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Tokyo Institute of Archaeological Sciences, 22:14 JST

Rain lashes the glass façade of the institute as Iris Kade strides across the rooftop helipad, her coat snapping in the wind. The night is sharp, metallic, humming with the neon glow of Shinjuku far below. Behind her, two researchers wheel a sealed titanium crate toward her aircraft.

The Hub waits with its engines idling—sleek, matte-black, a flying laboratory disguised as a cargo jet.

Dr. Sato jogs beside her, breathless. “Detective Kade, the Egyptian Ministry is panicking. The mask is priceless. The mummy even more so.”

Iris keeps walking. “I read the brief.”

“No, you don’t understand.” Sato lowers his voice. “The mask’s gemstones... they’re not catalogued anywhere. They’re not even on the periodic index. We don’t know what they are.”

Iris stops.

Looks at him.

“Then someone else does,” she says.

Sato swallows. “The thieves left nothing. No prints. No DNA. No thermal signatures. Just a digital artifact we can’t decrypt.”

Iris steps onto the boarding ramp. “Then I’ll decrypt it.”

The ramp closes behind her.

The Hub lifts into the storm.

Destination: Giza Air Base.

***
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THE HUB, OVER THE EAST China Sea, 23:02 JST

The cabin lights dim as Iris activates the mobile lab. Screens bloom to life around her—spectral analysis, biometric logs, encrypted data packets from the Egyptian military.

Jalen appears from the cockpit, holding two coffees. “We’re cleared through all air corridors. ETA to Giza: nine hours.”

Iris takes the cup. “Show me the signature.”

He hands her a tablet.

A single line of code pulses on the screen—encrypted, recursive, fractal-like but not identical to the Babylon tablet incident.

Jalen frowns. “Looks like a digital fingerprint.”

“No,” Iris says. “A spoofed one. Someone wanted to leave a signature without revealing themselves.”

She zooms in.

The pattern folds into itself, forming a compressed data knot.

“Someone used a quantum-salted encryption key,” she murmurs. “Military-grade. Possibly state-backed.”

Jalen leans against the console. “Egypt thinks it’s an inside job.”

“Inside jobs don’t use metamaterial cloaking suits,” Iris says. “Or nanorobotic stabilizers.”

Jalen raises an eyebrow. “You think the thieves injected the mummy?”

“I don’t think,” Iris says. “I know.”

She pulls up the satellite logs.

A faint electromagnetic spike appears at the exact moment of the theft—small, precise, almost invisible.

“Nanorobots emit micro-EM signatures when they activate,” she says. “Someone stabilized the mummy for rapid transport.”

Jalen whistles. “So they planned to move it fast.”

“Faster than any ground convoy,” Iris says. “Which means they’re still moving.”

She taps her wrist implant.

“Time to wake the muon array.”

***
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ORBITING MUON SATELLITE, 01:18 JST

The Hub’s uplink pings the orbital muon-imaging satellite—an experimental system Iris helped design. It scans density variations in the ground using cosmic-ray muons, revealing structures invisible to radar or infrared.

The satellite responds with a soft chime.

Iris loads the Giza coordinates.

A 3D density map forms—pyramids, tunnels, chambers, bedrock.

Jalen peers over her shoulder. “Anything?”

“Not yet.”

She adjusts the filter.

Removes thermal noise.

Removes seismic interference.

Removes known infrastructure.

A faint trail appears—thin, serpentine, weaving beneath the sand.

Jalen squints. “What is that?”

“Displacement,” Iris says. “Someone moved something heavy underground. Recently.”

“Like a mummy in a gold mask?”

“Exactly.”

The trail leads away from the Great Pyramid.

Toward the Sphinx.

Jalen mutters, “Of course it does.”

Iris zooms in.

The trail ends at a density void—an underground cavity not listed on any archaeological map.

A hidden chamber.

She whispers, “Found you.”

***
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GIZA AIR BASE, 03:02 EET

The Hub touches down on the military runway, engines hissing in the desert night. Floodlights sweep across the tarmac as Egyptian officers rush forward.

General Hassan meets Iris at the ramp. “Detective Kade. Thank God you’re here.”

Iris steps off the aircraft. “Show me the lab.”

They escort her through a fortified corridor beneath the base. Guards line the walls. Cameras track every movement.

The secure lab is a disaster—shattered glass, overturned tables, scorched biometric scanners.

Hassan gestures at the wreckage. “They bypassed everything. Our best systems.”

Iris kneels beside a damaged scanner.

The metal is warped.

Not cut.

Not melted.

Warped.

She touches it.

The surface ripples faintly.

Jalen whispers, “Metamaterial distortion?”

Iris nods. “Active camouflage suits. They bend light and infrared. But they also distort magnetic fields.”

She scans the floor.

Faint magnetic residue forms a pattern—footsteps, but blurred, smeared by the cloaking field.

“Three intruders,” she says. “One carrying the mummy.”

Hassan rubs his temples. “How did they get out?”

Iris stands.

“They didn’t go out,” she says. “They went down.”

She points to a maintenance hatch.

Hassan frowns. “That leads to the old tunnels beneath the plateau.”

“Exactly.”

She taps her wrist implant.

The muon satellite feed appears.

The density trail glows.

Leading straight toward the Sphinx.

Hassan’s eyes widen. “You think they’re still underground?”

“I think they’re trapped,” Iris says. “And they don’t know I’m coming.”

She turns toward the exit.

“Prep a ground team. And get me my induction gloves.”
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Subterranean Access Hatch, 03:28 EET

The maintenance hatch groans as Iris forces it open, sand spilling in from the edges. The air below is stale, dry, and heavy with the scent of limestone. A narrow metal ladder descends into darkness.

Jalen shines a light down. “You sure they went this way?”

Iris points to the hatch frame. “Magnetic distortion residue. Their cloaking suits interfered with the field sensors.”

Riven raises an eyebrow. “So they were invisible to cameras, but not to physics.”

“Exactly,” Iris says. “Metamaterials bend light, not magnetism.”

She climbs down first.

The ladder ends in a narrow tunnel carved decades ago for maintenance crews. The walls are rough, patched with old wiring conduits and rusted pipes. Iris’s boots crunch on sand.

Jalen lands beside her. “Which way?”

Iris taps her wrist implant. The muon satellite feed overlays her vision—density maps, voids, structural outlines.

She points left. “That way. Toward the old excavation shafts.”

Riven mutters, “Of course it’s the creepy direction.”

They move.

***
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ABANDONED EXCAVATION Shaft, 03:41 EET

The tunnel widens into a chamber reinforced with steel beams. Old crates lie scattered, covered in dust. A broken floodlight hangs from a cable.

Iris kneels beside a footprint in the sand.

Jalen crouches. “Human?”

“Three sets,” Iris says. “Same as the lab. But look at this.”

She brushes the sand aside.

A faint shimmer ripples across the ground—like heat distortion.

Riven whistles. “Cloaking residue.”

“Metamaterial suits leave behind micro-distortions when they brush against surfaces,” Iris says. “They’re not perfect.”

She stands.

“They passed through here less than an hour ago.”

Jalen scans the chamber. “But why come this way? This tunnel doesn’t lead to the surface.”

“No,” Iris says. “It leads deeper.”

Riven frowns. “Deeper to what?”

Iris looks at the muon map.

“A forgotten network of catacombs beneath the Sphinx.”

Riven sighs. “Of course it does.”

***
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THE DESCENT, 03:55 EET

The tunnel slopes downward, the air growing cooler. Iris’s flashlight beam cuts through the darkness, illuminating ancient stone blocks beneath layers of modern reinforcement.

Jalen checks his scanner. “I’m picking up faint EM spikes.”

Iris nods. “Nanorobots. They’re still active.”

Riven grimaces. “Inside the mummy?”

“Yes,” Iris says. “They’re stabilizing the tissue. But they also emit a trace electromagnetic signature.”

“So we follow the signal,” Jalen says.

“Exactly.”

They continue deeper.

The tunnel narrows until they must move single-file. Sand trickles from the ceiling. The walls hum faintly with the vibration of distant machinery.

Riven mutters, “Feels like walking into a throat.”

Jalen smirks. “Comforting.”

Iris stops suddenly.

“Lights off.”

They obey.

Darkness swallows them.

Iris listens.

A faint clicking echoes ahead—metal on stone, rhythmic, deliberate.

Riven whispers, “What is that?”

“Tripwire sensors,” Iris says. “Modern. Not ancient.”

Jalen frowns. “The thieves set traps?”

“No,” Iris says. “Someone else did.”

***
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THE FIRST TRAP, 04:07 EET

Iris kneels, sweeping her hand across the floor. Her glove vibrates as it detects a thin filament stretched across the tunnel—almost invisible.

“Laser-triggered,” she
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