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​Preface
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Since the dawn of time, the legend of Eldorado—the fabled City of Gold—has enticed the hearts of explorers, historians, and dreamers across the world. Tales of hidden kingdoms, secret gates, and forgotten guardians have rolled around through the centuries, being passed down from generation to generation in a quiet whisper. But what if legend is more than just myth? What if the truth lay just beneath our feet, waiting to be uncovered by the right eyes and the right hearts to seek it out?

It is born of such wonder. It is the story of two teenage explorers— Mateo and Isabella—who stumble upon a mysterious journal hidden away in their grandfather's attic, and thus reignite a secret long lost to the obscurity of the contemporary world. They don't get gold or wealth, but destiny, determination, and the enduring bond that joins siblings bound together by curiosity and hope.

As you turn these pages, you'll find them take you beyond the confines of this world—into hidden cities, forgotten tests, and impossible worlds created by magic, by wisdom, and by hazard. But beware: not all gates lead to paradise. And not all secrets are meant to be discovered.

I hope this story serves as a reminder to all who read it that the greatest treasures are not usually gold—but of truth, of courage, and the light we carry within.

— Dr. Eskinder Yimer Haylu
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Chapter One: The Whispering Book
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The attic smelled of aged wood, dust, and hidden stories.




Mateo pushed open the creaky door and remained silent. Sunlight streamed through the broken glass window, sending golden beams onto heaps of old boxes, jackets that had apparently remained stuck since eternity, and shattered photo frames. Isabella, his small sister, wrinkled her face as she followed him in.

"Are you sure it's here?" she asked, brushing away a spider web from her shoulder.


"Abuelo said our great-great-grandfather was an explorer," Mateo replied, leaping over a trunk. "He said he left a journal somewhere in this attic before he disappeared. This is where he last appeared."


They began searching box by box, until Isabella found an old wooden chest. It was branded with strange symbols—not Spanish, not any language she knew. In the center was a sun created of gold, its flames curling like fire. She ran her fingers over it.

"Mateo... look at this," she breathed.




The moment her hand rested on the sun symbol, the trunk opened.



––––––––
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It opened on its own.
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Inside was a weighty, leather-strapped book, wrapped in velvet cloth. Engraved upon its front was a golden sigil—the sun from the chest. As soon as Isabella lifted it, the air in the attic shifted. Dust danced. A gust of air from out of nowhere touched the back of Mateo's neck.

"Feel that?" he asked.




"The book is. warm," she said quietly, holding it in both hands.


"And. I think it's humming."


They sat on the floor of the attic, opening the book together. Pages inside were in ink, filled with yellowed maps, illustrations of strange beasts, and lines of poetry and riddles. On the page was written:


"The gate is not a door, nor a cave, nor a path. It is the heart of the earth, hid beneath wrath. Follow the birds that shine in the night,


And trust in gold that glows without light."




Mateo gazed at his sister, eyes agog. "This is not a story. This... this is a map."

"And a riddle," Isabella said. "A clue."
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Between the last pages, on the bottom of the book, was something even stranger—a small golden compass, but its needle spun round and round, never pointing north.

"Why doesn't it work?" Mateo asked.




"I think it's not looking for a way," Isabella panted, her gaze fixed on the compass. "I think it's looking... for something else."

A shadow crossed the attic window. Mateo leapt to his feet and gazed outside. A black SUV had stopped across the road. Three men in dark clothes stepped out, one of them holding a photograph.

They were gazing at the house.




"They found us," Mateo panted.




"Who?" Isabella exclaimed, frightened.




Mateo did not answer. He just slammed the book shut, stuffed it into his backpack, and grasped Isabella's hand.

"Run."
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Chapter Two: The Mark of the Ancients
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They ran down the attic stairs, Mateo with the backpack closed in a tight fist and Isabella racing behind him. Outside, the street echoed with the low roar of the black SUV's engine. The strangers already waited at the gate.

"Out the back!" Mateo whispered, pulling Isabella across the kitchen and into the abandoned garden.

"But who are they?" she gasped.



"I have no idea—but I met one of them at the library yesterday. He was staring at me when I asked about the Eldorado expedition journals."


As they made their way out the back door, Mateo saw a glimpse of the book. The golden compass began twisting violently in his backpack, the needle spinning—then locking, pointing east.

They ducked behind the tall hedges just as the men entered. Mateo led Isabella down alleyways and side streets from the square.

But the gang moved fast.




In seconds, the dark SUV turned the corner of Calle de la Luz, headlights blinding. The men spotted them and jumped out.

"There!" one shouted. "They have the journal!"




Mateo and Isabella ran. They scurried down a tiny cobblestone alleyway between two old stone buildings.
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And then—it happened.






The compass in Mateo's hand erupted into a soft golden light. The same golden mark from the attic book appeared in the air— trembling, beating—directly in front of them.

"Run after it!" Isabella shouted.




The golden mark floated away down the alley, like a firefly. As they chased after it, the air was thick. The city sounds faded away behind them.

Then—CRACK!




The ground beneath them split open like a trapdoor.




They screamed as they fell into darkness—descending, descending—until they burst against soft ground below.

And there was silence.




For an instant, they were motionless, racing heartbeats, eyes slowly accustoming to a muted light surrounding them.

"Where are we?" Isabella whispered.




"I... I think we fell in a cave," Mateo said. And yet, as he said it, he was aware that something was off. The air was warm. It stank of cinnamon and smoke and foreign flowers. The walls weren't stone—their gold and decorated surfaces rippled like ink spreading through water.
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Then they heard: a low chant sound, distant but getting closer... and the sound of footsteps, approaching.

Isabella gasped. "Look!"




Out of a tunnel illuminated by golden crystals, there appeared—tall, robed individuals with golden masks across their faces. One held up a hand, and the others halted.

"You are not supposed to be here," boomed the voice, resounding in the chamber. "The outsiders have discovered the Gate."

The children retreated, but behind them the wall they fell through had disappeared. There was no return.

A little girl suddenly stepped out of the mask horde. She removed her mask—her shining eyes and gold dust glinting in her hair.

"I am Xela, daughter of the Golden King," she whispered.


"You're not like the others who seek our city."


Mateo and Isabella stared in awe.



"We didn't come to pilfer," Isabella explained in a rush. "We brought only the compass. We wanted to finish what our great- great-grandfather started."


Xela's eyes unclenched. "Then maybe the Book did the right thing."




But behind her, in the streets above, the gang had seen it too—the glowing logo and the vanishment of the kids.

One of the men ran a hand over the earth where they were gone.




"It's real," he whispered. "The legend is true."
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