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    To those who believe fate is in the hands of a higher power...

      

    



  	
        
            
            "You see now," the gods' voices whispered, flowing through the fractures of her mind like molten silver. "You believed surrender could save you. But no surrender can unwrite the echoes of what has been done. You must bear it. You must remember."
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Prologue
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The first time Alethea stepped onto the campus of Athenaeum University, she felt the pull.

Not the pull of ambition or new beginnings — but something older, quieter. A whisper beneath the hum of voices and footsteps. The kind of silence that belongs to sacred spaces. The kind that listens.

She didn’t belong here. Not in the way most did. She wasn’t chasing a career or a title. She was chasing meaning. Divinity. The thread of something ancient that still lived in the cracks of the world, hidden behind fluorescent lights and lecture halls.

She wore her grandmother’s charm necklace beneath her blouse — a coin etched with Athena’s owl, warm from her skin. She still lit candles on new moons. Still spoke prayers in Greek, even if no one around her understood them.

And she still believed — stubbornly, completely — in the gods.

Most people saw her as strange. Quiet. Too intense.

But not Theo.

She met him under an olive tree on her third day. He was sitting on the grass, sketchbook in hand, scribbling something between genius and chaos.

“You look like you belong in another century,” he said without looking up.

She raised a brow. “That’s a bold way to start a conversation.”

“I like people who don’t fit. They usually have the best stories.”

That was Theo.

He never questioned her when she mentioned signs or dreams. He spoke of energy, of symbols, of things he couldn’t explain but felt anyway. He read tarot cards in the courtyard between classes. He quoted Rumi and painted until his fingers bled.

With Theo, Alethea didn’t have to pretend.

They spent long afternoons sprawled on library floors, trading myths and meanings. They made sacred spaces out of coffee shops, created rituals out of rainy days and star-watching. In a world that refused to believe in anything it couldn’t touch, Theo believed in her.

And she, in turn, started to believe that maybe she wasn’t as alone as she thought.

She didn’t know it yet, but this was the beginning.

Of something vast and irreversible.

Because the gods were still watching.

And her story — the one she had always felt pulsing beneath her skin — was just beginning to unfold.
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Chapter 1
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The world had always spoken to Alethea in riddles.

In the curl of smoke rising from an extinguished candle. In the chill that slid down her spine when she stepped into an old building. In the way certain dreams clung to her skin long after sunrise.

She didn’t know when it began — only that it never stopped.

Even now, as she walked alone beneath the marble archway of the university’s east wing, she felt it. That strange hum. That hush beneath the noise. Something beneath the surface, too quiet to be named, too persistent to ignore.

Atheneum University was ancient by modern standards. Its buildings stood like forgotten monuments — all stone and shadow, ivy crawling up sun-bleached walls. But it wasn’t the architecture that made her feel watched.

It was the silence between the echoes.

There were times Alethea swore the gods followed her. Not with answers. Never with clarity. But with signs. The way a bird circled once, then vanished. The way a book fell off the shelf, always opened to the right page. The way people looked at her — as if they knew something and forgot it the moment she passed.

She’d stopped mentioning it out loud.

Even with Theo, her closest friend, her safest place, she filtered the way she spoke. He believed her in theory — believed the world held more than what could be measured — but even he didn’t feel it in his bones the way she did.

Only her grandmother ever truly understood.

But Yiayia had passed two years ago, her ashes scattered into the sea off the coast of Thessaloniki. And with her had gone the only person who ever dared to whisper the old stories like prayers.

“You are not like the others,” she had once said, holding Alethea’s hand beneath the full moon. “You carry a thread — the kind that only the Fates can see. Follow it, no matter where it leads.”

Now, in the quiet corners of her soul, Alethea still listened.

She kept a small altar in her dorm room — hidden behind a worn curtain. Olive leaves. Salt. A clay dish filled with ash from her last offering. She lit it on the first night of every lunar cycle, speaking in Greek older than her homeland’s borders. She prayed not for answers, but for clarity.

Tonight was such a night.

The moon had crept full again, swollen and silver, bleeding pale light through the clouds. The air felt thick with waiting.

She left Theo behind after their evening coffee — he’d gone on a tangent about the myth of Hades and Persephone, sketching vines and shadows in the margins of his notebook. Alethea smiled, indulged the moment, but her heart was elsewhere.

There was a pull. A whisper.

She followed it.

Down the narrow path behind the library where the stones were older than the university itself. Past the iron gate that was always locked — except, tonight, it wasn’t.

The hinges groaned as she pushed it open.

The space beyond was a forgotten courtyard, half-swallowed by earth and ivy. A circular pool stood at its center, long dried, rimmed with crumbling marble. Statues — worn and faceless — stood watch, cloaked in moss and shadow.

She had never seen this place before.

And yet she knew it.

Her breath caught. Her fingers trembled.

She stepped forward, the wind curling around her like a voice too soft to hear. Something shifted inside her — something deep and ancient. As if her blood remembered a song her mind had never learned.

She knelt beside the pool and brushed away the dust.

Symbols.

Carved into the stone.

Greek. Egyptian. Both. Woven together in a language she didn’t fully recognize, but somehow understood.

Two worlds. One thread.

Her hand hovered over the markings. The moment her skin brushed the stone, warmth pulsed through her palm — subtle but certain. Not imagined.

Something moved beneath her touch.

She gasped and pulled back. The air grew colder. The shadows stretched.

And then she heard it.

Not with her ears — but with the marrow of her bones.

A name.

Not hers.

Someone else’s.

Syllables heavy with sand and stars.

Sitra.

It echoed like a secret spoken by the wind. And then it was gone.

Alethea stumbled to her feet, heart racing. Her breath came fast and shallow.

No one had called out. No one was there. But the name lodged itself in her chest like a key waiting to be turned. She looked once more at the stone, then at the sky. The moon stared back, full and white and unblinking. And somewhere, just out of reach, something shifted.

Time.

Fate.

The quiet beginning of an unravelling thread.

Alethea stood in the courtyard for a long moment, her breath ghosting in the night air.

The name still lingered in her mind — Sitra — sharp and soft all at once, as if it belonged to a lullaby she couldn’t remember learning. She wrapped her arms around herself, glancing once more at the stones beneath her feet. The carvings were still there, but the warmth was gone. The hum of something ancient had faded, replaced by the rustle of leaves and the far-off sound of students laughing across campus.

Her heart was still racing, but she forced out a breath and shook her head.

“Probably just a name I read somewhere,” she whispered to herself. “A class, a story... something.”

It wouldn’t be the first time her mind had played tricks on her. She had vivid dreams, memories that weren’t hers, feelings that came from nowhere. It was part of who she was. The cost, maybe, of believing in gods most had left behind.

The courtyard was just... old. Unused. The gate had probably been left open by groundskeepers. The warmth in the stone? Her imagination. The name? A trick of the wind. Her nerves had always been sensitive, tuned like a harp string just waiting to snap.

Besides, if she told Theo about it, he’d raise one eyebrow, ask her to sit down and study the situation like she was some sort of project to be studied.
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Morning came soft and grey, with clouds heavy over Atheneum’s ancient rooftops and the smell of petrichor clinging to the stone paths like a memory.

Alethea woke to the sound of birds—low, echoing calls that didn’t sound quite like the usual city birds. She sat up slowly, blinking away sleep, her fingers brushing across the sheets as if she expected something to be there.

The room felt strange. Not wrong—just off.

She shook her head, rubbing the remnants of strange, forgotten dreams from her eyes.

Nothing she could remember exactly. Just warmth. Gold. Sand. The scent of something sweet and burning.

But it was gone now.

She got dressed slowly, wrapping her sweater tighter around her body as she stepped out into the morning mist. The university grounds were quiet, dew glistening on the grass like the world had been scrubbed clean overnight.

Theo was waiting for her in their usual spot — the cracked stone bench beneath the olive tree near the west wing. He was hunched over his sketchbook, a coffee cup balanced on his knee, his hair pulled back in a messy bun.

“You’re late,” he said, not looking up.

“I wasn’t aware we had a schedule,” Alethea replied, her voice still thick with sleep.

“You’re predictable,” he said with a shrug. “Moon night always means you sleep weird and show up ten minutes behind the rest of the world.”

She settled beside him, reaching for the extra coffee he always brought her. “I had a strange dream.”

Theo arched a brow, finally glancing at her. “Of course you did. You always do.”

“No,” she said, pausing. “This one was... different. I can’t remember most of it. Just... heat. Gold. And something sweet. Like honey and smoke.”

He stared at her for a moment, then flipped to a blank page in his sketchbook and began to draw.

“What are you doing?”

“Capturing the feeling,” he murmured. “Dreams have textures, you know. Yours always feel like incense and marble and things I can’t name.”

Alethea sipped her coffee in silence, watching him sketch. His hands moved fast, more instinct than intention, the charcoal dancing in swirls and smudges.

She often envied how he could externalize what lived inside him. For her, it came in flashes — emotions, signs, fragments of something divine. But Theo made it visible. Real.

“I found a place yesterday,” she said, suddenly unsure why she was bringing it up. “Behind the library. An old courtyard. It felt... different.”

Theo paused his drawing. “Different how?”

“Just—strange. Like it was waiting for someone.”

He raised a brow. “For you?”

She shrugged, pretending to sip again. “Probably just nerves. It’s exam season. My brain’s chewing through itself.”

Theo didn’t press her. He just nodded, the way he always did when he sensed she didn’t want to dig too deep yet.

But his eyes told a different story.

Later, she knew, he’d ask again. Probably with tarot cards or a riddle, when she least expected it.

Classes passed in a haze — mythology, ancient languages, symbolic systems. All subjects Alethea should have felt at home in. But something gnawed at the edge of her mind all day, like a whisper she couldn’t catch.

In her last class, she found herself doodling on the corner of her notes — looping lines, circles, interlocked symbols. She blinked and stared at the page.

Not hers.

Not her handwriting.

She flipped the page quickly and stared forward, heart skipping once.

The professor was discussing the syncretism of Hellenistic beliefs with Egyptian traditions. A passing mention of Thoth. Isis. Hathor. The way gods blurred when cultures met.

Alethea’s stomach turned.

She didn’t know why. It wasn’t new. She’d studied all of this before. But now it felt... personal. Like someone was drawing her in, like the stories had stopped being stories.

She packed up the moment the lecture ended and walked quickly across the lawn.

By the time she reached her dorm, dusk was crawling back in. A soft, golden light bled through the windows, warm and dim. She sat on the floor before her altar, lighting a new candle with slow, steady hands.

This time, she didn’t speak.

She just listened.

To the flicker of the flame.

To the beat of her heart.

To the silence behind it all — a silence that almost sounded like a breath, waiting to be drawn.

And as the candlelight danced across her face, Alethea closed her eyes.

She didn’t see the figure watching her from behind the veil of shadow in the corner.

She didn’t see the faint ripple in the air, like heat over desert sand.

She didn’t hear the voice, low and female, whisper a single word in a tongue long forgotten.

Soon.

By nightfall, the stillness in Alethea’s chest had started to ease, like a coiled string slowly unwinding.

She lit another candle — a smaller one this time — and texted Theo.

“Movie night?”

The reply came within seconds.

“Already on my way. Bring popcorn. I’m bringing trauma.”

She laughed, shaking her head. Of course he was. Theo’s version of “movie night” always meant a mix of heart-wrenching indie films and obscure foreign dramas that left her staring at the ceiling afterward, questioning her entire existence. But tonight, she didn’t mind.

Normalcy felt like a spell.

By eight, he was sprawled on her floor with a blanket wrapped around his shoulders like a toga, a bowl of popcorn balanced on his chest, and a mug of cinnamon tea within reach. Alethea curled up on the bed above him, her own mug cradled in her hands as the opening credits rolled across the screen.

The room smelled like beeswax, incense, and burnt sugar.

They started with an old black-and-white noir, something moody and dramatic, filled with piano music and women in veils. Then they shifted to a surreal Japanese fantasy film neither of them fully understood. By the third movie, they weren’t even watching anymore — just talking over the dialogue, laughing at the weirdest scenes and tossing popcorn at each other whenever someone said something overly profound.

“I swear,” Theo said around a mouthful, “if one more character stares into the rain and whispers something poetic about fate, I’m turning it off.”

“You say that like you didn’t do the exact same thing last week after your date ghosted you.”

“That was different. I was channelling tragic artist energy.”

“You were crying on the floor in a towel while listening to Florence + The Machine.”

“Exactly.”

She snorted, pressing a pillow over her face to muffle the laugh. It was good, this feeling. Warm. Real. For a few hours, the strange courtyard, the whisper of that name — it all faded.

It could wait.

By the time midnight came, the screen was still flickering faintly, but Theo had long since dozed off, his sketchbook open beside him. Alethea lay curled under a blanket on her bed, staring at the ceiling.

Sleep came slowly — not heavy, but drifting, like a tide rising against her will.

The dream came without warning.

At first, there was only darkness.

Then warmth. Dry air. The faint rustle of linen. The scent of something... rich. Frankincense? Or myrrh? Maybe both. Golden light flickered against stone walls, casting long, waving shadows.

Footsteps echoed down a narrow corridor. Hers?

She looked down but saw nothing. Only the sensation of movement, of being pulled forward.

And then—

A figure.

Bare feet stepping across polished stone.

Gold bangles around slender ankles.

Long dark hair — half braided, half free — swaying with each step.

A white dress. A headdress made of gold and lapis.

The woman turned slightly, as if sensing Alethea behind her.

But her face remained hidden.

Alethea tried to speak. To move. But the dream thickened like syrup around her limbs, holding her still.

The woman paused at a doorway.

And just before she stepped inside, she whispered something over her shoulder — a name or a warning, she couldn’t tell — and was gone.

The dream dissolved like sand through fingers.

Alethea woke with a gasp, the room dim with the fading gray of early morning. Her throat was dry, her skin damp with sweat. Theo was still asleep on the floor, snoring softly under a blanket he’d dragged from her chair.

She sat up slowly, rubbing her face with both hands.

The dream had already begun to slip away.

All she could remember was the gold.

The heat.

The faint rustle of silk.

And the overwhelming sense that she had almost seen something sacred — something real — but turned away too soon.

She looked toward her altar.

The candle had burned all the way down, the wax pooled into the shape of a spiral.
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Chapter 3 
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Alethea stood at the kitchen counter, pouring hot water over her tea leaves with hands that trembled ever so slightly. The morning sun filtered through gauzy curtains, painting her flat in muted gold. Steam curled around her face like ancient incense smoke, and for a moment, she almost expected to hear temple bells tolling in the distance.

She blinked. No bells. Just the sound of Theo rummaging through her fridge.

“You really need to buy actual food,” he said, emerging with a carton of orange juice and a slice of leftover pizza. “This diet of crackers and celestial tea is not sustainable.”

Alethea smiled faintly. “Maybe I don’t need food. Maybe I’m secretly immortal.”

Theo raised an eyebrow. “You’re secretly weird, that’s for sure.”

He plopped onto the couch, flipping through her coffee table books — the usual mix of mythology, esoteric symbols, and oddly enough, a book on Egyptian burial rituals. He paused, then glanced at her.

“You read this before bed last night?”

Alethea nodded absently, swirling her tea. “I like learning about how ancient cultures viewed the afterlife. The Egyptians had this deep belief in the soul traveling between worlds. There’s something... comforting about that.”

Theo didn’t respond right away. He was studying her closely now — not in judgment, but concern.

“You had another dream, didn’t you?”

Her fingers tightened around the mug. “Sort of.”

She didn’t elaborate. The truth was, she had dreamt — but it hadn’t been just vague this time. The haze was beginning to clear.

She had stood in a corridor of stone and gold, its walls lined with torches that never flickered. Cool wind brushed her bare shoulders, carrying the scent of lotus and sandalwood. At the far end of the corridor stood a figure — a woman with braids like river paths, eyes like dusk, and skin kissed by the sun. She wore white and gold, and she looked straight at Alethea.

But just before Alethea could call out — she woke.

Theo set the book down gently. “You keep looking at things that aren’t there,” he said softly.

Alethea exhaled, half a laugh, half a defence. “It’s just dreams.”

He hesitated. Then: “Do you think maybe you’re... lonely?”

She looked at him sharply. “Is that your therapist voice again?”

“No. This is my ‘I know you’ voice.”

Alethea didn’t reply. She couldn’t tell him that it wasn’t loneliness she was feeling — it was longing. Longing for something she hadn’t yet touched, for someone she’d never met. Someone ancient. Someone waiting.

Theo stood and walked toward her. “I’m not trying to pry. But if there’s something going on — something real — I’m here. Always.”

She met his gaze. Kind eyes. Loyal eyes. The kind that could ground you in this world.

“Thanks,” she said. “I know.”

They stood in silence for a moment too long. Theo reached out as if to touch her hand but changed course and picked up her mug instead, taking a sip.

“Ugh, goddess juice,” he muttered. “Tastes like flowers and regret.”

She laughed. “Get out of my tea.”

But inside, her heart trembled. Because last night, just before the dream ended, the woman — Sitra — had whispered a name that made no sense and yet felt intimately hers.

“Alethea...”

She hadn’t told Theo everything.

How could she?

The dreams weren’t just dreams anymore — they were beginning to linger. Impressions followed her into waking hours like shadows clinging to light. That woman’s eyes, ancient and unknowable, kept appearing in the corners of her mind. And when she whispered Alethea’s name... it hadn’t felt like a memory. It had felt like a calling.

But Alethea wasn’t ready to say that aloud. Not yet. Not even to herself.

Theo crumpled up a napkin, tossed it into the bin, and turned to her with an uneasy half-smile.

“So...” he began cautiously, “did anything weird happen last night?”

She hesitated, swirling the now-cold tea in her mug. “Sort of.”

“That’s vague.”

Alethea gave a small shrug. “I saw her again.”

Theo’s expression tightened. “The same woman from your other dreams?”

A slow nod. “Only this time, she wasn’t just watching me. She... reached for me. Spoke to me. I woke up before I could answer.”

He leaned against the counter, arms crossed. “And you have no idea who she is?”

“No,” Alethea lied — or half-lied. Because even if she didn’t know the woman’s name, she felt as though her soul recognized her. As though they’d danced between lifetimes before.

Theo exhaled. “You ever think maybe your brain’s just... processing stuff? Like symbols. Emotions. Subconscious things.”

“I don’t think dreams work like that,” she murmured.

He cocked an eyebrow. “Freud would disagree.”

“Freud also thought everyone wanted to marry their mother.”

“Fair point.”

He laughed, but Alethea didn’t. Her mind was somewhere else — back in the dream corridor, in the flickering torchlight, with the scent of lotus and spice clinging to her like memory.

Theo watched her, more quietly now. There was a distance growing in her — a softness around her edges that hadn’t been there before. It worried him.

“I miss you when you go off into your head like this,” he said.

Alethea blinked, drawn back. “I’m right here.”

“Not really.”

The silence between them stretched too long.

Then he moved, slow and unsure, and placed a hand on her shoulder. It was a familiar touch — comforting — but tonight, she felt strangely detached from it, as though her skin was tuned to a different frequency.

“I just want you to come back to yourself,” he said gently. “Before this thing... whatever it is... takes you somewhere you can’t come back from.”

Alethea swallowed the lump rising in her throat. “What if I don’t want to come back?”

Theo pulled his hand away, visibly shaken. “Then I hope she’s worth it.”

He grabbed his bag and left without another word.

Later that night, Alethea sat alone in the flickering candlelight of her altar room. Her fingers traced the edge of an old bronze pendant she had found in a flea market months ago — an odd thing, shaped like an ankh, but older than any replica should be. She never wore it, but always kept it close.

Tonight, it hummed faintly beneath her fingers. Or maybe she imagined it.

She closed her eyes and whispered into the stillness, not knowing who she spoke to — only feeling the weight of a presence always just out of reach.

“Who are you?” she breathed. “Why do you keep coming to me?”

There was no answer. But somewhere deep in the apartment, a shadow passed across the hallway mirror — and the candle flame bent sideways, as if pulled by breath.
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“Dreams aren’t prophecies, Thea. They’re just dreams.”

Theo’s voice was firm, but not unkind — the kind of tone he used when he was trying not to snap. The two of them moved side by side along the cracked pavement leading to campus, the morning wind tugging at their coats and stirring the leaves like restless thoughts.

Alethea kept her arms crossed, shoulders tight. “You don’t know that.”

“I know your brain is exhausted. You barely sleep, you barely eat, and when you do sleep, you wake up acting like you’ve been to war.”

She stopped walking. “I didn’t ask for a diagnosis, Theo.”

He turned to face her, backpack slung over one shoulder, frustration bleeding through his usually calm features. “I’m worried about you. And I’m tired of pretending that this is normal.”

“Well, maybe it’s not your normal, but it’s mine,” she snapped. “I’ve had strange dreams since I was a kid. Visions, feelings, whatever you want to call them. This isn’t new for me — what’s new is how real it’s gotten.”

“That’s exactly what scares me.”

Alethea glanced away, teeth clenched. She knew what he was trying to do — ground her, keep her safe. But it felt like he was tugging her back into a life that no longer fit.

“I don’t expect you to understand,” she said quietly. “But don’t ask me to ignore something that’s clearly happening for a reason.”

Theo shook his head. “And what? You’re just going to follow these dreams wherever they take you? Some mysterious woman appears in your sleep and suddenly reality doesn’t matter anymore?”

Her head snapped up. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

There it was. The edge. That flicker of something raw and defensive in her voice. Theo heard it too — and it made him pause.

“She’s not real, Thea,” he said more softly. “She’s a figment.”

“She feels more real than most people I know,” she whispered.

They stood there for a moment, students passing by in little clusters, the buzz of campus life moving around them like a different world. One Alethea was slowly drifting out of.

Theo looked at her — really looked. “I miss you,” he said. “The version of you who laughed at dumb movies and made sarcastic jokes in philosophy class and dragged me to that candle shop because you swore it smelled like Dionysus’s cologne.”

Alethea’s lips twitched at the memory — but the sadness in her eyes didn’t leave. “Maybe I’m still her. Or maybe I’m becoming someone else.”

Theo sighed and started walking again. She followed, though there was more distance between them now.

They didn’t speak again until they reached the lecture hall. Just before they stepped inside, Alethea paused, one hand on the doorframe.

“I’m not losing my mind,” she said, almost to herself.

Theo didn’t respond.

The door to Theo’s dorm room clicked shut behind him with a soft thud, muffling the hum of campus life outside. Inside, the air was still and heavy — charged with the faint scent of solder, old books, and lavender oil (a leftover gift from Alethea, meant to “calm the mind and awaken the spirit”).

He dropped his bag to the floor without looking, crossing the room in practiced steps. His desk was cluttered with what looked, at first glance, like the chaos of a science major’s late-night study session — wires, torn pages from obscure texts, open browser tabs, half-melted candles, and something that looked suspiciously like a broken compass mounted on copper coils.

But if someone looked closer, they’d see patterns. Intent. Design.

Theo sat down, rolling up the sleeves of his hoodie, and pulled out a weathered leather-bound notebook from beneath his desk. Its pages were filled with diagrams that didn’t belong in any class curriculum — spirals, time loops, ancient Egyptian numerals paired with Greek symbols, and lines of equations that bled into poetic fragments.

He flipped to a page marked with a pressed white lotus.


›  “If time folds where memory bleeds,



Then souls may echo past the veil...”

––––––––
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HE STARED AT IT FOR a long moment, then reached for the odd-looking device sitting beside a stack of melted circuit boards. It was shaped like a miniature astrolabe, threaded with wires and etched with ancient script — part science, part mysticism.

Something sparked faintly beneath the surface when he touched it. The glow was soft, golden. Almost like breath.

Theo frowned, adjusting the settings on a small dial. The machine — if it could even be called that — whirred softly, reacting to his touch as if it were... alive.

He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. It was just a theory. A game of logic mixed with myth. He never meant to build anything that worked. But ever since Alethea started having those dreams — ever since she’d seen her — the device had begun reacting. As if the woman in her dreams was more than just a ghost.

As if she were reaching through something. Through him.

Theo opened a drawer and pulled out an old black-and-white photograph — a blurry image of a stone carving he and Alethea had once found in a forgotten temple ruin during their summer trip abroad. He hadn’t told her what was hidden in the corner of that image: a symbol that matched the one etched into the core of his device.

He stared at it now, tracing the shape with a fingertip.

“I don’t know who you are,” he whispered, “but if you’re pulling her away from me... I’ll find you.”

The machine clicked once — like it heard him.

The machine clicked again — louder this time — like the tick of a clock winding backward. Theo stared at the glowing ring, fingertips hovering above the spiraling etchings.

It felt alive.

He wasn’t sure if that terrified or fascinated him more.

Just as he reached to adjust the brass dial near the base, his phone vibrated on the desk.

Buzz. Buzz-buzz.

He glanced at the screen.

NOAH 🐚

“Still no answer?”

“You said we’d talk tonight.”

“You okay, love?”

––––––––
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THEO SIGHED AND RAN a hand through his hair. He hesitated for a moment before typing back:

“Sorry. Just got caught up.”

“Be there in ten?”

The reply came almost instantly.

“Door’s open. Just come in.”

Theo locked his phone, stood, and stared down at the device one last time. It gave off a faint hum, like the tension before a storm — not dangerous, not yet, but watchful. He reached out and pulled a linen cloth over it, dulling its glow.

Then he grabbed his hoodie and keys and left the room without another glance back.

Noah’s flat was just off-campus, tucked between two ivy-covered apartment buildings. Theo let himself in without knocking, greeted by the soft scent of cardamom tea and incense. A lo-fi playlist hummed in the background, filling the space with gentle, echoing beats.

Noah was in the kitchenette, barefoot and wrapped in a cotton robe, holding two mugs.

“You look like you haven’t slept in days,” he said, setting one of the mugs on the low table by the couch. “You want to talk about it now or just exist quietly for a bit?”

Theo managed a smile, grateful for the ease in Noah’s voice. “Maybe both.”

He dropped onto the couch, leaning into the cushions, letting the warmth of Noah’s place wrap around him like a much-needed exhale.

Noah joined him, curling his legs beneath him and handing over the tea. He didn’t push — just sat close enough to make Theo feel grounded again.

After a moment, Theo spoke.

“It’s not school. It’s not stress. It’s something else.”

Noah didn’t flinch. “Is it her again?”

Theo didn’t answer right away. He stared into his cup.

“She’s not just showing up in dreams anymore,” he said. “She’s affecting things. People. It’s like... she’s bleeding into the real world.”

Noah’s brow furrowed. “You mean Alethea?”

Theo nodded. “She’s not the same. I think something’s trying to reach her — and whatever it is, it’s getting stronger.”

Noah’s voice was gentle. “And you? What are you trying to do?”

Theo hesitated. “Protect her. Understand it. And maybe... maybe stop it, if it’s something dangerous.”

Noah tilted his head. “You’re afraid of losing her.”

That hit harder than Theo expected. He looked down, silent.

Noah reached over and took his hand. “You know I love you, right?”

Theo met his gaze, a flicker of guilt in his eyes. “I know.”

Noah leaned his head on Theo’s shoulder, and they sat like that — a silence filled with complicated truths.

Outside, the wind stirred the trees.

And somewhere, under a sheet in a quiet dorm room, the machine pulsed — as if counting down.
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Chapter 5
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Theo stared blankly at the shelf of crystals and incense bundles, his hands shoved deep in his pockets. The tiny shop smelled like sage and sandalwood, and every surface was covered in something mystical — amulets, candles, tiny bowls of polished stones labelled things like clarity, intuition, protection.

“I feel like I’m shopping for a forest witch,” he muttered.

“You are,” Noah said helpfully, holding up a rose quartz pendulum. “Except she’s more of a temple priestess who drinks overpriced herbal tea and reads the stars.”

Theo gave him a sideways glance. “That’s... disturbingly accurate.”

Noah grinned and moved ahead, weaving between shelves with ease. “Okay, serious question. What kind of birthday gift are we going for? Sentimental? Mysterious? Or are we leaning into her whole ‘I may or may not be seeing visions of a time-lost lover’ phase?”

Theo exhaled sharply through his nose — almost a laugh. “I don’t know. I just want it to feel... right. Like something she didn’t know she needed until she held it.”

Noah turned and looked at him — really looked.

“You love her, don’t you?”

Theo’s smile faltered. “It’s complicated.”

Noah didn’t push. “That’s fine. I’m not threatened by ghosts and ancient dream women. As long as you’re still here with me.”

“I am.”

“Good.” Noah leaned up and kissed his cheek before disappearing down another aisle. “Now let’s find something witchy and wonderful before I start burning sage out of desperation.”

Theo wandered further into the back of the shop, letting his fingers trail along dusty books and woven tapestries. Then, tucked between a chipped Anubis figurine and a bowl of sand-polished obsidian, he saw it.

A small, carved statue.

The figure stood about six inches tall, shaped from dark stone that shimmered subtly in the light. A woman — regal, still, graceful — her hands folded over her chest, hair cascading down her back in braids, a thin circlet resting on her brow. Her face was serene but powerful. Familiar.

Theo stared at it, transfixed.

It wasn’t Alethea. Not exactly. But there was something in the tilt of her chin, the quiet strength in her posture. It reminded him of the way Alethea looked when she was deep in thought — caught between this world and something beyond it.

He picked it up.

Noah reappeared behind him a second later, sipping from a little complimentary cup of cinnamon tea. “Find something?”

Theo held up the statue.

Noah studied it, then nodded. “That’s her. That’s so her.”

Theo smiled. “Yeah. It is.”

Meanwhile, across campus, Alethea sat curled up on her bed, the late afternoon light slanting through her window in golden bars. Her floor was littered with open books and notebooks full of half-scribbled symbols. But the one in her lap held her attention completely.

“The Myth of the Hidden Bride” — a lesser-known Egyptian tale she had never read before. The page was marked with an illustration of a veiled woman standing beneath a solar disk, a serpent curled around her feet.

“The bride was hidden in time, sealed in a moment between worlds. Only the one who remembered her name could bring her back through the veil.”

Alethea traced the text with her fingertip, her heart beating a little faster.

She’d seen this woman before.

Not in books. Not in museums.

In her dreams.

And she was no myth.

Alethea stared at the page for a long moment, the words blurring slightly under her gaze.


›  “Only the one who remembered her name could bring her back through the veil.”



––––––––
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IT ECHOED IN HER HEAD like a bell, resonating deeper than any ordinary line from an old myth. It felt like a key — not to some metaphorical truth, but something real. Something buried.

She snapped the book shut with a sigh and looked around her room. The energy in the space felt... cluttered. Like it wasn’t just the books and clothes and half-melted candles — but the weight of too much thinking.
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