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Prologue: The Fracture
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The ruins of the ancient temple had been silent for weeks, buried beneath the creeping vines and heavy mist of the jungle. The world believed the darkness had been vanquished, that the entity had been destroyed. But evil never dies—it only waits.

Beneath the rubble, deep within the fractured earth, something stirred. A faint pulse—a heartbeat. Not of flesh and blood, but of energy, raw and ancient. The void had been sealed, but not erased.

A figure moved through the darkness, cloaked and faceless, their steps deliberate as they approached the fractured sigil where Ellie had once stood. Their gloved hand hovered over the ground, sensing the faint residual energy, the lingering echo of the entity's power.

“They bound it,” the figure whispered, voice low and brittle like crumbling stone. “But they did not destroy it.”

A small smile crept beneath the shadow of the hood.

“The artifact was just the beginning.”
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Chapter 1: Shadows Return
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It had been six months since the temple collapsed, six months since Ellie, Liam, and Marlow faced the darkness and survived. Life had returned to something resembling normal—at least on the surface.

Ellie now lived in a small coastal town, far from the jungles that haunted her dreams. She thought distance would dull the memories, but the echoes of the entity’s voice still lingered in her mind. Nightmares crept in like unwelcome guests—visions of shadowy figures, of worlds breaking apart, of whispers calling her back.

She stood on the edge of a cliff, staring at the vast, restless ocean below, the wind tugging at her hair. The artifact was gone, but she could still feel it, like a phantom limb. The power hadn’t disappeared—it had simply found a new vessel: her; it was the scar beneath her skin.

She now lived in a small coastal town called Isla Roja, perched on jagged cliffs overlooking a restless, gray sea. It was the kind of place people went to disappear—a scattering of weather-beaten houses, salt-stained windows, and locals who didn’t ask questions. Ellie thought she could outrun the past here, but memories have long shadows, and hers stretched further than the horizon.

Every morning, she stood at the cliff’s edge, staring at the endless churn of waves below. She told herself she was just watching the sea, but deep down, she knew she was waiting—for what, she couldn’t say.

The artifact was gone, reduced to dust in the final battle. But its energy... that was harder to erase. Sometimes, when the world grew quiet, she felt it beneath her skin, like a faint hum, as if the universe itself had stitched something foreign into her very being.

She hadn’t spoken to Liam or Marlow in weeks. Liam had tried at first—messages, calls, even showing up once—but Ellie always pushed him away. She needed space. She needed normal. But normal was like sand slipping through her fingers.

That morning, the sky was bruised with storm clouds. The wind bit at her face, carrying the sharp tang of saltwater and distant rain. She stared down at the jagged rocks below, wondering—not for the first time—if the ocean could drown not just a body, but memories too.

Her phone vibrated in her jacket pocket.

She didn’t want to look at it. Didn’t want to be pulled back. But her hand moved on its own.

1 New Message — Marlow

"We have a problem. Meet me in Cairo. Now."

No pleasantries. No explanations. Just urgency.

Ellie’s stomach tightened. Marlow had always been the steady one, calm even in the face of chaos. For him to send something like this... it meant something was wrong. Really wrong.

She read the message again, her thumb hovering over the screen. She could ignore it. Pretend it never came. She could go back to her quiet life—morning walks, restless nights, and pretending the world wasn’t still haunted.

But she knew better.

It’s never really over.

She turned from the cliff and headed back to her small apartment—a sparsely furnished space with peeling paint and a leaky faucet. She grabbed her worn leather bag, the one she’d promised she’d never use again, and stuffed it with the essentials: a flashlight, a battered journal filled with notes from the temple, a small knife Liam had given her, and her passport.

She hesitated by the door, glancing back once at the gray sea.

“This was never going to last, was it?” she muttered to herself.

Then she was gone.
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Chapter 2: Cairo’s Secrets
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Cairo was a different world—a living contradiction of ancient history and modern chaos. The city pulsed with life, from the crowded streets echoing with honking horns and market vendors shouting over each other, to the distant call to prayer rising above it all like a ghost of the past.

Ellie stepped off the plane with nothing but her small bag and the weight of unspoken fears. She’d barely slept on the flight, her mind racing with possibilities. If Marlow was reaching out after all this time, it wasn’t just a problem. It was the problem.

The last time they’d seen each other, Marlow had been obsessed with the idea that the artifact was part of something larger—an ancient network of relics tied to forgotten powers. Ellie had written it off as him chasing shadows. She didn’t want to believe there was more out there. She needed to believe it was over.

But deep down, she’d always known better.

She found Marlow waiting in a dim café tucked between crumbling stone buildings near the old city. He looked worse than she’d expected—unshaven, dark circles under his eyes, like sleep was a luxury he hadn’t afforded himself in weeks.

When he saw her, his expression softened, but only for a second. There wasn’t time for pleasantries.

“You came,” he said, sliding into the seat across from her.

“You didn’t give me much choice,” Ellie replied, her voice sharper than she intended.

Marlow didn’t flinch. He pulled a weathered leather journal from his bag, its pages filled with sketches, ancient symbols, and frantic notes. He flipped to a page marked with a faded photo—an artifact buried beneath the sands, half-exposed like a corpse unearthed too soon.

Ellie’s breath hitched.

It looked just like their artifact. But it wasn’t. The design was different, older... and darker.

“This was found near Luxor last week,” Marlow said. “A dig team went missing. No signs of a struggle. Just... gone.”

Ellie’s fingers traced the edge of the photo.

“It’s starting again,” she whispered.

Marlow nodded grimly.

“And this time, it’s not just one artifact. It’s a whole network.”

Ellie leaned back, the weight of the revelation settling over her like a shroud.

It was never over.

And now, something even worse was waking up.

The café was dim, the flickering light from a single bulb casting long shadows across cracked tile floors. The scent of strong coffee mixed with dust and something metallic—blood, maybe, faint and lingering like a ghost. Cairo’s chaotic energy felt distant here, muffled behind thick stone walls and faded curtains.

Ellie sat across from Marlow, the battered journal between them like an artifact of its own. She could see the obsession etched into every page—scribbled notes in cramped handwriting, hand-drawn symbols, maps annotated with frantic arrows and circles. His hands trembled slightly as he flipped through, stained with ink and something darker Ellie didn’t want to identify.

Marlow had always been sharp, focused, but this was different. His eyes were hollow, his face gaunt, like something had been eating at him from the inside.

“What happened to you?” Ellie asked quietly, her gaze sharp but not unkind.

Marlow didn’t answer right away. Instead, he pulled out a small, blackened object from his bag—a fragment of stone, etched with runes eerily similar to the artifact they’d destroyed. Except this one pulsed faintly, a heartbeat Ellie felt more than heard.

She recoiled slightly, instinctively.

“This was recovered from the dig site,” Marlow said, his voice low. “It’s just a fragment. But it’s alive, Ellie. It’s calling to something—or someone.”

Ellie forced herself to lean closer, studying the fragment without touching it. The runes seemed to shift when she wasn’t looking directly at them, twisting into symbols she half-recognized from the temple—the same language the entity had whispered in the dark.

“This is impossible,” she muttered. “We destroyed the artifact. We sealed the void.”

Marlow’s jaw tightened. “We sealed a void. Not the void.”

The words hung between them like a curse.

Ellie rubbed her temples, feeling the familiar pulse beneath her skin—the same hum she’d felt since the temple. She’d thought it was just trauma, a memory embedded in her nerves. But now, she wasn’t so sure.

“What’s the connection?” she asked, her voice softer now.

Marlow hesitated, then flipped to a page in his journal—an ancient map overlaid with modern coordinates. Dotted across continents were marks—circles and runes, each corresponding to known archaeological sites.

“They’re part of a network,” Marlow explained. “The artifact we found wasn’t unique. It was just one node in a larger system—designed to anchor something ancient, something vast. The entities weren’t bound to a single place. They’re scattered, hidden beneath layers of history, waiting to be awakened.”

Ellie stared at the map, feeling the weight of the revelation settle over her like lead.

“How do you know all this?” she asked.

Marlow’s eyes darkened.

“Because I’ve seen one of them.”

Ellie’s heart skipped. “What?”

Marlow glanced around, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Not like the entity we fought. This one wasn’t fully awake. It’s trapped... for now. But it’s leaking into the world—through people, through objects. It’s why I look like this.” He gestured to himself. “I was too close. It... touched me.”

Ellie leaned back, processing. Marlow wasn’t just shaken. He was marked.

Before she could respond, the café door creaked open. A figure stepped inside—hooded, moving with an unnatural grace. The air seemed to ripple around them, faintly distorted, like heat waves over asphalt.

Marlow’s face went pale. “They found us.”

Without hesitation, he grabbed the fragment, stuffed it back into his bag, and pulled Ellie to her feet.

“Move.”

They burst out of the café, into the suffocating heat of Cairo’s narrow streets. The sounds of the city—car horns, shouting vendors, distant calls to prayer—were suddenly distant, muffled beneath the pounding of Ellie’s heart.

Behind them, footsteps. Not rushed. Deliberate.

Marlow led them through winding alleys, past crumbling walls and faded murals of forgotten gods. But the figure was always just a step behind, never running, never needing to.

They ducked into an abandoned building, its interior dark and cold. Marlow slammed the door shut, bracing it with a broken chair.

“What are they?” Ellie panted, her back against the wall.

Marlow’s eyes were wild now, filled with something Ellie had never seen in him before—pure, unfiltered fear.

“They’re not people,” he whispered. “They’re echoes of what’s coming.”

A hand burst through the door, fingers like blackened bone, gripping Marlow’s shoulder with unnatural strength.

Ellie didn’t think. She grabbed the small knife from her bag and drove it into the figure’s arm. It didn’t bleed. It didn’t scream. It just turned—its face a void, featureless, except for faint cracks of light leaking from beneath the skin, like something was trying to break through from the inside.

Marlow kicked free, and they sprinted deeper into the building.

This isn’t just another relic hunt, Ellie realized.

This is a war.

The corridors of the abandoned building were narrow and suffocating, walls peeling with ancient plaster
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By Sophia Mcintyre.
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