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​Introduction: The Museum of Silence
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The Houston Museum of Natural Science always smelled like a mix of industrial lemon floor wax and the ghosts of things that didn't survive the Ice Age. It was a cold, quiet place, kept at a constant 68 degrees to ensure that the past didn't crumble under the weight of the present.

I liked it there.

In the museum, facts were encased in glass. They didn't change. They didn't ask anything of you. A fossil was a fossil. A shard of pottery was a shard of pottery. They didn't make promises they couldn't keep.

Behind me, I could hear the rhythmic thrum-hum of the massive HVAC system. It was a steady, predictable white noise that almost—but not quite—drowned out the static in my own head.

The static had started the day of the funeral. It was a high-frequency buzz of "Why?" and "Where were You?" that never seemed to stop. My youth pastor, a man who wore expensive sneakers and talked a lot about "seasons," used to tell us that faith was the evidence of things unseen.

I leaned my forehead against the cool glass of the Ancient Judea exhibit.

"Faith," I whispered, my breath fogging the display, "is just waiting for a phone call from someone who doesn't have your number."

I looked at my reflection in the glass. I looked like a girl who was tired of waiting. My denim jacket was too big, and the dark circles under my eyes were a permanent souvenir of the "Saturday" I’d been living in for six months.

In front of me, sitting on a velvet-lined pedestal, was the ossuary. It was a simple limestone box, unremarkable except for a jagged, hairline fracture running down the side. The placard said it was two thousand years old. It had held the bones of someone who was loved, someone who was lost, and someone who—eventually—became dust.

It was just stone. It was just history. It was silent, just like God.

I didn't know that in three minutes, the silence was going to break. I didn't know that the static in my head was about to become a roar. I just reached out, past the "Do Not Touch" sign, wanting to feel something as cold and certain as the past.

​My fingertip brushed the fracture.

​And the world began to bleed.

​

​

​

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: Dust and Glass
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The air in the Houston Museum of Natural Science smelled like lemon polish and expensive silence. It was the kind of silence that had weight to it, the kind that pressed against my eardrums until I could hear the thrum of my own pulse.

"Stay with the group, Addie," Mr. Henderson called out, his voice echoing off the marble floors. He didn't look back. He didn't have to. He knew I was the straggler, the girl who lingered three feet behind everyone else like a ghost haunting her own life.

I adjusted the strap of my backpack, my palm sweating against the nylon. I wasn't looking at the "Ancient Near East" artifacts. I was looking at the dust motes dancing in the track lighting. They were free. They just drifted. They didn't have to deal with condolences or the "everything happens for a reason" cards still sitting in a shoebox under my bed.

"Check this out," Chloe whispered, leaning over a velvet rope. She was my best friend, or at least she was trying to be. "It says this stone box held the bones of someone important. An ossuary. Morbid, right?"

I looked at the limestone box. It was small—shorter than a person. It was a box for what’s left after the world is done with you.

"It’s just a box, Chloe," I said, my voice sounding flat even to me. "Empty and cold. Just like everything else here."

I stepped closer, drawn to a hairline fracture running down the side of the limestone. The sign said it dated back to 1st-century Judea. I felt a weird pull in my chest, a physical tugging, like a fishhook caught in my sternum. I reached out. I knew the rules—Do Not Touch—but I needed to feel something that wasn't glass or plastic.

The moment my fingertip brushed the stone, the lemon-scented air vanished.

The museum’s hum didn't just stop; it inverted. A high-pitched whine, like a dog whistle blown inside my skull, made me drop to my knees. The polished marble floor beneath me began to soften, turning from solid stone into something gritty and unstable.

"Chloe?" I tried to yell, but the name was swallowed by a roar of wind that shouldn't exist indoors.

The track lighting overhead flickered and stretched, the bulbs turning into searing streaks of white before burning out into a bruised, purple twilight. The glass display cases didn't break; they simply melted, their contents dissolving into the thickening air. The white museum walls bled into shades of ochre and sand.

Then came the smell.

Gone was the lemon polish. In its place was the sharp, metallic tang of blood, the musk of unwashed wool, and the heavy, sweet scent of crushed lilies rotting in the heat.

I closed my eyes, pressing my face into the grit. When the roaring finally stopped, the silence was different. It wasn't the air-conditioned silence of a building. It was the heavy, breathless silence of a city holding its breath.

I opened my eyes. I wasn't on marble. I was on a dirt path, my fingers dug deep into the dry, yellowish soil of a hillside.

The sky above wasn't the ceiling of a museum. It was a terrifying, unnatural black, even though the sun was still a dim, sickly copper disk hanging over the horizon.

In the distance, I heard a sound that made the hair on my arms stand up. It wasn't a car horn or a school bus. It was a rhythmic, metallic clank-clank-clank. Armor.

And then, a woman’s wail—sharp, jagged, and full of a grief I knew all too well—cut through the dark.

I looked down at my hands. I was still wearing my denim jacket and my Converse, but they were covered in the dust of a world that had been dead for two thousand years.

I wasn't in Houston anymore. And it wasn't a Sunday.
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​Chapter 2: The Shadow of the Skull
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The air wasn't just dark; it was thick. It felt like breathing through a wet woolen blanket. I scrambled to my feet, my Converse slipping on the loose scree of the hillside. My heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs, a trapped bird trying to break free.

"Chloe?" I croaked. My voice was thin, swallowed instantly by the heavy atmosphere.

There was no museum. No velvet ropes. No gift shop selling plastic scarabs. To my left, the hillside dropped away into a deep, rocky ravine. To my right, a massive stone wall loomed—limestone blocks the color of dried bone, towering upward until they met that bruised, impossible sky.

I looked up at the sun. It looked like a copper coin dropped into a muddy river. It was midday, but the shadows were long and jagged, stretching across the ground like grasping fingers.

A low, guttural moan drifted on the wind. It wasn’t human—it was the sound of a city in its death throes.

I started walking, my legs shaking so hard I had to brace myself against the rough stone of the city wall. The texture was different from the museum’s "Ancient Artifacts." This was raw. It smelled of woodsmoke, livestock, and something metallic—the sharp, copper tang of blood.

I rounded a bend in the path and froze.

A crowd was spilling out of a massive gate—the Damascus Gate, though I didn't know the name yet. They weren't the "biblical characters" from the flannel-graph stories in Sunday school. These people were covered in sweat and grime. Their tunics were torn, their faces smeared with dust and tears.

They weren't walking; they were fleeing.

A man stumbled past me, his eyes wide and glassy with shock. He was clutching a handful of silver coins so tightly his knuckles were white. He didn't even see me. I was a ghost in denim, standing in the middle of his nightmare.

"Excuse me?" I reached out, my hand hovering near his rough wool sleeve. "Where am I? What’s happening?"

He didn't speak. He just pointed back toward a rocky outcropping that rose above the path.

I turned my head.

The hill was shaped like a face—a hollow-eyed, terrifying grin carved into the limestone. Golgotha. The Place of the Skull.

Even from this distance, I could see them. Three vertical lines against the darkening horizon. They weren't the polished gold crosses I wore on a necklace before my brother died. They were jagged, splintered beams of timber, silhouettes against a sky that looked like a fresh bruise.

The earth beneath my feet gave a sudden, violent shudder. It wasn't a full earthquake, just a subterranean groan, as if the world itself was trying to vomit up its contents.

I fell to my knees again, my hands scraping against the sharp gravel. The grief in the air was physical. It was a pressure in my sinuses, a weight on my shoulders. It was the same feeling I’d had in the hospital hallway—that suffocating realization that the thing you love is gone, and the universe is just going to keep spinning as if nothing happened.

But here, the universe wasn't keeping quiet. The sky was mourning. The rocks were splitting.

"It's over," someone wailed nearby. A woman, her hair veiled in dark fabric, collapsed against the city wall. "It is finished. He is gone."

I watched her, a lump forming in my throat that felt like a jagged stone. I knew that feeling. I knew the exact shape of that hole in her chest.

"It's Friday," I whispered to myself, the realization chilling me more than the sudden drop in temperature. "It’s only Friday."

I looked back at the three shadows on the hill. The center one was empty now. A group of men were hurriedly lowering something—a shape wrapped in pale cloth—as the first drops of a cold, muddy rain began to fall.

I was seventeen years old, standing at the epicenter of the end of the world. And according to everything I had ever been taught, I was forty-eight hours away from the greatest miracle in history.

But as the darkness swallowed the last of the copper sun, Sunday felt like a million years away.
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​Chapter 3: The House of Bitter Herbs
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The rain wasn't a cleansing spring shower; it was a cold, muddy drizzle that turned the limestone dust into a slick paste. I huddled against the cold stones of a low wall, my denim jacket soaked through and useless. My breath hitched in my throat as the last of the light bled out of the sky.

"Hey!" I called out to a passing shadow. "Please, I just need to know where the museum went. I need a phone."

The shadow didn't stop. Nobody stopped. I was an anomaly—a girl in blue fabric that didn't exist yet, with white rubber shoes that looked like strange hooves in the mud. To them, I was probably a demon or a hallucination born of the day’s trauma.

"Please," I whispered, sliding down the wall until my knees hit the mud. My teeth began to chatter.

A hand, calloused but incredibly gentle, touched my shoulder.

I flinched, looking up. A woman stood over me. She wasn't old, but her face was etched with a fatigue that went bone-deep. Her eyes were rimmed with red, her dark hair escaping from a linen veil that was stained with sweat and something darker—dried blood from the hill.

She spoke, but the words were a jumble of guttural sounds and sharp vowels. " Ma at osa kan? "

"I don't... I don't understand," I sobbed, the dam finally breaking. "I just want to go home. My brother is gone and I'm lost and I don't know where I am."

The woman knelt in the mud, ignoring the ruin of her own clothes. She reached out, cupping my face with hands that smelled of spikenard and salt. She spoke again, her voice a desperate, rhythmic pulse. To my ears, it was still noise—until the air between us seemed to shimmer, like the heat over a highway in July.

The "static" in my brain snapped.

Suddenly, her lips were moving, and though the sounds remained foreign, the meaning bloomed in my mind like ink in water. I wasn't hearing her words; I was hearing her heart.

"You are a child of sorrow," she said. It wasn't English, but I understood it perfectly. "Like us. Like all of us tonight."

"Can you understand me?" I gasped.

"I hear your grief," she replied softly. "It speaks louder than your tongue. I am Mary of Magdala. Come. The street is no place for a lamb when the wolves are hunting."

She pulled me up. Her strength was surprising, a physical resilience that anchored my spinning world. She led me through a narrow, winding alleyway, the stone walls so close I could touch both sides. We reached a heavy wooden door. She knocked—a specific, frantic pattern—and the bolt slid back.

The interior was small, lit only by a single, flickering oil lamp that cast long, dancing shadows. The air was thick with the scent of bitter herbs—parsley and horseradish—left over from a meal that felt like it had happened
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