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Prologue
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Berlin, December 1939

Snow pressed against the windows of the Abwehr offices on Wilhelmstrasse, muting the city into silence. The lamps inside burned low, the light kept deliberately soft, as if secrecy demanded even shadows keep their voices down.

At the long oak table, five figures sat in silence. Files lay stacked before them — stamped Streng Geheim — their covers still damp from the courier’s hand.

Oberstleutnant Eduard Krüger adjusted his spectacles with two fingers, his motions neat, clerical. He did not raise his voice when he spoke; he never needed to. “We have an incident in Athens. Patrol boat four-one-seven. Crew recovered. Alive. Not unscathed.”

He slid the first report forward. The others leaned in.

Major Dietrich Falkenrath — tall, trim, his black hair combed with precision — drew the file toward him. His gloved hands unfolded the typed pages like the petals of an orchid. He did not read aloud. The words were already burning in his expression: a light, a sound, a breath drawn from the lungs of thirty men at once.

Oberleutnant Heinrich Adler, brittle with impatience, clicked his tongue. “Hallucinations,” he muttered. “The crew drank, they—”

“They did not drink,” Krüger said evenly, eyes on the second report. “They did not fire their weapons. They did not resist. They fell. Every one.”

Across the table, Dr. Lieselotte Hartmann leaned closer, her round spectacles glinting. She had not spoken until now. Her fingers hovered over the file, tracing the air above the pages as if the ink itself might sing to her. “Fragments,” she murmured. “Brass, cut fine as instruments. The description matches the others. They glow, they answer. Even broken, they breathe.”

Adler scoffed, but his heel tapped restlessly under the table.

Feldwebel Otto Mertens, silent until now, set down the knife he had been honing, the scrape of steel on stone loud in the hush. His expression never changed, but he listened with the stillness of a man used to waiting in dark water.

Krüger closed the file with deliberate care. “The crew lived,” he said. “Every man. And their accounts agree. The fragments were not carried by Greeks. Not by agents we know. By three Americans.”

The room shifted. Adler’s head snapped up. Hartmann drew a quick breath. Even Mertens’s eyes flickered.

“Teenagers,” Krüger continued. “Two boys. One girl. Witnesses describe them climbing aboard their vessel, carrying a diver’s bag. They were gone before the patrol boat’s crew woke.”

Falkenrath’s fingers turned the file once, then twice. His lips curved, not quite a smile. “Children,” he said quietly. “Children holding what emperors would have bled armies to possess.”

Adler shoved back his chair an inch, restless, already calculating. “Names? Locations?”

Krüger shook his head once. “Not yet. Athens, yes. Piraeus, most likely. But nothing more.” He folded his hands, expression flat. “Your tasking is clear: identify them, recover the fragments, or neutralize both. No other hands must close around these pieces.”

The words hung heavy. Neutralize. No one mistook the meaning.

Hartmann reached into her satchel and drew out a notebook—one of two she always kept. Her pen scratched quickly, lines tight and angled, as she whispered half to herself, “The ancients bound the sky. If the fragments live still—” She stopped, lips pressed thin. Then, almost reverently: “Then the Key is real. And we will finish what they began.”

Mertens said nothing. His hand closed the knife with a quiet click.

Snow hissed against the windows. The lamp flickered. Krüger gathered the files again, stacking them neatly as if they were nothing more than budget memos.

At the far end of the table, Falkenrath turned a small brass puzzle box in his hands, the plates shifting with faint metallic clicks. His eyes gleamed, not with wonder, but with certainty.

“Gentlemen,” he said softly. Then, with a courteous nod toward Hartmann: “And Fräulein.”

The puzzle box locked with a sharp snap in his palm.

“The stars themselves,” Falkenrath murmured, “are waiting to be claimed.”
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Athens, December 1939

The ferry groaned into Piraeus at dawn, black smoke trailing over water the color of dull steel. We leaned on the rail in silence, too tired for words. Max clutched the satchel to his chest as though someone might snatch it away at any moment. Chloe’s hair was knotted with salt spray, her cheeks raw with wind. I was just trying to stay upright.

The Compass was in that satchel. I swear I could feel it from here—like a low hum through the wood, a heartbeat that wasn’t ours.

On the quay, the city woke: fishermen hauling nets, vendors shouting in Greek, stray dogs snapping at crusts. Life went on as if nothing had happened, as if the sea behind us hadn’t almost swallowed us whole.

“Food first,” I muttered. “Then sleep. A week of it.”

Chloe gave a tired half-smile but kept scanning the crowd, her eyes flicking constantly to the crowd on the quay: stevedores, sailors, soldiers in gray coats. Max didn’t answer at all. His eyes were on the horizon, somewhere beyond Athens, beyond Greece—already pulling toward whatever came next.

The gangway slammed down. We followed him ashore, boots hitting cobblestone slick with frost. Max threaded fast through the crowd, satchel bumping his side with each stride. Chloe and I had to jog to keep pace.

We were halfway up a narrow street when Chloe stopped short. Her hand clamped on my arm.

“There,” she whispered.

I followed her gaze. A man in a dark overcoat leaned against a lamppost at the edge of the square. Nothing unusual—except he wasn’t watching the trams or the vendors or the women sweeping steps. He was watching us.

He lit a cigarette with careful fingers, smoke curling pale in the cold. His face stayed in shadow, but his eyes didn’t leave us.

Max kept walking, oblivious.

Chloe’s grip tightened. “Tell me you see him.”

I saw him. And worse—I saw the way his lips curved, just slightly, when Max looked away.

Not friendly.

I forced myself to look away first, heart thumping too loud in my ears. If you stare back too long, you make it a contest, and contests never end well.

“Keep moving,” I muttered, tugging Chloe’s sleeve. But she wouldn’t let go of my arm, her eyes still fixed on the lamppost.

The man took his time. Another slow drag on the cigarette, another curl of smoke, as if the morning belonged to him alone. And then—just when I thought maybe I’d imagined it—he tipped his chin in the faintest of nods. Not greeting. Recognition.

“Nick,” Chloe hissed.

Max was already a half block ahead, weaving through carts stacked with olives and crates of fish. He hadn’t noticed, or didn’t care.

The lamppost man dropped his cigarette, ground it out neatly under his heel, and stepped away from the post. His coat swayed as he moved, long and heavy, like something meant for a northern winter, not an Athenian dawn.

Chloe’s nails dug crescents into my sleeve. “He’s coming.”

The crowd pressed in—donkeys braying, vendors shouting, gulls wheeling overhead—but somehow, even in that crush, I could feel him. The way his footsteps matched ours, never hurried, never falling behind. As though he had all the time in the world to follow three tired teenagers through the waking city.

“Max!” I called, louder than I meant to.

He glanced back, impatient. “What?”

“Don’t look,” I said. “Just—don’t.”

But Max looked anyway.

And when he did, the man smiled.

Max stopped short in the street, frowning. “Who is that?”

Chloe’s voice was tight, almost breaking. “Not here.”

I tried to keep my own steady. “Someone’s following us.”

Max’s eyes flicked once more, then he turned back toward me. His frown deepened. He’d seen enough.

My mouth had gone dry, my palms slick. The crowd surged around us—boots, hooves, baskets of bread swinging too close—but the space where the man walked never seemed crowded at all. People slid aside for him without looking, as if the street itself made room.

Max started walking again, slower this time. Chloe and I fell in on either side. The satchel bumped his hip with every step, its weight pulling at all of us.

“Left,” Chloe said under her breath.

Max lengthened his stride, and we followed, the three of us pressed together as the street narrowed. The air smelled of coal smoke and brine, shutters banging against stone walls in the morning wind.

“Left,” Chloe whispered.

We ducked into a side street, barely wide enough for two carts to pass. Laundry sagged between windows overhead, limp in the cold. A cat crouched on a sill, tail twitching, its yellow eyes fixed not on us but on the man behind.

I risked a glance.

He was there. Not close, not far. Just there. His hands buried in his coat pockets, his stride unhurried, his eyes locked on us.

“Faster,” I muttered.

“No,” Max said. “That’ll tip him off.” But his knuckles whitened where they gripped the satchel.

The cobbles were slick with frost, our footsteps echoing sharp between the walls. Ahead, the alley spilled into a small square—deserted except for a broken fountain and a pair of pigeons pecking at crumbs. Too open. Too quiet.

We crossed quickly. On the far side, Chloe glanced back, her lips parting.

“He stopped,” she whispered.

I turned. The man stood at the mouth of the alley, framed in the pale winter light, a dark silhouette against the brightness. He didn’t move, didn’t speak. Just lifted his hand and brushed his fingers across his coat sleeve, as if dusting off ash.

The square bell tower tolled the hour—slow, heavy strokes that carried across the rooftops. With each one, the silence around him seemed to thicken.

Chloe’s hand found mine. “Nick...”

The bell tolled again.

My stomach dropped. Whoever he was, he wasn’t just following. He was waiting.
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