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Chapter 1

The Map on the Desk
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The attic of Foxglove Manor had changed.

Not structurally, the same sloping ceiling, the same bare lightbulb on its chain, the same smell of old paper and dust and the accumulated quiet of things that had been kept rather than used. But the quality of the room had shifted in the months since Amelia had first pulled that chain and found a velvet-wrapped case in the dark, the way a room shifts when it stops being storage and becomes something with a purpose.

Her grandfather's trunk was still there, but open now, its contents organised into careful piles rather than the original packed randomness of a life compressed into a single box. The journals sat in chronological order on a shelf Amelia's father had installed without comment, with the focused, wordless helpfulness he sometimes deployed when he didn't quite know what else to offer. The photograph of Grandpa Whitlock and Beatrice Langford in Marrakech was pinned to the sloping wall above the desk, alongside a map of Japan she had printed from a satellite image and marked with a red pen, and a photograph Dr. Hassan had sent of the Shadow King's corridor, the paintings vivid even in reproduction, the hieroglyphs running their patient length along the wall.

On the desk itself, arranged with the kind of deliberate care that Theo would have recognised as Amelia's version of thinking, were the things she carried: the compass in its case, lid open; the two keeper's stones side by side, her own and her grandfather's; the limestone cartouche Dr. Hassan had carved; the card with its single initial B; and, newest of all, the small condor carved from dark Andean stone that she had not yet received but already somehow knew was coming, the way you know certain things before they arrive.

The pre-Columbian map was unrolled across the desk's entire surface, held flat at its corners by the keeper's stones.

Amelia sat in front of it, chin in her hand, and looked.

* * *
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IT WAS A SATURDAY IN November, six weeks since Egypt, and outside the attic window the sky was doing the flat, committed grey that English November specialised in, not dramatic enough to be interesting, just consistently, thoroughly overcast, the kind of weather that made staying inside feel less like a choice than a reasonable response to conditions.

Theo was on his way. He had texted forty minutes ago to say he was leaving, which in Theo's case meant he had probably been ready to leave for twenty minutes before that and had used the intervening time to finish whatever he was reading and leave it in precisely the right place so he could find it again without difficulty. He would arrive in approximately eight minutes. Amelia had learned, over years of friendship with someone who was constitutionally incapable of being either late or significantly early, that eight minutes meant eight minutes.

She used the time to look at the map.

She had been looking at it, in one way or another, for six weeks. Not constantly, she had school, which had resumed with the slightly surreal ordinariness that always followed an extraordinary experience, as though the universe needed to remind you that double maths existed regardless of what you had recently found buried beneath foreign deserts. She had homework, dinner with her family, the ordinary routines of an ordinary life that felt, in the wake of two international adventures, simultaneously comforting and slightly absurd.

But she kept coming back to the attic. To the desk. To the map.

The city had no name on it. No label, no annotation, no indication of who had made the map or when or for whom. What it had was detail, the kind of detail that came from genuine knowledge rather than speculation. The mountains surrounding the city were drawn with the specificity of people who had walked them, not observed them from a distance. The city's internal layout, streets, plazas, buildings of varying scale and apparent function, was rendered with the confidence of someone who had been inside it, who understood how it worked, who knew which buildings mattered and why.

There was one building at the city's centre, larger than the others, that Amelia had been spending time on. Circular, with what appeared to be a series of concentric rings carved or built into its structure, it sat at the heart of the city's plan the way the compass rose had sat at the centre of the gate in Japan, deliberately, precisely, as though everything around it had been organised in relation to it.

She had shown the map to her geography teacher, describing it as a project she was doing on pre-Columbian South American civilisations. Mrs. Alderton had looked at it carefully and said it was not like any map she had seen from the region, and that the building in the centre looked like it might be astronomical in function, an observatory or a calendar structure, possibly. "The Inca built things like this," she had said. "But this style is older than Inca. Much older, if it's genuine."

Amelia had not told her it was genuine. She had thanked her and rolled the map up and brought it back to the attic, where it had unrolled itself across the desk and not moved since.

Eight minutes arrived, with the reliability she had come to depend on, in the form of Theo's knock at the front door.

* * *
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HE CAME UP TO THE ATTIC with his bag and his notebook and his expression of focused, barely contained excitement that he wore when he had done a significant amount of research and was trying to decide which piece of it to deliver first for maximum effect.

"Sit down," Amelia said, before he could speak. "Look at the map. Tell me what you see that I haven't seen yet."

Theo sat down, set his bag on the floor, and looked at the map with the methodical attention he brought to all things worth examining properly, not a quick scan but a proper reading, eyes moving slowly from edge to edge, pausing, returning, cross-referencing details with the internal catalogue he appeared to maintain of everything he had ever read.

After perhaps three minutes, he said: "The river."

Amelia looked where he was pointing. There was a river on the map, running along the valley's eastern edge, and she had noted it but not given it particular attention, rivers were geographical facts, not clues, or so she had assumed.

"What about it?"

"It doesn't exist," Theo said. "Or rather, it doesn't exist now. But I spent three days last week cross-referencing historical hydrological surveys of the central Andean region, there's an academic paper from 2019 by a hydrologist in Lima who identified evidence of a significant river course in a high valley that dried up approximately five hundred years ago. The timing is exact, Amelia. Five hundred years ago is precisely when the Spanish conquest reached the Andean highlands." He looked at her. "A river that dried up when the city vanished. A city built around a river that no longer exists, drawn on a map that shows it as it was, not as it is now." He paused. "This map was made from memory. By someone who remembered the city as a living place."

Amelia sat very still with this.

"Which means," she said slowly, "that someone survived. Someone left, carrying the memory of the city in enough detail to produce this map, and either made it themselves or described it to someone who could."

"And that someone, or the person they described it to, eventually ended up in a Moroccan market in the 1960s," Theo said, "where a young man named Edmund Whitlock bought it along with two other maps and never quite understood what he had." He reached into his bag and produced his notebook, opened it to a page dense with small, careful writing. "I also found the hydrologist's paper's acknowledgements section. She thanks, among others, a private archive in Lima for access to relevant documents." He looked up. "The same archive Don Aurelio curates. The one in the chapter outline."

Amelia blinked. "You read the chapter outline?"

"You left it on the kitchen table in a notebook three weeks ago," Theo said, not apologetically. "I read everything. You know this about me."

Amelia did know this about him. She had, in fact, left the notebook on the kitchen table on purpose, in the knowledge that Theo would read it and begin researching from it immediately, which was a more efficient way of getting him up to speed than explaining it all from scratch. She had not told him this. She was not going to tell him this now.

"Fine," she said. "What else?"

Theo consulted his notebook. "The building in the centre. Mrs. Alderton is right that it's astronomical in function, but it's not Inca. The architectural style matches a pre-Inca civilisation called the Tiwanaku, who built extensively in the Andean highlands between approximately five hundred and twelve hundred CE. Except—" He paused, in the way he paused when something genuinely surprised him. "The stylistic elements here are not purely Tiwanaku either. They are a synthesis. Multiple architectural traditions, multiple cultural influences, worked into a single structure. As though the city was built not by one culture but by many, over a long period, each contributing something."

Amelia felt the familiar prickling at the back of her neck. "A threshold place," she said quietly. "Not belonging to one civilisation. Belonging to all of them."

"Or rather," Theo said, "recognised by all of them as significant. A place that multiple cultures, across multiple centuries, independently understood to be worth building toward and protecting." He looked at the map. "Which would explain how it stayed hidden. It wasn't one culture's secret. It was everyone's secret. An agreement, maintained across generations and across cultural boundaries, to keep this place safe from anyone who might misuse what it contained."

The attic was very quiet. Outside, the November grey pressed against the small window with total, indifferent commitment.

Amelia reached across the desk and picked up the compass. Held it flat in her open palm, the way she always did when she needed to feel the truth of something.

The needle swung southwest, sharp and certain, with the decisive purposefulness it had been showing for six weeks now, not the preliminary stirring of Egypt's final days, not the faint warmth of something considering waking up, but a fully committed, unambiguous directional pull that said, in whatever language compasses spoke: this way. Now. It is time.

"There's something else," Theo said, watching the compass.

"Tell me."

He reached into his bag again and produced an envelope, not from his notebook, but separate, handled with a care that suggested it had been handled several times and was not, to him, simply paper. "This arrived at my house four days ago. Addressed to me, not you, which I thought was interesting. Postmarked Lima, Peru."

Amelia looked at him.

He handed her the envelope. Inside was a single sheet of paper, written in a hand she did not know, not B's compressed urgency, not Kenji's careful formality, but something warmer and more direct, the handwriting of someone younger and in a hurry.


Theo Parker, it read. I know you are the one who documents everything. I know that what you write down and what you remember is as important to this as what the compass finds. I have been following the research trail you left through the academic database for pre-Columbian Andean hydrology, yes, I noticed. My name is Valentina Cruz. I am an archaeologist in Lima and I have been waiting three years for the right compass to arrive. I think it has. My number is below. Call me when you are ready. Come soon, the dry season ends in March and after that the valley is inaccessible for six months.

P.S. Bring warm clothes. The altitude at our site is four thousand, two hundred metres. Your bodies will not enjoy this at first. This is normal. You will adapt.


Amelia read the letter twice. Then she looked at Theo.

"She found you through the academic database," she said.

"I may have been somewhat thorough in my research," Theo said, with the complete absence of apology that meant he had been extremely thorough and was entirely unrepentant about it. "I may have accessed several restricted-access papers through the university library portal using a login that my aunt, who is a lecturer, technically, may or may not have given me."

"Theo."

"The information was relevant," he said firmly. "And she found us because of it, which suggests it was exactly the right thing to do." He paused. "Also, she sounds like someone we should absolutely know."

Amelia looked at the letter again. Then at the map. Then at the compass, still pointing steadily southwest in her palm, patient and warm and entirely committed to where it was going.

She thought about a city that had chosen to vanish rather than be conquered. She thought about a river that had dried up at exactly the moment the city disappeared, as though the landscape itself had conspired to erase the evidence. She thought about multiple cultures, across multiple centuries, maintaining the same secret in the same agreement, an act of collective protection so vast and so long sustained that it made the dragon beneath the Japanese mountain and the pharaoh beneath the Egyptian desert feel, in comparison, almost intimate.

She thought about Valentina Cruz in Lima, following a research trail through an academic database, three years into a theory her colleagues found unprovable, writing a letter to a twelve-year-old boy in Melbourne because the right compass had finally, evidently, arrived.

She thought about her grandfather buying a map in a Moroccan market sixty years ago, carrying it home across continents, tucking it into a cardboard tube in the bottom of a trunk in an attic in a house that had not yet been called Foxglove Manor, and never quite knowing, in all the years that followed, how to trust himself enough to follow where it pointed.

She put the compass down on the map, at the centre of the city, at the point where the river met the circular building and the mountains rose on every side, and the needle swung and steadied and held.

"Right," she said. "We need to talk to our parents."

Theo had already opened his notebook to a fresh page. At the top, in his most deliberate hand, he had written: THE LOST CITY OF THE ANDES — PREPARATION AND LOGISTICS.

"Way ahead of you," he said.
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