like structure with concentric rings that rotated

independently around a crystalline core pulsing with sickly green light.

"What is that?" Zaid asked, studying the unfamiliar weapon.
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Samarijeet's expression darkened. "A magnetic resonance amplifier. It
harnesses Earth's natural magnetic field, focusing and amplifying it into
pulses that can disintegrate molecular bonds. The First Ones developed the
technology for geological research, but Nagid has clearly weaponised the

principle."
"Can our defences withstand it?"

"Theoretically, yes. The main entrance was constructed with
countermeasures against exactly this technology. The First Ones anticipated

that their tools might eventually be turned against their creations."

On adjacent screens, Nagid's forces engaged with Navah security teams
at multiple points, advanced weaponry exchanging fire with the defensive
systems of Sanctum Celestis. The stone guardians proved surprisingly
effective, their ancient forms shrugging off conventional weapons fire as

they cut through the attacking forces with methodical precision.

"They're taking heavy losses at the secondary approaches," Zaid
observed. "Yet they continue without hesitation or retreat. These aren't

mercenaries, they're behaving like drones."

"Neural entanglement," Samarjeet confirmed grimly. "Nagid has
bound their nervous systems to his will. They'll fight until physically

incapable of movement."

Before Zaid could respond, a different alarm tone sliced through the
command center, higher pitched, more urgent than the general alert.

Samarjeet's head snapped up, his composure faltering for the first time.
"No," he whispered. "It cannot be."

"What is it!" Zaid demanded, recognising genuine fear in the older

man's eyes.

"The Table's escape tunnel. Someone is attempting to breach it from
the outside." Samarjeet's fingers trembled slightly as he brought up new
security feeds. "That passage isn't supposed to exist in any records outside

The Table itself. Its exact location is known only to the nine members."
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The implications crystallised in Zaid's mind with brutal clarity. "The

assassinated Table members. Nagid accessed their memories before they

died."

"Or during the process,” Samarjeet agreed, grim confirmation in his
tone. "The human mind is most vulnerable at the moment of death. With

his abilities, he could extract information as consciousness faded."

The tactical display updated, showing a new point of attempted
incursion, a seemingly solid rock face on the mountain's eastern slope
where sensors now detected energy signatures consistent with precision

drilling equipment.

"He's attacking from two directions simultaneously," Zaid concluded.
"The main assault is a distraction, drawing our defensive resources while a

smaller team accesses the escape tunnel."

"A strategy I would employ myself," Samarjeet admitted. "The Table is

currently gathered in the Origin Chamber, precisely where that tunnel
leads."

They watched as Niazi positioned his forces around the magnetic
resonance amplifier, technicians making final adjustments to the weapon
as it powered up. The crystalline core at its centre grew brighter, pulsations

accelerating as energy gathered for release.
"Can we disable it before they fire!" Zaid asked.

Samarjeet shook his head. "Not remotely. The weapon's core is
quantum-shielded against electronic intervention. It would require direct

physical disruption."

On the screen, Niazi raised his arm, signalling the weapon operators.
The amplifier's concentric rings locked into final position, the green light

intensifying to near-blinding levels.

"Brace for impact," Samarjeet announced over the facility's

communication system. "All personnel, enact containment protocol seven."
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The weapon discharged with terrible silence, the surveillance feed
capturing the visual distortion of space around the beam but none of its
acoustic properties. The energy struck the main entrance, a massive door
carved from living rock and reinforced with First One technology, and for

several seconds, nothing happened.

Then hairline fractures appeared across the surface, spreading like frost
across glass. The door's defensive systems activated, blue-white energy
flowing into the cracks, attempting to seal them. The two forces battled

visibly, ancient protection against corrupted ancient weaponry.
"It's holding," Zaid observed.
"For now," Samarjeet replied.

The amplifier fired again, a second pulse that struck precisely where
the first had weakened the structure. This time, the effect was catastrophic.
The fractures deepened, expanded, and the door's defensive energy
sputtered and failed in sections. A third pulse followed immediately, and
the sealed entrance shattered inward, fragments of stone and crystal

exploding into the corridor beyond.
Samarijeet's shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly. "They're inside."

The security feeds showed Niazi's forces pouring through the breach,
moving with the same unnerving coordination they had displayed outside.
Interior defensive systems activated automatically, force fields, targeted
energy weapons mounted in wall recesses, even gravitational distortion
fields designed to slow intruders, but the attackers had clearly been

prepared for each countermeasure.

"They know our defences," Samarjeet said, his voice flat with the

realisation. "All of them."

Zaid watched the methodical advance of Nagid's forces with growing
concern. "How is that possible! Even with the knowledge gained from the

assassinated Table members..."

"There must be another source. A deeper penetration of our security

than we realised." Samarjeet straightened, decision forming in his eyes. "We
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have no choice now. We fight them corridor by corridor, chamber by

chamber."

He turned to Zaid, placing a hand on his shoulder with unexpected
firmness. "Find Ada. Protect her at all costs. She carries the knowledge we
need to defeat Nagid permanently. If Sanctum Celestis falls but she survives

with that knowledge intact, we still have hope."
"And you?" Zaid asked, already knowing the answer.

"I will face Niazi." Samarjeet's hand moved to the ceremonial kirpan at
his side, though both men knew it was far more than a religious symbol.
"He may wear the face of an old adversary, but what animates him now is
something ancient, something that has waited centuries for this moment.

It will not find us unprepared."

Zaid nodded once, military acknowledgement of orders received, but
his eyes conveyed the deeper respect that had grown between them.
Without further words, he turned and moved toward the exit, already

calculating the fastest route to the medical facilities where he had last seen

Ada.

Behind him, Samarjeet turned back to the surveillance screens,
watching as Niazi's forces methodically advanced through the outer
chambers of humanity's oldest sanctuary. His fingers moved across the
interface one last time, activating protocols that hadn't been used since the
First Ones walked the Earth.

Zaid moved through the corridors with controlled urgency, emergency
lighting casting alternating patterns of shadow and crimson across his path.
The distant sounds of combat echoed through Sanctum Celestis's vast
network of chambers, energy weapons discharging, the rumble of defensive
systems activating, the occasional scream cut brutally short. Personnel

rushed in organised patterns, some to defensive positions, others securing
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critical data and artifacts. Many millennia of accumulated knowledge and
technology, now threatened by an enemy who had planned this moment
for centuries. He rounded the final corner to the medical section just as
Ada emerged, and the sight of her stopped him mid-stride. Something
fundamental had changed in her bearing, in the way she occupied space,

the academic curator still visible but now overlaid with something

formidable.
"Ada," he called, closing the distance between them.

She turned, recognition warming her expression briefly before

resolving into purposeful focus. "Zaid. The main entrance has fallen?"

"Yes. Niazi used a magnetic resonance weapon. Samarjeet sent me to
find you." He grasped her arm gently. "We need to get you to secure

quarters. The Table's escape route has been compromised as well."

Ada shook her head with calm certainty. "No. Secure quarters won't
matter if Nagid reaches the Origin Chamber. We need to prepare

countermeasures immediately."

"Ada, Samarjeet was explicit. You need protection. The knowledge

you've acquired..."

"Makes me the most qualified person on the planet to stop Nagid," she

interrupted, her voice carrying unfamiliar authority. "Not hide from him."

She began walking, not toward safety but deeper into the facility, her
movements precise and unhesitating. Zaid followed, recognising the futility

of any argument.
"Where are we going!"

"First, the research laboratory on level three. There are artifacts we'll

need."

They descended via an emergency shaft, bypassing the main lifts that
had been locked down as part of security protocols. Ada moved with
startling confidence, accessing controls that should have required

authorisation she had never been granted.
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"How do you know these access codes’" Zaid asked as a secured door

opened to her touch.

"l know all of them now," she replied simply. "Every code, every

protocol, every contingency Navah has developed since its founding."

The research laboratory stretched before them, its advanced
equipment and carefully preserved artifacts now in disarray as staff had
evacuated with critical specimens. Ada moved directly to a sealed
containment unit, her fingers dancing across its security interface without
hesitation. The unit hissed open, revealing the blade artifact Zaid had
recovered in Rajasthan weeks earlier, an elegantly curved piece of metal that
wasn't quite metal, its surface inscribed with symbols that seemed to shift

when viewed directly.

"This is more than a ceremonial object,"” Ada explained, lifting it
carefully. "The First Ones created multi-functional tools. This serves as both

key and catalyst."

She moved to another containment field, where the orb they had
recovered together in Cambodia floated in a zero-gravity suspension. Unlike
the blade, which appeared dormant, the orb pulsed with subtle internal
light that synchronised momentarily with Ada's pendant as she approached.

"You said we're taking these to the armoury!" Zaid confirmed,

maintaining tactical awareness as they collected the artifacts.

Ada nodded, securing the blade in her belt and carefully placing the
orb in a specialised carrying case. "Sixth level. The weapons we need aren't

in the standard security arsenal."

They moved through the facility with increasing caution, distant
sounds of combat growing closer as Nagid's forces penetrated deeper into
Sanctum Celestis. Twice, they diverted their route to avoid engagement
zones, Ada seeming to anticipate the clash points before they appeared on

Zaid's tactical display.

The sixth level showed signs of the facility's heightened alert status -

additional security barriers deployed, environmental systems shifted to
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defensive configurations that altered atmospheric pressure in specific
corridors to slow intruders. The armoury entrance stood at the end of a

heavily reinforced passage, its door sealed with multiple security measures.
"This requires Table-level authorisation," Zaid observed.
"Or the proper key," Ada replied, removing the blade from her belt.

She approached the door, studying its surface briefly before pressing
the blade's tip against what appeared to be a random point in the design.
The blade sank into the solid material as if entering water, penetrating to a
specific depth before Ada rotated it precisely ninety degrees clockwise. Lines
of blue energy spread from the insertion point, racing along previously
invisible seams in the door's construction. With a sound like a single,

perfect musical note, the massive barrier receded into the wall.

"That's not standard Navah security protocol," Zaid said as they

entered.

"No. This predates Navah entirely. The First Ones created these
systems as failsafes, accessible only to those with specific knowledge and the

appropriate tools."

The armoury beyond dwarfed the security forces' equipment rooms
Zaid had seen earlier. Arranged in concentric circles around a central
platform were weapons unlike any human military had developed - elegant,
ergonomic designs that appeared simultaneously ancient and futuristic.
Ada moved directly to two devices positioned prominently on display stands
- rifle-like constructs with crystalline components integrated into flowing

metallic forms.

"These operate on principles similar to Niazi's magnetic resonance
amplifier, but with far greater precision," she explained, lifting one and
checking its components with practised ease. "They can disrupt specific

molecular bonds without collateral damage."

She positioned the blade artifact against a recessed port in each
weapon's housing. As with the door, the blade sank partially into the

material, and energy flowed from the connection point throughout the
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weapon. Indicators that had been dormant for millennia illuminated, and

a low hum emanated from each device as ancient power cells reactivated.

"The blade serves as both key and power source," Ada explained,
retrieving it after both weapons were activated. She handed one to Zaid,

who tested its weight and balance with a soldier's automatic assessment.
"Lighter than it looks," he observed.

"Mass-energy conversion principles. It will feel even lighter when fully

synchronised with your neural patterns."

Ada then moved to the centre of the armoury hall, placing the
Cambodian orb on a specific point in the floor pattern. She turned to Zaid

with sudden urgency.
"Step outside the chamber now. Quickly."

Zaid complied immediately, recognising the command tone that
brooked no argument. Ada made a series of precise gestures over the orb,
speaking what sounded like mathematical formulas rather than words. The
orb responded, its internal light intensifying until it projected a perfect
sphere of translucent energy that expanded outward, encompassing the
entire armoury in seconds. Ada walked through the barrier as if it were not

there, re-joining Zaid in the corridor.

"What did you just do?" he asked, studying the barely visible energy

field now sealing the armoury.

"Created a bio-specific containment field. It recognises my genetic
markers and allows me passage, but anyone else attempting to enter would
experience molecular disintegration." Her expression softened slightly at his
evident amazement. "The orb was designed as a security system, not a

weapon. We were asking the wrong questions about it in Cambodia."
"All this knowledge came from the unlocking procedure?"

"Yes. And it's merely the beginning of what I now understand." She

checked the weapon she carried, adjustments flowing from muscle memory
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she hadn't possessed hours earlier. "The Origin Chamber is where I need

to be. The Table is gathering there to coordinate our defence."
"And me!" Zaid asked, already suspecting her answer.

"The communications hub on level five. Navah facilities worldwide are
under simultaneous attack, and they need coordination. I've transmitted
orders that need to be implemented immediately at all locations." She met
his gaze directly. "You're the only one I trust to ensure they're followed

exactly."

The weight of her words hung between them, not just the tactical
importance of his assignment, but the implicit acknowledgement that they
would be separated during what might be humanity's most desperate hour.
Zaid's hand moved to her face, a brief touch that conveyed everything words

could not.
"Be careful," he said simply.

Ada's smile carried both warmth and newfound wisdom. "The concept
of 'careful' has taken on entirely new dimensions for me today." She leaned
forward, embracing him with unexpected fierceness. "Find me when this is

over."

They parted without further words, each moving toward their assigned
positions, carrying weapons designed by beings who had walked Earth
before human civilisation began. Behind them, the armoury’s energy
barrier hummed with quiet potency, securing weapons that might

determine the fate of the species the First Ones had created millennia ago.

In the Origin Chamber, the ancient crystalline structure pulsed with
increasing urgency, as if sensing the approaching threat. The six remaining
Table members stood in a protective semicircle around it, their pendants
glowing in synchronisation with the massive array. Professor Hamilton's
head snapped up first, his attention drawn to the far wall, where a narrow
passage, camouflaged to look like solid stone, served as the Table's
emergency escape route. A dull boom echoed through the chamber,

followed by another, the unmistakable sound of someone, or something,
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forcing their way through barriers designed to resist even the most

sophisticated intrusion methods.

"Impossible," Dr Volkov whispered, his Arctic-blue eyes widening.
"That passage isn't registered in any database. It exists only in our

memories."

The crystalline array flashed crimson for a brief moment in response
to their collective alarm. Another impact shuddered through the chamber

walls, closer now, the sound of ancient safeguards failing one after another.

"The assassinated members," Dr Nkosi said, her voice tight with
realisation. "Nagid must have extracted the knowledge from them before,

or as they died."

Elder Nakamura moved to a control interface embedded in the
chamber floor, his ancient hands moving with surprising dexterity across
symbols that responded to his touch. "The tunnel contains seventeen

sequential barriers. Fourteen have already fallen."

"How?!" Dr Okafor demanded, crossing to join him at the interface.
"Those barriers were designed by the First Ones themselves. They should

withstand any conventional force."

"Because they're being deactivated, not destroyed," Chairwoman
Vasquez replied grimly. "The biomarkers of our fallen colleagues... Nagid

has found a way to preserve and utilise them."

The implications settled over the chamber like a physical weight. Nagid
hadn't merely killed their colleagues, he had somehow harvested their
biological signatures, perhaps their very genetic essence, to breach Sanctum

Celestis's most secure access point.

"We must seal the tunnel completely," Professor Hamilton declared,
moving to another interface panel. "Permanently fuse the molecular

structure of the passage itself."

"That protocol requires seven members of The Table," Elder Nakamura
reminded them, his voice carrying the weight of centuries of Navah

tradition. "We are only six."
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The chamber fell silent save for the increasingly urgent pulsations of
the crystalline array and the methodical impacts from the tunnel, now close
enough that dust drifted from the hidden entrance with each blow. Time,
measured in heartbeats, slipped away as the impossible situation confronted
them.

"Ada Mirza," Chairwoman Vasquez said suddenly, her silver hair
catching the array's light as she turned to the others. "Her biomarkers could

serve as the seventh."

Dr Volkov's expression hardened with immediate scepticism.
"Impossible. She has undergone no formal testing, no ceremonial binding.
We have no evidence that her genetic structure would be recognised by the

sealing protocol."

"We have every evidence," Vasquez countered firmly. "She completed a
full genetic unlock and survived, something only a true carrier with the
requisite markers could accomplish. The pendant responds to her as it does

to us."

"It's unprecedented," Professor Hamilton objected, though uncertainty
flickered across his features. "Even with her mother's lineage, the protocols

require specific testing sequences, ceremonial confirmations..."

"Which we have no time to perform," Dr Nkosi interjected. "The
choice is simple: attempt an unprecedented solution or face Nagid with the

Origin Chamber compromised."

The crystalline array pulsed brighter, almost as if casting its vote in
their debate. Another impact shook the chamber, this one strong enough

to create a visible crack in the camouflaged entrance.

"Two barriers remain," Elder Nakamura announced quietly. "Perhaps

three minutes before complete breach."

Chairwoman Vasquez straightened, authority radiating from her
bearing. "l invoke Emergency Protocol Omega. As acting head of The Table,
[ authorize the temporary recognition of Ada Mirza's genetic signature as a

formal member."
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Dr Okafor nodded in agreement. "Her blood carries the lineage. The
pendant accepted her. In such circumstances, precedent must yield to

necessity."

"The Navah has survived for millennia by adhering to protocols," Dr
Volkov argued, though with diminishing conviction. "Circumventing them

now—"

"The Navah has survived for millennia by adapting when necessary,"

Vasquez corrected him firmly. "We vote now. Time permits nothing more."

One by one, they signalled assent, even Dr Volkov eventually giving a
curt nod. Together they moved to the chamber's perimeter, taking positions
at seven equidistant points, one space conspicuously empty, awaiting Ada's

arrival.

"We begin preliminary sequencing," Vasquez ordered. "Ada will join us

momentarily."

Their pendants activated in unison, projecting beams of coherent
energy toward the chamber's centre. The crystalline array responded,

sections illuminating in patterns that corresponded to their positions.

"The final sequence cannot be completed without the seventh

position," Dr Nkosi observed unnecessarily, tension evident in her voice.

Chairwoman Vasquez studied the interface readings, then made a
decision that visibly shocked the others. "I'm going to activate the secondary

shield in the tunnel itself. It will buy us the time needed for Ada's arrival."

"Absolutely not," Professor Hamilton objected immediately. "That
would place you directly in the path of whatever is breaching the final

barriers."

"The secondary shield requires physical presence at its activation
point," she replied, already moving toward the camouflaged entrance. "No

remote trigger exists. This is the only way to ensure we have sufficient time."

"Vasquez, this is suicide," Dr Volkov stated flatly. "The breach is

imminent. You'll face mortal danger."
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"Perhaps," she acknowledged, her hand moving to the pendant at her
throat. "But I've prepared for such a possibility for decades."

She pressed her palm against the camouflaged entrance, which
recognised her biomarkers and slid open just enough to admit her. The
narrow tunnel beyond glowed with emergency lighting, casting sharp

shadows across its angular design.

"Complete the sequence with Ada," Vasquez commanded, her final
order carrying the weight of absolute authority. "Whatever happens, the

Origin Chamber must be secured."

Before further objections could be raised, she slipped into the tunnel,
the entrance sealing behind her. She moved swiftly through the confined
space, counting her steps according to memorised schematics. The
activation point for the secondary shield lay thirty meters ahead, at a

junction where the tunnel branched into three separate escape routes.

She heard him before she saw him, not footsteps, but the subtle
displacement of air that accompanied his movement. The sensation of
wrongness that had always identified Nagid to those sensitive enough to

perceive it.

"Sophia Vasquez," his voice reached her, carrying impossible
harmonics that made the tunnel walls vibrate subtly. "The last time we stood

face to face was Cairo, 1884. You've aged... interestingly."

He emerged from the shadows ahead, tall and unnaturally elegant, his
form seeming to absorb the emergency lighting rather than reflect it. His

entirely black eyes studied her with detached curiosity.

"You will go no further," Vasquez stated, her pendant flaring with

sudden brilliance as she activated its defensive capabilities.

Nagid tilted his elongated head slightly, an almost human gesture of
amusement. "Your species has always fascinated me with its capacity for

futile defiance."

He moved with terrible speed, crossing the distance between them

before her pendant could fully engage. One long-fingered hand seized her
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throat, lifting her effortlessly. With her remaining strength, Vasquez pressed
her palm against a seemingly unremarkable section of wall. Pain blossomed

in her chest as Nagid's other hand delivered a precise, lethal strike.

As darkness closed around her vision, Vasquez's final act was to send a
pulse through her pendant—not a call for help, which would come too late,
but a warning to those still within the Origin Chamber. Her body fell to
the tunnel floor, but the knowledge of her sacrifice had already been
transmitted, carrying with it the certainty that Nagid now advanced

unhindered toward humanity's most sacred repository of knowledge.

In the Origin Chamber, the pendants worn by each Table member
flashed in unison, transmitting Vasquez's final message without words. Dr
Okafor's hand flew to her throat, fingers closing around her own pendant
as if to silence the terrible certainty it conveyed. "She's gone," she whispered,
the simple statement carrying the weight of millennia. "And he's coming."
The crystalline array at the chamber's centre darkened momentarily, as if in
mourning, before pulsing with renewed urgency, a heartbeat accelerating in
the face of mortal danger. Without Vasquez and without Ada's arrival to
complete the sealing sequence, the Origin Chamber stood vulnerable to an

enemy who had waited centuries for this moment.

Elder Nakamura moved to the communication panel with surprising
agility for his apparent age. "We must contact Ms. Mirza immediately.
Without the seventh bio-signature..."

The panel activated before his fingers reached it, Zaid's face
materialising on the display. "The tunnel has been breached," he reported
without preamble, military precision evident even through the connection's
static interference. "Dr Mirza, if you're there, you need to evacuate

immediately. The Origin Chamber cannot be defended."
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"Major Ahmad," Dr Volkov acknowledged, stepping into view of the
communication array. "Chairwoman Vasquez has fallen. We cannot

complete the sealing protocol."

On the display, Zaid's expression revealed nothing, though the
tightening of his jaw muscles spoke of controlled emotion. "Then you must
relocate to the communications centre on level five. It's our most defensible

position with access to facility-wide systems."

"The Origin Chamber contains knowledge spanning millennia,"

Professor Hamilton objected. "We cannot simply abandon..."

"With respect, Professor," Zaid interrupted, just as Ada entered the
chamber. "Nagid isn't coming for your archives. He's coming for the

communication array. And for Ada."

The remaining Table members exchanged glances, centuries of
protocols warring with the immediate tactical reality. Finally, Dr Nkosi
spoke for them all. "Evacuate. Now. Transfer critical operational control to

level five."

They moved with practised efficiency, each member accessing specific
control interfaces to initiate data transfer protocols. The crystalline array's
pulsations slowed slightly, portions of its structure dimming as core
functions redirected to secondary systems elsewhere in the facility. Within
moments, they had extracted themselves from the chamber, moving swiftly

through connecting corridors.

As they approached the fifth level, Ada felt a subtle change in the air
pressure around her, a sensation beyond physical explanation. The pendant
at her throat grew suddenly cold, its usual comforting weight becoming
leaden against her skin. She faltered mid-stride, one hand reaching for the

wall to steady herself.
"Ada?" Dr Okafor noticed immediately, moving to support her.

"He's here," Ada whispered, the words emerging with visible effort. "In
the facility. I can feel him..."
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They reached the communications centre as the sensation intensified.
The vast chamber hummed with activity, dozens of technicians monitoring
global Navah operations, coordinating defensive responses to synchronised
attacks across continents. Zaid met them at the entrance, his concerned gaze

finding Ada immediately.
"Are you injured’" he asked, noting her pallor.

"Not physically," she managed, the pendant now painfully cold against
her skin. "He's trying to..."

The world around her dissolved without warning. Ada found herself
no longer in the communications centre but standing in a featureless white
space, familiar yet impossible. Before her lay her mother's body, not as she
remembered seeing it at the funeral, but as Mehjabeen had appeared in her
final moments, eyes wide with the terrible knowledge that had claimed her
life, blood streaming from ears and nose, skin grey with the cellular damage

of neural cascade failure.

"This is your heritage," Nagid's voice came from everywhere and
nowhere, carrying harmonics that human vocal cords could never produce.

"This is your destiny."

The scene shifted. Ada watched herself strapped to the Mnemonic
Cradle, body convulsing as genetic memory overwhelmed her neural
pathways. Not a memory but a vision of what might have been, what still
might be.

"Your existence is an aberration," Nagid continued, his presence felt

rather than seen. "A temporary anomaly in a failed experiment."

The white space fragmented, replaced by images pulled from her newly
unlocked genetic memory - cities burning as First One vessels descended
from skies turned black with smoke, humans fleeing in terror from beings
they had once worshipped as gods, civilisations crumbling under forces

beyond their comprehension.

"This is what awaits your kind," Nagid's voice promised. "Return.

Correction. Extinction."
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Ada felt herself drowning in the visions, unable to distinguish present
reality from projected fear. The weight of millennia pressed against her
consciousness, threatening to crush her newly expanded awareness under

the burden of humanity's inevitable doom.

Then, cutting through the sensory onslaught, she felt pressure against
her hand, warm, solid, real. Zaid's voice reached her, not through her ears

but through the physical connection of his fingers interlaced with hers.
"Ada. Come back to me."

The simple phrase anchored her, providing a focal point against
Nagid's assault. She concentrated on the sensation of Zaid's hand, the
particular pressure of his grip, the specific temperature of his skin against

hers. Details too concrete for Nagid to replicate in his manufactured reality.

"He's lying," Zaid's voice continued, stronger now. "Using your own

fears against you."

Ada focused on their connection, not just physical but emotional, the
trust they had built, the understanding that had grown between them, the
shared experiences that no telepathic intrusion could fully comprehend or
counterfeit. She mentally traced this connection like a lifeline leading back

to reality.

"l know you can hear me," Zaid's voice strengthened further. "Follow

my voice back."

With a supreme effort of will, Ada rejected the constructed horrors
surrounding her. The pendant at her throat warmed suddenly, its dormant
state activating in response to her resistance. Energy flowed through the
ancient artifact, creating a barrier between her consciousness and Nagid's

intrusion.

The white space shattered. Ada gasped as reality reasserted itself, the
communications centre, Zaid kneeling beside her where she had collapsed
to the floor, his hand gripping hers, the concerned faces of The Table

members standing in a protective circle around them.

"There you are," Zaid said quietly, relief evident in his eyes.
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"He tried to paralyse me with fear," Ada explained, her voice hoarse
but strengthening. "Using my mother's death, genetic memories of First

One interventions..."

"A telepathic attack," Dr Okafor confirmed, checking Ada's pupils with
clinical precision. "Your pendant appears to have generated a protective

field in response.”

Before anyone could respond further, alarm sirens erupted throughout
the communications centre. Displays flickered and died across the vast
room, plunging dozens of workstations into darkness before emergency

systems activated, bathing the space in pulsing amber light.

"External communication arrays are down," a technician called out,
voice tight with controlled panic. "All channels to satellite facilities severed

simultaneously."
"Backup systems!" Zaid demanded, helping Ada to her feet.

"Attempting to access,” another operator responded, fingers flying
across interfaces. "No response. It's as if the entire communications

architecture has been physically severed."

The realisation spread through the chamber like a chill wind—Sanctum
Celestis was now completely isolated from the global Navah network, from
the facilities under simultaneous attack worldwide. Whatever happened
now would happen without coordination, without reinforcement, without

hope of external assistance.

Chaos threatened to engulf the communications centre as the full
implications became clear. Staff moved between darkened workstations,
and attempts to restore connections grew increasingly desperate. Voices rose
in volume and urgency, overlapping questions without answers, fears

without reassurance.

"Enough!" Zaid's command cut through the growing disorder, military
authority halting the slide into panic. "Secondary communication protocols
exist for exactly this situation. Access the quantum entanglement relays on

sublevel three. They operate independently of the main array."
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His calm certainty had an immediate effect. Technicians responded to
the clear directive, their training reasserting itself as they moved with

renewed purpose toward specific tasks rather than generalized fear.

"He's heading for the Heart Chamber," Ada said, the knowledge
coming to her with disturbing clarity. "The seventh level. That's where the

original communication array is housed, his ultimate objective."

Zaid nodded, already assessing tactical options. "Then that's where we
make our stand."

He turned to address the nearest security team, six operatives whose
faces showed the strain of continuous alert status but whose postures
remained combat-ready. "We need a strike team. Small, mobile, heavily
armed. Objective: intercept and neutralise at the Heart Chamber

approach."

"We'll need specific weapons," Ada added, the pendant at her throat
pulsing with subtle energy as she accessed knowledge that felt
simultaneously ancient and fresh. "Conventional armaments won't affect

him, not directly."

"The Table maintains additional resources,” Dr Nkosi offered,
exchanging significant glances with her colleagues. "Weapons developed

using principles beyond current human science."

"Level seven, section twelve," Ada said with sudden certainty, the
location appearing in her mind with perfect clarity. "Hidden access behind
environmental control systems. Weapons designed specifically to disrupt

entities with Nagid's unique physiological structure."

Zaid studied her face, recognising that this knowledge came from her

recent unlocking. "Can you access this section?"

"Yes. And I can train your team to use the weapons properly." Ada's
expression hardened with determination that transcended her former
academic demeanour. "Nagid expected me to collapse under his mental
assault. He believes humans are fundamentally weak, incapable of

withstanding the truth of our origins or the threat of our extinction."
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She straightened, the pendant at her throat now glowing with steady

purpose. "Let's show him how mistaken he is about his failed experiment."
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The secondary command centre on the third level of Sanctum Celestis
had become a battleground. Bodies of fallen Navah security personnel lay
where they had fallen, their weapons still clutched in lifeless hands. The
sleek technology that had monitored global operations for centuries now
sparked and smouldered, displays flickering with failing power. Samarjeet
Singh stood at the centre of the chaos, his silver beard now streaked with
blood, some his own, some belonging to the operatives he had failed to
save. He had transformed his ceremonial kirpan into its true form, the blade
now extended to full length, its edge glowing with energy that hummed at
frequencies just beyond human hearing. Around him, the remaining Navah
security forces formed a defensive perimeter, their faces grim with the
knowledge that they defended not just a room, but perhaps humanity's last

hope of coordinated resistance.

"Hold the eastern approach," Samarjeet commanded, his voice steady
despite the wounds that had already drained his strength considerably.

"They're attempting to flank through the maintenance conduits."

A security officer nodded, directing three operatives to reinforce that
position. Their movements displayed the precision of elite soldiers, yet
fatigue showed in every line of their bodies. They had been fighting without
respite for nearly three hours, each defensive position yielding only after

exacting a heavy toll from Niazi's forces.

Through the transparent security barriers that were still in place at the
command centre’s main entrance, they could see more of Niazi's soldiers
approaching, no longer moving with military discipline but with the
unnerving synchronicity of neural entanglement. Their eyes glowed with an

unnatural green light, and some bore physical modifications beyond
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conventional enhancement: elongated fingers, unnaturally fluid

movement, skin that seemed to absorb rather than reflect light.

"He's changing them," one of the younger security officers whispered,

horror evident in his voice. "Making them like him."

"Not like him," Samarjeet corrected grimly. "Tools. Expendable

extensions of his will."

The security barrier shimmered as concentrated fire from multiple
angles struck it simultaneously. Fracture patterns spread across its surface
like ice forming on a pond, too rapidly for the self-healing properties to
compensate. Samarjeet had seen this pattern before, the barrier would fail

within minutes.

"Fall back to secondary positions," he ordered, indicating the
reinforced alcoves they had prepared earlier. "Maintain interlocking fields

of fire."

As his remaining forces repositioned themselves, Samarjeet accessed
the command centre’s final defensive protocol. His pendant interfaced with
the control system, transmitting authorisation codes that hadn't been used
in centuries. Around the perimeter of the command centre, previously
invisible emitters activated, projecting a field that would, for a brief time,

disrupt the neural entanglement binding Niazi's soldiers to his control.

The security barrier shattered inward, fragments crystallising into dust
before they hit the ground. Through the breach stepped General Farooq
Niazi, or what Niazi had become. His military bearing remained, but his
physical form had undergone disturbing alterations. He stood taller than
before, his proportions subtly wrong, as if his skeletal structure had been
partially reformed. His eyes contained no whites, only expanded pupils that
reflected light at impossible angles. When he moved, his joints bent in ways

human anatomy should not permit.

Behind him poured his transformed soldiers, weapons raised, but as
they crossed the threshold into the command centre, the disruptive field

took effect. Several collapsed immediately, bodies convulsing as the
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artificial neural connections were severed. Others staggered, confusion
replacing the eerie synchronicity of their earlier movements. Only Niazi
himself seemed unaffected, his altered lips curving into what approximated

a smile.

"Raja Samarjeet Singh," he greeted, his voice carrying the same
harmonic overtones that characterised Nagid's speech. "The Lion of Punjab,

reduced to his final den."

Samarjeet raised his kirpan, the ancient weapon, recognising the
nature of the threat before it and adjusting its energy signature accordingly.

"You wear Niazi's face poorly, Nagid. Your imitation lacks subtlety."

Niazi, or the entity controlling him, tilted his head at an angle that
sent involuntary shivers through the watching Navah operatives. "Not an
imitation. An evolution. The General proved an excellent vessel, his

military mind adapting quickly to my improvements."

"A possession, then," Samarjeet replied, carefully measuring the
distance between them. "You've always lacked the courage to face us

directly."

The taunt struck home. Rage flashed across Niazi's distorted features
before control reasserted itself. "Courage! From a species engineered as
labour! How amusing." He gestured casually toward one of his fallen
soldiers, who immediately rose despite grievous wounds, neural control re-
established through proximity. "I face you now only because it amuses me
to eliminate The Table's agents personally. A courtesy before the main

event."

Niazi moved with sudden, terrible speed, crossing the distance between
them faster than human reflexes could track. His hand, fingers now too
long and jointed in too many places, closed around Samarjeet's throat. The
Navah security forces opened fire immediately, energy weapons discharging
in perfect coordination, but the shots seemed to bend around Niazi's form,

striking consoles and walls instead.
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"Spatial distortion field," Niazi explained, voice still conversational
despite the violence of his attack. "One of many gifts I've received through

communion with my true kind."

Samarijeet drove his kirpan forward, aiming for Niazi's chest. The blade
met resistance unlike anything he had encountered before, not solid matter
but something that seemed to exist partially in another state. Niazi laughed,
the sound carrying harmonic frequencies that caused blood to seep from

the ears of the nearby Navah operatives.

"Your ancient toys cannot harm me," he said, tightening his grip. "I

have transcended your limited understanding of physical form."

With his free hand, he struck Samarjeet with terrible precision, fingers
penetrating the elderly Sikh's abdomen like living daggers. Samarjeet
gasped, blood flowing freely from the wound, but did not cry out. His eyes,

showing pain but no fear, remained locked on Niazi's inhuman gaze.

"You've gained power," Samarjeet acknowledged, his voice weakening
but steady. "But understanding! Wisdom? Those remain beyond you, as

they always have."

"Wisdom?" Niazi's features contorted with contempt. "l have merged
with knowledge spanning galaxies. I have seen the true purpose of
humanity's creation and the inevitability of its correction. I know what
comes next, the glorious return that will sweep away your pitiful civilisation

and restore proper order."

As he spoke, Samarjeet noticed something, a pattern in the energy
fluctuations surrounding Niazi's transformed body. When he mentioned
Nagid's name, the field briefly synchronised, harmonics aligning in a
recognisable frequency. The same frequency Ada had identified during her

unlocking procedure.

With the last of his strength, Samarjeet adjusted his kirpan's
resonance, the ancient weapon responding to his mental command. The
blade's glow shifted subtly, matching the precise frequency of Niazi's

momentary vulnerability.
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"There is one wisdom you never grasped, General," Samarjeet said,
blood now flowing freely from his mouth. "Why has the Navah survived for

millennia while empires fell?"

"And what might that be!" Niazi asked, genuinely curious despite his

contempt.

"We prepare for death our entire lives," Samarjeet replied. "And so we

are never afraid to embrace it when necessary."

With those words, Samarjeet lunged forward, impaling himself further
on Niazi's extended fingers to bring his body close enough for the final
strike. The kirpan plunged into Niazi's chest at precisely the moment the
energy field fluctuated, the blade's carefully calibrated frequency creating a
cascading disruption through the general's transformed physiology.

Niazi's expression shifted from contempt to shock as the weapon
bypassed his defences, severing the connection that bound Nagid's
influence to his physical form. His body convulsed, caught between states
of matter, the unnatural modifications failing catastrophically as the energy

that sustained them dissipated.

"Impossible," he gasped, his voice losing its harmonic qualities,

returning to human tones filled with confusion and terror.

"No," Samarjeet corrected, his own life ebbing as they collapsed to the

floor together. "Inevitable."

The remaining Navah operatives watched in stunned silence as both
men fell. Niazi's body deteriorated rapidly, the alien modifications
disintegrating into dust that glittered briefly before settling to the floor. His
forces, bound to him through neural entanglement, collapsed

simultaneously, the controlling influence severed permanently.

Samarijeet lay on his back, breathing growing shallow, but a smile of
grim satisfaction crossed his blood-stained features. One threat eliminated,
though the greater one still advanced elsewhere in the facility. His pendant
pulsed once, sending confirmation of Niazi's fall to the communications

centre where Ada and Zaid prepared their own desperate gambit. As
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consciousness faded, his final thought was not of regret but of pride; the
ancient lineage of guardians he represented had upheld their duty to the
last breath, as they had for thousands of years before him.
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he communications command centre pulsed with frantic
energy as display screens flickered between static and
fragmentary data feeds. The remaining five Table members
moved with urgent precision between workstations, their pendants glowing
in response to the facility's heightened alert status. Ada stood at the central
console, her fingers dancing across holographic interfaces with newfound
familiarity, while Zaid coordinated security teams through a tactical overlay
that showed Nagid's forces penetrating deeper into Sanctum Celestis. The
air hummed with tension and the metallic scent of overheating systems as

they fought to maintain control of a facility under siege.

"Eastern corridor compromised," called out Dr Volkov, his Arctic-blue
eyes fixed on a monitor showing security footage of transformed soldiers
moving with unnatural synchronicity. "Redirecting defensive teams to seal

breach points."

Professor Hamilton's hands flew across another interface, his academic
demeanour replaced by grim determination. "Power systems failing on levels

two and four. Rerouting critical functions through auxiliary conduits."
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In the midst of this controlled chaos, every pendant in the room pulsed
simultaneously with a specific pattern—three rapid flashes followed by a
sustained glow that dimmed gradually. The Table members froze,

recognising the signal immediately.

"Samarjeet," Elder Nakamura whispered, his ancient face creasing

further with concern.

Ada's pendant burned against her throat with particular intensity,
transmitting more than just an alert; it carried fragmented sensory data,
impressions of Samarjeet's condition. She saw through the pendant's
connection the elderly Sikh warrior lying in a spreading pool of his own

blood, his life force ebbing rapidly after his confrontation with Niazi.

"He's critically wounded," she announced, her voice carrying an
authority that made everyone turn toward her. "Third-level command
centre. Multiple abdominal punctures, severe blood loss, neural system

compromised by exposure to Nagid's influence."

Dr Okafor moved toward a communications panel. "I'll send medical

teams..."

"No," Ada interrupted, already activating a different channel.
"Standard medical protocols will be insufficient. Dr Karim, are you

receiving this transmission?"

Dr Karim's face appeared on the nearest display, her expression
shifting from professional concern to surprise at Ada's tone of command.
"Yes, Ms. Mirza, I'm here."

"Samarjeet Singh requires immediate molecular stabilisation.
Conventional surgery will fail due to cellular disruption from Nagid's
attack." Ada's words flowed with precise technical detail that should have
been beyond her knowledge. "The Mnemonic Cradle can be repurposed as
an emergency stasis chamber. Remove the neural interface components and
reconfigure the quantum field generators to create a temporal buffer zone

around the patient."

Dr Karim's eyebrows rose. "That would require..."
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"A complete recalibration of the harmonic stabilisers, yes," Ada
continued without hesitation. "Use protocol Theta-Seven from the
Archives' medical repository. The compound I requested earlier can be
modified by a twelve percent increase in rhodium concentration to serve as
a cellular binding agent. You'll need to reverse the polarity of the cradle's
phase emitters and introduce the compound directly into his bloodstream
while the temporal field establishes."

The Table members exchanged glances of barely concealed
astonishment. Dr Nkosi's lips parted in silent question, while Professor
Hamilton's eyes narrowed with academic interest at the technical

specifications flowing from Ada with such ease.

"And Dr Karim," Ada added, her voice softening slightly, "when you
reach him, tell him Niazi has fallen by his hand. He succeeded."

As Dr Karim hurried to implement these instructions, Dr Volkov
approached Ada, scepticism evident in his rigid posture. "How could you
possibly know these procedures! Even among The Table, such specific

knowledge of First One medical technology is..."

"The complete unlock," Elder Nakamura interrupted, understanding
dawning in his ancient eyes. "She has accessed knowledge that Navah itself

has forgotten."

Ada turned to the remaining Table members, her eyes reflecting depths
of understanding that hadn't existed hours before. "Each of you needs to
man a specific control station with access to the Heart Chamber systems.
Professor Hamilton, take the primary resonance control at station seven.
Dr Volkov, quantum stabilisation, station three. Elder Nakamura,
coordinate with Dr Nkosi on harmonic synchronisation at stations five and

six. Dr Okafor, you're needed at dimensional barrier control, station two."

She approached a wall panel that appeared to be merely decorative,
pressed her palm against it, and spoke a sequence of syllables in a language
none present had heard before. The wall reconfigured, revealing a hidden
interface unlike any other in the facility—more organic than technological,

with controls that seemed to breathe and pulse with internal light.
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"When I signal through the pendant network, you'll need to activate
these systems in precise sequence. The Heart Chamber contains failsafes

that even The Table has never needed to access. Until now."

Zaid watched this transformation with quiet amazement—the woman
he had first reconnected with in London had become something more, yet
remained recognisably Ada. She caught his gaze, a brief moment of

connection amid the crisis.

"We need to move now," she said, her tone shifting from command to
partnership as she addressed him directly. "There's a passage to the Heart
Chamber that bypasses the main corridors. Nagid won't expect us to access
it."

Without waiting for The Table's approval, a protocol reversal that
would have been unthinkable hours earlier, Ada led Zaid toward a section
of flooring near the command centre's eastern wall. Another series of
commands in the unknown language, and the floor reconfigured, revealing

a narrow passage dropping steeply downward.

"How did you know about this?" Zaid asked as they descended, the
passage sealing itself behind them.

"I know all of Sanctum Celestis now," Ada replied, her hand brushing
the pendant at her throat. "Not just its physical structure, but its purpose,
its history, the intentions built into its design by beings who saw thousands

of years into the future."

The passage twisted through the mountain's heart, bypassing
conventional architecture entirely. Here, the walls were not constructed but
grown, crystalline structures that emitted soft blue light in response to their
presence. Each fork in the path required no decision from Ada, she moved

with perfect certainty, following routes hidden for millennia.

"The First Ones created these passages as a final contingency," she
explained as they descended deeper. "Quantum-locked pathways that exist
in slightly different dimensional phases than the main facility. Nagid can't
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detect them because they operate on frequencies his perception can't

process."

As they approached the lowest level, Ada suddenly stopped, her body
tensing. The pendant at her throat pulsed with increasing urgency, no

longer merely an artifact but an extension of her own consciousness.

"He's there," she whispered, eyes focusing on something beyond
physical sight. "In the Heart Chamber. I can feel his presence, like static
electricity against my thoughts."

Zaid readied the First One weapon they had retrieved earlier, its
crystalline components humming in response to the growing tension. "Is he

aware of us’"

Ada's expression hardened, her hand closing around the pendant as if
drawing strength from it. "Not yet. But he will be." She turned to Zaid, her
eyes reflecting both determination and the weight of thousands of years of
genetic memory. "The knowledge my mother died for, I understand it now.

I know how to stop him permanently."

The passage terminated at what appeared to be solid rock until Ada
placed her palm against it, causing it to dissolve into mist. Beyond lay their
destination: the Heart Chamber, housing the ancient communication array
that Nagid sought to corrupt. And within, waiting beside technology older
than human civilisation itself, stood the being who had haunted humanity's

shadows for millennia.

Inside the Heart Chamber, Nagid's elongated fingers danced across the
ancient crystalline array, making adjustments that no human mind should
have comprehended. The massive communication device pulsed with sickly
green light where it should have glowed blue, corrupted by his tampering.
He paused suddenly, his entirely black eyes widening slightly as an

unfamiliar sensation prickled at the edges of his consciousness. Something
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approached, no, someone. The genetic signature was unmistakable,
resonating with frequencies he had not encountered in thousands of years.
The Vessel had come, just as he had anticipated, though sooner than
expected. His thin lips curved into what approximated a smile, stretching

his not-quite-human features into an expression of predatory anticipation.

As Ada and Zaid entered the Heart Chamber, the enormity of the
space struck them again - vast and cathedral-like, the ceiling lost in shadows
above, the floor inscribed with concentric circles of symbols that shifted
and changed as if alive. At the centre stood the communications array, a
crystalline structure thirty meters high that seemed to exist in multiple
states simultaneously, parts solid, parts fluid, parts pure energy. Nagid stood
before it, his unnaturally tall figure encased in a shimmering force field that
distorted light around its edges. His form was more alien than human now,
with an elongated skull, limbs too long and jointed in too many places, and
skin that absorbed rather than reflected the chamber's ambient light.

"Welcome, Ada Mirza," Nagid greeted, his voice carrying harmonics
that made the very air vibrate uncomfortably. "I've been expecting you,

though your companion is an unnecessary addition."

Ada stepped forward with deliberate confidence, placing herself
between Zaid and Nagid. The pendant at her throat glowed steadily,

responding to the ancient technologies surrounding them.

"Hiding behind a shield?" Ada called out, her voice clear and mocking.
"Is the great Nagid afraid of a novice like me? A simple curator who only
completed her genetic unlocking hours ago?" She circled slightly, drawing

his attention. "Or perhaps you're not as powerful as the legends claim."

Nagid's entirely black eyes narrowed, the force field around him
fluctuating slightly. "Remarkable. You've achieved integration faster than
your mother." He tilted his elongated head, studying her with disturbing
intensity. "But also reckless. You've accessed knowledge without

understanding its context or implications."

While Nagid focused on Ada, Zaid began carefully moving along the

chamber's perimeter, the First One weapon concealed against his body.
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Each step placed him at a more advantageous angle, approaching the
position Ada had described during their hurried planning, a point where

the chamber's natural energy flows would amplify the weapon's effect.

"l understand enough," Ada replied, continuing her deliberate
movement to keep Nagid's attention. "l know what you really are, what

you've always been, not a First One, but their first mistake. A prototype they
discarded."

Fury flashed across Nagid's inhuman features before control reasserted
itself. "Is that what your genetic memories showed you? How disappointing."
He stepped closer to the edge of his protective field, his movements
unnaturally fluid. "I offer you something your Navah handlers cannot -

truth. Join me, and I'll unlock your full potential as a true Vessel."

"Join you?" Ada's laugh echoed through the chamber. "To do what!? Call

down beings who considered you a failed experiment!"

"To claim our rightful place," Nagid countered, gesturing toward the
communications array. "The First Ones created humans as tools, but they
created me as a peer. Together, we could reshape this world rather than

merely safeguard its stagnation."

As he spoke, Ada noticed fluctuations in his force field, pulses that
corresponded to specific emotional responses, exactly as her genetic
knowledge had predicted. She needed to provoke stronger reactions,

destabilise the field's coherence further.

"You're delusional," she said, voice hardening. "Your 'peers' abandoned
you because you were unstable. Thousands of years, and you still haven't

accepted that they left you behind deliberately."

Nagid's composure fractured visibly. The force field around him pulsed
erratically, and the lights throughout the chamber flickered in response to
his anger. "Enough!" he snarled, suddenly aware of Zaid's position. "Your

strategy is transparent.”

Before either could react, Nagid thrust one long-fingered hand toward
Ada. Invisible force struck her like a physical blow, driving her to her knees.
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Her mind erupted with invasive presence, Nagid's consciousness forcing
itself into her thoughts with terrible efficiency. Images flooded her
perception: civilisations burning, worlds dying, the true horror of the First
Ones' return if summoned. The pendant at her throat grew painfully cold

as she struggled to resist the psychic intrusion.

With his other hand, Nagid gestured toward Zaid, and a barrier of
shimmering energy manifested between them, cutting the chamber in half.
"Your weapon is useless now, Major Ahmad," he said dismissively, turning
back to the communications array. "Watch as I complete what I began

millennia ago."

The array's pulsations accelerated as Nagid manipulated its controls,
the sickly green light growing stronger, beginning to project upward in a
column that would eventually breach the mountain itself to reach the stars

beyond.

Zaid ignored the barrier, rushing to Ada's collapsed form. Her eyes
stared blankly, body rigid with the force of Nagid's psychic assault. With
careful strength, he dragged her away from the barrier's edge to a slight
depression in the chamber floor where the concentric rings created a

natural shield against energy projections.
"Ada," he whispered urgently, cradling her head. "Come back to me."

The pendant at her throat, which had dimmed under Nagid's attack,
suddenly pulsed with renewed light. Warmth spread from it through Ada's
body, countering the invasive coldness of the psychic assault. Her eyes

cleared gradually, focus returning as she gasped for breath.

"The frequency," she managed, voice hoarse. "Thirty-seven point eight
megahertz, exactly as my mother discovered." Her hand closed around the
weapon she still clutched, fingers moving to make precise adjustments to its

crystalline components. "The pendant, connect it to the emitter array."

Zaid worked quickly, following her instructions to interface the
pendant with the weapon's power core. As they completed the connection,

the weapon transformed, components shifting to accommodate the new
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power source, ancient technology responding to the genetic key Ada
provided.

At the array, Nagid's manipulations grew more frantic as the
communication sequence neared completion. The chamber's ambient light
had now shifted entirely to sickly green, and the air itself seemed to thin as

energy redirected toward the array's purpose.

"Now," Ada commanded, rising to her feet with renewed strength. She
raised the modified weapon, focusing its energy not on Nagid directly but
on the barrier he had erected between them. The pendant's power flowed
through the weapon, a bluesilver beam striking the shimmering wall

precisely at its resonance point.

The barrier shattered like glass, fragments dissolving into light that
rained harmlessly to the floor. Nagid spun around, genuine shock

distorting his features, but before he could respond, Zaid fired.

The frequency modulator discharged with a sound like a perfect
musical note held indefinitely. The beam struck Nagid directly, passing
through his force field as if it didn't exist. For a moment, nothing happened,
then his form began to destabilise, the molecular bonds holding his physical

structure together vibrating at a counter-frequency that prevented cohesion.

Nagid screamed, the sound carrying harmonics no human vocal cords
could produce. His body flickered between states, parts becoming
transparent, others dissolving into particulate matter before reforming
incompletely. He clutched at the array for support, but his fingers passed

through its surface, no longer solid enough to make contact.

"Impossible," he gasped, his voice losing its harmonic qualities,
becoming almost pathetically human as his form continued to deteriorate.

"The frequency... how could you know..."

"My mother found it," Ada said, advancing steadily. "I completed what
she began."

With Nagid's control shattered, the communications array reverted to

its natural blue illumination, the corrupted green light fading entirely. Ada
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moved quickly to the array's control interface, her fingers dancing across
symbols with perfect familiarity, activating protocols that had lain dormant

for centuries.

From the floor, the concentric circles of symbols illuminated in
sequence, projecting upward to create a containment field around Nagid's
now-frail form. Trapped within, he continued to destabilise, his once-
imposing presence reduced to a weak, trembling figure barely recognisable
as the entity that had threatened humanity for millennia.

The danger neutralised, Ada turned to Zaid. For a moment, they
simply stared at each other, the enormity of what they had accomplished
settling between them. Then she stepped forward, and he met her halfway,
arms encircling each other in an embrace that communicated what words
could not - relief, exhaustion, triumph, and something deeper that had

grown between them through shared danger and purpose.

"We did it," Ada whispered against his shoulder, her body trembling
slightly with the aftermath of adrenaline and psychic assault. "We actually
did it."

Zaid's arms tightened around her, his face buried in her hair, neither
caring about the ancient chamber or the weakened immortal trapped in
their containment field. For this brief moment, the world narrowed to just

the two of them, alive and victorious against impossible odds.
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The heavy doors to the Heart Chamber slid open with a pneumatic
hiss as The Table members arrived, flanked by Navah security operatives in
full tactical gear. Dr Volkov led the procession, his Arctic-blue eyes widening
slightly at the scene before him, the ancient communication array restored
to its natural blue brilliance, the concentric floor symbols projecting the
containment field, and within it, the diminished form of humanity's oldest
enemy. Nagid knelt at the field's centre, his once-imposing stature now

hunched and frail, his physical form fluctuating between solidity and near-
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transparency as the frequency weapon's effects continued to destabilise his
molecular structure. Ada and Zaid separated from their embrace but
remained standing close, exhaustion and triumph mingling in their
expressions as the reinforcements surrounded the containment field in a

protective circle.

"Impossible," Elder Nakamura whispered, his ancient voice carrying

reverent disbelief. "No one has ever neutralised him so completely."

Professor Hamilton moved immediately to the array's control interface,
his academic detachment momentarily abandoned as he studied the
containment field's parameters with unconcealed fascination. "The
resonance frequency is holding at exactly thirty-seven point eight

megahertz. Brilliant engineering."

Dr Okafor approached Ada, clasping her shoulder with unexpected
warmth. "Your mother would be proud," she said simply, the words carrying

deeper meaning between them.

Security operatives deployed specialised equipment around the
perimeter, reinforcing the containment field with additional layers of
protection. Crystal emitters positioned at precise intervals created a
secondary field that pulsed in counterpoint to Ada's original containment,
the combined effect creating quantum-level security that even a fully-

powered Nagid would struggle to breach.

"The confinement case is being prepared," Dr Nkosi reported, her
fingers moving across a portable interface that monitored Nagid's
deteriorating condition. "We're adapting the protocols based on his current

state. The destabilisation is more complete than we anticipated possible."

Within the field, Nagid's black eyes tracked their movements with cold
intelligence undimmed by his physical weakness. Though his form flickered
between states, his consciousness remained intact, studying them with the
calculating patience of a being who measured time in centuries rather than

moments.
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Dr Volkov directed the security team to bring forward a device that
resembled a sarcophagus of polished obsidian lined with crystalline
structures. "The case will maintain the destabilisation effect while allowing
secure transport. We've prepared a facility specifically designed to contain

him indefinitely."

As technicians worked to calibrate the confinement case, movement at
the chamber entrance drew their attention. Raja Samarjeet Singh entered
slowly, supported by Dr Karim. His silver beard was stained with traces of
blood despite obvious cleaning, and his movements carried the careful
precision of someone navigating significant pain, but his eyes were clear and
alert. The ceremonial kirpan hung at his side, restored to its conventional

appearance, though all present now understood its true nature.
"Samarijeet," Ada breathed, moving quickly to his side.

He raised a hand to forestall her concern. "The Mnemonic Cradle
performed exactly as you specified," he said, nodding grateful
acknowledgement to Dr Karim. "Cellular regeneration is proceeding at

fifteen times the normal human rate. I will recover fully."
Zaid approached, professional respect evident in his bearing. "Niazi?"

"Gone," Samarjeet confirmed. "The connection was severed
completely. Only the human remained briefly before his modified systems
failed." A shadow crossed his features. "He was himself at the end.

Confused, but free of Nagid's influence."

Dr Karim guided Samarjeet to a position where he could observe
proceedings without taxing his recovering strength. "He insisted on
coming," she explained to Ada with mild exasperation. "Something about

witnessing the culmination of millennia of vigilance."

Samarijeet's lips curved in a brief smile. "More importantly, I bring
news. Nagid's forces worldwide are rapidly collapsing. Without his direct
neural control, the modified soldiers have either surrendered or fallen into
catatonic states. Our facilities in Vancouver, Jakarta, and Marrakesh have

been secured, though Lima remains contested."
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Dr Volkov nodded in satisfaction. "Our global communication
network is re-establishing. When you disabled the corrupted array, the
quantum interference patterns disrupting our signals dissipated almost

immediately."

"The cost has been substantial," Samarjeet continued, his tone
sobering. "Three major Navah facilities were destroyed completely. Early
reports indicate twenty-seven operatives confirmed dead, dozens more
wounded. The Cairo archives suffered catastrophic damage, knowledge
dating back to the Third Dynasty, lost forever."

Ada closed her eyes briefly, absorbing the weight of these losses. The
pendant at her throat pulsed once in what felt like sympathy, connecting
her to the collective grief of an organisation that had endured for millennia,

yet never faced a coordinated assault of this magnitude.

"But we prevailed," Elder Nakamura stated, his gaze fixed on the
contained form of their ancient enemy. "For the first time in our history,
Nagid has been neutralised completely rather than merely driven into

retreat.”

Within the containment field, Nagid's form stabilised momentarily, as
if gathering strength for speech. When his voice came, it carried only a

shadow of its former harmonic qualities, yet retained its unsettling impact.

"You celebrate prematurely,” he said, each word precisely formed
despite his weakened state. "My defeat is merely an incident in a timeline

you cannot comprehend."

Ada approached the field, stopping just beyond its perimeter. "Your
neural network has collapsed worldwide. Your physical form is destabilised
beyond recovery. Your plans to contact the First Ones have failed

completely."

Nagid's lipless mouth formed what might have been a smile. "You think
me unique! A singular anomaly?" His entirely black eyes fixed on Ada with
disturbing intensity. "l am merely the first. Others like me exist among the

stars."
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A chill settled over the chamber despite the environmental systems'
perfect regulation. Zaid moved closer to Ada, tactical mind already

processing this new potential threat.

"There were other prototypes," Nagid continued, voice strengthening
slightly. "Other experiments the First Ones abandoned across their
territories. Some are more successful than others. Some who retained

technologies beyond even my understanding."

"He's attempting to sow doubt and fear," Dr Volkov stated dismissively.

"A psychological tactic."

"Am I?" Nagid's form flickered more rapidly now, as if emotion
accelerated his destabilisation. "The signals this array has sent over centuries
have echoed across distances you cannot fathom. Eventually, they will be
noticed. Eventually, they will come, not in response to my call, perhaps, but

out of curiosity about the experiment they left behind."

Elder Nakamura shook his head. "The array has been secured for

millennia. No unauthorised signals..."

"Every interaction creates resonance," Nagid interrupted. "Every
activation sends ripples through subspace. Your very efforts to protect it
have marked this world for future investigation." His gaze returned to Ada.
"You may have stopped me, Vessel, but you have not stopped what is
coming. Time means nothing to them, or to those like me who wait among

the stars."

The technicians completed their preparations, and at Dr Volkov's
signal, the confinement case opened with a sound like distant wind. Energy
tendrils extended from it, enveloping the containment field, preparing to

transfer Nagid's destabilised form into permanent incarceration.

As the process began, Nagid's final words carried to them all, soft yet
perfectly audible: "I will wait, as I have always waited. And when they come,

I will be remembered not as humanity's enemy, but as its prophet."

The transfer completed with a flash of blue-white light, the

confinement case sealing with multiple layers of security protocols. Nagid's
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form was now barely visible through the case's observation panel, reduced
to a shifting outline of what had once been a being powerful enough to

manipulate human history for millennia.

Samarjeet watched the secured case being prepared for transport, his
expression a complex mixture of triumph and concern. "For the first time
since the First Ones departed," he said quietly, "we face a future without

Nagid's shadow hanging over us."

"But perhaps not without shadows entirely," Ada replied, her hand
moving unconsciously to the pendant at her throat, its warmth both
reassuring and a reminder of responsibilities that stretched forward into an

uncertain future.
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The Origin Chamber bore the scars of recent conflict like a wounded
sentinel. Fractured crystal panels shed fragments that glittered on the floor
like tears. Power conduits hung exposed where explosive force had torn
away wall sections, their energy flows reduced to minimal levels. The
massive circular table at the chamber's centre, the very heart of Navah's
governing authority, remained intact but scored with burn marks where
energy weapons had discharged against its ancient surface. Into this
damaged sanctuary filed the remaining Table members, followed by Ada,
Zaid, the still-recovering Samarjeet supported by Dr Karim, and several
senior Navah operatives. They gathered around the table where countless
decisions affecting humanity's hidden history had been made, preparing

now to determine the fate of their oldest adversary.

Elder Nakamura took his position at the table with ritual precision
despite the surrounding devastation. "Let the record show that this
emergency session of The Table convenes under Protocol Omega, with
Chairwoman Vasquez's seat vacant but honoured." His ancient fingers

activated the table's interface, and a holographic representation of Vasquez
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appeared briefly before fading, a traditional acknowledgement of a fallen

leader.

Dr Volkov turned to Samarjeet. "You have the most complete tactical

assessment. Brief us on the full extent of Nagid's operation."

Samarjeet straightened with visible effort, his injuries still evident
despite Dr Karim's remarkable treatment. "Nagid's assault was the
culmination of centuries of planning. We've confirmed simultaneous
attacks on seventeen Navah facilities across six continents, precisely

coordinated to fragment our response capabilities."

He gestured, and the table's surface transformed into a global
projection showing red indicators at attack points. "Primary targets
included our major knowledge repositories, Vancouver, Lima, Marrakesh,
Jakarta, Cairo, and of course, Sanctum Celestis itself. Secondary targets

housed specific artifacts or personnel Nagid deemed threatening."

The projection shifted, showing facility schematics with damage
assessments. "Three facilities have been completely destroyed - Cairo,
Athens, and Kyoto. Four others suffered critical infrastructure damage but
remain operational. The human cost stands at forty-two confirmed
fatalities, with that number expected to rise as we regain contact with

isolated outposts."

Dr Okafor leaned forward, studying the tactical display with clinical
detachment that barely concealed her grief. "Navah has endured for
millennia without comparable losses. This represents the most significant

breach of our security since the Sumerian period."

"He penetrated our defences through multiple vectors," Samarjeet
continued. "The assassinated Table members provided access to our highest
security protocols. General Niazi's military connections supplied trained
personnel and equipment. But most disturbing was his use of modified
humans as networked operatives, individuals who appeared normal until

activated, some having infiltrated our support staff years ago."
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"The infiltration was more comprehensive than we realised," Professor
Hamilton noted grimly. "Communications logs show systematic data
extraction dating back at least five years. Nagid was gathering intelligence

about our operations globally, preparing for this coordinated strike."

Samarjeet nodded. "The attack on Sanctum Celestis was always his
primary objective. The others were designed to prevent reinforcement and
fragment our response. Had he succeeded in activating the communication
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array as intended..."

He didn't need to complete the thought. Everyone present understood
the catastrophic implications of Nagid successfully contacting what he
believed to be his homeworld.

Dr Nkosi spoke, her voice carrying the weight of centuries of Navah
tradition. "We must now address the containment of Nagid himself. The
confinement case is a temporary measure. For permanent neutralisation,

we must follow protocols established during the Third Convergence."

She activated a sequence on the table's interface, bringing up
schematics for a facility unlike any Ada had seen before, a structure built
not above ground or below it, but somehow existing partially outside

conventional space-time.

"The traditional approach,” Dr Nkosi explained, "involves separation
of essence from physical form. Nagid's consciousness, his essence, is
contained in specialised crystal matrices while his physical form is
maintained in suspended animation, the two never permitted to

recombine."

"That's been your solution for thousands of years?" Ada asked, her tone

carrying notes of both respect and scepticism. "Perpetual imprisonment!"

Dr Volkov's expression hardened. "We are custodians, not

executioners. Even for beings like Nagid, we maintain ethical boundaries."

"With respect,” Ada countered, drawing on both her newfound

knowledge and her natural analytical mind, "I've accessed records of at least
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six previous occasions when Nagid escaped similar containment. Why not

simply destroy him permanently?"

A heavy silence settled over the chamber. Elder Nakamura and Dr

Volkov exchanged glances that carried the weight of an ancient debate.

"It's not a question of ethics alone," Professor Hamilton finally
explained. "Nagid's essence cannot be conventionally destroyed. It exists
partially outside our dimensional framework, a consequence of his unique

hybrid origin."

"His physical form, however, can be destroyed," Dr Okafor continued.
"But doing so requires energy levels comparable to a small nuclear
detonation. The resulting signature would compromise Navah's secrecy
globally. We would protect humanity from one threat while exposing it to

another, knowledge it isn't prepared to process."

Ada absorbed this information, her mind rapidly connecting
fragments from her genetic memory with the current situation. "So

destruction is possible, just impractical from a secrecy perspective."

"It would be akin to detonating a nuclear weapon without radiation
fallout," Dr Volkov confirmed. "The energy discharge alone would trigger
global monitoring systems and require explanations we cannot provide

without revealing Navah's existence."

Zaid, who had been listening intently while studying the containment
schematics, spoke for the first time since entering the chamber. "What if we

moved the destruction point beyond Earth's monitoring range?"

All eyes turned to him. He stepped forward, military precision in his
movements as he manipulated the table's interface to show Earth's orbital

parameters.

"Navah maintains an orbital facility disguised as a private research
satellite," he said, bringing up its specifications. "It houses advanced
propulsion technology recovered from First One artifacts. We could load
Nagid's physical form onto a specially designed probe and launch it directly

into the sun."
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The Table members stared at him with expressions ranging from shock

to consideration.

"Meanwhile," Zaid continued, undeterred, "his essence could be
contained in a matrix designed to degrade over time within the gravitational
field of a black hole. Complete separation across the maximum possible

distance."
Dr Volkov's objection was immediate. "The resources required..."

"Are considerable but available," Ada interjected, moving to stand
beside Zaid. "I've accessed the complete inventory of Navah's technological
assets. The orbital facility already contains propulsion systems that could be
adapted within days. The essence containment matrices could be modified

to include gradual dissolution protocols rather than perpetual stability."

Elder Nakamura's ancient eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "You propose

cosmic execution rather than imprisonment."

"l propose permanent resolution,” Ada replied firmly. "Nagid has
escaped containment repeatedly throughout history. Each time, the human
cost has been catastrophic. This approach eliminates both his physical form
and eventually his essence through natural cosmic processes, without

requiring energy signatures that would expose Navah."

Dr Nkosi studied Ada with new respect. "Such a solution has never
been contemplated by The Table."

"Perhaps The Table needed a fresh perspective," Ada suggested, not
challenging but offering genuine observation. "My genetic memories
include six previous containment failures. I've experienced, through
ancestral memory, the consequences of those failures. We have an
opportunity now that may not come again - Nagid completely neutralised,

his global network dismantled."

Professor Hamilton stroked his beard contemplatively. "The solar
option has certain elegant advantages. No containment facility to maintain,
no risk of future technological advances enabling escape, no need for

perpetual vigilance."
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"And poetic justice," Samarjeet added quietly. "Returning him to the

stars he so desperately sought to contact."

The Table members communicated silently through glances weighted
with centuries of shared purpose. Finally, Elder Nakamura nodded once,

decision reached.

"We will require detailed implementation protocols," he said, the
formal phrasing signalling The Table's consent. "Structural specifications
for the probe, security measures during transport to the orbital facility,

precise trajectories to ensure solar impact."

Dr Volkov, though clearly still harbouring reservations, inclined his
head in acceptance of the collective decision. "I will oversee essence
extraction and containment matrix modifications personally. If we are to
break with thousands of years of tradition, we will do so with utmost

precision."

"The orbital facility must be prepared,"” Dr Okafor added, already
activating communications protocols. "Much of its equipment has been
repurposed for research rather than propulsion systems. A team will need

to reconfigure its launch capabilities."

Ada felt a momentary vertigo as the full weight of what they were
undertaking settled upon her. Not merely neutralising Nagid temporarily,
as Navah had done repeatedly throughout history, but permanently
removing him from existence through the most fundamental forces of the

cosmos itself.

The pendant at her throat warmed slightly, as if in confirmation that
this path, though unprecedented, aligned with its ancient purpose. She
caught Zaid's eye across the table, a moment of silent connection amid the

tactical planning now unfolding around them.

"We'll need to move quickly," Samarjeet cautioned. "Even destabilised
and contained, Nagid remains dangerous. The sooner his physical form and

essence are separated and dispatched, the safer humanity will be."
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As The Table divided tasks and began coordinating the complex
operation, Ada felt a subtle shift in the chamber's atmosphere, the weight
of millennia of careful guardianship giving way to decisive action. Navah
had been preserved and protected for thousands of years; now, for the first
time, it would eliminate a threat permanently rather than merely containing
it.

The decision carried both liberation and gravity, a departure from
ancient protocols balanced against the responsibility of ending an existence,
however malevolent, that had witnessed human history since its earliest

days.

Ada's quarters in Sanctum Celestis had survived Nagid's assault
relatively intact, though faint tremors still occasionally shuddered through
the mountain as damaged systems realigned themselves. The room's soft
illumination had been dimmed to accommodate their exhaustion, casting
gentle shadows across walls lined with data screens now displaying status
reports from Navah facilities worldwide. Ada sat cross-legged on her bed,
hair damp from a much-needed shower, wearing simple clothing provided
by the facility. Across from her, Zaid occupied the room's single chair, his
military posture softened by fatigue, eyes focused on some middle distance
only he could see. Though they had barely spoken since leaving the Origin
Chamber hours earlier, the silence between them felt comfortable, the quiet
communion of two people who had faced death together and emerged

transformed.

Yet something in Zaid's expression caught Ada's attention: a subtle
tension around his eyes, the occasional check of his secure phone, his
fingers tapping its edge in an unconscious pattern she recognised as his
processing state. Physical danger had passed, but something still troubled

him.
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"You're thinking so loudly I can almost hear it," she said softly, the

pendant at her throat pulsing once with gentle warmth, as if in agreement.

Zaid's gaze returned from wherever it had wandered, focusing on her
with a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Just operational details. The
logistics of transporting Nagid's containment case to the orbital facility will
be challenging."

Ada tilted her head slightly, studying him with the perceptive gaze that
had once assessed ancient artifacts but now read the subtle tells of the man
before her. "That's not it. Or not all of it. Something's shifted since we left
the Origin Chamber."

He hesitated, years of intelligence training making discretion second
nature. For a moment, Ada thought he might deflect again, but instead he
reached into his pocket and held out his secure phone to her, its screen

displaying an encrypted message.

"This arrived during the final briefing," he said, voice carefully neutral.

"I didn't want to distract from the operational planning."

Ada took the phone, noting the R.A.W. security protocols active
around the message and the identification code indicating it came from
Director Mehta himself. The content was blunt, diplomatically phrased but

carrying unmistakable threat beneath its official language:
EYES ONLY - AGENT MOSES
IMMEDIATE RETURN TO HEADQUARTERS REQUIRED

ABSENCE BEYOND 48 HOURS WILL TRIGGER PROTOCOL
SUNDOWN

INTELLIGENCE COOPERATION WITH UNAUTHORIZED
ENTITIES CONSTITUTES SECTION 5 VIOLATION

FINAL COMMUNICATION BEFORE ADMINISTRATIVE
ACTION

DIRECTOR MEHTA
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Ada read it twice before looking up, understanding washing over her.

"Protocol Sundown!" she asked, though part of her already knew.

"Disavowal," Zaid confirmed, the word hanging heavy between them.
"If I don't report within forty-eight hours, R.A.W. will declare me a rogue

agent. My identity, security clearances, even my citizenship protections, all

voided."

The academic part of Ada's mind noted the elegant efficiency of such
protocols, clean, decisive severance when an intelligence asset became
compromised. The human part felt cold dread at what this meant for Zaid,

and for them.

"You've been away much longer than expected," she said, handing the

phone back.

"Over three weeks now." Zaid's voice carried no self-pity, just factual
assessment. "My original assighment in London should have concluded in
days. Then Cambodia, Dubai, the sequence of events leading us here..." He
gestured toward the mountain surrounding them. "Each step took me
further from my mandated parameters. Mehta has been patient, by

intelligence standards."
"And now you must choose," Ada said simply.

Zaid stood, pacing the small room with restless energy that belied his
exhaustion. "I've served India faithfully for fifteen years. Taken oaths I
believed in completely. R.A.W. gave me purpose when I had none, training
when I needed direction." He stopped, facing her directly. "But Navah
protects something larger than national interests. What we've done here,

stopping Nagid, transcends borders and politics."

Ada watched him struggle, understanding the conflict more deeply
than he realised. Her genetic memories included countless ancestors who
had balanced divided loyalties, between Navah and family, between secret
knowledge and public lives, between duty and love.

"It's not just about organisations," she said gently. "It's about us, isn't
it?"
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The directness of her question seemed to catch him off guard. His
carefully maintained composure wavered, revealing the depth of emotion

he typically kept controlled.

"Yes," he admitted, the single word carrying years of unspoken feeling.
"If I return, they'll never let me leave again. Not after what ['ve seen, what |
know. They'll reassign me, probably overseas, with communications

monitoring that would make any contact between us... problematic."
"And if you don't return?"

"Then I become a man without a country," he replied, the professional
mask slipping further. "Possibly hunted by the very organisation I've served.
Certainly unable to return to India without risking arrest for treason." His
hand ran through his short hair in a rare gesture of frustration. "Either way,

it feels like betrayal, of my country or of you."

Ada rose, crossing the small distance between them. The pendant at
her throat warmed as she drew closer, responding to her emotional state in

ways she was only beginning to understand.

"Don't make this decision tonight," she said, taking his hands in hers.
"Exhaustion is a poor advisor, and we've both pushed far beyond normal

human limits today."
"The clock is running," Zaid reminded her. "Forty-eight hours."

"And we've accomplished the impossible in less," she countered with
gentle humour. "We confronted an immortal being who's manipulated
human history for millennia. Compared to that, finding a solution to

bureaucratic ultimatums seems almost mundane."

Despite himself, Zaid's lips curved in a slight smile. "Your perspective

has become rather cosmic in scale."

"Perhaps," she acknowledged. "But sometimes the most elegant
solutions emerge after rest, not during crisis. Sleep on it tonight. Tomorrow,
we might discover a path forward that honours both your commitments, a

third option beyond the binary choice Mehta has presented."
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Her confidence wasn't feigned. The genetic unlocking had shown her
countless situations where apparent impossibilities yielded to creative
approaches. History wasn't linear but filled with unexpected convergences,

paths that appeared only when conventional thinking was abandoned.

"The same approach we took with Nagid," Zaid said thoughtfully. "Not

containment or destruction, but something unprecedented."

Ada nodded. "Exactly. The sun and the black hole, cosmic solutions to
a problem that seemed unsolvable by conventional means." Her hands
tightened around his. "Trust that we can find a similar path for this

challenge."

Something in her certainty reached him. The tension in his shoulders
eased slightly, the furrow between his brows softening. "I suppose R.A.W.
has survived without my services for three weeks. Another night won't

collapse Indian intelligence."

"No, though Director Mehta might disagree," Ada replied with a smile
that reached her eyes.

The pendant at her throat pulsed again, a gentle rhythm that seemed
almost encouraging. Since the complete unlock, its connection to her had
deepened, responding not just to external threats but to her emotional
states, her intentions, her hopes. She wondered briefly if it had always been
so attuned to its carriers, or if this represented something new, the

beginning of a different relationship between humans and the artifacts left

behind by those who had created them.

Zaid reached out, gently touching the pendant where it rested against
her skin. "Whatever happens," he said quietly, "what we accomplished today,
what you accomplished, changed the course of human history, even if

humanity will never know it."
"Not just me," she corrected. "Us. All of us."

The screens along the wall continued their silent reporting of a world
slowly returning to balance after Nagid's assault, repairs underway, systems

recovering, Navah emerging wounded but intact from its greatest challenge.
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Tomorrow would bring difficult decisions, complex logistics for Nagid's
permanent removal, and personal choices with far-reaching consequences.
But for tonight, in this quiet room deep within humanity's oldest sanctuary,
Ada and Zaid allowed themselves the luxury of momentary peace, a pause

between the battle just won and the challenges still to come.
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hree months after the fall of Nagid, Sanctum Celestis had
transformed. The Origin Chamber, once scarred by battle
and stained with sacrifice, now gleamed with renewed
purpose. Ancient crystal fixtures cast spectrums of light across restored walls
where fracture lines had been sealed with gold-infused resin, honouring
rather than hiding the wounds of conflict. Today marked not just a personal
union but a historic shift for Navah itself; the first wedding ceremony ever
held within humanity's oldest sanctuary, a celebration of both victory and

continuity.

Samarjeet Singh sat erect in his wheelchair, the device a temporary
necessity while his final cellular regeneration was completed. His
shimmering gold Sherwani caught the ambient light, transforming each
small movement into ripples of radiance. The pink turban wrapped with
meticulous precision around his head bore a single emerald pin, an ancient
Navah signifier of blessing bestowed only in moments of profound
transition. His silver beard, now fully restored to its immaculate condition,

contrasted sharply with the ceremonial attire.
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"The bride approaches in five minutes," he murmured into a discreet

communication device at his wrist. "Final preparations."

The chamber responded instantly, ambient lighting shifting to a
warmer spectrum as hidden speakers began emitting barely perceptible
harmonic tones, sound frequencies calibrated to enhance neural receptivity
to significant memories. Around the obsidian table that had witnessed
millennia of Navah's most consequential decisions gathered the eight
current Table members, five familiar faces and three new appointees

selected after the devastating losses of the Nagid conflict.

Dr Volkov stood with his typical rigid posture, Arctic-blue eyes
scanning the gathering with analytical precision, while beside him Elder
Nakamura's ancient face had relaxed into an expression of rare
contentment. Dr Nkosi and Professor Hamilton conversed quietly,
occasionally gesturing toward the restored chamber ceiling where the most
skilled Navah artisans had worked day and night to repair the damage from
Nagid's assault. Dr Okafor, still bearing a healing scar across her left temple
from the battle, adjusted the ceremonial arrangement of artifacts at the
centre of the table.

The three new members, selected for their exemplary service during
the crisis, maintained the slightly stiff bearing of those still adjusting to the
weight of their new responsibilities. They stood slightly apart, though
already bearing the distinctive pendants that marked them as full Table

members.

Zaid waited at the northern point of the table, his cream Sherwani and
churidar setting him apart from the gathered dignitaries. The traditional
outfit, chosen to honour his cultural heritage while acknowledging the
unprecedented nature of the ceremony, had been hand-crafted by artisans
who had no idea they served an organisation older than their country itself.
His military bearing remained evident even in this most personal of
moments, spine straight and shoulders squared, but his eyes betrayed an

unusual softness as they repeatedly darted toward the chamber entrance.
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Around the vast space’s perimeter, Navah operatives from six
continents mingled with quiet excitement. Many still bore visible signs of
the recent conflict, an arm in a sling here, a healing facial wound there, but
all moved with the dignified purpose of warriors who had prevailed against
impossible odds. They sipped champagne from crystal flutes, while
sampling delicacies personally selected by Samarjeet during his
rehabilitation. The menu represented a global fusion, much like Navah
itself, each item chosen not just for flavour but for symbolic significance in

marking new beginnings.

Without warning or announcement, the chamber lights dimmed. A
single beam of concentrated brilliance illuminated the grand entrance, and
conversation ceased instantly. Samarjeet's wheelchair hummed to life,

propelling him toward the doorway with perfect timing as Ada appeared.

She entered like a vision from another time, her traditional Indian
bridal attire creating a stunning contrast against the ancient architecture.
Her lehenga, in deep crimson, embroidered with gold threads, caught and
reflected light with each step. The pendant at her throat, no longer merely
an artifact but an integrated part of her identity, pulsed with gentle warmth
against her skin, its glow visible even beneath layers of ceremonial jewellery.
Her hennaed hands carried a single white lotus, a symbol of purity emerging

from darkness, a suggestion Samarjeet had made with knowing significance.

Ada's eyes, holding wisdom beyond her years since the complete
genetic unlocking, found Zaid instantly across the chamber. The moment
stretched between them, private amid the collective witness, before she
began her measured progress forward. Samarjeet's wheelchair moved beside
her, his presence both protective and symbolic, not giving away the bride as
in traditional ceremonies, but escorting a Navah operative of exceptional

significance to her chosen path.

As they reached the table, Zaid stepped forward. Their hands met
across the ancient obsidian surface, the contact sending a visible pulse
through Ada's pendant that rippled sympathetically through the pendants

worn by every Table member present.
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"We gather," Elder Nakamura began, his voice carrying surprising
strength, "to witness what has never before occurred within these walls, a

union both personal and cosmic in significance."

The ceremonial words that followed drew on no single tradition,
incorporating elements spanning human history, phrases in languages long
forgotten by the wider world, preserved in Navah's endless memory. When
the formal pronouncements concluded, the chamber fell into perfect

silence for the personal vows.

Ada spoke first, her voice clear and unwavering. "Zaid Ahmad, I choose
you as my partner through whatever comes, across borders, through
dangers, beyond conventional understanding." Her fingers tightened

around his. "Do you accept this bond, knowing all it entails?"

Zaid's eyes never left hers. "I do." The words, simple but profound,
seemed to reverberate through the chamber. "Ada Mirza, I choose you as
my partner in all dimensions of existence, through mysteries yet
undiscovered and challenges yet unfaced." His voice remained steady, the
soldier's discipline transformed but not diminished by emotion. "Do you

accept this bond, with all its unknown implications?"

"l do," she replied, the pendant at her throat glowing brighter in

response to her certainty.

When their hands met to seal the vows, the chamber erupted in
measured applause, dignified but genuine, the sound of an organisation
older than recorded history acknowledging that some traditions could

evolve without being diminished.

As the ceremony concluded, Samarjeet raised one hand, the motion
instantly bringing silence. His eyes, still sharp despite his recent brush with

death, surveyed the gathering with regal authority.

"Today we witness not only a union of hearts but a completion of our
circle," he announced. "The Table has deliberated and reached a unanimous

decision." He turned toward Ada with unmistakable pride. "Ada Mirza, we
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formally invite you to accept the position of the Ninth Member, completing

our sacred configuration for the first time since the Nagid conflict."

Though she had anticipated this possibility, genuine emotion flickered
across Ada's features as she inclined her head in acceptance. "l am honoured

to serve."

Elder Nakamura stepped forward then, his ancient hands holding a
pendant unlike the others, older, with markings that predated Navah's
formal establishment. "In fifteen days, once you have returned from your
well-deserved respite, the Table shall convene to elect our new
Chairperson." The ceremonial weight of the announcement settled across
the chamber. "The position left vacant by Chairwoman Vasquez's sacrifice

requires wisdom worthy of her memory."

Ada accepted this with appropriate gravity, though those who knew
her best could see the momentary flicker of apprehension beneath her
composed exterior. Zaid's hand found hers again, a silent gesture of support

that spoke volumes to those observing.

As the formal ceremony gave way to celebration, Samarjeet watched
the newlyweds with a complex emotion. Pride dominated, but beneath it
lay the knowledge that their union represented both culmination and
beginning, the end of humanity's longest conflict and the commencement
of a new chapter in Navah's ancient purpose. The victory against Nagid had
closed one cosmic cycle, but Ada's genetic memories continued to warn of

greater challenges yet to come from beyond Earth's sheltering atmosphere.

Tonight, however, was for celebration. Tomorrow would arrive with its

burdens soon enough.

Delhi's morning light fell in dappled patterns through neem trees onto
the quiet cemetery where generations of the city's citizens rested. The

solemnity of the place stood in stark contrast to the celebrations of the
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previous day, a reminder that all moments, joyous and sorrowful alike,
existed as points on humanity's endless continuum. Ada and Zaid moved
among the stone markers with measured steps, her hand tucked into his
arm, both still wearing the subtle glow of newlyweds despite the sombre

purpose of their visit.

They found Rafiq Mirza's grave in the cemetery's eastern quarter, a
modest marble headstone with a simple inscription belying the
extraordinary man it commemorated. Ada knelt beside it, her fingers
tracing the engraved name with practised familiarity. She visited in the grave
many times after his death, seeking answers from silence. Now she came
with knowledge that would have astonished even Rafiq himself, the full
scope of her heritage unlocked, the ancient enemy neutralised, her place

within Navah's hierarchy established beyond what even he had envisioned.

"I wish he could have been there yesterday," Zaid said softly, standing

respectfully behind her. "He always treated me like a son."

"He knew." Ada's certainty came not from wishful thinking but from
the integrated genetic memories that now informed her understanding.
"Not the specifics, perhaps, but he saw the potential between us long before

we recognised it ourselves."

From her pocket, Ada withdrew a single page torn from Rafiq's journal,
blank, unlike the encoded pages that had guided her initial awakening to
her heritage. She placed it carefully against the headstone, weighting it with

a small stone.
"An empty page!" Zaid asked, curiosity evident in his voice.

"A new chapter," Ada corrected, the pendant at her throat warming
slightly in apparent approval. "His journal showed me where I came from.
This blank page represents where I'm going, continuing his work but
writing my own story." Her fingers lingered on the paper. "In some cultures,
leaving blank paper for the deceased allows them to communicate with the
living. I don't believe his consciousness persists in any conventional sense,
but...
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"But his genetic memory lives in you," Zaid completed her thought,

understanding immediately.

Ada nodded, rising to stand beside him. They remained silent for
several moments, the weight of both past and future hanging between them

like the morning mist gradually burning away under the strengthening sun.

"We should go," Ada finally said, checking the time. "Director Mehta
doesn't appreciate tardiness, especially from those he already views with

suspicion."

As they walked back toward their waiting car, Ada's secure
communication device vibrated. She retrieved it, scanning the encrypted

message with increasing satisfaction.

"It's done," she announced, showing Zaid the screen. "Nagid's essence
has been successfully launched toward the designated black hole. The

physical remains are now on the final trajectory towards the sun."

Zaid studied the confirmation codes, military training automatically
assessing the operation's success parameters. "After thousands of years, his
threat is finally neutralised completely." He shook his head slightly. "Hard

to believe."

"Believe it," Ada replied, though the pendant at her throat cooled
slightly against her skin, a subtle warning. "Though my genetic memories
continue to surface fragments about 'others.' Nagid may have been truthful

about not being the only one of his kind among the stars."

The car navigated Delhi's morning traffic with diplomatic efficiency,
security clearances allowing them to bypass the worst congestion. As they
approached the nondescript building housing R.A.W. headquarters, Ada
observed Zaid's posture shifting subtly, shoulders squaring, jaw setting into

the professional mask he had worn throughout his intelligence career.

"You're still sceptical about this arrangement," she noted, not a

question but an observation.

361



THE VESSEL

"Mehta doesn't surrender control easily," Zaid replied, eyes scanning
the security perimeter with habitual thoroughness. "The ultimatum he sent

was not the action of a man prepared to compromise."

"That was before Samarjeet contacted him directly." A small smile
touched Ada's lips. "Some conversations occur above even a director's

authority."

The R.A.W. headquarters projected precisely the image its architects
had intended: functional efficiency without ostentation, power expressed
through security rather than display. Biometric scanners, discreet weapons
detectors, and observers whose casual postures belied their lethal training
created a layered defence more impressive than any decorative facade. Ada
and Zaid passed through these barriers with the credentials Mehta had
reluctantly provided, the process deliberately designed to remind visitors of

their status as permitted rather than welcomed guests.

Director Rajdeep Mehta awaited them in a conference room
deliberately chosen to disadvantage visitors; lights positioned to shine in
guests' eyes, the temperature kept slightly too cold for comfort, the chairs
subtly lower than the director's own. All standard psychological tactics that

Ada noted with academic interest rather than discomfort.

"Major Ahmad," Mehta greeted Zaid first, deliberately using his
military title rather than acknowledging his intelligence role. "Ms. Mirza."
The slight emphasis on her civilian honorific reflected his continuing

discomfort with her undefined status.
"Director," they replied in unison, taking seats across from him.

Mehta's stern features betrayed nothing as he activated privacy
protocols that sealed the room against both conventional and advanced
surveillance. "I['ve reviewed the documentation provided by Mr. Singh," he
began, deliberately avoiding Samarjeet's formal title. "While I find much of
it... difficult to reconcile with established history, the evidence presented is

compelling."
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What Mehta couldn't say, what the carefully sanitised briefing
materials had only hinted at, was that Navah's intervention had quietly
prevented three catastrophic terrorist attacks within India's borders over the
past decades. This evidence, more than any esoteric claims about ancient

aliens or immortal adversaries, had secured his reluctant cooperation.

"The liaison position we've discussed represents an unprecedented
arrangement," Mehta continued, sliding a document folder across the table.
"Major Ahmad would retain his security clearance and position within
R.A.W. while serving as the official contact point for... your organisation."
He still avoided saying "Navah" aloud, as if speaking the name might grant

it greater reality than he was prepared to acknowledge.

Zaid opened the folder, scanning the terms with practised efficiency.

"These conditions are extensive."

"As are the concessions we've made," Mehta countered, a rare flash of
emotion breaking through his professional demeanour. "No intelligence
director in India's history has ever authorised formal contact with an extra-

governmental entity of this nature."

"Yet here we are," Ada observed calmly. "Because necessity sometimes

transcends precedent."

Mehta's gaze shifted to her, assessment evident in his studied
examination. "Indeed. Though I remain concerned about potential
conflicts of interest, particularly given recent... developments." His

deliberate glance at their wedding rings made the implication clear.

"My loyalties have always been to India's security and welfare," Zaid
stated firmly. "This arrangement enhances my ability to serve those

interests, not diminish it."

"So you say." Mehta's doubt remained evident, though his tone

acknowledged the argument's logical strength.

Ada leaned forward slightly. "Director Mehta, we appreciate the
difficulty of your position. Please understand that should this arrangement

prove... insufficient, Navah is prepared to pursue alternative channels."
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The threat, delivered with perfect politeness, hung in the air between
them. Mehta's expression hardened momentarily before smoothing into
diplomatic neutrality. All three participants understood the unspoken
reality that Navah had existed for millennia before modern nations emerged
and possessed resources capable of circumventing even the most

sophisticated intelligence agencies when necessary.

" trust such measures won't be required," Mehta replied, reaching for
a pen to authorise the final documents. "Major Ahmad's service record
speaks for itself. His new... dual role... will be monitored with appropriate

oversight."

As they completed the formalities, Zaid's scepticism remained evident
in the tension of his shoulders, the careful precision with which he
examined each clause before signing. Ada touched his arm briefly, a gesture
that conveyed reassurance beyond words. The pendant at her throat
warmed slightly, responding to her determined certainty that this

arrangement would protect Zaid's position while securing Navah's interests.

Outside afterwards, as Delhi's afternoon heat enveloped them, Zaid
finally voiced his lingering concern. "He accepted too easily. Mehta doesn't

compromise without hidden advantages."

"Of course not," Ada agreed, unexpected amusement lighting her eyes.
"Neither does Navah." She checked her secure device once more,
satisfaction evident as another confirmation message appeared. "The sun
will receive our package in approximately seventy-two hours. One threat

neutralised completely."

Left unspoken between them was the awareness that others might
eventually take its place, threats from beyond Earth's atmosphere that even
Navah's millennia of preparation might struggle to counter. But today, at
least, they had secured both victory and future, personal and cosmic

concerns balanced in temporary equilibrium.
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The Origin Chamber had fully regained its former grandeur by the
time Ada returned from her honeymoon. All traces of the desperate battle
against Nagid had been meticulously erased, the damage repaired with such
precision that only those who knew where to look could spot the subtle
differences between original and restored sections. The obsidian table at
the chamber's centre gleamed under ceremonial lighting, its ancient surface
reflecting the faces of the eight Table members already seated as Ada
entered for her first official meeting as the ninth member. Two weeks of
personal celebration now gave way to the weight of millennia-old
responsibility, the pendant at her throat pulsing with steady warmth against
her skin.

Elder Nakamura rose first, his ancient face creasing with genuine
welcome. "The Table is complete once more," he announced, the formal
greeting carrying echoes of countless similar proclamations throughout

Navah's history.

Ada took her place at the position once occupied by Chairwoman
Vasquez, a temporary arrangement until the new leadership was
determined. The symbolism was lost on no one present; the seat still carried
the psychic imprint of Vasquez's sacrifice, a reminder of both the price of

duty and the standards to which her successor would be held.

Dr Volkov initiated the proceedings with characteristic directness.
"The Table cannot remain leaderless. Today, we must select a new
Chairperson to guide Navah through the reconstruction period." His
Arcticblue eyes surveyed each member in turn. "We should begin by

establishing the essential qualities required in our new leader."

"Wisdom born of experience must surely rank foremost," offered one
of the newly appointed members, a Japanese historian whose work
preserving ancient texts had evolved into safeguarding the knowledge they

contained.

Dr Nkosi nodded in agreement. "Along with strategic vision. Nagid's
assault revealed vulnerabilities in our global network that must be addressed

systematically."
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"Technical expertise cannot be overlooked," Professor Hamilton
added, fingers tapping the table's edge with academic precision. "The
technological damage to our systems requires innovative solutions beyond

traditional approaches."

As the discussion continued, Ada observed more than participated,
noting the subtle alliances forming and dissolving around different qualities
and potential candidates. Her genetic memories provided context for this
process that none of the others possessed, she had witnessed, through

ancestral experience, every leadership transition in Navah's history.

Dr Okafor eventually addressed what many were thinking but none
had yet voiced. "We must acknowledge the unprecedented circumstances
we face. Nagid's defeat represents not merely a tactical victory but a
fundamental shift in Navah's purpose. For millennia, our primary mission
was to contain his influence and protect humanity from his interference.

Now we must evolve beyond that singular focus."

"Which suggests," Samarjeet added from his position near Elder
Nakamura, "that traditional qualifications alone may not suffice." His
health had improved dramatically in recent weeks, though he still
occasionally used the wheelchair for longer journeys through the facility.
"Perhaps we require leadership capable of envisioning Navah's future

beyond its historic constraints."

Dr Volkov's expression tightened slightly, recognition dawning. "You
suggest Ms. Mirza." The formal address, rather than acknowledging her
marriage, emphasised his continuing reservation about her relatively recent

elevation.

"l suggest we consider all qualities necessary for this moment in our

history," Samarjeet replied diplomatically. "Including a unique perspective."

Elder Nakamura cleared his throat, redirecting attention. "There is
precedent for considering unexpected candidates. During the Fifth
Convergence, when conventional wisdom proved insufficient to address the
challenges of that era, The Table selected leadership based on specific
capability rather than seniority."
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"With respect," the newly appointed European member interjected,
"there's a substantial difference between selecting someone of limited
experience and elevating our newest member to Chairperson immediately

upon joining The Table."

Ada finally spoke, her voice measured. "I neither seek this position nor
shy from it." The pendant at her throat pulsed once, emphasising her words.
"My complete genetic unlock provides perspective unavailable through any
other means. I have experienced, not studied, but lived through ancestral
memory, every critical decision in Navah's history. I understand the weight
of this role more intimately than anyone who hasn't undergone the

complete procedure could possibly comprehend."

The chamber fell silent as her words registered. What had initially
seemed an improbable suggestion now crystallised into serious
consideration. The complete genetic unlock, which had nearly killed her,
had indeed granted Ada unique qualifications that transcended

conventional experience.

"I propose we move to a formal selection process,” Dr Nkosi suggested
after a thoughtful pause. "The traditional secret ballot allows each member

to vote their conscience without external influence."

Dr Volkov nodded reluctant agreement. "A secret ballot would be

appropriate, given the sensitive nature of this transition."

The voting process itself reflected Navah's ancient methods, not
electronic or verbal, but tactile and personal. Each Table member received
a crystal disc encoded with their unique genetic signature, preventing any
possibility of fraudulent voting. The obsidian table's centre opened,
revealing nine precisely positioned receptacles. Each member would place
their disc in the position corresponding to their chosen candidate, the table
itself tallying the results through technology that predated human written
history.

One by one, they rose and approached the centre, faces carefully
composed to reveal nothing of their selections. Ada placed her own disc

last, having considered her vote with the benefit of both personal judgment
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and the accumulated wisdom of countless ancestors who had participated
in similar selections. The table hummed briefly as it processed the results,
then projected a holographic display visible to all present: five votes for Ada
Mirza, two for Elder Nakamura, one for Dr Nkosi, and one for Dr Okafor.

"The Table has spoken," Elder Nakamura announced formally, no hint
of disappointment in his voice despite having received votes himself. "Ada

Mirza is confirmed as Chairwoman of The Table, effective immediately."

The room remained silent, the historic significance of the moment
settling over them all. Never before had someone ascended to leadership so
quickly after joining The Table. Never before had someone so young held

the position that would guide humanity's oldest organisation.

"I accept this responsibility," Ada said, rising from her seat. Her voice
carried authority beyond her years, the genetic memories of countless
leaders informing her cadence and bearing. "Not as personal achievement
but as sacred duty." The pendant at her throat glowed visibly now,

responding to the moment's ceremonial weight.

She moved to the Chairperson's designated position, a subtle
adjustment in seating that carried profound symbolic meaning. From this
place, Chairpersons had guided Navah through wars, plagues, technological
revolutions, and cosmic threats for longer than most human civilisations

had existed.

"Our first priority must be reconstruction with enhancement," she
continued, activating the table's interface with practised ease despite never
having used it before. Ancestral memory guided her fingers to controls that
even some veteran members had never accessed. "Nagid's attack revealed
structural vulnerabilities in our global network that present both challenge

and opportunity."

The table displayed a three-dimensional map of Navah facilities
worldwide, with damaged sections highlighted in red and intact systems in
blue. "We will rebuild not according to historical patterns but through
adaptive security protocols that anticipate future threats rather than merely

responding to past ones."
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She manipulated the display with increasing confidence, zooming in
on specific facilities while outlining precise specifications for their
reconstruction. "The Cairo archives will be restored using quantum
encryption methods derived from First One principles but enhanced with
contemporary innovations. Lima's communication hub will incorporate
multi-phase shielding against both conventional and unconventional

attacks."

The other Table members watched with growing appreciation as she
outlined a comprehensive strategy that balanced immediate security
concerns with the long-term evolution of Navah's global infrastructure. The
genetic memories she accessed provided historical context, while her
naturally analytical mind applied these insights to current circumstances

with remarkable clarity.

"Finally," Ada concluded, the holographic display now showing a
complete implementation timeline, "we must acknowledge that while Nagid
has been neutralised, the warning he offered about 'others' cannot be
dismissed as mere intimidation. My genetic memories include fragments of
encounters with entities beyond our solar system, visitors who came and

departed long before recorded history began."

She expanded the display to reveal deep-space monitoring stations
scattered throughout the solar system. "These will be upgraded immediately
to enhance our ability to detect potential approaches from beyond.
Humanity may have defeated its oldest enemy, but our vigilance cannot

diminish simply because one threat has been removed."

As the meeting transitioned to implementation details, Ada felt the
full weight of her new position settling across her shoulders. The pendant
at her throat had adjusted its temperature to match her body precisely, the
ancient technology now so attuned to her that it functioned as an extension
of her own consciousness. Through genetic memory, she experienced the
echoes of every Chairperson who had come before, their triumphs and

failures, their courage and occasional hesitation.

369



THE VESSEL

Most importantly, she understood what none of them could have
known in their respective eras: that Navah's purpose had always been
evolving toward this moment, when humanity would need to look outward
rather than inward to face its greatest challenges. The stars that had once
brought the First Ones to Earth might one day bring others, perhaps less
inclined toward creation and more toward conquest. When that day came,

humanity would need more than hidden knowledge and secret guardians.

It would need leaders who understood both where humans had come

from and where they might yet go.
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Epilogue

he bright morning light of Delhi in spring filtered through
sheer curtains, painting the open kitchen of the renovated
house with warm golden bands. Five years had transformed
Ada Mirza's childhood home into something both familiar and new, the
original bones still visible but reimagined to suit a family of three rather
than the solitary academic curator her father had been. The pendant at her
throat caught the light as she moved between countertops, its subtle warmth

a constant companion against her skin, even after all this time.

Behind one seemingly ordinary wall panel in the living room, a
sophisticated communications array hummed at frequencies only Ada
could perceive. Beneath the antique Persian rug in her father's old study, a
trapdoor led to a light armoury with weapons both conventional and
derived from First One technology. Yet these hidden spaces comprised only
a small fraction of the home they had created, a delicate balance between

their cosmic responsibilities and the mundane joys of family life.

"Strawberry or grape jelly, Mayra? Ada asked, holding up two

containers as she prepared a sandwich for her daughter's first day of school.
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Mayra perched on a kitchen stool, chin resting on her small hands,
studying her mother's movements with analytical precision remarkable in a
four-year-old. "Strawberry has more antioxidants," she declared with careful

pronunciation of the scientific term.

Ada smiled, recognising her own childhood seriousness in her
daughter's response. The resemblance went beyond temperament;
photographs lining the hallway documented the uncanny similarity
between Mayra and Ada at the same age, the same thoughtful eyes, the same
slight furrow between brows when concentrating, even the same habit of

tilting her head slightly when puzzled.

As she spread strawberry preserves across whole-wheat bread, Ada felt
the familiar dual consciousness that had become her normal state since the
complete genetic unlocking. Part of her mind remained firmly in the
present, aware of sandwich preparation and her daughter's watchful gaze.
Another layer processed incoming data from Navah facilities worldwide,
ancestral memories providing context for reports that would reach other
Table members only hours later. The pendant facilitated this continuous
flow, its ancient technology now so integrated with her neural pathways that

separation seemed impossible.

"Remember, your teachers don't need to know that you can already
read sentences," Ada reminded gently, cutting the sandwich into triangles.

"Sometimes learning happens at different rates for different people."

Mayra nodded solemnly. "I know, Mama. I'll be patient with the other
children."

Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and Zaid appeared in the doorway,
already dressed in the crisp button-down shirt and slacks that comprised his
unofficial uniform. His R.A.W. credentials hung from a lanyard around his
neck, though the small device clipped to his belt, disguised as a standard-
issue government communication tool, connected directly to Navah's global

security network.
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"There's my scholar," he said, crossing to Mayra and lifting her from
the stool in one smooth motion. She squealed with delight as he spun her

once before setting her down again. "Ready for your first day?"

Despite almost four years of fatherhood, Zaid still moved with a
soldier's awareness, his eyes automatically checking entry points and sight
lines even as he helped Mayra straighten her uniform. The perfect
integration of military vigilance and parental tenderness never failed to

touch something deep in Ada's heart.

"l want to learn everything," Mayra declared, accepting the lunchbox

Ada handed her.

"Of course you do," Zaid laughed, exchanging an amused glance with
Ada over their daughter's head. "But perhaps start with the alphabet and

work your way up to quantum physics by next week?"

He crossed to the kitchen counter and picked up the remote. The

television flickered to life, already tuned to the morning news.

"They're about to show it," he said, beckoning to Ada and Mayra. "The
inauguration ceremony happened a short while ago, and they're

broadcasting her first official appearance live."

The three gathered before the screen, where a broadcaster's excited
voice narrated over live footage from Washington D.C. "...a truly historic
moment as President Diane Chen makes her first public appearance as the
49th President of the United States, and the first woman to hold the office."

The camera panned across the White House balcony, where a slender
woman with close-cropped silver hair waved to the massive crowd below,

her composure radiating both authority and warmth simultaneously.

"Finally," Ada remarked, wrapping an arm around Zaid's waist. "Only

took them two and a half centuries to catch up with the rest of the world."

"Still ahead of some," Zaid noted dryly. "Though I'm sure Mehta would

have an aneurysm if he heard me say that."
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"Is she the boss of America now!" Mayra asked, eyes fixed on the screen

with intense concentration.

"Yes, sweetheart," Ada confirmed. "Just like India has a leader, America

n
has one too.

"And she's the first girl boss?" Mayra's brow furrowed with the injustice

of this realisation.

Zaid chuckled. "Hard to believe, isn't it But things change slowly

sometimes."

"Too slowly," Ada murmured, then brightened her tone for Mayra's
benefit. "But they do change."

On screen, President Chen approached the microphone, the camera
zooming out slightly to capture both her and the massive crowd stretching
toward the Washington Monument. The shot panned briefly across the
gathered dignitaries and citizens before returning to focus on the new

president.

Ada's body went rigid, her enhanced perception, honed by five years
of genetic integration, instantly processing what ordinary human senses
would have missed. In the crowd behind the president, standing perfectly
still amid the shifting masses, a figure with subtly iridescent skin caught the
light at impossible angles. Even at this distance, even through the electronic
medium of television, she recognised the unnatural eye structure, the too-

long proportions of the face.

For an instant that stretched into eternity, Ada stared at what could
not possibly exist. Nagid, or something like him, stood mere meters from

the most powerful leader in the Western world.

Before she could speak, the camera angle shifted, cutting to a close-up
of President Chen as she began her address. Ada's hand shot out, gripping
Zaid's wrist with bruising force. He turned to her, alarm spreading across
his features as he recognised the particular tension in her body, the specific
dilation of her pupils that signalled a security threat rather than ordinary

concern.
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Their eyes met, a silent confirmation passing between them. He had

seen it too.

"Mayra," Zaid said, his voice betraying nothing of the storm brewing
behind his calm expression, "why don't you check your backpack one more

time? Make sure you have everything for school."

As their daughter skipped from the room, Ada and Zaid remained
frozen, the president's historic speech continuing unheard in the

background.

"It's not possible," Ada whispered, though the pendant at her throat
had turned cold against her skin, an ancient warning system confirming
what her eyes had witnessed. "We watched his physical form enter the sun.

The matrix containing his essence was sent into a black hole."

"Then it's not him," Zaid replied, military assessment already

calculating possibilities. "But someone, something, like him."

The cosmic victory they had celebrated five years ago suddenly felt
hollow, incomplete. The pendant pulsed once against Ada's skin, its

temperature dropping further as her heart rate accelerated.

"We need to contact T he lable immediately," she said, voice steadyin
g
as Chairwoman’s responsibilities overrode [)61‘801131 fear. "Al'ld verify that

recording from multiple sources."

Across the house, they heard Mayra humming to herself as she packed
her schoolbag, blissfully unaware that the fragile balance her parents had
constructed between two worlds had just shattered irreparably.
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"Go take her to school," Ada whispered urgently as Mayra's footsteps
receded down the hallway. "Act normal. I'll contact The Table." The
pendant at her throat had gone from cold to painfully frigid, a sensation
she hadn't experienced since the final confrontation with Nagid five years

ago. Something about the figure on the screen had triggered the ancient
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warning system embedded in the artifact's crystalline structure, registering

as an existential threat on a scale few humans could comprehend.

Zaid's eyes narrowed, years of intelligence training evident in how
quickly he assessed and compartmentalised. "Secure line through station

seven!" he asked, referencing their contingency protocols.

"Yes. Use full-spectrum analysis on that footage. I'll initiate lockdown
procedures at all primary facilities." Ada's fingers were already activating the
hidden panel beside the refrigerator, revealing a communication array

disguised as ordinary kitchen cabinetry. "If it's really him..."

"It can't be," Zaid interrupted, though doubt shadowed his certainty.
"We both watched the tracking data. His physical form entered the sun's

corona. The quantum signature dissolved completely."

Ada accessed the secure communication channel with a series of
practised movements, muscle memory executing procedures her conscious

mind was too shocked to direct. "Nagid warned us there were others like

him. What if..."

"Mama! [ found my special pencils!" Mayra called from the hallway, her
voice pulling them both back to the immediate reality of their four-year-old
daughter's first day of school.

They exchanged a loaded glance, years of partnership allowing them to
communicate volumes without words. Zaid nodded once, his posture
shifting subtly from alert operative back to ordinary father. "T'll get her to
school, then loop back to check security perimeters," he promised, voice
dropping to ensure Mayra wouldn't overhear. "Keep your panic button

active."

As Zaid moved toward the hallway, Ada pressed her palm against the
hidden scanner, establishing a direct connection to Sanctum Celestis. The
pendant's cold burned against her skin, ancestral memories surging through
her consciousness, fragments of previous encounters with beings not of

Earth, warnings passed through genetic code across thousands of years.
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"Emergency Protocol Alpha," she stated once the secure connection
was established, her voice automatically shifting to the formal cadence she
used as Chairwoman of The Table. "Verification sequence Theta-Nine-

Seven-Indigo-Four."

The system responded instantly, recognising both her voice pattern
and the pendant's unique frequency signature. "Chairwoman Mirza,
verification confirmed," replied the Navah operative on duty, their training
evident in how quickly they transitioned to crisis response. "Awaiting

instructions."

"Full spectrum analysis of all broadcast footage from the White House
in the last hour," Ada commanded. "Search for anomalous biological
signatures matching Nagid's profile. Priority override on all surveillance
systems within five kilometres of the presidential appearance. Deploy

recognition algorithms developed after the Vancouver incident."

Behind her, Ada heard Zaid in the hallway, his voice perfectly natural
as he helped Mayra with her backpack. "Ready for your big adventure,
scholar? Your mother and I are so proud of you."

The domestic scene stood in stark contrast to the cosmic threat
unfolding through her secure channel. As she issued commands that would
mobilise Navah's global resources, part of Ada's consciousness remained
acutely aware of her daughter's excited chatter about making friends and
learning new things. The dissonance between these realities, one mundane

and precious, one ancient and terrifying, had never felt more stark.

"Chairwoman," Elder Nakamura's voice came through the secure line;
the Japanese Table member had aged little in five years, thanks to First One
medical technologies. "The security council is assembling. Dr Volkov is

requesting immediate consultation."

"Tell them I'll join the emergency session in four minutes," Ada replied,
fingers flying across the interface to access secondary verification systems.

"I want a preliminary analysis of that footage before we convene."
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In the front hallway, she heard the front door open, Mayra's excited
voice and Zaid's reassuring responses growing fainter as they stepped
outside. Only when she heard the car engine start did Ada allow her
composed facade to crack slightly, one hand rising to grip the pendant
tightly.

"This isn't possible," she whispered to herself, scrolling through the
initial data stream now flowing across her screen. "We were so thorough.

The sun. The black hole. The complete separation of essence and form."

Yet the pendant's reaction couldn't be denied. The artifact operated on
principles beyond conventional scientific understanding, its crystalline
structure containing quantum-entangled particles that responded to
specific threat signatures across vast distances. For five years, it had
maintained a comfortable warmth against her skin, occasionally pulsing
with information but never returning to the painful cold of imminent

danger.
Until today.

The front door opened and closed as Zaid returned, having seen Mayra
safely to the car with her driver, a Navah operative disguised as an ordinary
family employee, one of many protective measures they'd implemented for

their daughter without her knowledge.

"It's him, isn't it?" Zaid asked quietly, entering the kitchen to find Ada
surrounded by holographic displays showing different angles of the White

House ceremony.

"l don't know vyet," Ada admitted, the genetic knowledge flowing
through her mind providing no certainty, only growing dread. "But the

pendant wouldn't react this way to a simple mimicry or coincidence."

She expanded one image, focusing on the figure that had triggered
their alarm. Even with Navah's advanced enhancement algorithms, the
features remained frustratingly indistinct, just clear enough to confirm the

unnatural eye structure and subtle skin translucence characteristic of

Nagid's kind.

378



NUSRAT ABBASI

"He told us there were others," Ada said, the weight of ancestral
memory heavy in her mind. "That final day, when we captured him. He said
others like him existed among the stars, some even more advanced than he

was.

Zaid moved behind her, his hand settling protectively on her shoulder
as they both studied the footage. "If this is one of those others..."

"Then everything we accomplished five years ago was just the
beginning," Ada finished for him, her hand rising automatically to cover

his. "The battle never ended. It just... paused."

The pendant's cold intensified suddenly, pulsing in a specific pattern
that Ada recognised from genetic memory, a warning sequence that hadn't
activated in over fifteen hundred years. Her free hand clutched it
instinctively, the First One technology responding to her touch, drawing

her deeper into the ancient knowledge stored in her DNA.

"They're coming," she whispered, the words emerging from someplace
deeper than conscious thought, an ancestral warning passed through

countless generations. "Not just one. Many."

Zaid's military training asserted itself immediately, his mind already
calculating defensive positions, resource allocation, and evacuation routes.
But beneath the strategic assessment, a father's fear burned bright and

sharp. "Mayra..."

"Will inherit a world we've defended," Ada completed firmly, rising
from her chair with new resolution. "Just as we inherited one our ancestors

protected."

The pendant's temperature began to normalise in response to her
determination. On the screen in front of them, Navah operatives worldwide
initiated response protocols developed over millennia of vigilance,
humanity's oldest guardians mobilising once more against a threat few

would ever know existed.
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"I need to address The Table," Ada said, already moving toward the
hidden room that contained their most secure communication equipment.

"Will you coordinate with security to increase Mayra's protection detail?"

"Already messaged Samarijeet," Zaid confirmed, falling into step beside
her. "He's redirecting a team. They'll maintain distance but establish a

complete coverage perimeter around the school."

They paused at the threshold of the hidden room, the weight of
responsibility settling across their shoulders like a familiar burden. The life
they had carefully constructed, the balance between cosmic duty and family
joy, trembled on the edge of fundamental change.

"We always knew this day might come," Ada said softly, the pendant

now warm again against her skin, ready for the battle ahead.

"Yes," Zaid agreed, his expression resolute. "But this time, we're not just

fighting for humanity."

Their eyes met in perfect understanding. This time, they fought for
Mayra, for a child who carried in her DNA the legacy of countless
guardians, a future that extended beyond their own lives into a cosmic

struggle they had naively believed might end with their generation.

The battle for humanity's future had resumed, and once again, they

stood at its centre.
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