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Chapter 1 — The Map That Shouldn't Exist
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The rain had been falling over Greyhaven Harbor since late afternoon.

By nightfall, the old port city was wrapped in mist and the dull glow of sodium streetlights. Cargo cranes stood like skeletal giants against the dark sky, their metal frames creaking whenever the wind pushed in from the sea.

Inside the Harbor Archives building, Adrian Vale was the only person still working.

Stacks of shipping ledgers and rolled maritime charts covered the long wooden table in front of him. Most people would have left hours ago, but Adrian had never been good at stopping once he started digging through history.

He adjusted his glasses and turned another brittle page of a shipping register dated 1894.

"Nothing," he muttered quietly.

The ceiling fan above him clicked in slow, tired circles.

The Harbor Archives of Greyhaven were rarely visited anymore. In the age of satellites and digital maps, few people cared about dusty records of forgotten trade routes.

But Adrian did.

He always had.

Footsteps echoed faintly somewhere in the corridor.

Adrian glanced toward the doorway.

"Martin?" he called.

No answer.

Probably the night guard doing his usual rounds.

Adrian leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. The clock on the wall read 11:47 PM.

Too late to stop now.

He reached for another wooden storage drawer labeled:

UNREGISTERED NAVIGATION MATERIAL

Most of the contents were junk—damaged charts, incomplete maps, or sketches sailors had drawn during long voyages.

He pulled the drawer open.

Something caught his eye immediately.

A leather tube.

Not unusual in itself. Old maps were often stored that way. But this one looked... different.

The leather was dark, almost black, and sealed with a small metal clasp.

Adrian frowned.

"That's strange."

He reached into the drawer and lifted the tube carefully.

It felt heavier than it should have.

He turned it over in his hands.

There was no catalog number.

No label.

No stamp from the archives.

Which meant it should not have been here.

Adrian leaned forward, curiosity now fully awake.

"Alright," he whispered to himself. "Let's see what you are."

The clasp opened with a soft metallic click.

He slowly slid the contents out.

A map.

But not like any map he had ever seen.

The parchment was thick and yellowed with age, its edges slightly burned as if it had survived a fire long ago.

Lines and coastlines spread across the page, drawn with astonishing precision.

Adrian's brow slowly furrowed.

"This can't be right."

He reached for the desk lamp and pulled it closer.

The map showed oceans and continents—but not exactly the way they existed today.

Several islands appeared where there should be nothing.

Entire coastlines were slightly different.

And then he saw the coordinates.

Small handwritten numbers marked across the parchment.

Dozens of them.

He grabbed a modern atlas from the shelf behind him and began comparing locations.

Thirty seconds passed.

Then another thirty.

Adrian's breathing slowed.

"No..."

He checked again.

Then again.

The coordinates pointed to places that did not exist on any modern map.

Not missing.

Not misdrawn.

Completely absent.

He stared at the parchment.

At the bottom corner of the map, a sentence had been written in faded ink.

He leaned closer to read it.

"The world you know is only the surface."

Adrian sat very still.

The wind outside rattled one of the old windows.

Then suddenly—

A floorboard creaked in the hallway.

Adrian turned his head slowly toward the door.

This time he was certain.

Someone was inside the building.

And they were walking toward the archive room.

The footsteps in the hallway stopped.

Adrian didn’t move.

For a moment the only sound inside the archive room was the slow ticking of the old wall clock and the faint howl of wind pressing against the harbor windows.

Then the footsteps began again.

Slow.

Measured.

Whoever was walking out there wasn’t trying to hide.

Adrian folded the map halfway and slid it quietly between two large shipping ledgers on the table.

The door creaked open.

A man stepped into the room.

He was tall, wearing a dark overcoat that was damp from the rain outside. Water dripped slowly from the edge of the coat onto the wooden floor.

Adrian frowned.

“Sorry,” Adrian said cautiously. “The archives are closed.”

The man didn't answer.

He simply looked around the room.

His eyes moved across the stacks of documents, the shelves of charts, and finally stopped on Adrian.

They were sharp eyes.

Cold.

Observant.

Adrian straightened in his chair.

“Can I help you with something?”

The man stepped forward slowly.

His shoes made dull thuds against the wooden floorboards.

“I believe,” the man said calmly, “you recently opened a drawer labeled Unregistered Navigation Material.”

Adrian felt a quiet tension rise in his chest.

He kept his expression neutral.

“That drawer contains dozens of things,” Adrian replied. “You'll need to be more specific.”

The man studied him for a moment.

Then he spoke again.

“A leather tube.”

Adrian didn't answer.

The silence stretched between them.

Rain hammered harder against the windows.

The man sighed softly.

“I was hoping this would be simpler.”

Adrian leaned back slightly in his chair.

“Look,” he said. “If you're looking for historical material, you need to submit a formal request. These archives aren't open to—”

“I’m not here for permission.”

The man's voice cut through the room like a blade.

Adrian stopped speaking.

The man walked closer to the desk.

Now Adrian could see more details.

The man looked to be in his early forties. Dark hair streaked with gray at the temples. His posture was straight, controlled, almost military.

But what caught Adrian’s attention most was the way the man’s gaze moved across the desk.

Searching.

Calculating.

“You found it about ten minutes ago,” the man said.

Adrian felt a chill run down his spine.

“How would you know that?”

The man gave a faint smile.

“We monitor certain historical repositories.”

“That sounds illegal.”

The man shrugged slightly.

“Only if you're concerned about legality.”

Adrian crossed his arms.

“And you're here because of a map.”

“Yes.”

The answer came instantly.

The man placed both hands lightly on the desk.

“The map does not belong to this archive.”

Adrian's voice hardened.

“It belongs to whoever catalogued it.”

“It was never meant to be catalogued.”

Adrian studied him carefully now.

“Who are you?”

The man hesitated for a brief moment.

Then he said:

“My name is Victor Hale.”

The name meant nothing to Adrian.

“And what exactly do you want, Mr. Hale?”

Hale’s eyes dropped to the desk again.

“The map.”

Adrian didn't move.

Hale continued speaking calmly.

“I suggest you give it to me.”

“And if I don't?”

Hale looked back up at him.

For the first time, there was something darker in his expression.

“Then this conversation becomes unpleasant.”

Adrian let out a quiet laugh.

“You walked into a public archive building and threatened the archivist. That's your strategy?”

Hale didn't react.

“You don’t understand what you found,” Hale said.

“That map is dangerous.”

Adrian leaned forward slightly.

“It’s a piece of parchment.”

“No.”

Hale’s voice lowered.

“It’s a key.”

Adrian felt a flicker of curiosity he couldn't hide.

“A key to what?”

Hale didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he reached into his coat.

Adrian tensed.

But Hale didn’t pull out a weapon.

He pulled out a small photograph.

He slid it across the desk.

Adrian looked down.

The photograph showed a massive stone structure rising from the ocean.

Ancient.

Half submerged.

Adrian blinked.

“What is this?”

Hale answered quietly.

“A place that does not exist.”

Adrian looked back up at him.

“Then how was the photo taken?”

Hale leaned closer.

“That photograph was taken three months ago.”

Adrian stared at the image again.

The structure looked like a colossal gate carved from black stone.

Waves crashed against it.

Clouds hung low above the ocean.

It looked impossibly real.

Adrian looked up again.

“What does this have to do with the map?”

Hale held his gaze.

“Everything.”

Adrian leaned back slowly.

“You expect me to believe that?”

Hale’s eyes flicked toward the ledgers on the table.

“You already checked the coordinates, didn't you?”

Adrian felt the air in the room grow heavy.

“You noticed the islands that shouldn't exist.”

Adrian said nothing.

Hale’s voice softened.

“There are places in this world that were deliberately removed from modern maps.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?”

Hale leaned closer.

“Tell me something, Adrian.”

Adrian froze slightly.

“You checked the coordinates in the South Atlantic, didn't you?”

Adrian stared at him.

Hale smiled faintly.

“I thought so.”

Adrian’s voice was quieter now.

“How do you know my name?”

Hale straightened again.

“As I said,” he replied calmly, “we monitor certain things.”

The word we hung in the air.

Adrian crossed his arms.

“So who exactly is we?”

Hale considered the question.

Then he answered.

“The Custodians.”

The name meant nothing to Adrian.

“And what exactly do the Custodians do?”

Hale’s expression hardened slightly.

“We keep certain knowledge from falling into the wrong hands.”

Adrian gave a skeptical smile.

“And tonight the wrong hands are mine?”

“Yes.”

The honesty of the answer was unsettling.

Adrian leaned forward.

“What if I refuse?”

Hale sighed.

“Then I take it.”

“And how exactly do you plan to do that?”

For the first time, Hale’s hand moved slowly toward his coat again.

But this time Adrian saw something metallic beneath the fabric.

A gun.

Adrian’s pulse jumped.

Hale noticed the reaction.

His voice remained calm.

“I would prefer not to use it.”

Adrian’s mind raced.

The map.

The coordinates.

The photograph.

Whatever this map was, it was clearly far more important than he had first thought.

And now someone with a gun wanted it.

Adrian stood slowly.

Hale watched him carefully.

“Good,” Hale said quietly. “Let's not make this difficult.”

Adrian raised both hands slightly.

“Relax,” he said. “If a map is worth pulling a gun over, I’m not stupid enough to fight you.”

Hale studied him.

Adrian slowly reached for the two ledgers on the desk.

He lifted them slightly.

Hale’s eyes locked onto the space beneath them.

Adrian slid the map out slowly.

The parchment caught the desk lamp’s light.

Hale’s eyes widened slightly.

Even he looked impressed.

“So,” Adrian said quietly.

“This is what everyone’s killing for.”

Hale extended his hand.

“Give it to me.”

Adrian hesitated.

Just for a second.

Then—

The lights went out.

The entire archive room dropped into darkness.

Outside, thunder exploded over the harbor.

Hale cursed under his breath.

“What did you—”

Adrian moved instantly.

He grabbed the map, spun sideways, and shoved a tall stack of charts toward Hale.

Paper exploded into the air.

Hale stumbled back.

“Damn it!”

Adrian sprinted toward the back door of the archive room.

Behind him he heard Hale shout.

“Stop!”

A gunshot cracked through the darkness.

The bullet shattered a wooden shelf beside Adrian’s head.

Adrian didn’t stop running.

He burst into the narrow hallway and ran toward the emergency exit.

Rain roared outside.

Wind slammed against the metal door.

Adrian shoved it open and ran into the storm.

Behind him, somewhere inside the archive building, Victor Hale’s voice echoed through the corridor.

“Run if you want, Adrian!”

The wind carried the words into the night.

“You can’t hide from the map!”

Adrian ran down the rain-soaked harbor street, the ancient parchment clutched tightly in his hand.

And for the first time since discovering the map—

He realized something terrifying.

This wasn’t just a historical discovery anymore.

It was a hunt.
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