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  Prologue

  
  




Threads in the Dark

They will tell you the Minotaur was a story.

That kings invented monsters to keep people obedient. That a clever girl with a ball of string bested an empire. That light is always enough.

They will be wrong in ways that matter.

Messara, Crete — Spring, 1943

Rain crawls across the hills in thin, determined lines. Inside the cavern, lamps buzz and tremble. Engineers whisper in two languages not built to agree. On a crate, a white-boned altar waits beneath a tarp; near it, a silver cradle holds a glass vial like an animal tooth. A boy no taller than the rifles he oils watches men draw lines on stone—sun marks, double axes, careful spirals—until the hall looks less like a cave and more like a plan.

“Fótise, métra, thysíase,” someone says: light it, measure it, pay for it.

The switch is thrown.

What wakes in the dark that night isn’t myth. It is math—spliced, coaxed, taught to breathe. When the hillside erupts at dawn and the mouth of the labyrinth seals itself with fire and earth, the paperwork will say the site was lost. The paperwork will be almost right.

One boy runs. One boy stays. Stories begin when choices do.

Cairo — Five Years Ago

Wedding bells pour out of a church and float over rooftops like bright birds. Inside, a woman keeps faith with a door that won’t open. Across the city, a car pulls away from a curb, and a phone vibrates itself silent on a hotel dresser. Orders are delivered with polite faces. A son is reminded he belongs to a rank before he belongs to himself.

Love stands still. Duty does not.

Messara — Present Day

Fire eats the forest in sentences the wind composes and erases. From the air, the burn looks like writing: looping strokes, hard stops, commas of unburned green. At the edge of the blaze, a line of figures in yellow and gray moves as one long hinge. In their comms, a single word repeats: contain.

Beneath the fire, stone that remembers everything waits.

A woman with a scientist’s hands and a scholar’s stubbornness will read walls that most eyes only see. A man who has learned to survive longer than he trusts will hold a mirror up to the sun and a weapon up to the night. Between them, a disc of bronze will decide which doors are doors and which are promises.

There will be others: a guide who went into the earth as a child and never stopped hearing it breathe; a patron whose money speaks fluent motive; a soldier who knows the price of saving and the cost of being saved too late.

Some of them will come looking for gold. Some for legacy. Some for the thing inside the vial that names itself first.

All of them will find a truth older than their reasons:

Light is a key.

Keys demand a price.

Not all monsters are born. Some are built.

If you need a map, the labyrinth is kind enough to offer one. It draws itself in heat and ash across a hillside, in scratched symbols where the rock still sweats old salt, in a medallion’s pinholes that turn sun into arrows. It will show you paths that lead forward, and it will show you paths that lead back, and if you look long enough you will understand that the difference is mostly courage and who you refuse to leave behind.

Follow the light, and the doors will open.

Forget the cost, and the doors will close.

Somewhere below lampblack and limestone, a patient thing listens for footsteps and learns the shape of day. Above it, two people who should have married and didn’t carry more than gear: they carry the questions every myth replaces with certainty.

What do you owe the dead?

What do you save when saving means you might bring something with you?

If you can lock the door, should you? If you can’t, who holds the mirror?

This is not the story of slaying a monster.

It is the story of choosing what your light will make possible.
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St. Augustine’s Catholic Church — Cairo, Five Years Ago

Wedding bells spilled over rooftops and minarets, bright as thrown coins. Vendors barked, scooters needled through traffic, heat came off the pavement in shivers. Inside St. Augustine’s—white walls, clean lines, stained glass carved into modern geometry—the pews filled in murmuring rows, perfume and aftershave braided with candle wax.

In the bride’s room, Jessica Chase sat very straight, hands folded to hide the tremor. The dress was a white blade of satin, silver thread licking the bodice. Her hair had been worked into obedience and pinned with pearls; her mouth painted the colour of a promise. The mirror gave her a composed version of herself. The pulse in her throat said otherwise.

The door edged open. Marie slid in—hat brim like a small sail, the blue suit that made her look both expensive and breakable. She shut the door softly, as if noise might bruise the air.

“The boys haven’t turned up yet,” she said.

Jessica didn’t move. “Define ‘haven’t turned up.’”

“Sean’s not here.” Marie fussed with the train, the way people do when they don’t want to make eye contact. “Terry either. Best man, missing. Groom, missing. Rings—presumably with one of them—also missing.”

“He’ll come.” Jessica’s voice was controlled enough to pass a breathalyser. “He always does.”

“Of course,” Marie said, too quickly. “You know how men get the night before. One beer becomes five, five becomes… a tactical error.”

Jessica rose and the dress sighed down her legs. Three and a half strides between chaise and wardrobe. “He’s never let me down. Not birthdays, not exams, not when I redecorated his sofa with food poisoning. Sean shows up.”

“When he does, I’ll personally strangle him with the bow tie for the drama.”

Jessica glanced at the clock. Ten minutes to the ceremony. A small room of time that felt like it had started shrinking.

“Call him again.”

“I have.” Marie lifted her phone. “Voicemail. I left something motherly and supportive.”

“What did you say?”

“That if he makes you cry on your wedding day, I will salt the earth where he stands.”

Jessica’s mouth twitched despite itself. She pressed her palms to her ribs until her heartbeat felt contained. “He’ll come,” she repeated, this time to the room.

—

The Regency Hotel — Downtown Cairo

The room smelled of cologne and last night’s gin. Sean Carter stood in a wash of lamplight, toothbrush working like he was polishing a weapon. Twenty-five, lean, swimmer’s shoulders. Hair that refused product. Eyes bloodshot but clear. He spat, rinsed, stared himself down in the mirror the way men do when they’re trying on the word husband and measuring the weight.

The bathroom door banged and Terry shouldered through in a tux borrowed from a larger man. Clean-shaven, crew cut, a Chinese dragon inked from deltoid to elbow. Bow tie undone as if it had given up.

“Mate, we’re late,” Terry said. “Marie just called me an unprintable word with three syllables. Might’ve been French.”

Sean hunted for cufflinks, found them under an empty bottle, winced. “Tell her we’re on our way.”

“I told her we should be on our way. She told me she hopes I trip on the aisle and face-plant into the Virgin Mary.”

“Fair.” Sean shrugged into his jacket.

Terry checked his phone. “Eleven missed from Jess. Seven from Marie. Two from a number that looks like a teleport code.”

“Rings.” Sean held out a hand.

Terry patted himself down like a man frisking a myth. “Pocket.” He produced the box with a flourish, dropped it, redeemed himself with a slide and catch that only knocked one knee.

“Christ,” Sean half-laughed. “You nearly gave me a stroke.”

“Join the club.” Terry shoved the box at him. “Also, about last night—”

“No,” Sean said. “No about last night today.”

“You’re the one who wanted to see the Nile at three a.m. because ‘history doesn’t sleep.’”

“And you’re the one who poured chilli vodka down my throat and called it hydration.” He snapped the cufflinks in, knuckles pale. He paused, looking toward the window. Cairo beyond the glass was bright and harmless and far too loud.

“What?” Terry said.

“Nothing.” A beat. “I’m fine.” He said it like he was trying to convince the mirror.

Terry clapped him between the shoulder blades. “You love the girl. You turn up. That’s the whole job.”

“Yeah,” Sean said, wishing the word didn’t catch on something under his tongue. “Let’s go.”

They grabbed jackets, wallets, keys, ego. The door clicked shut.

On the bedside table, Sean’s mobile woke, buzzing insect-urgent. It rolled an inch, lit the room with a square of cold light. Jessica (9). Marie (6). Unknown (5). The screen timed out, bored with its own alarm.

—

St. Augustine’s — Nave

The priest checked his watch like a man in a hostage situation. The organist vamped on something church-adjacent. Guests in linen and silk shifted, the murmur rising an octave, curiosity curdling toward pity. Kids were bribed with mints. An aunt took on water like a sinking ship.

Jessica stood in the wings, veil down, fingers locked around the bouquet so tight the stems creaked. White roses with a lemon edge, scent lost under the thud in her ears.

“They’re on the way,” Marie said, husbanding her temper, and hating the lie.

“How long?”

“Close. Cairo close.”

The veil softened the world into a gauze of shapes; Jessica lifted it, refusing the softened version of reality. The aisle unrolled like a dare. At the far end, the priest had the face of a man who’d officiated enough marriages to know how some beginnings feel like ends.

“Five more minutes,” she said. “Then we start anyway. He can walk in late and take the full weight of everyone’s eyes.”

“That’s savage.”

“It’s honest.” She adjusted the veil. “If he’s not dead, he’d better be memorable.”

—

The Regency — Hallway / Lift

Terry stabbed the lift button like it owed him money. The doors opened on a family of tourists who pressed themselves to the sides. Lobby. Burnt toast and espresso. The concierge started to raise a hand; Terry was already past.

“Taxi out front,” he said. “If we hit every red light between here and Heliopolis, I’m converting to Buddhism.”

They shouldered through the revolving door into heat. A taxi idled. The driver flicked his cigarette and nodded like this was the beginning of a story he’d tell badly later.

Sean slid into the back; his phone vibrated again, a small animal desperate for attention. 20 missed calls. His stomach dropped in a clean, mechanical way.

“Answer it,” Terry said.

Sean stared at the unknown number. For one heartbeat he considered not answering—letting momentum decide the day. He hit call back.

Busy signal. A text from Jessica: Are you okay? Please answer. Another from the unknown: Where are you? It’s important.

“Drive,” Terry barked. The car leapt into traffic.

—

Sacristy Door

The priest’s expression was pastoral and practical. “Ms. Chase, we can delay a few minutes more, but there’s a service at three. We’ll need to begin.”

Jessica’s mouth had gone dry. She nodded once. “We begin.”

Marie caught her arm. “Are you sure?”

“No. But I refuse to be the woman who waits until she disappears.”

Formation: ushers, bridesmaids, a flower girl who took her job with surgical sincerity. Music swelled. The double doors swung wide. Heat and light strode in like uninvited guests.

Jessica stepped forward, veil a soft weight, spine a steel cable disguised as grace.

—

Road to Heliopolis

The taxi screamed a yellow. A scooter kissed the bumper and spat a curse. Sirens somewhere—close, then not. Sean’s knee bounced, a piston under his palm.

“Tell me something true,” Terry said, eyes ahead.

“I love her,” Sean said, confession and fact. “I’m terrified not of marrying her but of deserving her.”

“Good. Hold that. Everything else is logistics.”

Sean’s phone buzzed again. Unknown: If you care about Jessica, you need to— The message cut off. A second bubble started, then vanished.

Traffic knotted into a standstill. A city bus had decided it was a wall.

“We run it,” Terry said, peeling bills. He threw money at the driver, who blessed and blasphemed them in the same breath.

They hit the street. Heat slapped. Two men in tuxes running through Cairo: not a metaphor, just a bad plan in expensive tailoring.

—

The Hotel Forecourt

As they burst into the glare, a sleek black limousine eased to the curb. Mirror-polished paint. Obsidian tint. Military plates.

“Since when does Defence offer wedding rides?” Terry muttered.

The driver’s door opened. A thin Army corporal stepped out—dress blues, ceremonial cap, posture like a textbook. Hands too soft, boots too clean, eyes regulation steel.

“Sirs,” he said. “Will you please come with me?”

Sean’s gut tightened. That tone—polite, firm, impossible to argue with—wasn’t a question.

“I can’t,” he said, stepping past. “I’ve got a wedding.”

The corporal shifted, blocking him like a turnstile. “Please, sir. I insist.”

No menace. No raised voice. Just orders dressed as manners. Orders that didn’t come from small places.

Sean glanced at Terry. The big man shrugged, then nodded. They climbed in.

The doors sealed with a deliberate thunk. The car pulled away before Sean’s seatbelt clicked.

“What are you going to do about the wedding?” Terry asked, trying for casual and missing.

“I don’t know.” Sean stared through smoked glass as the hotel slid away. “She’s going to kill me.”

“Call her,” Terry said, popping a minibar Scotch. He raised it like a toast. “Before she actually kills you.”

Sean patted jacket, pants. Panic grew teeth. “Where’s my phone? Shit—I left it in the room.”

“Use mine.” Terry tossed his handset. Dead.

“Can we stop?” Sean leaned forward. “I need to call Jessica.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the corporal said without turning. “That is not permitted.”

“Why the hell not?”

“My orders are to collect you and bring you in.”

Sean sat back, jaw tight, fists clenched. “This is bullshit.”

“Call her when this is over,” Terry said quietly. “Whatever this is.”

The limo rolled on. Cairo thinned into ring-road glare, then industrial yards, rusted fences, then desert—flat, dry, endless. In the rear-view, the skyline faded. Somewhere behind, Jessica was still waiting—veil, bouquet, perfect white dress—and every second ticked toward the point of no return.

—

Room 804 — Unattended

Sun angled through the curtains. On the dresser, Sean’s phone buzzed against wood, screen flaring to life.

Then again.

And again.

Jessica. Marie. Mum. Brother. Jessica.

Thirty-five missed calls in less than half an hour.

Battery low.

The glass went dark. The room swallowed what sound it had left.

—

St. Augustine’s — Later

Silence replaced the crowd. Perfume and candle wax lingered. Programs curled at the corners. Bowls of rice sat untouched.

Jessica stood where the vows were meant to happen, veil lifted, the white of her dress too bright against the dim. Hours earlier she’d pictured a future that arrived in a ring and a promise. Now the future felt like an empty nave.

Mascara shadowed her cheeks. She stared at the double doors as if patience could make them open.

They didn’t.

Breath left her in a thin, shaken thread. She stepped down from the altar and folded to her knees on the flagstone, bouquet set gently beside her like something that could break.

The first sob escaped before she could swallow it. One hand to her mouth, the other fisted silk. The sound climbed into the vaulting and came back smaller, lonelier, as if even the church didn’t know what to do with it.

A few petals let go and fell.

This was supposed to be the start of forever.

Instead, it was the minute a heart learned how to break and keep beating anyway.

—

SECRET ARMY WEAPONS RESEARCH BASE — ARTIFACT DIVISION

The blast doors parted with a hydraulic hiss.

Sean and Terry stepped into a bunker pretending to be an office. Downlights carved a bright island across a long conference table; the rest of the room kept its secrets in shadow.

At the table’s center, a hologram spun—sleek, compact, unmistakably predatory. Half the size of a standard rifle, all menace and math. The label rotated:

APG MARK I

ANTI-PANZER GUN

GERMAN PROTOTYPE — LOST, 1945

Sean didn’t care. Not now.

He threw his arms wide. “Okay—who was the bright spark that ruined my wedding day?”

A coal of light flared. Smoke unwound. The face in the glow was cut from old campaigns and bad weather—a jaw that had never apologized.

Regiment Sergeant Major Douglas Mitchell.

Sean’s father.

“You?” Disbelief sank to something heavier.

Douglas drew on the cigar and exhaled slow. “Hello, son.”

Sean’s fists knotted. He slammed his palms into the table; the hologram trembled. “You’ve followed me, haunted me, controlled me my whole life. And now you wreck my wedding? What the hell are you playing at?”

Douglas stayed level, cigar poised like punctuation. “I need your help.”

“What now?” Sean spat. “Another ghost hunt? Lost Nazi trinket? Aliens in the Vatican?”

Douglas tapped a control. The weapon exploded into cross-sections—magnetic feed, experimental recoil dampeners, hybrid casings that looked half-born and all dangerous.

“This,” he said. “APG Mark I. One of a kind. Intelligence thinks it resurfaced.”

“You dragged me from Jess—for this?”

“It’s not just a weapon
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Jessica’s Bedroom — Same Time







Artifact Division — Return
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