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Chapter One — Arrival﻿
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THE MOMENT THE PLANE doors opened, the air hit me like a wall—thick, dry, and determined to live under my skin. Cairo didn’t ease you in; it tested your lungs the second you stepped off the jet bridge. The scent was part jet fuel, part stale A/C, part cigarette smoke that seemed woven into the vents. Under all of it pulsed a mineral undertone, like dust that had learned to breathe back.

The terminal flexed its contradictions: glass panels and polished floors pretending at newness while the concrete seams showed their age like tired knees. Family clusters spilled into lanes that were only lines on the floor, not laws. Men in sharp suits slid to the front with the rhythm of people who’d already been forgiven. A barefoot kid cut between my knees and a rolling suitcase like a small, laughing blade.

Customs was a mood—bored, crowded, inevitable. My passport slid forward; an unmarked form slid back. The officer didn’t blink when he said, “We can make this easy for you, Mister Morrow.”

“I’m good with the long way,” I said, and met his eyes just long enough to say I knew what I was saying no to.

The stamp landed harder than it needed to, a bruise in paper form. He handed me back my passport as if it no longer concerned him whether I entered his country or not.

Baggage claim was chaos dressed up as order: belts grinding, announcements contradicting each other, three identical black suitcases no one wanted to claim. My duffel came around scuffed and honest. I shouldered it, pushed through the glass doors, and the heat outside punched me full in the chest. Even the light had weight.

The cars in the pickup lane honked like they were speaking and no one was listening. Somewhere near the curb, meat was charring on a grill. Exhaust curled in visible threads. I took it all in because that’s what I do—let the city talk first.

And then it said my name.

Or rather, a man did—silently—holding a cardboard sign: TREVOR MORROW.

He was tall and lean, shirt white and starched like it believed in itself. Aviator sunglasses reflected the awning lights and everyone under them. He looked nothing like the driver whose face I’d memorized from a photo: not sixty, not heavyset, not missing teeth. This one was mid-thirties, shoulders that said work, posture that said training. He stepped forward and smiled with professional relief.

“Welcome to Cairo, Mister Morrow,” he said, English smooth and lightly accented. “I’ll take you where you need to go.”

Not where I’m going—where I need to go. A thin wire pulled tight along my spine.

I kept my duffel. “Who sent you?”

“Your friend,” he said, the words ready, like the question wasn’t new. “He called ahead.”

My contact hadn’t called anyone. He barely emailed. He liked his paranoia the same way I like my coffee: strong enough to move the blood.

I scanned the crowd for the driver I’d been promised. No one. Just the heat shimmering over black paint and the mirrored lenses that made it hard to tell if this man was watching me or everyone else.

He gestured toward the sliding doors. “We shouldn’t stay here.”

Something in his tone moved my feet. Old instinct—the kind that has saved my life and still occasionally walks me toward trouble.

Outside, the sun was a white weight over a gray tarmac. His car was a black sedan—clean, tinted, the kind of quiet you only get when you pay attention to rules or know someone who doesn’t have to. He opened the rear door. I got in, duffel across my lap, cataloging the scent: a hint of cologne and the faint, unmistakable memory of gun oil. I didn’t love that combination.

We merged into the arterial river out of the airport—taxis that didn’t seem to fear consequences, scooters threading needles that didn’t exist, buses heavy as exhausted animals. The city rose and unspooled in the windows: billboards promising luxury, brickwork promising nothing; minarets like skyline punctuation; the new museum catching the sun with angles made to photograph well.

“You’ve been here before?” he asked, eyes hidden, voice casual.

“Not like this,” I said.

He accepted that answer like it was the only one worth hearing.

We passed a checkpoint. A soldier stepped forward, raised a hand, lowered it when he saw my driver’s face. Recognition, not luck. The wire in my spine pulled a little tighter.

My thumb found the brass key inside my duffel, smooth from other hands, engraved with symbols worn thin by time. The weight of it grounded me and complicated everything at once.

We should’ve turned toward the museum and the apartments near it. We didn’t. The driver took a left that bled traffic noise into the background and warmed the air with spices. The street narrowed under windows with laundry like flags. Boys kicked a dented soccer ball and laughed like a better heat lived inside them.

“You missed the turn,” I said lightly.

He smiled without looking at me. In his lenses, I was a tilted American ghost. “No, Mister Morrow. We’re right on time.”

I registered the options: call him out and get thrown back into the airport chaos; demand to be taken to my exact address and hope that address wasn’t already watching for me; or ride the thread and see where it led. The job has taught me that control is sometimes following the wrong person until they tell you who they are.

We rolled into a small square where sunlight gathered like gold dust. A mosque anchored one side, its stonework catching the day in a way that made it look alive. The driver eased to the curb in front of a café with a faded awning and tables that didn’t match. The air through the door smelled like mint and dark coffee.

He came around and opened my door. It should’ve felt like choreography. It felt like an introduction.

Inside, the café breath was cool and weighted with cardamom, sugar, steam. Regulars pivoted in their chairs without actually turning—eyes that knew who belonged and who didn’t. In a corner sat an older woman in an indigo headscarf. Regal, not precious. Her spine made the chair look temporary. When she looked at me, something in me stood up straighter, like I’d been living at a slant.

“This is Umm Zakia,” the driver said. Respect edged his voice.

Her smile was soft and exact. “Your contact could not come,” she said, Arabic vowels brushing English consonants. “Perhaps that is for the best.” Her eyes didn’t leave mine. “I have been expecting you for longer than you have known to expect me, Trevor Morrow.”

My name in her mouth did something electricity usually does.

The driver took off his sunglasses. Warm eyes, serious mouth. He became a person, not a mirror. “We are not here by accident,” he said. “My name is Karim.”

I sat. The chair carried history; the table carried tea rings that told time in circles. A server arrived with three glasses of mint tea without being asked, as if this appointment had been paid for in a past life. Steam ribboned between us. The scent loosened something behind my ribs.

“I’m supposed to meet a driver,” I said, because stating the obvious is sometimes how you get to the truth. “Different man, different story.”

“Mm.” Umm Zakia’s agreement vibrated through her throat. “You would have met him, if that was still the road.”

“What changed the road?”

“You,” she said simply. “You brought something with you.”

The key in my duffel warmed at the mention, as if it had been acknowledged. I didn’t reach for it. I didn’t look at my bag. I took a sip of tea. It was hot, sweet, fresh—the mint alive like a small green argument against the heat outside.

Karim leaned forward, forearms on the table. “You came to meet a friend near the new museum. But your friend was approached by men who made him... reconsider. He sent word to step away and asked us to meet you instead.”

“You two are his backups?” I asked.

Umm Zakia’s mouth curved, amusement and patience threaded together. “We are not backups. We are the thread.”

“And my friend?”

“Safe,” Karim said. “Because he is no longer the road.”

I let silence work. The café murmured around us. The ceiling fans made the sound of old propellers, slicing heat into manageable pieces.

“You’re expecting me,” I said finally. “You know my name. You know I was headed to the museum. What else do you know?”

“That your father stood for a photograph with men who did not belong together,” she said. “That the photograph carries a date written in a hand not his own. That the key in your bag keeps returning to your palm like a habit you don’t remember choosing.”

Tea turned to stone in my mouth. I swallowed it anyway.

Karim said nothing. He watched me the way you watch a door you know will open.

“You knew my father?” I asked.

“I refused to,” she said softly. “Once.”

“Because...?”

“Because he was not ready to see the thing he already believed.” She breathed out. “You are ready.”

“What do I believe?” My voice made a shape of skepticism that didn’t convince either of us.

“That the dead are not finished just because they are quiet,” she said. “That oaths do not expire with the bodies that swore them. That the city you came to is older than your questions and kinder than your fear.”

I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of the shiver that moved through me, so I placed my palm flat on the table. The wood was warm. “And what do you want from me?”

Karim answered this one. “To walk the road you came for—but safer. To see what you came to see—but without the people who were waiting to make you blind.”

“Blind how?”

“By giving you exactly what you asked for,” he said. “And nothing you needed.”

The echo of his line from the curb—where you need to go—caught up with me. I exhaled a laugh that didn’t sound like one. “You like riddles?”

“Only the kind that answer themselves,” he said.

Umm Zakia cupped her tea between both hands. The henna on her fingers was a map. “You will ask yourselves two questions,” she said to me, as if Karim were included in my body. “Who sent us, and who sent the others.”

“I don’t suppose you’re going to answer both.”

“No,” she said. “Only one. For now.”

I glanced at Karim. He gave the smallest shrug—a man who had learned to be comfortable when conversations ran along the edge of a blade.

“Who sent you?” I asked.

She smiled. “You did.”

I waited for the rest. It didn’t come.

“How about the photograph?” I said. “You said men who didn’t belong together.”

She nodded once, decisive. “A judge. A curator. A businessman who owned buildings he never walked through. And your father, who should not have stood beside them, except that he had already stood with them somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“That is what the key knows,” she said. “And why those men wanted you to meet their driver first.”

I let my gaze go unfocused. The café became sound and smell. Somewhere a glass clinked against another glass. A spoon tapped. Outside, the square carried sunlight like a rumor. I found the weight of the key again in the duffel and let that weight speak: not a literal place, but a shape, a turning, a memory of metal on stone.

“How do you know about the key?” I asked.

“Because the last time it turned,” she said, “I was there to hear the door open.”

Karim’s voice threaded in: “And because your father asked the wrong question once. He asked what was behind the door. He did not ask what would come through if he opened it.”

“That sounds dramatic,” I said, because it did. But beneath the joke was the steady beat of something truer than I wanted to admit.

“Drama is cheap,” Umm Zakia said. “Consequences are not.”

I finished the tea. Mint lingered on my tongue like a promise.

“What’s your ask?” I said. “You’ve replaced my driver, you’ve named my key, you’ve pulled my father out of a photograph to sit at this table with us in everything but breath. What do you want me to do next?”

“Come with us,” Karim said simply. “Not to the museum. Not yet.”

“Where?”

“To a place that remembers you,” he said. “So you can remember it.”

“That’s not an address.”

“It won’t need one once you’ve seen it.”

I weighed my options again. The “safe” route I’d arranged had evaporated in the heat of other people’s plans. The fact that these two knew as much as they did without asking me for anything upfront meant they either had my corner or a deeper game. My pulse wasn’t running scared. It
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