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Chapter 1: 

The Journalist's Path

It was always the sound that hit her first. Kathmandu’s old city
funneled every human urge, commerce, faith, survival, into
alleyways barely wider than the span of a tourist’s arms. Simone
Karlén slipped through the morning’s tangle, senses partitioned
like a hard drive: the shriek of motorbikes, incense and diesel, a
grid of overhead wires framing sky the color of unbleached muslin.
The air vibrated with a hundred dialects and a thousand prayers.
Simone saw none of it as noise.

She navigated the city’s arteries with the alertness of a
seasoned interloper, her internal GPS skipping the tourist
attractions in favor of the closest ATM and the bakery where the
cardamom rolls didn't taste like compromise. At every intersection,
more monks in saffron, more children hawking knockoff prayer beads,
more pale-faced trekkers with GoPros pointed everywhere but at the
moment.

The hotel stood just a block off
the bustling main thoroughfare in Thamel, nestled between a vibrant
tattoo studio and a well-stocked trekking supply shop, its sign
elegantly painted in warm hues: THE PEACEFUL DOVE HOTEL. Ascending
three flights of polished wooden stairs, with no lift in sight,
Simone was greeted by a corridor infused with the scent of freshly
brewed chai, a stark contrast to the lingering odour of boiled
cabbage that often permeated budget accommodations.

As she entered her room, a sense of calm enveloped her. The
space was thoughtfully designed, featuring two single beds arranged
in a cozy L-shape, their crisp linens inviting after a long day. A
sturdy desk made from rich mahogany stood against one wall, its
surface scattered with travel brochures and notes, while a
wardrobe, showcasing a few charming scuffs, whispered of stories
past. The window overlooked a narrow alley, its view framed by
cascading vines, allowing soft light to filter through. She closed
it gently, then flicked on the ceiling fan, which hummed
contentedly like a distant summer breeze. With a deep breath,
Simone exhaled, feeling the tension of her travels ebb away,
replaced by a budding sense of purpose.

She unpacked in reverse order of need: laptop and three
chargers, passport pouch, two black Moleskines, and a scattering of
local SIM cards purchased at the airport. Then came the manila
folders, their edges already softened by weeks in her backpack. She
thumbed through them as if to reassure the documents of their
continued relevance. Last out was a battered copy of ‘The Lost
Kingdoms of the Himalaya,’ spine splayed open to a chapter on
mythical cities.

Within ten minutes she had repurposed the spare bed into a
lateral filing system. Excel printouts mapped investments in
Nepal’s hydropower sector. Financial statements, all public domain
but selectively redacted, bore blue ink annotations in her jagged
handwriting. On the desk, a taped-together printout of satellite
imagery showed a barren plateau north of Pokhara, its geologic
scars illuminated by a yellow highlighter. Maps, topographic,
linguistic, and the napkin kind, were arrayed in a sort of paper
Venn diagram. Simone paused, considering the symmetry, then ran a
hand through her riot of blond curls.

She took one selfie, golden mane, T-shirt with a hand-painted
Shambhala reference, background pure chaos, just to anchor herself
in time. Then she started the hotel WiFi login process, which
required three attempts and a call to the front desk, where an
adolescent in a Manchester United jersey solved the problem with
the password “buddh@2023.” It was always something like that.

The Zoom call was scheduled for 09:00 Madrid, which made it two
hours past noon in Kathmandu. Simone wore no makeup and, on the
principle that it took more energy to pretend otherwise, didn’t
bother with video filters. The laptop camera framed her with the
tidy mess of paperwork, a plate of cut mangoes, and a large bottle
of local water that Carlos always called “third-world
Gatorade.”

He was late, but only by two minutes, which for Carlos Alfonso
was practically Teutonic. The familiar rectangle appeared onscreen,
his features sharp even in low-res: dark hair going silver at the
temples, button-down shirt, and the kind of facial tan that
required both sunscreen and Mediterranean ancestry. He smiled, a
genuine expression, but with a director’s impatience.

“¡Simone! ¿Qué tal? You look like you’ve been mugged by a
library.”

“Nothing was stolen,” she said. “I’m simply nesting.”

Carlos’s gaze flicked over her shoulder, cataloguing her
evidence wall with a raised brow. “I see you still use real paper.
I am told there are apps for this.”

“They crash less,” Simone replied, holding up a page speckled
with Post-Its. “And you can’t spill mango on an app.”

His laughter crackled through the connection, warm despite the
digital distortion. “I have you for twenty minutes,” he said, “and
then I must convince Madrid not to send you to somewhere even more
backward.”

Simone clicked her pen with a flourish, a deliberate gesture to
mask her skepticism. “So you want me to paint Nepal’s financial
sector as a mere puppet of China and churn out a thousand words by
Friday? Is that the plan?” Carlos pursed his lips, his expression a
blend of amusement and seriousness. “Close, but we need more
finesse. I want you to trace the money, yes, but also, ” he
gestured expansively, as if sketching a map in the air, “to explore
Nepal’s precarious position between India and China. Think soft
power, infrastructure. And let’s get a quote from someone
significant, not just the usual talking heads.”

She nodded, her pen dancing across the page. “And if I uncover
French interests lurking in the shadows, do I get a bonus?” Carlos
pointed at the screen with a knowing smile. “Precisely. But,
Simone, please: steer clear of conspiracy theories this time. Costa
is still fuming over your ‘corporate mysticism’ article.”

Carlos chuckled, shaking his head. “You possess a unique talent,
mi amiga, but not everyone appreciates it.” His tone shifted,
seriousness creeping in as he leaned closer. “Are you safe there?
I’ve read about protests; some locals aren’t fond of
journalists.”

Simone allowed the question to linger. She had a habit of
deflecting such concerns, but Carlos was different. “I’m fine. I
blend in. Nobody suspects a blonde woman in yoga pants.”

“You’ve never blended in, Simone,” he replied, a faint smile
tugging at his lips. “But thank you for the fib.”

She grinned, her heart racing with the thrill of being trusted.
“You’ll have the outline tonight, and the first draft by Friday.
Madrid will be proud.”

Carlos relaxed, a warmth in his eyes that made her momentarily
homesick. “Bueno. I’ll leave you to your spreadsheets and… whatever
else you dig up. But please, Simone, sleep sometimes. Take
care.”

“Always,” she lied, closing the call with a sense of both relief
and anticipation.

For a while, Simone simply sat, index finger drumming against
the glass of her phone. She looked at the array of documents, at
the satellite map, and at the circled area on the border that had
haunted her research for the past three months. She felt the
familiar edge of hunger, a craving for something just beyond the
perimeter of fact.

The call with Carlos had been good. It always was. But it also
reminded her why she’d taken this assignment: the itch for context,
the suspicion that the world’s apparent logic was camouflage for
the real story beneath. She’d learned, over the years, to trust the
patterns that everyone else missed.

Outside, a muezzin’s call mingled with the drone of traffic.
Simone stretched, then opened her laptop, ready to chase the next
lead, even if it led her deep into the mythological.

The first message in her inbox was from a throwaway address,
subject line blank. The body contained one line: “Meet me tonight,
20:00, third floor, Newa Chen Restaurant. Come alone.”

She stared at the screen for a long second, then pulled her
battered copy of ‘The Lost Kingdoms’ closer. Sometimes, she
thought, the universe did half the work for you.

Simone sat on her bed with her laptop balanced on her knees, a
comfortable position that seemed to coax an extra ounce of focus
from her. Afternoon heat seeped in through the brick wall, rippling
the air above her makeshift command center. Outside, the city
bellowed and prayed; inside, Simone tracked its arteries, money,
paper, power, across an illuminated spreadsheet.

She’d spent the last three hours in a trance of data
cross-referencing, broken only by the soft click of her highlighter
and the scrape of pen against the margin of a dog-eared legal pad.
The hotel desk overflowed with evidence: printouts curling at the
corners, sticky notes sprouting in toxic greens and pinks, a mug of
tea, its surface a thickened film of cold leaves.

Her current target was a string of capital flows that began
innocuous, a development grant from the World Bank to the Nepalese
Ministry of Energy, but which, on closer inspection, frayed into a
mess of shell corporations and unexplained management fees. Simone
frowned. The names on the invoices meant nothing until she put them
next to their registration data: SANTORINI HOLDINGS, AMPHION AG,
and a half-dozen others with addresses in Zurich, Luxembourg, and
Grand Cayman. She murmured the names aloud, rolling each one
through her mouth like a line of poetry.

The deeper she dug, the more the numbers resembled an algorithm
with a sense of humor. Amounts too round to be accidental:
999,999.99 USD. Transaction dates that clustered around major
Nepali holidays, as if someone wanted the banking activity to hide
in plain sight. Simone’s pulse quickened. She traced the path from
government ministry to a “consulting group” run by an ex-official
currently under investigation in Brussels. Every click yielded
another anomaly.

She printed a page and drew a red box around a signature. “Not
bad,” she muttered. “But you forgot the accent on the ‘e,’
monsieur.” She made a note, then returned to the cascade of emails
in her inbox, each a little more desperate for her attention.

The archaeological permits were trickier. Nepal’s government
website was a digital fortress, passwords reset every five minutes,
but Simone worked around it. She’d learned years ago that public
servants reused their credentials, so she hacked the forgotten
password links and accessed the archives. Permit approvals for
survey work in the Mustang region, officially closed to outsiders,
had been greenlit in six days, a record that would have required
not only cash but political capital.

She sketched out a timeline on the back of an envelope: date of
first permit, payment transfer, follow-up visit by an “agricultural
consultancy,” all within a ninety-day span. Too fast. Too easy. She
cross-checked the names of visiting scientists against their
LinkedIn profiles; three were ghosts, and one listed her most
recent employer as a “researcher at Atlantis Academy, Malta.”
Simone laughed out loud. Some people never bothered to hide.

She returned to the printouts, marking up a flowchart with
colored tabs, orange for corruption, blue for incompetence, yellow
for inexplicable. By the time she finished, the page looked like a
flag from a micro-nation.

Simone wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, not realizing
how tired she’d become. She stood, stretched, and let her gaze
unfocus through the window. A line of prayer flags shimmered on the
neighboring roof, the script faded from rain and smog, but still
chanting on the wind.

Her phone vibrated, the screen blinking with a new message from
a number she didn’t recognize. The text was spare, just two
sentences:

“Tonight. As agreed. Don’t bring anyone.”

Simone stared at the message, pulse a notch higher. She glanced
at the timeline, the red-flagged companies, and the email
confirming her interview with a government whistleblower. Patterns,
always patterns, but this one felt different, improvised, a little
reckless.

She closed the laptop with a soft click and slipped it into her
backpack, hands moving in practiced sequence. Documents, burner
phone, an extra power bank, and the copy of ‘The Lost Kingdoms.’
She considered the running shoes, then left them; she’d never
outrun a city this old anyway.

As she locked the door, she looked back once at the evidence
splayed across the spare bed. She’d see it again before morning.
But for now, she was hungry for answers, and her questions had
finally drawn blood.

The city changed character at twilight. Simone watched from the
rooftop’s peeling parapet as Durbar Square staged its nightly
pageant, women in peacock-colored saris sweeping the temple steps,
packs of street kids chasing the last of the hawkers, a rooster
balancing on a tangle of electrical cable. Even the light felt
conspiratorial, as if the sun had bartered away its last warmth for
a little more intrigue.

The Newa Chen Restaurant was less restaurant than afterthought:
three plastic tables, a bar dispensing lukewarm Everest beer, and a
menu painted on the wall in fading red script. Simone picked a
table with the best sightline to the street below and ordered a
local beer. The server, a teenager with a tattoo of Che Guevara on
his forearm, nodded once and retreated to the gloom inside.

Her contact arrived precisely on time. He wore a fleece vest
over a pressed white shirt, and the way he scanned the other
tables, quick, practiced, told her this was not his first
clandestine rendezvous. His hands, when he set them on the
tabletop, were webbed with old scars and burned by sun. He greeted
Simone with a small tilt of the chin.

“Ms. Karlén,” he said, pronouncing it with a perfect Swedish
lilt.

She gave him a fraction of a smile. “I hear you have a ghost
story for me.”

He suppressed a smile of his own, but the lines around his eyes
deepened. “Not ghost, exactly. But not something your people want
to hear about, either.” He slid a creased envelope across the
table. “You pay for this meeting. I speak. Then we don’t see each
other again, yes?”

She nodded, palmed the envelope, and didn’t bother to check its
contents. “I understand.”

He glanced at the street, then leaned in, lowering his voice.
“You are here for the energy project. But energy is not the
project.” He let the words hang, watching her for a reaction.

Simone kept her face neutral, but inside her mind a gear caught
and spun faster. “Go on.”

He drummed his fingers. “My cousin works at the customs office.
Says strange equipment comes in. Labeled for hydropower, but, ” he
shrugged, “not for power. Too delicate. Too expensive. Even the
guards don’t touch.”

Simone processed this, her thoughts running along the rails of
the spreadsheet she’d assembled earlier. “Where does it go?”

He hesitated, glancing around again. “North. Past Gorka. Into
the old restricted zones. Not allowed for foreigners, but some go
anyway.”

Simone’s pulse spiked. She leaned in, matching his whisper.
“Kalapa?”

He jerked back, startled enough to drop his gaze. The name was a
password, and she had said it flawlessly.

“Nobody says that name here,” he murmured, voice barely above
the evening’s hush. “It is not a place. It is a curse.”

She let the silence hang, let him decide how much more he dared
reveal. In the pause, a bell rang from the temple below, its tone
oddly dissonant.

He said, “You should go back to Europe. This story, it doesn’t
end well for journalists.”

She almost laughed, but instead asked, “Who is running it?”

He looked past her, focusing on the far horizon. “Big man from
France. Always with bodyguards. The kind that never smile.”

The connection flashed through her: the shell company, the rapid
permit approval, and now a name whispered in every corruption
scandal she’d ever traced in the EU.

“Thank you,” she said, voice low.

He straightened, as if remembering himself. “You meet nobody
else. Ask your questions in the right valley.” He stood, eyes
darting to the street.

A black SUV, its windows mirrored and featureless, pulled up at
the curb below. The contact’s expression froze; he backed away from
the table, ducking through a side door that emptied onto an
adjacent roof. Simone watched as he threaded across the rooftops,
fleet and anonymous.

She remained in her seat, sipping the now-flat beer, pulse
steady despite the swirl of new information. The SUV idled, then
turned down a side street, vanishing into the smog.

She watched until the square was almost empty. Then she took the
envelope from her pocket, tore it open, and scanned the contents: a
photocopy of a customs manifest, a page from a passport, and a
Polaroid of an excavation team standing in front of what looked
like a cave mouth shrouded by prayer flags.

She smiled, her curiosity brightening into something almost
fierce. The story was here, beneath the layers of myth and bribe
and threat. She tapped the envelope against her palm, feeling the
heft of evidence and the old, sweet ache of a mystery just out of
reach.

She gathered her bag, then made her way back down the stairs,
already plotting her next interview, already mapping the “right
valley” in her head. Somewhere in the dark, the legend of Shambhala
had just become real.





Chapter 2: 

Patterns in the Data

The Ministry of Finance building exhaled bureaucracy and dust in
equal measure. Simone stood in its marble foyer, her documents
clutched in one hand, her press credentials hanging like an amulet
around her neck. Fluorescent tubes buzzed overhead, casting the
kind of light that aged everyone by five years and turned skin the
color of old newspaper. She approached the front desk with
practiced confidence, the kind journalists cultivated like a second
language, halfway between entitlement and respect.

"Archives," she said to the security guard, whose uniform seemed
designed for a man twice his size. "I have an appointment with Mr.
Sharma in Records."

This was a lie, but a harmless one. In her experience, most
government buildings operated on the assumption that nobody would
voluntarily visit without purpose. The guard nodded, barely
glancing at her credentials before gesturing toward a bank of
elevators that looked as if they'd been installed during the
monarchy.

The archives occupied the building's basement, where humidity
and paper formed an unholy alliance against preservation. Simone
stepped from the elevator into a world of narrow aisles, metal
shelving, and the particular smell of documents left to yellow in
peace. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead at irregular
intervals, as though sending coded messages to the dust motes that
danced in their stuttering glow.

A clerk sat behind a desk that might have been fashionable in
1973. He was perhaps forty, with the particular resignation of
someone who had surrendered to his bureaucratic fate years ago. His
nameplate read "A. Sharma." He looked up at Simone with the
wariness of a man who had spent decades protecting information
nobody wanted.

"Can I help you?" His English carried the precise diction of
formal education.

Simone offered her most professional smile. "I'm researching
permit approvals for European companies operating in protected
Himalayan regions. For a special economic feature."

Mr. Sharma's expression didn't change, but his fingers stopped
their idle tapping on the desk. "Such records are for internal
government use. I cannot, "

"I understand completely," Simone interrupted, lowering her
voice conspiratorially. "But I'm working on a profile of Nepal's
development partnerships for NOA Press. The piece will be published
in Le Monde next month." She paused, letting the name of the
prestigious French newspaper hang in the air like expensive
perfume. "My regional director, Carlos Alfonso, specifically
mentioned the impressive efficiency of your ministry's approval
process. We'd like to highlight it."

The name-dropping worked its subtle alchemy. Mr. Sharma's
posture shifted slightly, the universal adjustment of a civil
servant reassessing whether the person before him might be
important enough to accommodate.

"Le Monde," he repeated, testing the weight of the words. "That
is a very respected publication."

"Indeed," Simone agreed. "And Carlos believes Nepal's
modernization efforts deserve broader recognition in Europe."

Mr. Sharma's resistance visibly eroded. He glanced at his
computer, then at the stacks of files behind him, then back at
Simone with a new calculation in his eyes.

"Perhaps I could assist with some general information. What
specific timeframe are you researching?"

"The past eighteen months," Simone said, sensing victory.
"Particularly permits granted to companies based in France,
Switzerland, and Luxembourg."

He nodded and stood. "Wait here, please."

Simone watched as he disappeared into the labyrinth of filing
cabinets, his footsteps fading to whispers among the paper. While
he was gone, she surveyed the room, noting the single security
camera in the corner, an older model, possibly not even connected,
and the framed portrait of Nepal's prime minister hanging slightly
askew on the far wall.

When Mr. Sharma returned, he carried three thick folders bound
with red tape. He placed them before her with the careful precision
of someone handling evidence.

"These contain the records you requested," he said, his voice
lower now. "You may review them here. Photography is not
permitted."

Simone nodded her understanding, then ignored the prohibition
the moment he returned to his desk. She opened the first folder and
began methodically examining its contents, her small camera
concealed in her palm, its shutter silenced. Each time Mr. Sharma
looked away or answered the phone, she captured another document,
her movements efficient and practiced.

The records revealed a pattern that confirmed her suspicions.
Vallois Innovations, a French tech conglomerate she'd been tracking
for months, had secured permits for areas normally restricted to
foreigners. What should have taken years of applications had been
approved in weeks. She photographed a particularly damning approval
letter, noting the signature of a ministry official who had
recently resigned amid corruption allegations.

Mr. Sharma glanced over his shoulder every few minutes, his
nervousness growing more pronounced. Once, he walked to the doorway
and peered down the hall before returning to his desk. His fingers
drummed against his keyboard without actually typing, a man
performing work rather than doing it.

Simone turned pages with deliberate care, her eyes absorbing
details that others might miss: approval dates clustered around
national holidays, permits granted for "scientific research" in
areas with no apparent scientific value, and the same three names
appearing repeatedly on authorization forms. In her small
leather-bound notebook, she jotted observations in a shorthand
she'd developed years ago, part Swedish, part code, creating a map
of connections that would make sense only to her.

"Ms. Karlén," Mr. Sharma said suddenly, startling her. "I must
remind you that these documents are sensitive."

She looked up, camera temporarily tucked into her sleeve. "Of
course. I'm just taking notes for accuracy." She displayed her
notebook, its cryptic scribbles meaningless to anyone but
herself.

He nodded, not entirely convinced, but unwilling to directly
accuse her. His eyes darted to the wall clock, then back to the
hallway. Someone was expected, or feared.

The final folder contained the most valuable information: a
complete permit application from Vallois Innovations for access to
a remote valley north of Pokhara. The stated purpose, "geological
stability testing for hydropower feasibility", seemed innocuous
enough, but the equipment list included ground-penetrating radar
systems and specialized excavation tools that had nothing to do
with dam construction. Most telling was the expedited approval
granted by three different ministries on the same day, a
bureaucratic miracle in a country where paperwork normally moved at
the pace of continental drift.

Simone captured these final documents, her camera's soft click
nearly inaudible beneath the building's ambient hum. She closed the
folder and arranged the stack exactly as Mr. Sharma had presented
it, erasing evidence of her scrutiny.

"Thank you for your assistance," she said, rising and extending
her hand. "This will be very helpful for our feature."

Mr. Sharma shook her hand briefly, relief evident in his
expression. "I hope you find the information satisfactory. Nepal
welcomes foreign investment."

The practiced line sounded hollow, especially after what she'd
just uncovered. As she left the archives, she felt the weight of
the digital evidence in her camera, each image a piece in a puzzle
that stretched from Kathmandu to Paris. Vallois wasn't just bending
rules; he was rewriting them entirely. And somebody in the Nepalese
government was helping him do it.

In the elevator, Simone pressed her back against the wall and
closed her eyes, mentally cataloguing what she'd learned. Whatever
Vallois sought in those remote valleys, it wasn't hydropower. And
whatever he'd promised the officials who'd fast-tracked his
permits, it was substantial enough to risk their careers, perhaps
even their freedom.

The elevator doors opened to the marble foyer, and Simone
stepped back into the world of sunlight and traffic noise, her
expression revealing nothing of what she'd discovered. But beneath
her composed exterior, her mind raced with possibilities, each more
troubling than the last. The story wasn't just about corruption
anymore. It was about power, the kind that couldn't be measured in
megawatts.

The French embassy rose from Kathmandu's diplomatic enclave like
an architectural rebuke to its surroundings, all limestone elegance
and Parisian proportions, a building that had never learned to
apologize for its colonialism. Simone adjusted the hem of her black
cocktail dress as she passed through security, her press
credentials examined with the particular scrutiny reserved for
journalists at events where truth was considered a party crasher.
Inside, crystal chandeliers spilled light across marble floors,
transforming even the most pragmatic diplomat into a creature of
shadow and gleam.

Simone had prepared methodically for this evening. Her dress, a
tailored design that whispered expense rather than shouted it, was
complemented by a single strand of pearls that had once belonged to
her mother. Her golden curls were tamed into a low chignon,
professional enough to be taken seriously, elegant enough to blend
with the embassy's carefully curated aesthetic. In her clutch: a
recorder disguised as a powder compact, a few business cards, and a
list of questions for Adrien Vallois that would never see
paper.

She accepted a flute of champagne from a passing server and
positioned herself near a potted palm, its fronds providing a
subtle vantage point. The reception buzzed with the particular
energy of power and pretense, Nepalese ministers in Western suits,
European diplomats affecting casual interest in local politics, NGO
directors hunting for funding like elegant predators. Simone
catalogued faces, matching them against the dossiers she'd compiled
in her hotel room. The Minister of Energy laughed too loudly near
the bar. The Chinese ambassador's wife studied the room with the
cool assessment of someone counting cards.

And then she saw him.

Adrien Vallois occupied the center of the room without appearing
to seek attention, a gravitational force rather than a spotlight.
Tall and leonine, his silver-streaked dark hair precisely cut, he
wore a bespoke suit that made everyone else look slightly
underdressed. What struck Simone most were his eyes: piercing gray,
rarely blinking, scanning the gathering with the calculating
precision of someone who saw people as variables in an
equation.

She'd seen photographs, of course. Had studied his biography,
his company reports, his rare interviews. But nothing had prepared
her for the measured authority he projected, the way conversations
paused when he moved through them, then resumed with renewed
energy, as if he'd somehow recalibrated their significance simply
by passing through.

Vallois spoke to a Nepalese cabinet minister, his
French-accented English carrying just enough volume to be heard by
those he wished to impress but not enough to seem deliberate about
it. His hands moved in precise, elegant gestures that complemented
his words without distracting from them. The minister nodded
eagerly, like a student receiving rare praise from a demanding
professor.

"His company's investment portfolio in Nepal has tripled this
year," murmured a voice at Simone's elbow. She turned to find an
American embassy staffer she'd interviewed last month. "They're
calling him 'Le Visionnaire' in the business pages."

"Vision requires light," Simone replied, keeping her tone
neutral. "I wonder what he sees in Nepal's restricted valleys that
others don't."

The staffer shrugged. "Whatever it is, he's convinced the right
people it's worth bending rules for." He drifted away, pulled into
another conversation's orbit.

Simone observed Vallois' security detail, three men in dark
suits positioned at strategic intervals around him. Not Nepal's
usual hired muscle, but professionals with the particular stillness
that came from training rather than intimidation. One, slightly
older with a scar bisecting his right eyebrow, maintained constant
visual contact with Vallois, his gaze periodically sweeping the
room in practiced patterns.

She calculated her approach, waiting for the moment when the
Nepalese minister departed and before another supplicant could
claim Vallois' attention. With deliberate casualness, she moved
through the crowd, angling toward him while appearing to head for
the bar. She rehearsed her opening question in her mind, direct
enough to suggest research, open enough to prevent immediate
dismissal.

Ten meters away. Five. She caught fragmentary conversations as
she passed, hydroelectric potential, mineral rights, expedition
permits. Three meters. Vallois turned slightly, the light catching
the silver at his temples. Two meters.

The security man with the scarred eyebrow shifted, a movement so
fluid it could have been accidental. He didn't look at Simone
directly, but suddenly occupied the space she needed to cross.
Behind him, a second security officer moved to flank Vallois,
creating a human corridor that subtly redirected traffic away from
his employer.

Simone spun on her heel, adjusting her trajectory as if the bar
had always been her destination, then tried a different angle of
approach. This time, the third security man intervened, stepping
forward with a smile that contained absolutely no warmth.

"Excuse me, madame," he said in accented English, his body
positioned to block her path. "This area is momentarily restricted
for security purposes." His tone was professionally courteous, his
stance unmovable.

"I only wanted to ask Mr. Vallois about his company's
archaeological interests," Simone said, matching his politeness
while holding her ground. "For a feature in Le Monde."

The security man's expression didn't change, but something
hardened in his eyes. "Mr. Vallois' press secretary handles all
media inquiries. I can provide contact information if you
wish."

It was a perfect deflection, reasonable, proper, and completely
useless. The press secretary would redirect her to public
relations, who would email generic statements about innovation and
investment. Meanwhile, whatever Vallois sought in Nepal's mountains
would remain unexamined.

"I've already spoken with his office," Simone lied smoothly.
"Mr. Vallois indicated he would be available this evening."

The security man's smile tightened fractionally. "Then there has
been a misunderstanding. Mr. Vallois' schedule this evening is
fully committed. Perhaps another time."

His gesture directing her away was subtle but unmistakable, the
kind of polite dismissal that carried the weight of authority
without the vulgarity of threat. Simone felt heat rise in her
chest, a familiar tightness in her jaw. Her fingers clenched
imperceptibly around the stem of her champagne glass, the pressure
just shy of shattering crystal.

She retreated with practiced grace, but the frustration burned
beneath her calm exterior. Across the room, Vallois continued his
conversation, never acknowledging the small drama that had played
out at his perimeter. Whether he'd noticed her attempt or not was
impossible to tell, his focus remained on the Nepalese finance
minister who'd joined his circle, his expression one of engaged
interest.

Simone positioned herself near a window, ostensibly admiring the
embassy's manicured garden while actually watching Vallois'
reflection in the glass. The security men had resumed their posts,
their vigilance undiminished. Whatever Adrien Vallois was
protecting, whether information, intention, or something else
entirely, he'd invested in professionals who understood the value
of preventive measures.

She sipped her champagne, its effervescence now flat against her
tongue. The documents she'd photographed that morning in the
ministry archives took on new significance in light of Vallois'
protective bubble. Men who merely sought profit didn't barricade
themselves behind such careful human architecture. This wasn't
about business, at least not the kind that appeared in annual
reports.

A waiter passed with fresh champagne, and Simone exchanged her
empty glass for a full one, using the movement to scan the room
again. Vallois had shifted position, now engaged with what appeared
to be a minor government official, the kind not important enough
for the center of the room. Interesting. The security detail had
adjusted accordingly, maintaining their protective formation.

Simone considered her options. Direct approach: blocked.
Official channels: useless. What remained was the journalist's
oldest tactic, find someone adjacent to power who had both
knowledge and resentment, someone who might talk when others
wouldn't. Her gaze drifted across the reception, assessing
potential sources, calculating vulnerabilities.

She was so focused on this analysis that she almost missed the
moment when Vallois glanced directly at her, his gray eyes meeting
hers across the crowded room. The contact lasted less than a
second, just long enough for Simone to recognize that her interest
had not gone unnoticed. Then he turned back to his conversation,
his expression revealing nothing.

But in that brief exchange, Simone understood that whatever game
was being played in Nepal's restricted valleys, Adrien Vallois
already knew she had joined it. The realization settled in her
stomach like ice, both warning and challenge.

Simone felt his presence before she saw him, the particular
stillness of someone who had mastered the art of observation. She
turned from the window to find a man studying her with the detached
interest of a collector appraising a rare specimen. Tall, perhaps
fifty, with the kind of physique that suggested regular mountain
climbing rather than gyms. His charcoal suit wasn't merely
expensive; it was precise, tailored to accommodate movement while
conveying authority. The Swiss watch at his wrist caught the light
as he extended his hand.

"Ms. Karlén," he said, his accent carrying the crisp edges of
Swiss German beneath cultivated English. "Your persistence is
admirable, if somewhat conspicuous."

She accepted his handshake, firm but not aggressive, the
calibrated pressure of someone who understood the diplomacy of
physical contact.

"I'm afraid you have the advantage," she replied, withdrawing
her hand with practiced casualness.

His smile revealed nothing beyond excellent dental work. "Klaus
Bernhard. Alpine Securities Consortium." He presented a business
card between two fingers, the motion elegant as a magician's
flourish. The card was heavy stock, letterpress printed, with only
his name, the company, and a Zurich phone number. No email, no
website, the kind of minimalism that spoke of clients who didn't
need to search for services online.

"Banking," Simone said, reading between the engraved lines.

"Among other things." Bernhard's gaze drifted to where Vallois
held court across the room, then back to her with renewed focus. "I
couldn't help noticing your interest in our French friend. An
interest I suspect extends beyond the usual journalistic
profiles."

Simone measured her response against what she'd already revealed
through her actions. "I'm researching European investment in
Nepal's restricted regions. Mr. Vallois features prominently in
that landscape."

"Indeed." Bernhard sipped his drink, not champagne but something
amber in a crystal tumbler. "Though the landscape in question
extends beyond mere financial topography, doesn't it?" He lowered
his voice, leaning in slightly. "Perhaps we might discuss mutual
interests in highland investments. My hotel, tomorrow at eleven.
Something tells me our perspectives might usefully align."

Before she could respond, he slipped a second card, this one
blank except for a handwritten address, into her palm. His fingers
were cool against her skin.

"Until tomorrow, Ms. Karlén." He inclined his head in a gesture
that managed to be both courtly and dismissive, then moved away
with the efficient grace of someone who never wasted motion.

Simone tucked the cards into her clutch, her mind already
cataloguing possibilities. Banker, informant, competitor, trap,
Bernhard could be any or all of these. What mattered was that he'd
noticed her interest in Vallois and, rather than deflecting it, had
offered a channel. Whether that channel led to information or
manipulation remained to be seen.

The reception continued around her, its rhythms unchanged, but
Simone sensed the evening had yielded all it would. She made her
exit with the particular skill journalists developed, not the first
to leave, not lingering unnecessarily, vanishing from memory as
soon as the door closed behind her.

Outside, Kathmandu's night air struck her skin like a cool
compress after the embassy's heated formality. Stars glittered
above the city's haze, indifferent to the human dramas unfolding
beneath them. Simone hailed a taxi, giving the driver an address
three blocks from her actual hotel, a habit that had once seemed
paranoid but increasingly felt like basic hygiene.

The taxi pulled away from the embassy's diplomatic quarter, its
aged engine protesting the hills that defined Kathmandu's
geography. Through the rear window, Simone watched the embassy
diminish, its illuminated façade a square of European light against
Nepal's darkness. She settled back, mentally reviewing the
evening's developments, when something caught her attention.

Headlights, steady, unwavering, maintained a consistent distance
behind them, despite the taxi's varied speed. A black SUV with
mirrored windows, its shape distinctive even in the darkness. The
same model she'd glimpsed outside the Newa Chen Restaurant days
before.

"Can you take a different route?" she asked the driver, keeping
her voice casual. "I'd like to see more of the city."

The driver glanced at her in the rearview mirror, clearly
weighing the request against the hour. "Different route costs
more," he said finally.

"That's fine." She pointed to a side street. "That way,
please."

The taxi veered right, cutting across a lane of scooters with
the particular fatalism of Kathmandu traffic. Simone watched the
SUV adjust course, maintaining its distance.

"Now left," she directed. "Through there."

The narrow street forced the taxi to slow, buildings crowding
close on either side. In the mirror, the SUV's headlights burned
like twin stars, drawing closer.

"Thamel district," Simone said, dropping any pretense of
tourism. "The narrowest streets you know."

The driver's eyes met hers again, a new understanding in them.
He nodded once, then accelerated down an alley barely wider than
the taxi itself. The SUV hesitated at the entrance, then followed,
forced to reduce speed as the passageway constricted.

For fifteen minutes, they navigated Thamel's labyrinthine heart,
streets that buckled and twisted, alleys that fed into courtyards,
then emerged as different streets entirely. The taxi driver proved
remarkably adept, taking turns that seemed to materialize at the
last second, doubling back through passages where laundry lines
created an overhead canopy.

Simone monitored their pursuit, watching as the SUV's headlights
appeared and disappeared in their wake, the gap between them
gradually widening. After a particularly complex series of turns
through an area where even pedestrians had to turn sideways to
pass, the lights vanished entirely.

"Stop here," she instructed, then paid the driver with a
generous tip. "Thank you."

He pocketed the money with a slight bow of his head. "Be
careful, miss. Kathmandu has many eyes."

She walked the remaining distance to The Peaceful Dove Hotel,
using shop windows as mirrors to check for followers, doubling back
twice to ensure she moved alone through the night. The hotel's
façade appeared unchanged, its painted sign illuminated by a single
yellow bulb that attracted moths the size of small birds.

Her room key turned in the lock with its familiar resistance.
Inside, the ceiling fan stirred the warm air in lazy circles, its
hum a constant presence she'd learned to tune out. She closed the
door, engaged both locks, and only then allowed her shoulders to
release their tension.

Something was wrong.

The wrongness wasn't obvious, no ransacked drawers or overturned
furniture. It was the subtle dissonance of objects minutely
displaced: her laptop lid stood open at a different angle than
she'd left it; her notes on the desk had been shuffled, the corners
no longer perfectly aligned; the bed, which she'd left rumpled, had
been straightened, though not by hotel staff who would have changed
the linens entirely.

Simone stood motionless, cataloging the discrepancies. Her
camera remained in its hiding place beneath the loose floorboard.
Her passport and emergency cash, concealed in a hollowed-out
guidebook, appeared untouched. Nothing seemed missing, which meant
this wasn't theft but information gathering. Or a warning.

She moved through the room with methodical precision, checking
for listening devices or cameras. The light fixtures, the smoke
detector, the electrical outlets, behind the mirror, all the
standard placements. She found nothing, which didn't necessarily
mean nothing was there; it might simply mean whoever had searched
her room employed better technology than she could detect with
naked eyes.

Finally, she checked her digital tripwires, the invisible
markers she'd established as a personal security system. A hair
positioned across her notebook binding: broken. A specific
arrangement of pens on the desk: altered. The pattern of her
clothes in the wardrobe: disturbed just enough to confirm
intentional examination rather than casual housekeeping.

Simone sat on the edge of the bed, her expression carefully
neutral despite being alone. The invasion of her space should have
frightened her, would have frightened a sensible person, but
instead, she felt a cool certainty settle in her chest. She'd
struck a nerve. Whether it was Vallois' operation, Bernhard's
"consortium," or some other player she hadn't yet identified,
someone considered her investigation significant enough to warrant
surveillance.

She opened her clutch and removed Bernhard's cards, studying the
handwritten address on the blank one. Tomorrow's meeting had just
transformed from an information-gathering opportunity to a
potential trap, or perhaps, a chance to discover which faction
considered her enough of a threat to violate her privacy.

Either way, the rules of the game had changed. She was no longer
merely observing the chase for Shambhala's secrets; she had become
part of it. The thought should have troubled her more than it did.
Instead, she felt the familiar quickening of her pulse that came
with proximity to truth, a signal that whatever Vallois sought in
Nepal's restricted valleys was worth the risk of discovery.

She slipped Bernhard's card into her notebook and began
preparing for tomorrow's meeting, her mind already mapping
contingencies, escape routes, and the questions that might yield
answers without revealing how little she truly understood about the
forces now converging around her.





Chapter 3: 

The Ancient Name

The apartment building crouched in the shadow of a Hindu temple,
its façade mottled with decades of monsoon damage and neglect.
Simone climbed the uneven stairs, each step releasing a soft
protest of aged wood, her fingertips tracing the wall for balance
where the railing had long ago surrendered to gravity. Four floors
up, where the air hung thick with the mingled scents of cumin,
incense, and the particular mustiness of paper left too long in
humidity, she found the unmarked door that matched the description
from her contact. She knocked three times, paused, then twice more,
the pattern she'd been instructed to use, and waited, listening to
the shuffle of movement from within.

The door opened just wide enough to reveal a sliver of face: one
eye, dark and assessing, set in skin that resembled topographic
maps of the very mountains its owner had spent decades
studying.

"Ms. Karlén." Not a question but an acknowledgment, the voice
carrying the particular roughness of someone who spoke rarely and
to few.

"Dr. Dorje," she replied with a small nod. "Thank you for seeing
me."

The door widened reluctantly. Tenzin Dorje stood barely to
Simone's shoulder, his compact frame belying the strength that had
carried him through Himalayan passes for nearly seven decades. His
shaved head gleamed in the apartment's dim light, the prominent
scar running from crown to nape visible as he turned to lead her
inside. He wore simple garments, worn maroon robes that seemed both
practical and symbolic, their edges frayed from years of careful
maintenance.

"People call you 'Old Crow,'" Simone said, following him into
what might generously be called a living space.

Tenzin made a sound somewhere between amusement and dismissal.
"People call many things by incorrect names." He gestured toward
the room's sole chair, a wooden seat with a threadbare cushion.
"Please."

The apartment defied ordinary categorization. What might have
been a modest living quarters had been transformed into a paper
labyrinth, towering stacks of manuscripts and journals created
narrow pathways between them, like canyons carved through
sedimentary layers of knowledge. Ancient Tibetan scrolls leaned
against modern academic journals, their unlikely proximity creating
a physical timeline of human inquiry. The precarious piles seemed
to observe a logic known only to Tenzin, each positioned with
deliberate care despite the apparent chaos.

Simone lowered herself onto the chair while Tenzin settled
cross-legged on a cushion opposite her, the movement fluid despite
his age. A shaft of afternoon light slanted through the room's
single window, illuminating countless dust motes that danced
between them like microscopic messengers.

"My contact said you have extensive knowledge of Himalayan
folklore," she began, meeting his unwavering gaze. "Particularly
regarding Shambhala."

Tenzin's expression remained impassive. "Many seek stories of
Shambhala. Tourists. New Age pilgrims. They come with empty
notebooks and leave with empty understanding." He studied her with
the particular stillness of someone accustomed to mountain
silences. "Why does a European business journalist pursue ancient
myths?"

The question contained layers of suspicion, each one justified.
Simone recognized the test embedded within it.

"I'm following money," she replied, maintaining eye contact.
"European technology companies are spending millions to access
restricted valleys north of Pokhara. Their permits claim hydropower
studies, but their equipment lists include ground-penetrating radar
and specialized excavation tools." She paused, then added with
careful precision: "They're searching for Kalapa."

The name hung in the air between them. Tenzin's weathered face
revealed nothing, but his hands, calloused from decades of rope
work and manuscript handling, stilled completely, a pause more
telling than any expression.

"Kalapa," he repeated, the word emerging with the weight of
stone. "Not a name commonly known to outsiders."

"I've done my research."

"Research." He nearly smiled. "A modern word for an ancient
practice."

The apartment's smell intensified as Tenzin rose and moved to a
low cabinet, incense, yes, but beneath it something older: the
particular fragrance of paper that had survived centuries, of ink
made from materials no longer harvested. He returned with a wooden
box worn smooth from handling, its surface inlaid with symbols that
reminded Simone of astronomical notations.

"Kalapa was not myth," he said, his voice dropping to the
particular register reserved for sacred subjects. "It was the
capital of Shambhala. Not heaven, not paradise, a kingdom of flesh
and stone, but one whose knowledge extended beyond what most
consider possible." He opened the box with reverent precision,
removing a fragment of parchment protected by a clear covering.
"These are partial translations from texts kept in monasteries that
no longer exist."

He placed the fragment before her, its surface covered with
faded script in multiple languages, Tibetan, Sanskrit, and what
appeared to be an older script she didn't recognize.

"This speaks of the 'wheel of light' at Shambhala's center,"
Tenzin continued, his finger hovering above the text without
touching it. "A mechanism that could 'move mountains without touch'
and 'speak across oceans without sound.'" His eyes met hers. "What
does this suggest to you, Ms. Karlén?"

Simone studied the fragment, her pulse quickening. "Technology.
Advanced technology that sounds remarkably similar to what we've
only developed in the past century."

"Perhaps." Tenzin's gaze held hers. "Or perhaps we have merely
rediscovered what was once known and then lost."

The dust motes continued their silent dance in the shaft of
light between them, countless particles suspended in momentary
illumination before falling back into shadow. Outside, a temple
bell rang, its resonance filtering through the thin walls.

"Where exactly was Kalapa located?" Simone asked, careful to
keep her tone conversational despite the intensity of her
interest.

Tenzin's demeanor shifted subtly, a tightening around the eyes,
a new tension in his shoulders. His hands, which had moved with
steady precision while handling the ancient text, now displayed a
slight tremor.

"That question has drawn blood for centuries," he said, his
voice lower now. "The kingdom's location was protected by what the
texts call 'misdirection paths', routes that circled back on
themselves, landmarks that appeared and disappeared. Some believe
this was accomplished through natural features. Others suggest..."
He hesitated. "Other means."

"But you know where it was," Simone pressed, recognizing the
particular reluctance of someone protecting information rather than
lacking it.

Tenzin's gaze darted to the window, a quick assessment of the
view below, before returning to her face. The movement was
practiced, automatic, the habit of someone accustomed to watching
for observers.

"Knowledge has guardians, Ms. Karlén. Always has. Those who
preserved Shambhala's secrets did so because they understood the
consequence of power without wisdom." His voice carried a new edge
of urgency. "The Europeans digging in the valleys, they seek the
wheel not for knowledge but for application. Control. The same
pursuit that has destroyed seekers for generations."

His thin fingers closed around the fragment, returning it to its
protective case with the care of a parent sheltering a child.

"Powerful interests have sought this knowledge since before your
grandparents were born," he continued. "Men with armies. Nations
with resources beyond counting. All believing themselves worthy,
all believing themselves different from those who came before." His
eyes met hers again, their darkness now fathomless. "None
understanding what they sought to control."

Another glance toward the window. Another check of the street
below. The movement so subtle it might have been dismissed as
random, except that nothing about Tenzin Dorje seemed random or
unintentional.

"There are watchers," he said simply. "Always watchers. The
closer one comes to truth, the more numerous they become."

The afternoon light had shifted, the shaft now illuminating a
different section of the room, revealing new constellations of dust
suspended in the air. Simone felt the weight of Tenzin's warning
settle over her like the ancient papers surrounding them, fragile
yet enduring, carrying messages across time that few bothered to
decipher properly.

Simone gathered her notebook and rose to leave, sensing that
Tenzin had revealed all he intended to for this meeting. Her hand
was already reaching for her bag when his fingers closed around her
wrist with startling strength, the grip of a man who had traversed
mountain passes in all seasons, who had survived elements that
killed the unwary. His touch carried urgency without aggression,
the particular pressure of someone transmitting importance through
contact alone.

"Wait," he said, voice barely above a whisper. His eyes met hers
with an intensity that transcended their previous conversation, as
if he'd made a decision in the silence between words.

Tenzin released her wrist and turned to a shelf behind him, his
movements suddenly hurried. From between two ancient volumes, he
extracted something wrapped in faded silk. His body shielded the
object from the window as he unwrapped it, revealing a parchment
fragment smaller than his palm, its edges irregular where it had
been torn from a larger document.

"This should not leave these walls," he murmured, more to
himself than to her. "But sometimes knowledge must find new
guardians." He pressed the fragment into Simone's hand, his
calloused fingertips lingering against her skin. "The truth lies in
the third valley beyond the crouching lion."

She started to ask for clarification, but his expression
silenced her, a warning as clear as if he'd spoken it aloud. With
practiced efficiency, she slipped the fragment into an inner pocket
of her jacket, the movement concealed by her body.

"Thank you," she said simply.

Tenzin nodded once, already retreating into the formal reserve
that had greeted her arrival. "Go carefully, Ms. Karlén. Eyes
follow those who ask the right questions."

The apartment building's stairwell felt darker on the descent,
each step carrying her further from the rarefied atmosphere of
ancient knowledge and back toward Kathmandu's immediate reality.
Simone's mind raced with the implications of what she'd just
received, not just the fragment itself but the fact that Tenzin had
chosen to share it. The "Old Crow" hadn't struck her as a man who
made impulsive decisions.

She paused at the building's entrance, adjusting her sunglasses
and scanning the street with practiced casualness. The neighborhood
bustled with late afternoon activity, vendors closing their stalls,
locals returning from work, the occasional tourist consulting a
digital map with the particular bewilderment of the truly lost.

Across the narrow street, a small café's outdoor seating offered
prime views of Tenzin's building. Among the customers, a woman sat
alone, her posture military-straight despite the casual setting.
She wore hiking clothes that might have passed for standard tourist
gear if not for their technical quality and perfect fit. What
caught Simone's attention, however, was the camera resting on the
table beside the woman's untouched tea, not the expected Canon or
Nikon of a typical visitor, but a specialized model with a
telephoto lens that suggested professional surveillance rather than
vacation memories.

Simone recognized the face behind those sunglasses, though they
had never formally met. Dr. Maya Reeves, supposedly an American
academic researching Himalayan culture, whose name had appeared in
several academic citations Simone had encountered during her
research. Except academics rarely carried equipment worth more than
their annual salary or maintained the hypervigilant awareness that
Reeves exhibited even while pretending to read a guidebook.

The fragment in Simone's pocket seemed to burn against her skin
with new urgency. She stepped into the street, turning away from
the café and toward the temple district, the opposite direction
from her hotel, but a necessary detour if her suspicions were
correct.

The streets embraced her like old friends. Vendors called out
prices for everything from prayer wheels to counterfeit North Face
jackets. A group of German trekkers with expensive boots and
inexperienced eyes negotiated with a tout for a "private temple
tour." Two monks in saffron robes walked side-by-side, their heads
bent toward each other in conversation, oblivious to the flow of
humanity parting around them. A woman balanced a tray of fresh
momos on her head, navigating the crowd with practiced
indifference.

Simone moved through this human current with deliberate
casualness, her pace neither hurried nor meandering. At a stall
selling handcrafted jewelry, she paused, bending to examine a
display of silver pendants while using their polished surfaces to
check the street behind her. A flash of technical fabric and
purposeful movement confirmed her suspicion, Reeves had followed,
maintaining a careful distance, her camera now hanging from a strap
around her neck.

For twenty minutes, Simone led her shadow through increasingly
crowded markets, each turn calculated to provide cover without
seeming evasive. She ducked into a textile shop with two entrances,
losing herself among hanging fabrics before emerging onto a
parallel street. A quick glance at a brass pot's reflection showed
Reeves scanning the crowd, her composed expression now edged with
frustration.

The city's layout became Simone's ally. She navigated through
passages where laundry lines created canopies overhead, where
doorways opened into hidden courtyards that connected to entirely
different streets. Each turn took her closer to her hotel while
creating a circuitous path impossible to maintain surveillance on
without a full team.

By the time she reached Thamel's tourist district, the evening
shadows had lengthened, and she was reasonably certain she had lost
her pursuer. Still, she entered her hotel through the adjoining
restaurant's kitchen, a route she'd established with the cook
through a generous tip on her first day, and took the service
stairs to her floor.

Inside her room, the familiar arrangement of her makeshift
investigation center greeted her, maps pinned to the wall,
documents organized in piles across the spare bed, her laptop
positioned for optimal screen privacy. The ceiling fan stirred the
warm air in lazy circles, its rhythm unchanged since morning.

Simone performed her security ritual with methodical precision:
checking the door's locks, examining her digital tripwires for
signs of entry during her absence, sweeping for new listening
devices or cameras. Only when satisfied did she remove the
parchment fragment from her jacket, studying it under the desk
lamp's focused glow.

The text appeared to be in the same unidentified script she'd
seen in Tenzin's collection. Beneath it, faded annotations in
Tibetan script suggested translations or interpretations. Without
reference materials, the fragment remained tantalizingly opaque,
its meaning secured behind linguistic barriers. She photographed it
carefully from multiple angles, then concealed it within the lining
of her suitcase.

Her laptop chimed with an incoming message, the particular tone
she'd assigned to encrypted communications. Simone positioned
herself away from the window, back to the wall, and connected
through a VPN before opening the message from Carlos.

His email was brief, the encryption adding a layer of gravity to
its contents:

*Our friend in Delhi came through. Satellite images attached,
plus some interesting equipment manifests that shouldn't have
crossed my desk. Alejandro doesn't know. Be careful, C.*

The attachments downloaded slowly, the VPN's security protocols
trading speed for protection. Simone waited, tapping her fingers
against the desk in silent rhythm. When the files finally opened,
she leaned forward, attention narrowing to the images filling her
screen.

The satellite photos showed three separate locations in the
Himalayan foothills north of Pokhara, areas that matched the permit
applications she'd photographed in the ministry archives. In each
location, the familiar pattern of archaeological excavation was
visible: gridded sections, equipment tents, access roads carved
into previously undisturbed terrain. But what caught her attention
were the anomalies: structures too large for standard
archaeological work, equipment configurations that suggested energy
generation rather than historical preservation, and in one image,
what appeared to be a military-grade communications array disguised
as a weather station.

The equipment manifests told a similar story of misdirection,
ground-penetrating radar listed as "soil sampling equipment,"
specialized drilling apparatus classified as "cultural preservation
tools," power generators with capacity far beyond what any dig site
would require.

Simone pulled her map of the region from beneath a stack of
documents, unfolding it across her keyboard. Tenzin's words echoed
in her mind: "The third valley beyond the crouching lion." She
traced the topography with her fingertips until she found it, a
mountain formation north of Mustang that, from certain angles,
resembled a crouching lion. And beyond it, a series of valleys
leading deeper into restricted territory.

The third valley aligned perfectly with the westernmost site in
Carlos' satellite images, the one with the largest energy signature
and the most extensive security perimeter.

Simone sat back, connecting fragments like pieces of a
constellation. Tenzin's warning, the surveillance outside his
apartment, Vallois' security at the embassy, and now these images,
each element confirming what she had suspected. This wasn't merely
about corruption or archaeological permits. Something in that third
valley held value beyond calculation, and every player in this game
would risk almost anything to control it.

She closed the satellite images and began drafting her response
to Carlos, her fingers moving across the keyboard with renewed
purpose. Whatever waited in that valley, she intended to see it for
herself.





Chapter 4: 

The Warning Shot

The Pradhan Gallery occupied a restored merchant's house in
Kathmandu's oldest quarter, its stone façade deceptively modest
compared to the treasures within. Simone approached the unmarked
wooden door, noting the subtle security camera concealed within a
carved lotus motif above the lintel. She had followed enough leads
about rare Tibetan artifacts to know that Leela Pradhan's
collection wasn't advertised in tourist guides or featured on
cultural heritage walks. This was where serious collectors came,
those with enough money and connections to appreciate items that
never appeared in auction catalogs or museum displays.

A soft chime announced her entry. The interior air enveloped her
immediately, warm, still, and heavy with the smoky sweetness of
aged sandalwood incense. The transition from Kathmandu's chaotic
streets to this sanctum of curated silence felt almost physical, as
if she'd stepped through a membrane separating worlds. Simone
blinked, allowing her eyes to adjust to the deliberately subdued
lighting.

Glass cases lined the walls, each illuminated from within by
what appeared to be actual flame rather than electric bulbs. The
effect cast dancing shadows across ancient thangka paintings and
bronze statues of deities whose expressions seemed to shift with
the flickering light. Tibetan prayer flags hung from exposed wooden
beams overhead, their faded Sanskrit characters carrying whispered
prayers into the still air. Even the polished stone floor beneath
her feet bore the patina of centuries of reverent footsteps.

"Most visitors speak when they first enter," said a voice from
the shadows. "You observe instead. Interesting."

Leela Pradhan emerged from a doorway draped with indigo silk.
She moved with the particular grace of someone who understood the
value of deliberate motion. Her traditional Nepalese anarkali in
deep crimson silk was accented with gold embroidery that caught the
candlelight as she approached. Jet-black hair swept into a precise
knot emphasized the sharp intelligence in her eyes. Despite her
traditional attire, there was nothing provincial about her bearing,
this was a woman who navigated international capitals and
boardrooms with the same authority she projected in her ancestral
homeland.

"Ms. Karlén," she said, extending her hand. "Your reputation
arrives before you."

As they shook hands, Simone noticed the distinctive burn scar
across Leela's right palm, raised tissue forming a pattern that
resembled a sunburst or wheel. The mark didn't diminish the
strength in her grip.

"Thank you for seeing me," Simone replied. "Especially on such
short notice."

Leela's smile conveyed polite skepticism. "Journalists rarely
have the luxury of time." She gestured toward the gallery's inner
chamber. "Please, this way. The pieces I believe will interest you
are not on public display."

Simone followed her past glass cases containing ritual objects,
dorjes, prayer wheels, singing bowls, each displayed with
museum-quality precision despite the intimate setting. A carved
Buddha seated on a lotus throne watched their passage with
half-closed eyes of inlaid ivory, its expression suggesting it had
witnessed far more consequential journeys.

"You specialize in objects from the pre-Buddhist period," Simone
said, watching Leela's reaction. "Particularly those associated
with Shambhala."
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