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CHAPTER ONE 
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The Seine whispered as it curled beneath the spires of Notre-Dame, its waters black and restless beneath the moonlight. Floodlights glared against the fogged riverbank, casting harsh angles across scaffolded ruins and the modern excavation tents clinging like parasites to the ancient stone.

Dr. Isabelle Moreau stood at the edge of the pit, wind tugging at her coat, eyes narrowed behind dust-smeared glasses. She held a cigarette she hadn’t lit in two years, just for the ritual of it—something to calm the storm in her chest.

Below, the earth had cracked open like a secret. Twenty feet down, a Roman mosaic gleamed with freshly uncovered gold leaf, surrounded by scaffolds and the low murmur of workers in high-vis jackets muttering in French and Arabic. The city had approved her permit for a salvage dig after recent flooding unearthed anomalies beneath a sealed 19th-century sewer vault. She had expected coins, pottery shards, maybe bones.

She hadn’t expected a sarcophagus.

“C’est prêt,” called Thierry, her excavation foreman, from the lower platform. His voice echoed up through the shaft, reverent. “You should see this yourself.”

She crushed the unlit cigarette, grabbed her satchel, and descended the aluminum stairs into the underworld.

The air was thick with humidity and the electric tension of something ancient stirring. The pit walls were jagged, a mix of broken masonry, Roman mortar, and modern piping that had been bypassed entirely by a buried corridor leading... nowhere, supposedly.

The sarcophagus stood at the far end of the chamber, half-embedded in a collapsed archway. It was unlike any she’d seen in France: black basalt etched with Egyptian glyphs so precise they gleamed like obsidian. A golden scarab rested atop the lid — not decoration, but a seal. The beetle shimmered unnaturally under the work lights, as if alive.

“What the hell is this doing here?” she muttered.

Thierry shrugged. “Roman foundation above it. Older beneath. We thought it might be Mithraic. But this?”

“Not Roman,” she murmured. “This is Middle Kingdom Egyptian craftsmanship — but the symbols, they’re... wrong.”

She stepped closer, brushing away dust. Her fingers hovered over the scarab, not touching it. The glyphs spiraled out from its body — names of gods and curses layered together, blasphemous even by ancient standards.

A shadow flickered behind her.

She turned sharply — nothing. Just the shifting tarp and the groan of the Seine overhead.

Then the glyphs began to glow.

A dull crimson shimmer pulsed beneath her fingertips, like veins awakening in the stone. The golden scarab emitted a sudden click as if a long-dormant mechanism had released.

Thierry stepped back instinctively. “Isabelle...”

“I didn’t touch it.”

The ground trembled. Dust sifted from the ceiling. One of the floodlights burst with a crack, plunging half the chamber into darkness.

From the wall behind the sarcophagus, something groaned. Not mechanical. Not human.

Isabelle’s breath caught. “Back everyone out. Now.”

Thierry barked orders. Workers scrambled up the scaffolding, but the tremor intensified. The walls began to bleed — not with water, but with ink-black ooze that poured from the seams of the stonework. An ancient scent flooded the air: incense and rot.

Isabelle alone stepped closer.

Something about the scarab called to her — not with words, but memory. It prickled the back of her mind like déjà vu laced with danger. She reached into her satchel and drew a small UV scanner. Symbols invisible to the eye lit up around the sarcophagus, painted in unseen ink: “He Who Dwells in the Black Sun. Keep Sealed. Do Not Breathe His Name.”

A hand clamped her shoulder from behind.

She turned to find a stranger in a dark wool coat, hood low over his face, eyes glinting beneath. He smelled of wet parchment and smoke.

“You must leave this place,” he said in flawless French. “Now. Before the seal is undone.”

Her hand went instinctively to the trowel at her belt. “Who the hell are you?”

“The Eye sees all,” he said, then vanished into the shadows.

They sealed the pit for the night.

By midnight, the authorities had been called, though Isabelle kept quiet about the man in the coat. The sarcophagus remained untouched, the glowing glyphs now dormant. She should have walked away.

But she couldn’t.

Instead, she sat alone in her tent, hunched over translated fragments and a bottle of too-warm wine. The glyphs haunted her. They didn’t just invoke the gods — they threatened them.

The name in the center of the scarab had taken hours to interpret.

Setep-et-Nesu. Son of the Black Flame.

No Pharaoh by that name had ever been recorded. And yet, the hieroglyphs around his title called him King Eternal, Bearer of the Jackal Crown, Devourer of the West.

She was still puzzling over one particular phrase — “The Heir Shall Break the Silence” — when the ground trembled again.

But this time, it wasn’t an earthquake.

The second breach happened just before dawn.

A city worker down in the metro tunnels reported something had caved in. What they found was a charred and empty security booth — and three men missing from the overnight crew.

When Isabelle returned to the pit with the police and emergency teams, the sarcophagus was gone.

Only the scarab remained.

Its golden sheen had blackened, curled like burnt paper. The glyphs etched beneath it had changed. Her original translations no longer matched.

They now read:

“She Rises.”

Elsewhere, beneath the cathedral, something opened its eyes.

A woman’s shape formed in the dark — ribs first, then muscle, then skin that glistened like ash and gold. Her mouth opened in a silent scream. Wind howled up through the tunnels.

And across the river, every mirror in the Louvre cracked down the center.

By 8 a.m., the dig site was under full lockdown.

City officials claimed it was due to a “gas leak.” The gendarmes formed a ring around the area, ushering away journalists with plastic smiles and firm hands. The tourists still gathered along the riverside in confused curiosity, their cameras held high, capturing nothing but tension and sirens.

Isabelle stood just beyond the perimeter, arms folded, face pale behind her dark sunglasses. Her excavation team was being dismissed, debriefed, erased. Whatever had happened last night, it was being rewritten before her eyes.

And she hated that she wasn’t surprised.

The museum loomed above the quiet Rue Saint-Jacques like a crypt dressed in marble. Inside, cool shadows clung to the vaulted halls, and the air smelled of paper, wax polish, and old dust.

Isabelle walked swiftly through the Egyptian wing, ignoring the hiss of climate control systems and the blinking green of sensor lights guarding every case. Her heels echoed like distant drums as she passed the sarcophagi, the ushabti figurines, the gold amulets glowing under sterile light. Here, everything was dead and safe and clean.

She didn’t trust it.

In her private research room, she tossed her bag onto the table and unrolled the printed scans of the glyphs they had photographed the night before. The scarab, the symbols, the seal—now documented but changed. Morphing. Evolving.

She traced the phrase again: “She Rises.”

Her hand trembled.

Suddenly, her vision flickered. The glyphs blurred. Then—

A memory.

Except it wasn’t hers.

The sun hung low and heavy over a red desert.

A woman in white linen stood at the edge of a sandstone altar, her skin painted with sigils of blood and gold. Her eyes glowed like coals. Before her knelt an army — hundreds, maybe thousands — silent, unmoving, waiting.

To her left, a jackal-headed man stood in armor made of onyx. He held a sword with a crescent-shaped blade, and his voice echoed in her mind like a low chant:


“When the stars burn black, we rise.”



The woman raised her arms. A scarab the size of a fist crawled across her chest, vanishing into her skin. Then came screams—so many screams.



Isabelle jolted upright, the vision tearing itself away like shredded gauze. Her palms were sweating. She stumbled to the sink in the corner, splashed cold water on her face, and stared into the mirror.

A shadow moved behind her.

She spun. Nothing.

But in the mirror, she swore she saw her own eyes... glow.

Just for a second.

She descended deeper, past the public floors, down into the old tunnels repurposed into archive storage during the war. Most Parisians didn’t know these corridors existed — or that they ran parallel to the oldest catacombs of the Left Bank.

Here, the ancient air returned. It smelled of salt, mildew, and the forgotten dead.

She flipped through sealed crates and forgotten translations, searching for a thread — anything that connected a Pharaoh named Setep or the title King of Dust with a burial site beneath Roman foundations.

Nothing. Until she found a single sheet misfiled in a crate labeled “Pre-Napoleonic Egyptology – Miscellaneous.”

It was a woodblock rubbing.

And on it was the scarab.

Identical. Right down to the notches on the edge of the wings.

She scanned the margins. Scribbled in faded ink:

“Found in Gaul — deep beneath a Mithraic crypt. May be Egyptian exile? Symbol matches Heretic Queen Neferari.”

Her blood ran cold. She hadn’t heard that name since graduate school — mentioned only in whispers. A queen so feared that even priests refused to write her name on papyrus. Heretical. Obsessed with death. Rumored to have sacrificed her own sister to extend her life beyond the tomb.

And if the legend was true... she hadn’t died.

She’d transcended.

Isabelle shivered.

Gabriel Thorne watched the lights of Paris glimmer along the river’s edge, hands in his coat pockets, collar pulled high. He had followed the reports. Traced the disturbance. Tracked the pattern that had not occurred in two thousand years.

The seal had been broken.

He touched the burn along his forearm — a scar shaped like a broken sun, hidden beneath his sleeve. It had flared the moment the glyphs lit up below Notre-Dame.

A warning.

Or a summons.

Behind him, a man approached — one of the Brotherhood, his robes hidden beneath street clothes.

“She’s found the first mark,” the man said. “The archaeologist.”

Gabriel didn’t turn.

“She’ll need protection,” he said.

“Or containment.”

Gabriel finally looked over his shoulder, eyes like storm glass. “If she’s who I think she is, containment won’t be an option.”

Malik Rashid lit a single oil lamp inside the old ossuary hidden beneath Montmartre. Bones surrounded him, stacked in rings around the chamber like the vertebrae of some long-dead god. In the center, a map burned onto aged leather stretched across a ritual table.

The scarab had awakened the Queen.

And the Queen had already begun whispering to him.

Her voice was like velvet soaked in venom:


“Bring me my soul... and I shall bring you power undying.”



Malik smiled.



Isabelle dreamed of sandstorms swallowing cities. Of pyramids tilting under a blood-red moon. Of scarabs crawling from her own mouth.

She woke with a scream.

But her reflection did not.

Her reflection smiled back.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The bells of Notre-Dame de Paris did not ring that morning.

They should have—Isabelle Moreau knew the rhythm by heart, the way the sound rolled across the Île de la Cité and spilled into the streets like a blessing. But when she stepped onto the embankment, the cathedral loomed in silence, its towers dark against a pewter sky. Even the river seemed to hesitate.

The Seine slid past in a sluggish coil, thick with fog. Somewhere beneath its surface, ancient stone corridors threaded the city like veins. And something had begun to move through them.

Isabelle tightened her scarf and checked her phone. No service. Again.

She told herself it was coincidence. She had spent her life cataloging coincidences and calling them patterns. But this morning—after the dream, after the mirror that smiled back at her—coincidence felt like a luxury she could no longer afford.

A police van idled near the barricades around the dig site. Men in uniforms murmured to one another, their voices hushed, eyes darting toward the sealed pit as if it might answer back.

“Dr. Moreau.”

She turned. Captain Legrand approached, his expression pulled tight by fatigue and something close to fear. “We found something else.”

Her stomach sank. “Where?”

He hesitated, then gestured toward the river. “Downstream. One of the sewer crews.”

They found the body tangled in reeds near the bank.

Or what was left of it.

Isabelle crouched beside the tarp as the forensic team worked in grim silence. The corpse’s skin had turned the color of old parchment, stretched tight over bone. The eyes were gone—no, not gone. Burned out, the sockets rimmed with blackened flesh. Hieroglyphs—no, brands—spiraled across the chest, cut so deep the wounds had fused into scars.

“This wasn’t drowning,” Legrand said quietly.

“No,” Isabelle whispered. “It was a message.”

She recognized the pattern instantly. A funerary curse, inverted. Not to protect the dead—but to mark the living.

A low hum vibrated through the air, barely audible. Isabelle straightened slowly.

“Do you hear that?” she asked.

Legrand frowned. “Hear what?”

The hum deepened, resolving into a whisper that brushed her ear like breath.

He wakes.

Isabelle staggered back, heart hammering. The sound vanished as quickly as it came, leaving only the slap of water against stone.

That was when the river surged.

The Seine swelled unnaturally, water churning as if something massive had passed beneath the surface. A shockwave rippled outward, knocking officers off their feet. Sirens wailed. Somewhere, glass shattered.

From beneath Notre-Dame, a tremor rolled through the earth.

The seal was breaking.

Miles away, deep under the Left Bank, ancient mechanisms groaned awake.

Stone doors that had not moved since the fall of Rome slid open with screams of grinding rock. Dust plumed through forgotten corridors. In the darkness, symbols ignited—red, then gold, then black—etched into walls by hands long turned to ash.

A chamber bloomed with sickly light.

At its center, a sarcophagus lay open.

The lid had been forced aside from within.

Inside, only dust remained... and a single black feather.

A woman’s laughter echoed through the tunnels, layered and inhuman, reverberating through bone and stone alike.

Queen Neferari inhaled for the first time in centuries.

By noon, the Louvre Museum was in chaos.

Security shutters slammed down across gallery entrances. Alarms shrieked, echoing off marble and glass. Visitors were herded toward exits, confusion mounting as guards barked orders they didn’t fully understand.

Isabelle ran.

She moved against the tide, ducking under a closing gate, badge flashing as she sprinted toward the Egyptian wing. Her breath burned in her chest. The whisper had returned—stronger now—threading through her thoughts like a parasite.

Come home.

“No,” she gasped, skidding to a halt before the central sarcophagus hall.

The artifacts were reacting.

Gold amulets rattled against their cases. Stone lids vibrated, dust drifting from their seams. One display case cracked clean down the center, glass spiderwebbing outward as a ushabti figurine inside split apart, revealing writhing beetles beneath.

Scarab beetles.

They poured from the cracks in the floor, hundreds of them, their shells glistening wetly as they swarmed toward the exits. Visitors screamed. Guards fired tasers uselessly into the mass as the insects crawled up walls, across ceilings, into vents.

Isabelle backed away, heart in her throat.

A hand closed around her arm.

She whirled, ready to strike—but stopped.

The man who held her was tall, broad-shouldered, his grip firm but not cruel. His eyes were a cold, steady gray, scanning the room with practiced precision.

“Dr. Isabelle Moreau,” he said. Not a question. “You’re coming with me.”

“Who are you?” she demanded, trying to pull free.

“Someone who knows what happens next.”

A tremor shook the hall. One of the massive statues toppled, shattering the marble floor.

He didn’t wait for her answer. He dragged her toward a service corridor just as the lights went out.

They burst into darkness.

Emergency lights flickered on, bathing the corridor in red. The man released her only once the door slammed shut behind them, sealing off the chaos.

Isabelle rounded on him. “You don’t get to abduct me in my own museum.”

He met her glare without flinching. “I just saved your life.”

“By kidnapping me?”

“By moving you before the first vessel cracked.”

She froze. “You know about the seal.”

“I know about him,” Gabriel Thorne said. “And about the Queen who woke him.”

Her pulse thundered. “Then you know this can’t be happening. Setep is a myth.”

Gabriel’s jaw tightened. He rolled up his sleeve.

The scar burned bright against his skin—a jagged symbol like a broken sun, its edges blackened as if seared by fire.

Isabelle’s breath caught. “That mark...”

“Is older than Paris,” he said. “And it’s burning because the Pharaoh-King is breathing again.”

The building shuddered violently. Somewhere above them, stone cracked.

Gabriel stepped closer, lowering his voice. “The seal beneath Notre-Dame wasn’t meant to hold him forever. It was meant to delay him. Until the Heir appeared.”

Her vision swam. “The Heir of what?”

Before he could answer, the whisper roared through her skull, no longer subtle.

Blood calls to blood.

Isabelle screamed.

By dusk, Paris was no longer itself.

Power outages rippled across arrondissements. Metro lines ground to a halt as tunnels flooded—or collapsed. In the cemeteries, dogs howled and refused to enter the gates.

At Père Lachaise Cemetery, a grave split open.

A hand clawed its way free, skin gray and cracking, eyes glowing with baleful light.

Across the city, mirrors fogged and cracked. People reported whispers in churches, shadows moving against walls where no one stood.

And beneath the streets, the Army of Dust began to stir.

The corridor lights flickered again—once, twice—then steadied into a low, pulsing red.

Isabelle’s scream echoed off the concrete, swallowed slowly by the building’s depths. Her knees buckled, but Gabriel caught her before she hit the floor, gripping her shoulders as her breath came in sharp, panicked gasps.

“Don’t fight it,” he said, urgent but controlled. “It’s trying to anchor itself through fear.”

She shoved him away, backing into the wall. “You don’t get to tell me what’s happening inside my own head.”

The whisper surged again, threading through her skull like thorns.

Daughter of ash. Daughter of silence.

She pressed her palms against her temples. “Make it stop.”

Gabriel hesitated—then placed his scarred forearm against the center of her chest. The heat startled her, but the whisper recoiled, retreating into a dull murmur.

Her breathing slowed.

“That mark... it repels her?” she asked weakly.

“Not repels,” he said. “Reminds her she doesn’t own me anymore.”

“Anymore?”

Before she could press him, the corridor shuddered violently. Dust rained from the ceiling. Somewhere nearby, glass shattered in a cascading crash.

Gabriel swore. “We need to move. The museum isn’t safe.”

“You think I haven’t figured that out?” Isabelle snapped, forcing herself upright. “But running blindly is how people get killed.”

He met her glare. For the first time, she saw something beneath the soldier’s calm—recognition. Respect.

“Fine,” he said. “Then listen fast.”

They moved through a service stairwell, descending deeper beneath the museum as Gabriel spoke.

“Setep wasn’t just a Pharaoh,” he said. “He was a weapon. Neferari’s greatest creation.”

Isabelle’s stomach twisted. “That’s not in any text.”

“Because the priests burned the texts,” Gabriel replied. “And killed the scribes. And buried the truth under cities that didn’t exist yet.”

They reached a reinforced door marked Archives – Restricted. Gabriel forced it open with a grunt.

Inside, the room hummed with backup generators. Shelving units lined the walls, stacked with crates and sealed documents. Ancient history sleeping in metal boxes.

“Setep was her executioner,” Gabriel continued. “Her lover. Her failure. She bound his soul to an immortal form—half man, half jackal—so he could rule beyond death.”

“And the seal?” Isabelle asked.

“Wasn’t meant to keep him dead,” Gabriel said grimly. “It was meant to keep her from reaching him.”

Isabelle swallowed. “Then why Paris?”

Gabriel paused. “Because this is where he fell.”

Fire.

Stone collapsing.

Roman soldiers screaming as sand poured through streets that should never have known it.

A jackal-headed king impaled on a spear of blackened gold, roaring defiance as priests dragged him beneath a collapsing temple.

A woman’s voice—furious, broken, vengeful.


I will find you again.



Gabriel staggered slightly, gripping a shelf until the vision passed.

Isabelle stared at him, shaken. “You were there.”

He nodded once. “In another life.”

The lights flickered again.

This time, they went out completely.

Emergency illumination failed.

Darkness swallowed the archive.

From somewhere deep within the stacks came the sound of stone grinding against stone.

Isabelle froze. “That’s not the building settling.”

“No,” Gabriel said quietly. “That’s something waking up.”

A crate toppled nearby. Then another.

Something moved through the dark—slow, deliberate. The air grew colder, thick with the scent of myrrh and decay.

A voice whispered from everywhere at once:


He is mine.



Isabelle’s pulse thundered. She fumbled in her coat, fingers closing around a flashlight. She flicked it on—



The beam illuminated a figure standing between the shelves.



Wrapped in rotted linen. Skin stretched tight over bone. Its jaw hung slack, eyes burning with a dull, corpse-light.



A mummy.



It tilted its head, listening.



Then it lunged.



Gabriel moved instantly, shoving Isabelle aside as the creature slammed into a shelving unit, splintering wood and metal. He drew a compact blade from his coat—its edge etched with symbols that glowed faintly blue.



The mummy hissed, recoiling.



“Stay behind me,” Gabriel ordered.



The creature rushed him again. Gabriel ducked, slashing upward. The blade bit deep, and black ichor sprayed across the floor. The mummy shrieked—a sound like sand dragged across stone—and clawed at him wildly.



Isabelle grabbed a fallen torch from a display crate, fumbling for the striker. Sparks flew. The torch ignited.



She thrust the flame forward.



The mummy convulsed as fire licked across its wrappings. It collapsed, thrashing violently before going still, the body crumbling into ash.



Silence fell.



Isabelle stared at the remains, shaking. “That... that was impossible.”



Gabriel wiped his blade clean. “That was only a scout.”



Her blood ran cold.



Sirens screamed through the streets as dusk settled.

At Place Saint-Michel, a sinkhole opened without warning, swallowing two cars and exposing a yawning black tunnel beneath the street.

In churches across the city, candles extinguished themselves. Confessionals rattled. Choir lofts collapsed.

At Père Lachaise Cemetery, more graves cracked open.

By nightfall, the news networks had stopped broadcasting.

Far beneath Montmartre, Malik Rashid knelt before a mirror framed in bone and gold.

The surface rippled like water.

A woman’s face emerged—beautiful, terrible, crowned in fire and shadow.

“My Queen,” Malik whispered.

“You have done well,” Neferari purred. “The seal fractures faster than I dreamed.”

“What of the Heir?” Malik asked.

Her eyes flashed. “She will come to me.”

“And the Marked One?”

Neferari smiled slowly. “He already remembers.”

Isabelle sat on the cold floor, knees drawn to her chest, staring at the ash where the mummy had fallen.

“You still think this is coincidence?” Gabriel asked softly.

She shook her head. “I think my entire career has been a lie.”

“No,” he said. “It’s been preparation.”

She looked up at him. “For what?”

“For war.”

Above them, something massive shifted beneath the city.

Stone cracked.

And somewhere in the dark, a king without mercy began to rise.

Paris did not sleep that night.

Neither did the dead.

In a candlelit chamber hidden beneath a shuttered chapel, robed figures gathered around a stone table etched with symbols older than Christianity.

“The seal is broken,” one intoned.

“The Queen rises,” another answered.

A third figure stepped forward. “Then we proceed with the contingency.”

They turned as one to the symbol carved into the floor: an eye wreathed in flame.

“The Heir must be protected,” the leader said. “And the Marked One must remember who he was.”

Far above them, Gabriel Thorne felt the pull of ancient memory tighten like a noose.

Paris burned with quiet panic as night fell. Somewhere beneath the city, a king without a kingdom drew breath. A queen without a body whispered her name into willing ears.

And Dr. Isabelle Moreau—archaeologist, skeptic, descendant—stood at the center of it all, marked by blood and fate, as the past reached forward with clawed hands.

The seal was broken.

And nothing buried would stay dead.
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The night Paris remembered for its beauty was not the night Paris received.

Fog rolled low over the Seine, thick as breath against glass, swallowing lamplight and softening the city’s sharp edges into something older, more dangerous. From the embankments, the water reflected fractured ribbons of gold and red, as if the river itself were bleeding light.

Isabelle Moreau stood on the balcony of the Louvre Museum, watching the river move.

Behind her, the gala hummed—champagne flutes clinking, laughter spilling between velvet-draped columns, donors and diplomats admiring relics they believed safely dead. The event had not been canceled despite the blackouts, despite the sinkholes, despite the rumors racing through the city like wildfire.

Public reassurance, the Ministry had called it.

Isabelle called it denial.

She adjusted the sleeve of her black dress, the silk whispering against her skin. Beneath the fabric, she could still feel the phantom heat of Gabriel’s scar where it had touched her chest hours earlier. The whisper had not returned in full, but it lingered now like a pressure behind her eyes.

“You look like someone attending her own funeral.”

Isabelle didn’t turn. “You clean up well for an omen of the apocalypse.”

Gabriel Thorne leaned against the stone balustrade beside her, dark suit concealing the weapons she knew were there. His hair was neatly tied back, his expression unreadable—but his eyes never stopped moving, tracking reflections in the glass, shadows in the fog.

“The Brotherhood insisted we stay close,” he said. “They think she’ll strike publicly.”

“Neferari?” Isabelle asked.

Gabriel nodded. “Fear feeds her faster than blood.”

Isabelle exhaled slowly. “Then this place is a banquet.”

Inside, the Egyptian wing gleamed.

Artifacts once sealed behind reinforced shutters were now displayed beneath crystal lighting, guarded by discreet security teams and men Isabelle recognized—not guards, but Brotherhood watchers posing as staff. Symbols hidden beneath cufflinks. Rings engraved with the Eye.

The centerpiece of the exhibit sat beneath a domed skylight: the blackened golden scarab recovered from beneath Notre-Dame, encased in layered glass etched with protective sigils.

Isabelle hated looking at it.

The scarab felt wrong here—too alive, too aware. She could almost feel it watching her, its presence tugging at something buried deep in her blood.

“Dr. Moreau,” a voice purred.

She turned to find Malik Rashid approaching, impeccably dressed, his usual warmth softened into something sharper. His eyes lingered on the scarab.

“I didn’t expect to see you here,” she said carefully.

Malik smiled. “History doesn’t wait for permission.”

Gabriel stiffened beside her.

Malik’s gaze flicked to him. “And you must be the bodyguard.”

“Something like that,” Gabriel replied coolly.

The scarab pulsed.

Just once.

Isabelle’s heart skipped. “Malik—did you translate anything new from the fragments?”

Malik’s smile didn’t falter. “Some things are better left untranslated.”

Before she could respond, the lights dimmed.

The gala quieted, guests turning toward the central dais as the museum director stepped forward to speak. Applause followed—polite, controlled.

Then the first scream cut through the air.

Glass exploded.

A body crashed through a display case, shards raining down like knives. Panic erupted as guests scattered, screams echoing through marble halls.

From the fog beyond the skylight, figures emerged—masked, robed in dark linen, their movements unnaturally synchronized. Scarabs crawled across their exposed skin, disappearing beneath collars and cuffs.

“Cult,” Gabriel growled.

The first gunshot rang out.

Security fell back as the attackers moved with terrifying precision, blades flashing, gunfire muffled by the roar of chaos. One of the cultists raised his hand and spoke a word that made Isabelle’s ears ring—

The floor split.

Stone cracked open as skeletal hands clawed their way up from beneath the tiles. Mummified figures rose, dragging themselves free, eyes burning with cold light.

The dead had come to the party.

“Move!” Gabriel shouted, grabbing Isabelle’s wrist as a mummy lunged for them. He fired twice—silver rounds etched with sigils—blowing the creature’s head apart in a spray of dust and bone.

Isabelle ducked as a blade swung past her face, snatching a fallen fire extinguisher and slamming it into the attacker’s knee. The cultist collapsed with a howl. Scarabs poured from the wound.

She screamed and kicked the extinguisher into the creature’s chest, triggering the discharge. White foam engulfed the scarabs, freezing them mid-crawl.

“Nice thinking!” Gabriel yelled.

They pushed toward a side corridor, but the way was cut off as a towering figure dropped from the balcony above.

Seven feet tall. Wrapped in ceremonial wrappings. Its chest bore the inverted Eye.

A priest.

It raised a staff topped with a black ankh and slammed it into the floor.

The air bent.

Isabelle felt her lungs seize as shadows poured from the walls, coiling into serpentine shapes that struck at anything that moved.

Gabriel shoved her behind a pillar. “Stay down!”

He charged, blade flashing, but the priest caught him mid-strike, flinging him across the hall like a rag doll. Gabriel slammed into a statue, stone cracking under the impact.

“Gabriel!” Isabelle screamed.

The priest turned toward her, voice echoing like it came from a tomb.


“Blood of the Sister. You will kneel.”



Her vision swam. The whisper surged back, stronger than ever.





Come to me.

“No,” Isabelle gasped, fighting the pull.

A gunshot rang out.

The priest staggered as a round tore through its shoulder. Another followed, then another—each impact flaring with blue-white light.

From the smoke stepped a woman in a tailored coat, eyes hard, weapon steady.

“Brotherhood of the Eye,” she snapped. “Fall back!”

Brotherhood agents poured in from hidden corridors, engaging the cultists in brutal close-quarters combat. Sigils flared. Blades sang. The dead fell—again.

The priest shrieked as one agent drove a consecrated spike through its chest. It collapsed into dust.

Silence crashed down in its wake, broken only by sobbing and distant alarms.

Bodies lay scattered across the hall—some human, some not. The scarab’s case stood cracked but intact, the artifact inside vibrating faintly.

Isabelle rushed to Gabriel’s side. He was on one knee, blood seeping through his sleeve, jaw clenched in pain.

“You’re hurt.”

“I’ve been worse,” he muttered, forcing himself upright. “But she was close. I felt her.”

The Brotherhood woman approached. “Queen Neferari tested your defenses tonight,” she said. “Next time, she won’t test.”

Isabelle stared at the destruction, the broken bodies, the fear etched into every survivor’s face.

“This was just a distraction,” she said slowly.

The woman nodded. “Yes.”

A Brotherhood agent ran up, pale. “We’ve lost the scarab.”

Isabelle’s blood turned to ice. “What do you mean, lost?”

The glass case was empty.

Somewhere beyond the museum walls, the fog thickened over the Seine.

And in the river’s depths, something massive shifted, answering a call older than Paris itself.

A shadow rose beneath the water.

Watching.

Waiting.

For a moment, no one moved.

The absence where the scarab had been was louder than the alarms—an empty wound in the air that pulsed with wrongness. Isabelle stepped closer to the shattered case, her heartbeat roaring in her ears.

“No,” she whispered. “It was sealed. Triple warded.”

The Brotherhood woman swore under her breath. “Nothing is fully sealed anymore.”

Around them, emergency crews swarmed in—paramedics tending to the wounded, security herding survivors away from the carnage. The gala had devolved into a nightmare tableau of blood-streaked marble and broken antiquities.

Gabriel scanned the hall, jaw tight. “This wasn’t a smash-and-grab. They wanted panic. Chaos. While something else moved.”

Isabelle turned sharply. “The river.”

Gabriel met her eyes. “Exactly.”

They reached the embankment just as police lights flared against the fog.

The Seine churned violently now, its surface rippling in concentric waves that spread outward from a single point midstream. Officers shouted, backing away as the water bulged unnaturally, as if something vast pressed upward from below.

A shape broke the surface.

Not fully—just enough.

A ridge of black stone-like flesh rose, slick with water and algae, etched faintly with hieroglyphs that burned dim red beneath the surface. The river hissed as steam curled upward.

Isabelle felt her knees weaken.

“That’s not Setep,” she breathed.

Gabriel shook his head slowly. “No. That’s a sentinel.”

The ridge sank back beneath the water, leaving the river eerily calm once more.

Silence followed. Then screams—from farther down the quay.

Something had surfaced there too.

They were ushered into a commandeered security van, the doors slamming shut behind them. Inside, the air smelled of oil, blood, and ozone. Brotherhood operatives spoke in rapid murmurs, coordinating responses across the city.

The woman from the museum—Commander Valence—turned to Isabelle.

“You’ve crossed the threshold tonight,” Valence said. “There’s no returning to ignorance.”

Isabelle laughed weakly. “That ship sank when the dead started walking.”

Valence inclined her head. “You are the Heir.”

The words landed like a physical blow.

Gabriel stiffened. “You’re certain?”

Valence pulled a sealed folder from her coat and slid it across the bench. Inside were genealogical charts, photographs, translations—proof layered upon proof.

“Neferari had a sister,” Valence said. “Erased from all official records. Her bloodline was scattered deliberately. Hidden.”

Isabelle stared at a photograph of her grandmother, taken decades earlier—around her neck, a familiar amulet she’d always assumed was decorative.

It was the Eye.

“I didn’t choose this,” Isabelle whispered.

“No,” Valence agreed. “But she did.”

A Brotherhood agent leaned into the van. “Commander—Rashid is gone.”

Isabelle’s head snapped up. “Malik?”

“He disappeared during the evacuation. His apartment’s empty. No electronic trail.”

Gabriel’s expression darkened. “He didn’t run. He was called.”

Valence nodded grimly. “Then the Queen has her tongue.”

Isabelle closed her eyes. Images flashed—Malik’s smile, his careful omissions, the way his eyes lingered on the scarab.

“How long?” she asked.

“Long enough,” Valence said. “He was never fully ours.”

They were halfway across the bridge when the screaming began.

A woman staggered from the fog, clutching her head, eyes rolling back as she collapsed to the pavement. Her body convulsed violently, spine arching at an impossible angle.

Gabriel was out of the van before anyone could stop him.

“Clear back!” he shouted as Isabelle followed despite Valence’s curse.

The woman’s mouth opened—and something else spoke.


“You cannot stop the tide.”



Her voice layered over itself, harmonized and wrong. Black veins spread across her face as her eyes ignited with gold fire.



Isabelle felt the pull again—stronger now. The whisper curled lovingly around her thoughts.




Come to me, sister’s child.

She staggered.

Gabriel caught her, pressing his scarred arm against her again. The woman shrieked as if burned, collapsing into unconsciousness.

The whisper retreated, furious.

Paramedics rushed in, shaken. Valence stared at Isabelle, fear finally cracking her composure.

“She can reach you directly,” Valence said.

Isabelle nodded numbly. “She’s getting closer.”

By dawn, Paris was unraveling.

Entire metro lines were shut down. Sinkholes swallowed streets. Hospitals overflowed with the injured and the raving—people who swore they’d seen shadows walking independently of bodies, heard voices chanting beneath the streets.

The official story blamed terrorism. Gas explosions. Structural failures.

No one believed it.

From a high rooftop overlooking the river, Malik Rashid watched the city convulse.

The scarab rested in his hands, its surface now fully black, warm as living flesh. It pulsed in time with his heartbeat.

“You did well,” Neferari whispered from within him. “Soon, my king will walk again.”

Malik smiled, eyes glowing faintly in the dark. “Paris will kneel.”

Back beneath the river, ancient chains snapped one by one.

Something vast stirred, coils shifting against stone. The sentinel awakened fully now, sensing the Queen’s call—and beyond it, the presence of the Heir.

Above, the fog thickened, swallowing the city lights.

And in its depths, a shadow moved upstream.

Toward the heart of Paris.
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