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  Prologue

  
  




Matmata




The sun burned gold over Matmata, and the town answered with drums.

Masks and ribbons flashed through the heat as a mixed tide of locals and visitors—Tunisian families, Italians, English backpackers, people from across the Arab world—folded their traditions into one ecstatic procession. The Day of the Dead had learned the color of Mardi Gras here: skull paint beside sequins, ululations woven through brass and snare, grief leaning into celebration. Songs for martyrs rose in Arabic; laughter rose with them. The square outside the Hotel Matmata heaved like something alive.

From the hotel doors, two Americans stepped into the crush, hands linked, packs heavy on their shoulders.

Stella McGabe moved first—tall, quick, twenty-something, hazel eyes hidden behind irised gold-brown lenses. A fitted tank beneath a camo survival suit made her look like a misfiled photograph in all this brightness. Sun glanced off her glasses as she threaded between drummers and dancers. Beside her came Michael Scott, six-foot-eleven and built like a doorframe, desert camo dark with sweat, jaw bristled, his free hand hauling gear while his shoulders shouldered a path through bodies.

The plan was simple: cross the square, reach the Land Cruiser, make the ridge, catch the helicopter. The university wanted their update, and Michael hated those rooms—polite voices, long coffees, the soft carpet of funding. The caves felt truer: sand, bone, the patience of stone. They had slept in that patience for two years.

Their latest find had shaken even them. Carthaginian domestic pieces first—the humbling dailiness of plates and spoons—then a sealed throat leading down, further into the Atlas than their maps agreed existed. The air had changed there. Old in a different way. Old like a held breath.

The crowd bucked, and the Malouf beat tightened. On a raised platform, the Bourguiba family watched the spectacle with ceremonial smiles. Firecrackers or rifles—hard to tell—popped skyward. Streamers fell. A pair of strangers kissed behind papier-mâché and moved apart laughing. Heat made everything shimmer. The Land Cruiser seemed not a street away but a country.

“Keep moving,” Michael said, and Stella did, until a hand found her arm.

She spun. Father Francis stood there, thinner than she remembered, collar askew, wire-frame glasses slipping on a face flushed by the sun. The small crescent scar on his cheek had always made him look tender; today, urgency made him look hard. He had a leather-bound tome clamped to his chest as if it were the only thing keeping him upright.

“Miss McGabe!” His voice cracked over the drums.

“Father Francis?” Stella blinked, hair whipping with the turn.

Michael stopped under the archway, set his pack to the sandstone, and watched—wary as if the crowd were a weather system and the priest a pressure change.

“You mustn’t go,” Francis said, breathless but certain. “Not today. That cave—it wasn’t sealed for ignorance. It was sealed for mercy.”

“We’ve surveyed every chamber,” Michael called back. “What’s gotten into you?”

Francis’s hand trembled on the tome. “Dreams. Signs. And pages older than the chapel’s stones. It was buried for a reason.”

For one strange beat, the three of them held still while people flowed around them like a river found a rock. The drums answered themselves; the square pushed; heat pressed in. Stella felt the old pull—the thrill of the chase—as surely as she felt the priest’s fingers shaking.

The parade surged through the archway, carrying dust and perfume and the metallic tang of toy cymbals. Skull paint grinned past. Someone threw fistfuls of colored paper that caught in Stella’s hair. She pulled Father Francis to the edge to clear space and looked him in the eyes.

“We’ve had this conversation,” she said, not unkind, and tried to free her arm.

He let go at once, shame coloring his face. Then he opened the tome.

Pages rasped like dry leaves. The cover’s inlay gleamed—wings hammered in silver, a claymore etched there: the mark, he said once, of the Archangel Gabriel. Inside lay travel maps scarred by grease and time, marginalia in three hands, and incantations Francis always refused to call spells. He lifted one page as if the paper could bruise.

“There is a chapel beneath the chapel,” he said. “And a sealed room beneath that. If you open it, the world changes.”

Michael checked his watch and sighed. “Stella.”

“One minute,” she called over her shoulder, then softer to the priest: “What do you think is down there?”

“Not what.” His eyes shone. “Who. And not a demon as stories tell them, but something older that taught men those stories. I have prayed to be wrong and I am not wrong.”

The drums deepened, crowd-pulse rising. The presidential entourage on the platform stood; a new wave of dancers poured into the square and turned it into a whirlpool. Somewhere, a gun barked celebratory shots; somewhere, a baby wailed and was soothed. The Land Cruiser was a mirage beyond the heat.

Stella listened. She did not believe in omens, but she respected patterns. She respected fear when it wore conviction rather than theater. Father Francis had the look of a man who had slept badly for a decade and finally decided to be audible.

“We’re on a deadline,” she said, but the words sounded thinner than she meant them to.

“Then delay it,” he pleaded. “Delay this one thing.”

He held the book higher. The page he had turned to showed a diagram in charcoal of a narrow antechamber and a symbol at its heart—a circle broken by a vertical line, not quite a sword, not quite a key. The caption beneath had been half-erased by some prior hand, leaving only the last two words legible: …the beginning.

“What if the world doesn’t end?” Francis whispered, not to persuade her but because he could not keep it in. “What if it starts again and we hate where it starts?”

Michael pushed off the wall. “Stella.”

She looked between them—the man she loved and the man who had baptized the last bones they found because no one else would come that far underground. Her mouth opened, shut. She felt the choice like a tightness at the back of her tongue.

The crowd shifted and forced them closer under the arch’s shade. Through the stone throat beyond the square, the road gleamed, and somewhere past its first bend the caves waited—quiet and black and deep beneath the Atlas. Stella thought of the air down there and the way sound behaved, as if the rock itself were listening.

“All right,” she said to Francis. “Show me one page that changes my mind.”

“This one,” he said, and placed the tome in her hands like passing a flame.

The drums hit harder, the square roared, and high above the hotel the heat made the air wobble. Somewhere—too close to be coincidence—a helicopter’s rotors began to thrum.






I

Part One

Whispered through orders sworn to Gabriel and scrawled in rust-red Sumerian, the Devil’s Mirror was forged as a hell-gate—an instrument not of simple killing but of theft, splitting the soul to devour what remained—and hurled back to earth when Gabriel could only seal, not destroy, its hunger; buried beneath a sandstorm-swallowed Sumerian city, it slept until now…
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Tunisian Mountains — Sixty Years Ago




Archaeological Dig Site


The Chinook knifed through the mountain pass, rotors beating the silence flat. Ridges and dry ravines peeled away beneath it—parched country, all glare and bone. Thorned scrub clung to crumbly stone like brittle hands. Wind chased the helicopter’s wake, carrying sand into teeth and eyes.

At the cliff base, the camp held on. A sun-bleached olive marquee anchored the center; smaller tents orbited it with cables for veins—power cords, sensor lines, hose. Infrared scanners and seismic rigs blinked beside a sandbagged generator. People moved fast and sure. Tarps snapped. Lanterns winked on as the day bled out.

And the cave yawned behind it all—black and wrong. Not an absence but a mouth. Even sound hesitated at the lip.

The wheels hit hard. Sand went up in a fury—canvas bucked, guy lines thrummed, faces turned away behind scarves and forearms. For a breath, the world was noise and grit.

Inside the main tent, Dr. Stella Mc’Gabe froze with her fingers over the keys. Twenty-six. Brilliant. Stubborn. Far too young to feel this old. She’d rebuilt temples from Egypt to Crete and coaxed sense out of languages that wanted to stay forgotten. None of that had prepared her for this place.

It had been wrong from the first hour. And time was almost out.

She clicked the laptop shut and stood. The canvas dimmed as the storm swallowed the light.

Her radio cracked. “Stella? You there? Get down here. Bring the camera.”

Michael. Not excitement. Not panic. Awe.

“Be there in a tick,” she said, already throwing the strap over her shoulder.

Outside, wind slapped her clean. Grit stung. The camp boiled: crates lashed, specimens padded, orders traded in short, sharp bursts. Terry—tall, sinewy, old ink fading on sun-dark skin—caught her eye and waved her into the ops tent near the landing zone. Ex-military turned logistics, he moved like a man who knew how fast things fall apart.

“Checklist.” He handed her a board. “We’re two pallets behind. Bird’s here for thirty, tops.”

“Michael found something,” she said.

“Again?”

She didn’t answer. The cave didn’t behave like the mountain around it—mag spikes, local tremors, a subsonic hum that made your molars ache if you lingered.

She hiked the camera higher and pivoted for the door.

Whatever he’d found wasn’t going to wait.

The wind had eased, rotors spooling down. The unease in her chest did the opposite. She cut past storage, palmed the straps on the artifact crates—secure—then stopped.

A black coat cut through the dust. White collar. Hat brim low. Father Francis. He carried the same leather-bound tome as always, cradled like a relic. Or a weapon.

“Father, not now,” she said, too tired to sand the edge off.

He stepped into her path. “Shut the site down.”

“We’ve been over this.”

“You’ve seen the signs,” he said, and she stilled because of course she had. Shadows around the cave mouth refused the sun. Air inside ran colder than surrounding rock by impossible degrees. The seismometer had logged movement last night. Not a tremor—footsteps.

“Stella.” He lowered his voice. “You’re not digging up history. You’re waking it.”

She met his eyes and felt her certainty tip. The radio saved her.

“Stella, you need to see this. Now.”

She broke away and ran. The cave waited like a heartbeat in stone.

Inside the Cave

Darkness took her in one step. She let her pupils stretch anyway, then thumbed a tactical torch. The beam scraped pale over jagged wall; cold climbed her boots.

“Michael?” Her voice went ahead and came back thinner.

She found an old switch panel wired to a crooked line of mining lamps. She flipped it. Nothing—then a slow, grudging hum as yellow bulbs buzzed alive. Shadows swelled along the rock, watching.

The passage zig-zagged. Too smooth for natural. Too deliberate for modern. No rails. No tools. The installs were decades old—meant to last.

Old German base? she thought. World War II? Older.

“Michael!” Louder now.

Movement. A blur in the right-hand crevice.

She hit first out of habit—straight to the gut.

“Oof—right in the gutzoid!” Michael folded, wheezing, then grinned up through it. “Ow. Okay. I deserved that.”

“How many times?” she said, thumping his chest, adrenaline burning off. “One day I’ll end you.”

“Not today.” He angled his torch into a slit of black in the wall—a seam you’d miss unless it wanted to be seen. “This. No drafts, no markings, no light bleed. We missed something.”

A chill threaded her spine. She cinched the camera strap. “Show me.”

They slid sideways into the crack. The stone pressed in, ceiling forcing a crouch, then elbows and knees. Ten meters of scrape and breath and the damp smell of old earth.

“Chopper’s already here,” she muttered.

“Two minutes,” he said, reaching back to haul her the last stretch.

She took his hand, wriggled free of the rock—and stopped breathing.

A chamber opened under the mountain. Vast. The ceiling lost in dark, stalactites like teeth. And at the far end, half-swallowed by bedrock, a temple.

Black. Monolithic. Silent.

It was obsidian by the look, architecture with a Sumerian hand—stepped motifs, horned reliefs—twisted into something that felt… defiled. The right wooden door hung tired on its hinge; the left had given up decades ago. Michael eased the sturdier one. It groaned and let them in.

The air changed—thicker, heavy as a held tongue. Rot lived under the cold.

A low platform rose in the shadows—a ritual mound. Dread settled on Stella’s shoulders with real weight. This place wasn’t just old. It was malignant. Stone remembered.

“Come on,” Michael whispered, reverent now.

Demons watched from the vaults.

Gargoyles clung to the arches, mouths frozen mid-snarl, eyes hollow. Every surface had been carved—rows upon rows of demonic faces, each distinct, horrific, exquisite in its craft.

Her beam slid across a three-headed hound bound in chains. “Greek,” she said. “Cerberus. Why here?”

And there—Babylonian sigils. Sumerian seals. Aztec jaws. Cultures that should never have met in stone did so here without apology. Mythos braided into one blasphemy.

Michael’s torch traced five larger figures high above. “They form a pentagram,” he breathed.

Her light landed on the largest—Jezebel, the inscription read. A woman’s agonized beauty fused to a chitinous crab head, mandibles split from a prayerful mouth; blackened wings burst from a skeletal back. The thing leaned forward in devotion. Or hunger. At its feet, a seal was etched into the obsidian floor, circles inside circles, script like thorns.

“The Seal of Jezebel,” Stella murmured. “One of the princesses of Hell…”

The stone vibrated—so slight she’d have called it imagination if it hadn’t run up her bones. The mountain exhaled.

“These aren’t studies,” she said, scanning the walls. “They’re liturgy.”

They moved beneath the gallery of beasts to the altar—waist-high obsidian veined with serpents. Ancient silver shackles rode each corner. Faces stretched in the slab’s surface—screams halted mid-shape. She traced one without meaning to and dropped her hand.

“What did Stanley say about your samples?” she asked.

“Carbon dates came back,” Michael said, pleased. “Forty thousand plus.”

Stella blinked. “That’s—”

“Before civilization as we frame it,” he said. “Nothing we know touches this.”

It wasn’t a table. It was a monument. A prison that pretended to be a shrine.

A glint pulled her. She turned.

At the far wall, half-buried in fallen stone, a mirror leaned—eight feet tall, gothic-arched, the frame a tangle of carved angels and demons locked in eternal collision. The glass was cracked, most of it intact. Burgundy veins marbled the surface like something old had dried there.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, stepping closer despite herself.

Her fingertips came away dark. Not paint. Blood.

Michael brushed at the base. “Even with the crack, craftsmanship’s perfect. It looks sealed-yesterday fresh.”

“It shouldn’t be here,” Stella said, scanning the room. “No windows, no torch sconces, no light shafts. A mirror in a room that never sees light?”

“Maybe it was for the ugly chicks,” he said, because Michael joked when he was scared.

She did not laugh.

Walt’s voice snapped in over the radio. “Boss, the chopper’s loaded. We’re bugging out.”

Michael tucked his torch under his arm to key the mike. The beam angled straight up without either of them noticing.

We did.

High above them, a binding seal—blood-stained cuneiform carved into the vault—pulsed once under the light. Recognizing trespass. Remembering a duty.

“Copy,” Michael said. “Send a couple down. One more item to haul.”

He clipped the radio. They lowered together, gripped the mirror’s sides. Their fingers slid across old blood.

They lifted.

A growl answered—deep, wet, not of lungs.

“Sacalium secretus loctocus acrebrevium,” a voice said from no mouth a human owns.

They didn’t hear it.

Something stirred.

Stone groaned. Dust fell in soft curtains. A gargoyle sheared free and exploded on the floor. The seal in the ceiling cracked like ice on a pond. Hairlines spidered, widened, webbed. Then a sound like a neck breaking and the circle failed.

Michael’s torch stuttered and died. Dark took the room.

“Stella?” he said into it. “You okay?”

“Here,” she said, and the quiet pressed in with her breath. She smacked her torch. It faltered to a dull smear, then blacked.

Slash.

Michael gasped. “Ow—what the—”

It was the last thing he said.

Wet sounds filled the dark. Bone giving. Muscle parting. A body handled like paper, like rope. He whimpered once—thin—and then the whimper stopped because the part of him that made sound was gone. Something threw what was left against stone.

“Michael! Michael!” Stella’s torch flickered weakly. For a heartbeat it caught a shape too wrong to belong to light; she dropped the lamp and it rolled into a puddle that wasn’t water. The radio lay in the bloom of it.

Invisible claws closed around her arms and ankles and lifted her clean. For a sliver of a second she understood the altar—why shackles, why serpents. A single jagged line drew itself across her throat like a second smile opening.

Blood sprayed—the altar, the mirror, the radio.

“Hey, you guys?” Walt’s voice


Later That Day
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