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The rain fell softly over Istanbul, turning the narrow stone streets into rivers of silver beneath the lantern light. The city breathed with ancient secrets—half Europe, half Asia, and wholly a keeper of forgotten things.

In the oldest quarter, hidden behind the shadow of crumbling walls and silent mosques, stood the Library of Saint Elias, a place so old that even its own records had been lost to time. Dust lived there like a second skin upon every shelf. Manuscripts slept in leather bindings. Maps curled like dying leaves. The smell of old paper and candle wax lingered in the air like memory itself.

On the third floor, in a chamber lined with forbidden histories, a dying man waited for the end.

Dr. Arthur Pembroke, British archaeologist, explorer, and a man who had spent his entire life chasing the bones of dead empires, lay beneath a thin wool blanket, his breath shallow and uneven. His once sharp blue eyes had become pale mirrors of exhaustion. His hands, stained by sand, ink, and time, trembled against the wooden table beside his bed.

Outside, thunder rolled over the Bosphorus.

Inside, only the ticking of an old brass clock dared to speak.

Across from him sat Father Elias, the library’s aging keeper, whose beard had turned white decades ago and whose silence was known to be wiser than most men’s words.

Between them rested a leather journal.

And beneath it—a map.

It was old beyond reason.

The parchment had yellowed to the color of bone, its edges cracked like dry earth. Strange markings crossed its surface—Portuguese script, faded coordinates, symbols no modern scholar could explain, and one name written in a trembling hand near the southern edge of the page:

Solomon.

Father Elias looked at it as one might look upon a loaded weapon.

“You should have burned it,” he said quietly.

Arthur gave the faintest smile.

“I tried.”

His voice was dry as desert wind.

“It has a way of surviving.”

Father Elias said nothing.

He had heard enough stories in this room to know when legend stood too close to truth.

Arthur coughed violently, blood touching the corner of his lips. He reached for the journal, fingers weak but determined.

“For thirty years,” he whispered, “men have searched for gold. Fools. Pirates in better clothing.”

His eyes moved toward the map.

“They were looking at the wrong treasure.”

The priest leaned forward.

“You found it?”

Arthur’s breathing slowed. His gaze drifted somewhere far beyond the ceiling, beyond Istanbul, beyond the sea—to deserts, mountains, and a land where kings had been buried before history learned how to write.

“In Africa... beyond the Mountains of the Moon... there is a valley no empire ever conquered.”

His fingers tightened.

“There are mines, yes. Gold enough to buy nations. Diamonds enough to start wars.”

He paused.

“But beneath them...”

The thunder answered for him.Father Elias waited.

Arthur turned his head slowly, his voice now little more than breath.

“Beneath them lies something older than Solomon himself.”

The priest’s face hardened.

“A weapon?”

Arthur smiled again, but there was no comfort in it.

“Worse.”

Silence filled the chamber.The clock ticked.Rain touched the windows like fingertips.

Arthur pushed the journal forward.

“Give this to no king. No government. No church.”

“Then to whom?”

The old archaeologist closed his eyes.

“To the man who fears gold.”

Father Elias frowned.

“That man does not exist.”

Arthur’s lips barely moved.

“He does.”

His chest rose once.

Then again.

And once more.

Before the final breath left him, he opened his eyes one last time and spoke the only sentence that would remain in Father Elias’ memory for the rest of his life:

“Gold is not the greatest treasure. What lies hidden deeper... changes the world.”

Then Dr. Arthur Pembroke was gone.

The storm outside grew stronger.Father Elias sat alone with the dead man, the journal, and the map that should not exist.

Somewhere far to the south, beneath forgotten mountains and the bones of kings, the earth kept its silence.

But not for much longer.

PART I — THE CALL OF THE DESERT

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER I — A Man Without Inheritance














[image: ]


London wore grief well.

Its streets were always gray, as though the city itself had made peace with disappointment long ago. Rain clung to the windows of clubs and government offices. Carriages rattled across wet cobblestones like tired bones. Gentlemen hurried beneath black umbrellas, and women passed like ghosts behind veils of mist.

Nathaniel Cross walked through it all as if he belonged to none of it.

At thirty-eight, he carried himself like a man older than his years—not in weakness, but in the quiet heaviness of someone who had seen too much and found too little worth remembering. His broad shoulders still held the shape of military discipline, and the scar that crossed his left cheek gave him the permanent expression of a man half suspicious of the world.

He had once been Captain Nathaniel Cross of Her Majesty’s service.

Before that, he had been the son of a respectable family in Sussex, raised among horses, old books, and the expectation that he would inherit something meaningful.

But inheritance was a fragile thing.

War had taken his father first—a fever in India, far from honor and even farther from home. His younger brother, Thomas, had died in Sudan beneath a sun so merciless that grief itself seemed to evaporate before it reached the sky. His wife, Eleanor, had followed two winters later, carried away by illness before medicine could offer anything but false hope.

By the time Nathaniel returned to England, there was no estate left worth keeping, no laughter in the old house, and no reason to remain.

So he sold what could be sold.He kept only three things.

His father’s compass.Thomas’s revolver.

And Eleanor’s last letter.The rest he gave to silence.

Now he made his living the only way he knew how—by going where civilized men preferred not to. Hunting expeditions. Survey work. Escorting rich men through dangerous countries they wished to romanticize from a safe distance.

Africa had become both his profession and his punishment.

He understood its cruelty. He respected its honesty.

The desert did not lie to a man.London did.

That afternoon he sat alone in the back room of the Imperial Geographic Club, a place filled with old explorers who lied beautifully about their youth and drank heavily enough to almost believe themselves.

The fire burned low.The brandy was cheap.Nathaniel preferred it that way.

Across the room, portraits of dead adventurers stared down from the walls—men who had “discovered” lands where millions already lived. Their painted eyes seemed permanently fixed between arrogance and hunger.

He was halfway through his glass when the steward approached.

“A gentleman asking for you, Mr. Cross.”

Nathaniel did not look up.

“Tell him I’m either dead or unavailable. Let him choose whichever sounds more respectable.”

The steward cleared his throat.

“He says it concerns your last expedition in Mashonaland.”

That made Nathaniel pause.

Very few men in London knew anything about Mashonaland.

Fewer still should.

He set the glass down.

“What is his name?”

“Sir Edward Harrington.”

Nathaniel finally looked up.

The name meant money. Old money. The kind that survived scandal, war, and common sense.

He sighed.

“Send him in.”

Moments later, the man entered.

Sir Edward Harrington was perhaps forty-five, impeccably dressed, tall, clean-shaven, with the kind of posture taught in houses where servants outnumbered children. Yet there was something frayed behind the polished exterior—a sleeplessness in the eyes, a desperation too heavy for manners to conceal.

Nathaniel stood only because habit forced him to.

“Sir Edward.”

“Mr. Cross.”

They shook hands like men testing each other for weakness.

Nathaniel gestured toward the empty chair.

“If this is about ivory, diamonds, or proving to your fiancée that you once slept in a tent, I must disappoint you in advance.”

Sir Edward did not smile.

“It is about my brother.”

That changed the room.Nathaniel sat back slowly.

Sir Edward remained standing for a moment, then reached into his coat and removed a worn leather case. From it, he produced a photograph.

A younger man. Sharp eyes. Confident smile. Explorer’s clothes. The arrogance of youth.

Nathaniel recognized him instantly.James Harrington.

He had met him once in Cape Town two years earlier. Brilliant. Restless. Reckless enough to mistake obsession for courage.

Nathaniel’s expression hardened.

“I heard he disappeared.”

“He did.”

Sir Edward sat down.

“He left England eighteen months ago. At first there were letters. Then fewer. Then none.”

Nathaniel studied the photograph.

“That happens often in Africa.”

“Yes,” Sir Edward said quietly. “But not like this.”

He reached into the case again.

This time, he placed an envelope on the table.

Old. Dust-stained. Foreign.

“It arrived three weeks ago. No return address. Delivered through Alexandria.”

Nathaniel opened it.

Inside was a single torn page from a journal.

The handwriting was hurried, almost desperate.

—beyond the Mountains of the Moon... the stories are true... the mines exist... if I fail, tell Edward I was right... Solomon guarded more than gold—

The sentence ended there.Nathaniel read it twice.Then a third time.

When he looked up, the fire seemed colder.

Sir Edward spoke carefully.

“I was told you are the only man in England who has crossed that region and returned alive.”

Nathaniel gave a dry laugh.

“That sounds far more heroic than the truth.”

“Will you help me find him?”

The question hung between them like a drawn blade.

Nathaniel turned the paper over.Blank.

He thought of old maps. Lost men. Graves with no names.

He thought of Eleanor’s letter, folded in the pocket of his coat.

He thought of all the reasons to say no.And of the one reason he could not.

Because some men spent their lives running from ghosts.Others followed them.

Nathaniel Cross had always been the second kind.He leaned back, eyes fixed on the fire.

And for the first time in years, he felt it again—the pull.Not of gold.Not of glory.

But of the unknown.The desert calling a man who had nothing left to lose.

At last, he spoke.

“Tell me everything you know about the Mines of King Solomon.”
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The letter arrived on a morning that looked like every other morning in London—cold, gray, and indifferent.

Nathaniel Cross was awake before dawn, not because he wished to be, but because sleep had long ago stopped being a reliable companion. He stood by the narrow window of his rented rooms near Bloomsbury, watching the city disappear behind a curtain of rain.

Below, carriage wheels hissed over wet stone.

A newspaper boy shouted headlines no one would remember by noon.

The world continued its business with admirable disregard for private misery.

On the small table beside him lay Sir Edward Harrington’s torn journal page, unfolded for the fifth time that week.

The words had begun to live in his thoughts.Beyond the Mountains of the Moon...

The mines exist...Solomon guarded more than gold...

Nathaniel disliked mysteries. They had a habit of demanding more than curiosity and paying less than regret.

He reached for his coat, intending to escape the room and perhaps his own thoughts, when someone knocked at the door.

Three sharp knocks.Not polite.Urgent.

He opened it to find Mrs. Wilkes, the landlady, holding a sealed envelope as though it might explode.

“This came by courier at sunrise,” she said. “Foreign post. Looks expensive.”

Everything foreign looked expensive to Mrs. Wilkes.Nathaniel took it.

The paper was thick, cream-colored, and sealed with dark red wax already cracked from travel. Across the front, in a hand he recognized instantly, was written:

Captain Nathaniel CrossBloomsbury, LondonHis chest tightened.

There were few men whose handwriting could still surprise him.

This belonged to one of them.Professor Gabriel Ashford.

Archaeologist. Scholar. Occasional liar. Frequent troublemaker.

And one of the only friends Nathaniel had not managed to bury.

They had met years earlier during an expedition along the Nile, where Gabriel had nearly been shot for asking the wrong man the right historical question. Nathaniel had saved him from prison. Gabriel had repaid the favor by dragging him into three separate disasters across two continents.

Friendship, in their case, had always been poorly disguised survival.

Nathaniel broke the seal.Inside was a single folded page.No greeting.

No unnecessary elegance.Just Gabriel.

Nathaniel—If this reaches you, then either God still tolerates me or the Ottoman postal service has finally improved.

I am in Constantinople, and I require your immediate presence.

Before you decide to ignore this, understand that I do not ask lightly.

Three weeks ago, I came into possession of something I believe connected to the old Portuguese accounts of Solomon’s Mines. Not legend—evidence.

A journal. A map. And the name of a dead Englishman you may recognize:

Arthur Pembroke.Yes, that Arthur Pembroke.

Before his death, he left behind certain... instructions. Unfortunately, several other parties now seem interested in the same inheritance, and unlike scholars, they tend to solve disagreements with knives.

I trust your judgment more than your manners, and your manners have never failed to disappoint.Come at once.Do not write back.Do not discuss this with anyone.

And if you still have that revolver your brother insisted was “too ugly to trust,” bring it.

You will need it.

—Gabriel

Nathaniel read the letter once.Then again.Arthur Pembroke.

The name alone was enough to still the room.

Pembroke had been a legend in academic circles—a man whose discoveries filled museums and whose enemies filled entire continents. If he had left behind anything connected to Solomon’s Mines, men would kill for it.

Apparently, some already had.Nathaniel folded the letter slowly.Outside, the rain continued.

Inside, the old familiar feeling returned—that tightening in the chest before departure, before danger, before life remembered how to matter.

He sat down heavily and stared at the wall.

Africa had already begun pulling at him through Sir Edward Harrington and his missing brother.

Now Constantinople stood at the edge of the path like a gatekeeper.A journal.A map.

A dead archaeologist.And Gabriel, which somehow made everything more dangerous.

He opened the drawer beside the bed.Inside lay Thomas’s revolver.

Old. Heavy. Reliable.Beside it, wrapped carefully in cloth, was Eleanor’s final letter.

He touched both.One for survival.One for remembrance.Some men prayed before a journey.

Nathaniel packed.By noon, he had sold the week to uncertainty.

A ticket secured.A steamer leaving for the Mediterranean by evening.

A note left for Sir Edward Harrington consisting of only seven words:

I am going. Do not follow yet.

As dusk settled over London, Nathaniel stood at the docks with a single leather bag and the taste of storm in the air.

Ships groaned against their moorings like old beasts reluctant to wake.

The sea beyond was dark and endless.He took one last look at the city.

At the life he had never truly returned to.Then he stepped aboard.

Somewhere in Constantinople, an old friend was waiting.

Somewhere beyond that, beneath forgotten mountains and the bones of kings, a secret older than empire waited in silence.

And for the first time in many years, Nathaniel felt something dangerously close to purpose.

The ship’s horn sounded.London disappeared behind the mist.The journey had begun.
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Constantinople greeted men the way the sea greeted ships—with beauty first, and danger hidden beneath it.

When Nathaniel Cross stepped from the steamer onto the crowded docks of the Golden Horn, the city seemed less like a place and more like a living creature. Minarets pierced the sky like spears of stone. Bells rang somewhere behind the call to prayer. Merchants shouted in languages that belonged to half the world. The air smelled of salt, coffee, tobacco, and old empires refusing to die.

He had always liked cities built on contradictions.Constantinople was a masterpiece of them.

Gabriel Ashford had chosen, naturally, the least respectable hotel in the most interesting district.

The Pera district was full of diplomats, spies, gamblers, and men pretending to be only one of those things. Nathaniel found the Hotel Levantine wedged between a French café and an Armenian bookshop, its sign hanging crookedly as though even architecture disapproved of the place.

He climbed the narrow stairs to the third floor.Before he could knock, the door opened.

Gabriel stood there wearing a linen shirt, spectacles, and the expression of a man who had not slept because sleep was less interesting than paranoia.

He was taller than Nathaniel remembered, though that was probably just the chaos of papers stacked behind him giving the illusion of perspective. Dark curls had surrendered slightly to gray at the temples, but his eyes remained sharp and irritatingly amused.

For one second, they simply stared.Then Gabriel smiled.

“You look
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