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​Chapter One: The Truck
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The first thing he knew was the taste of blood.

It filled his mouth with iron and dirt. His head throbbed with every bump in the road, and his wrists burned where rough rope bit into the skin. He tried to move, but pain exploded through his ribs.

Someone kicked his boot.

"Stay awake."

The voice was weak.

He opened his eyes.

The inside of the truck was dark except for thin bars of sunlight that cut through cracks in the wooden walls. Every jolt made the floor shudder beneath him.

Men surrounded him.

Black uniforms.

Steel helmets.

Armbands marked with a crooked black symbol inside a white circle.

Nazi soldiers.

One of them stared down at him with cold blue eyes.

"He's awake."

Another soldier crouched in front of him. His face was hard and scarred.

"What is your name?"

The man opened his mouth.

Nothing came.

He didn't know.

The soldier slapped him.

"What is your name?"

"I... I don't know."

The soldiers laughed.

"He doesn't know."

"Convenient."

The scarred soldier grabbed his shirt and pulled him forward.

"Where did you come from?"

"I don't know."

Another blow.

His ears rang.

Across from him, another prisoner sat against the wall of the truck.

He looked just as broken.

His left eye was swollen shut. Blood had dried across his forehead. His hands were tied in front of him.

Their eyes met.

The stranger gave the smallest shake of his head.

Don't say anything.

The scarred soldier turned.

"And you?"

The other prisoner stayed silent.

The butt of a rifle slammed into his stomach.

He folded over, gasping.

"I asked you a question!"

Silence.

Another strike.

The first prisoner felt something twist inside him.

"Stop!"

Every soldier looked at him.

The scarred man smiled.

"So."

He stood.

"You care about him."

"I don't know him."

"No?"

The officer walked to the second prisoner and grabbed a fistful of hair.

"He says he knows you."

The beaten man looked up.

His good eye locked onto the first prisoner.

His lips moved.

Two words.

"Don't remember."

A chill crawled up his spine.

"What?"

The stranger's voice was barely a whisper.

"Whatever they ask..."

The truck hit a rut.

The soldiers stumbled.

The stranger's face vanished behind a boot.

"...don't remember."

The officer struck him again.

"What are your names?"

Silence.

"What year is it?"

Silence.

"Who sent you?"

Silence.

The officer stood and wiped blood from his gloves.

"They're better trained than I expected."

One of the younger soldiers frowned.

"Sir..."

"What?"

"The radio."

"What about it?"

"It's making that noise again."

The truck fell quiet.

A crackling sound came from the front.

Static.

Not ordinary static.

It sounded almost like voices.

Hundreds of them.

Speaking over one another.

The officer frowned.

"Turn it off."

"I did."

The voices grew louder.

The first prisoner listened.

Among the noise, he thought he heard something.

A woman's voice.

"...Subject One..."

Another voice.

"...memory degradation holding..."

The officer looked around.

"Who said that?"

No one answered.

The static became a scream.

The truck shook.

One of the soldiers crossed himself.

Another reached for his rifle.

The younger guard looked terrified.

"Sir..."

"What?"

"The road."

"What about it?"

"There isn't one."

The truck lurched violently.

The rear doors burst open.

Blinding white light flooded the inside.

The first prisoner looked out.

There was no road.

No forest.

No village.

Only an endless white emptiness stretching in every direction.

The truck was driving through nothing at all.

The second prisoner looked at him.

For the first time, there was fear in his eyes.

"I remember."

"What?"

The stranger swallowed.

"We're not prisoners."

The truck plunged forward into the white.
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The white light swallowed the truck.

For a heartbeat, the prisoner could see nothing.

Then the memories came.

Not one.

Thousands.

He screamed.

The soldiers vanished.

The truck vanished.

The endless white became fire.

Barbed wire.

Searchlights.

Snow stained red.

He remembered his name.

Jonathan Voss.

He remembered the camp.

He had been Prisoner 7714.

A mathematician.

An archaeologist.

A man who had made the mistake of uncovering something the wrong people wanted.

The Nazis had dragged him from his home and thrown him into one of their camps. For months he had survived hunger, beatings, and endless interrogations.

They wanted to know where the map was.

He had never told them.

Then came the escape.

It had started with a storm.

The power had failed.

The fences had gone dark.

A guard had made one mistake.

Jonathan took the man's rifle.

Another officer rushed him.

Jonathan fought.

He had never thought himself capable of killing another human being.

That night he learned differently.

He escaped through the snow while alarms screamed behind him.

By sunrise, several officers and guards lay dead, and one of the Reich's most important prisoners had disappeared.

The hunt began immediately.

But Jonathan had not escaped alone.

A black automobile had been waiting beyond the forest.

Inside sat an old priest.

"You are Jonathan Voss?"

"I am."

The priest nodded.

"Come with me."

They drove for hours.

Days later, Jonathan stood inside a quiet chamber beneath ancient stone walls.

An elderly man dressed in white stood waiting.

"The world believes evil seeks only armies and weapons," the old man said.

"It does not?"

"It seeks power."

The old man walked to a table.

Upon it rested an ancient scroll.

"There exists a relic."

Jonathan looked down at the faded drawings.

A cup.

Simple.

Worn.

Covered in symbols older than the Roman Empire.

"The Holy Grail?"

"So the stories call it."

Jonathan laughed.

"You cannot expect me to believe this."

"I expect nothing."

The old man smiled.

"I only ask you to listen."

The scroll showed mountains.

Caves.

Stars.

And a single line written in Latin.

The cup that remembers.

"The Germans are searching for it," the old man said.

"They believe it possesses extraordinary properties."

Jonathan looked at the drawings.

"Do you believe that?"

"I believe no one should possess such a thing."

The old man looked directly into his eyes.

"I need someone they cannot predict."

"Why me?"

"Because you survived."

Jonathan shook his head.

"There must be soldiers."

"There are."

"Spies."

"There are."

"Better men."

The old man smiled.

"There are many."

He rolled up the scroll.

"But only one escaped their prison carrying this."

Jonathan stared.

Around his neck hung a chain.

He had almost forgotten it.

A small silver pendant.

The only thing he had kept from his father.

The old man pointed to the ancient drawing.

The same symbol had been carved into the ancient cup.

"The map was never on paper," the old man said.

"It was hidden in plain sight."

Jonathan felt the room spin.

"My father..."

"Knew more than he ever told you."

The old man placed the scroll in Jonathan's hands.

"You have a choice."

"What choice?"

"You may disappear and save yourself."

"And if I refuse?"

"Others will continue the search."

Jonathan looked at the symbol.

He remembered the camp.

The faces of those who had never escaped.

The old man spoke softly.

"If the Reich finds the Grail first, history itself may change."

Jonathan closed his hand around the pendant.

"What do I have to do?"

"Find the Grail."

A voice shattered the memory.

Jonathan opened his eyes.

He was back in the truck.

The other prisoner was staring at him.

"You remember now."

Jonathan nodded.

The man swallowed.

"Then you know why they're hunting you."

Jonathan looked at the soldiers surrounding them.

"No."

The stranger's face turned pale.

"They're not trying to stop you from finding the Grail."

The truck shook.

"They think you've already found it."
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The truck shuddered.

Jonathan Voss looked at the stranger across from him.

"They think I found the Grail?"

The man nodded.

"They've hunted you across half of Europe."

"I've never seen it."

"That won't matter to them."

A heavy fist pounded against the side of the truck.

The scarred officer stood.

"Enough talking."

He pointed at Jonathan.

"Search him again."

Two soldiers grabbed Jonathan by the arms.

His ribs screamed in protest.

One of them ripped open his jacket.

Nothing.

They searched his pockets.

Nothing.

The officer frowned.

"Where is it?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

The officer struck him.

"Where is the Grail?"

Jonathan tasted blood.

"I don't know."

The officer pulled a pistol from his belt.

He aimed it at the stranger.

"You have five seconds."

Jonathan's heart raced.

"One."

The stranger shook his head.

"Don't tell them."

"Two."

The truck hit another bump.

"Three."

Jonathan looked around.

Six soldiers.

One officer.

The stranger.

No weapons.

No escape.

"Four."

The strange voice returned.

The same one he had heard through the radio.

Subject One.

Do not panic.

Jonathan froze.

The voice was inside his head.

Prepare.

"For what?" he whispered.

The officer smiled.

"He is breaking."

"Five."

A tremendous crash exploded outside.

The truck lurched sideways.

Everyone lost their footing.

The pistol fired.

The bullet shattered the roof.

The truck rolled.

Wood splintered.

Metal screamed.

Jonathan hit the floor.

The world spun.

A soldier crashed into him.

The rear doors burst open.

Cold air flooded inside.

The truck skidded to a halt.

For a second, nobody moved.

The stranger shouted.

"Run!"

Jonathan kicked the soldier pinning him down.

The man slammed into the wall.

Jonathan grabbed the fallen rifle.

A guard rushed him.

Jonathan swung the weapon like a club.

The stock cracked against the guard's helmet.

Another soldier tackled him.

They crashed through the broken doors and rolled into the mud.

Jonathan punched him.

The soldier answered with a knife.

Jonathan caught his wrist.

The blade stopped inches from his throat.

He twisted.

The knife fell.

The soldier cried out.

Jonathan shoved him away and scrambled to his feet.

The stranger was already outside.

His ropes were gone.

"Jonathan!"

"I'm coming!"

Gunfire erupted.

Bullets tore through the trees.

The scarred officer climbed from the wreckage.

He pointed his pistol.

"There!"

Jonathan grabbed the stranger.

They ran.

Branches whipped their faces.

Bullets struck the ground around them.

The stranger stumbled.

Jonathan caught him.

"Leave me!"

"No!"

"You have to!"

The officer's voice echoed behind them.

"Alive if possible!"

Jonathan pulled the stranger onward.

They reached a cliff.

Jonathan stopped.

There was nowhere to go.

The stranger looked over the edge.

A river raged below.

The officer stepped into the clearing.

Soldiers spread out behind him.

Their rifles rose.

"It's over," the officer called.

Jonathan looked at the river.

Then at the soldiers.

The stranger smiled.

"I suppose introductions are overdue."

Jonathan stared.

"My name is Elias."

"You picked a bad time."

Elias laughed.

"I've had worse."

The officer stepped closer.

"You cannot escape."

Elias looked at Jonathan.

"Do you trust me?"

"No."

"Good."

Elias reached into his torn coat.

The soldiers raised their rifles.

He pulled out a small silver object.

Jonathan's eyes widened.

It was identical to his own pendant.

The two pieces began to glow.

The officer's confidence vanished.

"Fire!"

The rifles thundered.

Light erupted from the pendants.

The air itself seemed to bend.

Jonathan heard the strange voice again.

Synchronization complete.

Elias grabbed his arm.

"Jump!"

"That's a hundred feet!"

"It's safer than staying!"

Jonathan looked at the soldiers.

The officer's face had turned pale.

"Stop them!"

The light grew brighter.

Jonathan and Elias leaped from the cliff.

The bullets missed.

They fell toward the roaring river below.

Behind them, the scarred officer lowered his pistol.

One of the younger soldiers looked at him.

"Sir... what were those things?"

The officer stared at the empty sky where the strange light still lingered.

His voice was barely a whisper.

"They're not keys."

The young soldier frowned.

"What?"

The officer swallowed.

"They're beacons."

Far below, Jonathan and Elias vanished into the river.

High above the battlefield, hidden beyond the clouds, something enormous awakened.

A single red light opened.

And began to watch.
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Jonathan hit the water like a stone.

The freezing current dragged him under.

He fought to breathe.

The river spun him through darkness, throwing him against rocks and fallen branches. His lungs burned.

Then a hand caught his coat.

Elias.

The stranger pulled him toward the surface.

Jonathan gasped as they broke through the water.

"Swim!"

"I'm trying!"

The current carried them downstream until they crashed into a muddy bank.

For several minutes, neither man moved.

Rain began to fall.

Jonathan rolled onto his back and stared at the gray sky.

"I almost died."

Elias laughed.

"You've almost died at least three times since I met you."

Jonathan sat up.

"Who are you?"

Elias didn't answer.

"Back in the truck, you knew my name."

Silence.

"You knew about the Grail."

Silence.

"You knew about those pendants."

Elias looked toward the forest.

"The soldiers will find us if we stay."

Jonathan stood.

"I am not taking another step until you answer me."

Elias looked at him for a long moment.

"You really don't remember."

"What?"

"You saved my life."

Jonathan frowned.

"I've never seen you before."

"Yes, you have."

Elias reached into his pocket.

He pulled out a small photograph.

The edges were torn.

The image was faded.

Jonathan took it.

His hands began to shake.

Two young men stood together in the picture.

One was Jonathan.

The other was Elias.

They couldn't have been older than twenty.

Both were smiling.

Jonathan stared.

"No."

Elias nodded.

"We were friends."

"I would remember."

"They made sure you wouldn't."

Jonathan looked up.

"What does that mean?"

Elias sat against a tree.

"Before the camp."

"I don't remember before the camp."

"I know."

"Why?"

Elias took a deep breath.

"Because you asked us to erase your memory."

Jonathan laughed.

"That's impossible."

"You said if they caught you, you couldn't risk telling them where the Grail was."

"I never found it."

"You found something."

Elias looked at the two silver pendants.

"You found those."

Jonathan touched the one around his neck.

"What are they?"

"I don't know."

"You just used one."

"I know."

"And you don't know what it does?"

Elias smiled.

"You always hated mysteries."

Jonathan stared at the photograph.

"What were we?"

"Students."

"Of what?"

"History."

Jonathan laughed.

"I escaped a concentration camp."

"I know."

"I fought soldiers."

"I know."

"The Pope gave me a mission."

"I know."

"And you're telling me we studied history?"

Elias grinned.

"The boring kind."

For the first time in what felt like forever, Jonathan laughed.

It hurt.

But he laughed anyway.

The rain grew heavier.

Elias stood.

"We should move."

Jonathan folded the photograph and slipped it into his pocket.

"Tell me about myself."

Elias looked surprised.

"You really want to know?"

"I think I deserve it."

Elias smiled.

"You were terrible at directions."

Jonathan frowned.

"What?"

"You got lost in your own university."

"I did not."

"You absolutely did."

"I escaped a prison camp."

"You escaped because you accidentally walked into a supply tunnel looking for a kitchen."

Jonathan blinked.

"...Really?"

Elias nodded.

"You were furious."

Jonathan laughed again.

"You are making this up."

"I wish I was."

The two men walked through the forest.

Elias pointed toward a mountain in the distance.

"You climbed that once."

"I did?"

"No."

Jonathan looked at him.

"You said you were going to."

"And?"

"You made it halfway."

"What happened?"

"You found a bookstore."

Jonathan stopped walking.

"There was a bookstore on a mountain?"

"There was."

"What kind of mountain has a bookstore?"

"The interesting kind."

Jonathan shook his head.

"I don't know whether to believe you."

"Good."

They walked in silence.

Finally, Jonathan spoke.

"Did I have a family?"

Elias's smile disappeared.

"Yes."

Jonathan waited.

"What happened to them?"

Elias looked away.

"I don't know."

Jonathan could tell he was hiding something.

"You do."

"I know they loved you."

"Elias."

"I know they believed you'd come home."

"Elias."

"I know you still carry the letter."

Jonathan froze.

"What letter?"

"The one in your coat."

Jonathan reached inside his jacket.

There was a pocket he hadn't noticed.

Inside was an envelope.

Old.

Worn.

Untouched.

His name was written across the front.

He turned it over.

The seal was still unbroken.

His hands trembled.

"Who gave me this?"

Elias looked toward the darkening sky.

"You told me never to let you open it."

Jonathan stared.

"What?"

"You said to wait until you remembered who you were."

"And if I never remembered?"

Elias met his eyes.

"You said that if you never remembered..."

He stopped.

"What?"

"...then the world was probably already lost."

A branch snapped.

Both men turned.

The forest had gone quiet.

Too quiet.

Elias slowly reached for the silver pendant.

Jonathan lowered his voice.

"We're not alone."

A figure stepped out from the trees.

An old man.

Long gray coat.

Walking stick.

He looked at Jonathan and smiled.

"I've been looking for you."

Jonathan took a step back.

"Who are you?"

The old man looked at the pendant around Jonathan's neck.

Then at the sealed letter.

Finally, he said the one thing neither of them expected.

"My name is Arthur."

He smiled again.

"And I knew your father."
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The rain did not fall so much as it executed an eviction notice on the atmosphere. It drove sideways, a relentless sheet of gray needles that turned the forest floor into a sucking, black mire.

Jonathan Voss stood paralyzed, his fingers still white-knuckled around the sealed envelope. The name Arthur seemed to echo through the dripping canopy, colliding uncomfortably with the fragmented geometry of his missing memories.

"My father," Jonathan said, his voice flat, competing with the roar of the distant river. "Everyone seems to have known my father except me."

The old man, Arthur, leaned heavily on his walking stick. Despite the torrential downpour, his long gray coat appeared oddly dry, the water seemingly deflecting off the fabric a fraction of an inch before contact. "Your father was a man who understood that history is not a straight line, Jonathan. It is a loop. And right now, the knot is tightening."

"We don't have time for riddles, old man," Elias snapped, his body coiled tight as a spring. His hand remained buried in his torn coat, fingers brushing the smooth, metallic edge of his silver pendant. His eyes darted nervously toward the treeline. "The Reich has tracking dogs, and that officer isn't the type to give up because of a little cliff diving."

"The officer is currently trying to explain to his superiors why his truck is an accordion and his prisoners are gone," Arthur said mildly, gesturing vaguely toward the ridge behind them. "But you are correct about one thing, Elias. We do not have time. Look up."

Jonathan and Elias both tilted their heads skyward.

Through the heavy, churning storm clouds, the darkness was fracturing. It wasn't lightning. It was a rhythmic, pulsing crimson glare. The thick layer of stratus clouds directly above them began to swirl, forming a perfect, terrifying cyclonic eye. Down through the center of the mist, a colossal, geometric silhouette began to descend.

It was massive—easily the size of a cathedral—constructed of interlocking plates of matte-black metal that swallowed what little light the evening offered. It made no sound. No roar of engines, no rushing of displaced air. There was only a profound, unnatural atmospheric pressure that made Jonathan’s ears pop and the hair on his arms stand on end.

And in the dead center of the black hull, a single, circular aperture slid open. A beam of deep, monochromatic red light stabbed downward, piercing the forest like a physical pillar.

"The beacon," Jonathan whispered, the memory of the scarred officer’s final words flashing through his mind. They’re not keys. They’re beacons.

"It found us," Elias said, his teeth chattering, though whether from the freezing rain or sheer terror was impossible to tell. "Jonathan, the pendants synchronized when we jumped. It woke up."

"What is that thing?" Jonathan demanded, shouting now as the wind finally caught up to the structural distortion above them.

"The long memory of a dead world," Arthur said. He lifted his walking stick and struck the ground once. The dull thud resonated with a strange, metallic echo, entirely unsuited for mud. "Run. If that red light touches you, the sequence completes, and you won't just forget your name, Jonathan—you will forget how to breathe."

They fled deeper into the woods, the crimson searchlight tearing through the ancient pines behind them, turning the green needles into bleeding slashes of color. Wherever the red light touched, the rain instantly vaporized into localized puffs of steam, leaving scorched, perfectly circular patches on the wet earth.

Jonathan’s lungs burned. His ribs, still battered from the soldiers' boots and the truck’s violent roll, felt like they were being scraped by broken glass. Yet, his hand remained buried in his pocket, clutching the sealed letter.

...then the world was probably already lost.

Elias’s words echoed in his head. What kind of man asks to have his own mind wiped? What kind of secret is so heavy that total amnesia is considered a safe harbor?

"This way!" Arthur shouted with an agility that defied his apparent age. He led them toward a sheer rock face at the base of the mountain Elias had pointed out earlier.

The crimson light swept across the canopy just fifty paces behind them, obliterating a massive oak tree with a terrifying, silent disintegration. The top half of the tree simply ceased to exist, falling upward in microscopic ash.

"Dead end!" Elias yelled, slamming his palms against the solid, unforgiving gray stone
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