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Chapter 1 – The Map of Bones
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Rain tapped softly against the windows of the archaeology department as Dr. Elias Hart sat alone in his office.

The university building was nearly empty. Most professors had gone home hours ago, leaving only the distant hum of fluorescent lights and the occasional rumble of thunder beyond the city skyline.

Stacks of books surrounded Elias like small towers. Ancient civilizations, forgotten kingdoms, lost expeditions—subjects that had fascinated him since childhood.

Especially after his father's disappearance.

Elias leaned back in his chair and rubbed his tired eyes.

On the desk before him lay dozens of photographs from recent excavations. Pottery fragments. Stone carvings. Broken tools.

Interesting discoveries.

But nothing extraordinary.

Nothing that could answer the question that had followed him for twenty years.

What happened to Jonathan Hart?

His father had vanished during an expedition deep in a remote rainforest.

No body had ever been found.

No survivor had ever returned.

The official report called it an accident.

Elias had never believed that.

A knock suddenly echoed through the hallway.

He glanced toward the office door.

Another knock followed.

Three sharp taps.

"Come in," Elias called.

The door opened slightly.

A young security guard peeked inside.

"Dr. Hart?"

"Yes?"

The guard stepped forward holding a medium-sized package.

"This was left at the front desk."

Elias frowned.

"At this hour?"

The guard shrugged.

"No idea who delivered it."

"Did they leave a name?"

"No."

The guard placed the package on the desk.

"Just asked that it be given to you."

Elias looked at the box.

It was wrapped in brown paper and tied with faded string.

Strange.

Very strange.

The guard gave a small wave.

"Good night, Doctor."

"Good night."

The door closed.

Silence returned.

Rain continued drumming against the windows.

Elias stared at the package.

For several moments, he didn't move.

Something about it felt unusual.

Not dangerous.

Just... important.

He reached forward and carefully untied the string.

The paper crinkled softly.

Beneath it sat an old wooden box.

Dark wood.

Hand-carved.

Weathered by age.

His pulse quickened.

Archaeologists spent years learning to recognize age from appearance alone.

This box was old.

Very old.

Elias lifted the lid.

Inside rested a folded piece of yellowed parchment.

Nothing else.

No letter.

No explanation.

Only the parchment.

Slowly, he unfolded it.

The moment it opened fully, his breath caught.

It was a map.

Not a modern map.

An ancient one.

Lines drawn by hand crossed the fragile surface.

Symbols marked rivers and mountains.

Strange geometric patterns filled the margins.

At the center stood a large circular emblem resembling a sun.

Elias immediately grabbed a magnifying glass.

His heart pounded louder with each passing second.

The style was unlike anything he had seen before.

Yet strangely familiar.

He studied the symbols surrounding the sun.

One shape in particular caught his attention.

A symbol resembling a bird with outstretched wings.

His eyes widened.

"No..."

He stood abruptly.

The chair rolled backward.

Elias hurried across the office toward a metal filing cabinet.

Opening the lowest drawer, he removed a worn leather folder.

Dust rose into the air.

Inside were personal documents.

Notes.

Photographs.

Old expedition records.

Everything that had belonged to his father.

He flipped through the pages until he found a photograph.

A black-and-white image taken decades earlier.

Several explorers stood before a jungle camp.

Jonathan Hart smiled proudly beside his team.

Pinned behind them was a rough sketch.

And on that sketch...

The same bird symbol appeared.

Elias stared in disbelief.

His father had drawn it.

Twenty years ago.

The exact same symbol now sat on the mysterious map.

A chill traveled down his spine.

He slowly lowered himself into the chair.

The room suddenly felt much colder.

"What is this?" he whispered.

Lightning flashed outside.

For a brief moment, the office glowed white.

Then darkness returned.

Elias compared the photograph with the map.

Every detail matched.

Not perfectly.

But enough.

This was connected.

Connected to the expedition.

Connected to his father.

And possibly connected to whatever had happened in the rainforest all those years ago.

For the next hour, he carefully examined every inch of the parchment.

The material appeared authentic.

The ink had faded naturally.

There were no obvious signs of forgery.

Whoever had sent this knew exactly what they were doing.

Eventually his attention shifted to the bottom corner.

There, hidden beneath layers of faint markings, was a line of writing.

Small.

Almost invisible.

Elias adjusted the lamp and leaned closer.

The letters were unfamiliar.

Not Spanish.

Not Latin.

Not any language he recognized.

Yet one thing stood out immediately.

The script appeared deliberate.

Ancient.

Purposeful.

A message waiting to be understood.

He grabbed his notebook and copied the symbols.

Perhaps one of his colleagues could help identify them.

His phone buzzed.

The sudden sound startled him.

He glanced at the screen.

A message from Sofia Mendes.

One of the university's brightest young historians.

Still working, Professor?

Elias smiled slightly.

He typed a reply.

Unfortunately.

A few seconds later another message appeared.

You always say that.

Because it's true.

Need help?

Elias looked down at the map.

For a moment he hesitated.

Then he photographed the mysterious symbols and sent them.

Several minutes passed.

Rain continued falling outside.

Finally Sofia responded.

Where did you get this?

Elias frowned.

Why?

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Then appeared again.

Finally her answer arrived.

I've seen something similar before.

Elias sat upright.

Where?

A minute passed.

Then another.

At last her message appeared.

In a journal from a missing expedition.

Elias froze.

His fingers tightened around the phone.

Which expedition?

This time the response came immediately.

Jonathan Hart's.

For several seconds he simply stared at the screen.

The office felt impossibly quiet.

Even the rain seemed distant now.

His father's expedition.

Again.

Everything pointed back to it.

Every clue.

Every symbol.

Every unanswered question.

Another message arrived.

Are you okay?

Elias exhaled slowly.

Can you meet tomorrow?

Of course.

Morning?

I'll be there.

He placed the phone on the desk.

Outside, the storm was beginning to weaken.

Thunder faded into the distance.

Yet inside the office, a different storm had begun.

A storm of questions.

Questions he had spent two decades trying to answer.

He looked again at the map.

The ancient sun symbol seemed almost alive beneath the desk lamp.

Watching.

Waiting.

Calling.

For years, Elias had searched for traces of his father's final journey.

Every lead had ended in disappointment.

Every theory had collapsed under scrutiny.

Now, for the first time in decades, something tangible sat before him.

A real clue.

A real connection.

Someone had delivered it directly to him.

Someone wanted him to find it.

But why?

And why now?

The clock on the wall ticked softly.

Midnight approached.

Most people would have gone home.

Most people would have waited until morning.

Elias knew he wouldn't sleep.

Not tonight.

He carefully folded the parchment and placed it back inside the wooden box.

Then he locked both inside his office safe.

The metal door clicked shut.

For a moment he stood staring at it.

His reflection stared back from the steel surface.

Older than he remembered.

More tired.

Yet strangely hopeful.

The feeling surprised him.

Hope had become rare over the years.

But tonight was different.

Tonight felt like the beginning of something.

Whether that something would bring answers or danger remained unknown.

Elias switched off the office lights.

Darkness filled the room.

Only the city lights beyond the windows remained.

As he stepped into the hallway, he never noticed the figure standing across the street below.

A solitary silhouette sheltered beneath a black umbrella.

Watching the university.

Watching the office windows.

Watching him.

The figure remained motionless until Elias disappeared from sight.

Then, slowly, the stranger turned away.

And vanished into the rain.

Morning arrived beneath a sky still heavy with the remnants of last night's storm.

The university grounds glistened with rainwater. Puddles reflected gray clouds drifting lazily overhead, while students crossed the campus carrying books and umbrellas.

Elias Hart had slept less than three hours.

The mysterious map had occupied every corner of his mind.

Even now, as he walked through the archaeology building carrying a cup of coffee, fragments of the parchment seemed burned into his memory—the strange symbols, the ancient sun emblem, and most of all, the connection to his father's vanished expedition.

Questions multiplied faster than answers.

That worried him.

But it also excited him.

For the first time in years, the trail was no longer cold.

At precisely nine o'clock, a knock sounded on his office door.

"Come in."

The door opened.

Sofia Mendes entered carrying a tablet, a notebook, and enough enthusiasm to brighten the entire hallway.

She was twenty-seven, intelligent, endlessly curious, and known throughout the department for uncovering obscure historical records nobody else could find.

"You look terrible," she said.

Elias laughed.

"Good morning to you too."

"You didn't sleep."

"Not much."

"I knew it."

She pulled a chair closer to the desk.

"Now show me."

Elias opened the safe and carefully removed the wooden box.

Sofia's expression immediately changed.

Her playful smile vanished.

"This is the package?"

"Yes."

"No sender?"

"No name."

"No note?"

"Nothing."

She studied the box closely.

"Interesting."

Elias unfolded the map and spread it across the desk.

For several moments, neither spoke.

Sofia examined every detail with remarkable concentration.

The room fell silent except for the faint ticking of the wall clock.

Finally she leaned back.

"This is incredible."

"You think it's authentic?"

"It certainly looks authentic."

"Looks authentic isn't the same as being authentic."

"True."

She pointed toward the circular emblem.

"But this symbol is what interests me most."

"The sun?"

Sofia nodded.

"I've seen references to something similar."

Elias leaned forward.

"Where?"

"In your father's journals."

His heartbeat quickened.

Again.

Everything returned to Jonathan Hart.

"Tell me."

Sofia opened her tablet.

Several documents appeared on the screen.

Scanned journal pages.

Old expedition notes.

Maps.

Photographs.

Some were familiar.

Others were not.

"I've been helping digitize archived materials," she explained.

"A few weeks ago I came across these."

She enlarged a photograph.

The image showed several explorers standing beside a ruined stone wall.

Ancient carvings covered the surface.

One carving resembled the sun symbol from the map.

Not identical.

But close.

Very close.

Elias stared.

"This wasn't in the official expedition files."

"I know."

"Where did you find it?"

"An uncatalogued storage box."

He frowned.

"Why wasn't it archived properly?"

Sofia shrugged.

"No idea."

That answer bothered him.

Universities were careful about records.

Things didn't simply disappear.

Especially not expedition materials.

Something felt wrong.

Very wrong.

"What else did you find?"

Without speaking, Sofia opened another file.

This one contained a journal entry written by Jonathan Hart.

The handwriting was immediately recognizable.

Elias had spent years reading his father's notes.

He would have known those words anywhere.

Slowly, he began reading.

The entry described dense jungle terrain.

Ancient ruins.

Strange carvings.

Then the tone changed.

The writing became hurried.

Uneven.

Almost nervous.

One passage stood out.

"The stories may be true. We continue finding symbols of the Crimson Sun. The guides refuse to go farther. They believe something waits beyond the mountains."

Elias read the sentence twice.

Then a third time.

"The Crimson Sun."

Sofia nodded.

"That's not the only mention."

She scrolled downward.

Another passage appeared.

"If this journal is ever found, the city exists. We have proof. But someone else is searching for it."

The room grew silent.

Elias slowly lowered the tablet.

"Someone else."

"That's what he wrote."

"Did he explain who?"

"No."

A knot formed in Elias's stomach.

For twenty years, most historians believed Jonathan Hart's expedition had become lost due to weather and terrain.

Simple.

Tragic.

Understandable.

But these entries suggested something entirely different.

Someone had been following them.

Watching them.

Perhaps even hunting them.

Sofia folded her arms.

"What are you thinking?"

Elias looked toward the rain-covered window.

"I'm thinking my father knew more than anyone realized."

"About the city?"

"About everything."

For several moments neither spoke.

Students passed outside the office.

The ordinary rhythm of university life continued.

Yet inside the room, the world suddenly felt much larger.

And much stranger.

Eventually Sofia broke the silence.

"There is one more thing."

Elias turned.

Her expression had become serious.

Concerned.

"What?"

She hesitated.

Then handed him another photograph.

Unlike the others, this image had clearly suffered damage.

Several corners were burned.

Part of the image was missing entirely.

But what remained was enough.

The photograph showed Jonathan Hart standing beside an enormous stone structure hidden within jungle vegetation.

A pyramid.

Or something resembling one.

Ancient.

Massive.

Half swallowed by nature.

And at the center of the structure stood the same symbol.

The Crimson Sun.

Elias stared.

His pulse quickened.

This wasn't merely evidence.

It was proof.

Proof that the symbol existed outside the map.

Proof that his father had reached something significant.

Proof that the expedition had discovered far more than anyone knew.

"Where did this come from?" he asked.

"The same storage box."

"Why wasn't it published?"

"I don't know."

He carefully examined the back of the photograph.

There was writing.

Faded but readable.

A date.

And beneath it, three words.

Closer than ever.

A chill traveled down his spine.

Closer than ever.

Jonathan Hart had written those words shortly before disappearing forever.

Sofia noticed his expression.

"Elias?"

He looked up.

"What if he found it?"

"The city?"

"What if he actually found it?"

The possibility hung between them.

Neither wanted to say it aloud.

Yet both were thinking the same thing.

What if the legendary city was real?

Not a myth.

Not folklore.

Not a misunderstanding.

A real place hidden somewhere beyond the rainforest.

A forgotten civilization waiting to be rediscovered.

Suddenly a voice interrupted them.

A sharp knock sounded at the office door.

Both turned.

"Come in," Elias called.

The door opened.

A university assistant stepped inside.

"Dr. Hart?"

"Yes?"

"You have a visitor."

Elias frowned.

"A visitor?"

The assistant nodded.

"He says it's important."

"Who is he?"

The assistant glanced at a small note.

"Victor Kane."

Sofia's eyebrows lifted.

"The Victor Kane?"

Elias recognized the name immediately.

Everyone did.

Victor Kane was a wealthy explorer, philanthropist, and sponsor of archaeological projects around the world.

His foundation funded expeditions on nearly every continent.

"What does he want?" Sofia asked.

The assistant shrugged.

"He wouldn't say."

Elias exchanged a glance with Sofia.

This was unexpected.

Very unexpected.

"Send him in."

The assistant nodded and left.

A few moments later another figure entered.

Tall.

Confident.

Well-dressed.

Victor Kane carried himself with the ease of someone accustomed to success.

A friendly smile appeared as he approached.

"Dr. Hart."

Elias stood.

"Mr. Kane."

Victor extended his hand.

"It's a pleasure to finally meet you."

Elias shook it.

"What can I do for you?"

Victor's eyes briefly moved across the desk.

They paused on the photograph.

Then on the map.

Only for a second.

Yet Elias noticed.

Victor smiled again.

"I believe we may share a common interest."

Elias remained silent.

Victor's gaze settled on the ancient map.

"The lost city of Aztlani."

The room froze.

Sofia looked at Elias.

Elias looked at Victor.

No one spoke.

Because only three people should have known about the map.

Elias.

Sofia.

And whoever had delivered it.

Yet somehow Victor Kane knew exactly what they were investigating.

And that realization changed everything.

For several long seconds, silence filled the office.

The ticking clock on the wall suddenly seemed louder than ever.

Victor Kane stood calmly near the desk, his expression relaxed and unreadable. Meanwhile, Elias and Sofia exchanged a quick glance.

Neither had spoken the name Aztlani aloud.

Not once.

Not since the map had arrived.

Yet Victor had identified it immediately.

That fact alone raised dozens of questions.

Victor appeared unsurprised by their reaction.

In fact, he almost seemed to expect it.

"I imagine," he said casually, "that my timing must feel unusual."

"You could say that," Elias replied.

Victor smiled.

"A fair response."

Sofia folded her arms.

"How do you know about Aztlani?"

Victor looked toward the window for a moment.

As if considering how much to reveal.

Then he turned back.

"Because I've spent nearly fifteen years searching for evidence that it existed."

Neither Elias nor Sofia spoke.

Victor continued.

"Most historians consider Aztlani a myth."

"So do most archaeologists," Elias said.

"Exactly."

Victor nodded.

"And yet myths have a curious habit of hiding fragments of truth."

The statement lingered in the air.

Elias couldn't disagree.

History was full of discoveries that had once been dismissed as legends.

Lost cities.

Forgotten kingdoms.

Ancient civilizations.

Many had existed only in stories until evidence proved otherwise.

Still, something about Victor's sudden appearance felt too convenient.

Far too convenient.

"You still haven't answered the question," Sofia said.

Victor raised an eyebrow.

"Which one?"

"How do you know about the map?"

For the first time, his smile faded slightly.

"A reasonable question."

He walked slowly around the office.

Not in a threatening way.

More like someone examining a museum exhibit.

Finally he stopped beside one of the bookshelves.

"Several months ago," he began, "one of my research teams discovered references to an unknown civilization in a private collection."

Elias listened carefully.

Victor continued.

"The records mentioned a city hidden beyond a mountain range deep inside the rainforest."

"Aztlani," Sofia said.

Victor nodded.

"That name appeared repeatedly."

"And you believed it?"

Victor chuckled softly.

"I believed it was worth investigating."

Elias crossed his arms.

"That still doesn't explain how you knew about our map."

Victor met his gaze.

"No."

For a moment, his expression became serious.

Then he spoke.

"Because I received one too."

The room fell silent again.

Elias frowned.

"What?"

Victor reached into his leather briefcase.

After a moment he withdrew a protective folder.

Carefully opening it, he placed a parchment on the desk.

Sofia leaned forward.

Elias stared.

It was another map.

Different.

But unmistakably related.

The same material.

The same style.

The same strange symbols.

The same Crimson Sun.

"Impossible," Sofia whispered.

Victor nodded.

"My reaction was similar."

Elias studied the second map.

The two parchments appeared to be pieces of a larger whole.

Separate fragments of the same puzzle.

His pulse quickened.

If Victor was telling the truth, someone had intentionally distributed these maps.

But why?

And to whom?

"Who sent it?" Elias asked.

Victor shook his head.

"No name."

"No explanation?"

"None."

Sofia exchanged another glance with Elias.

The similarities were impossible to ignore.

Two maps.

Two recipients.

No sender.

No instructions.

Only clues.

It felt deliberate.

As though someone had set events in motion and was now waiting to see what happened next.

Victor carefully rolled his map closed.

"I don't believe that's a coincidence."

"Neither do I," Elias admitted.

Victor smiled faintly.

"Good."

The conversation paused.

Outside, sunlight finally broke through the clouds.

Golden light spilled across the office floor.

For the first time all morning, the storm seemed truly over.

Unfortunately, a different kind of storm was just beginning.

Victor pulled a chair closer.

"I'll be direct."

Elias sat back.

"I'm listening."

"I want to organize an expedition."

Sofia wasn't surprised.

Neither was Elias.

The proposal had become inevitable the moment Victor entered the room.

Still, hearing it aloud made everything suddenly feel real.

Victor leaned forward.

"I believe Aztlani exists."

"And you want to find it."

"Yes."

Elias studied him.

"Why?"

Victor's answer came quickly.

"Because it would be one of the greatest archaeological discoveries in modern history."

A reasonable response.

Perhaps even an honest one.

Yet Elias sensed there was more beneath the surface.

Something Victor wasn't saying.

For now, however, there was no way to prove it.

Sofia spoke first.

"Even if the city exists, the rainforest covers thousands of square kilometers."

"True," Victor replied.

"Finding it could take years."

Victor smiled.

"Normally, yes."

Then he tapped the maps.

"But now we have clues."

Elias looked down.

The parchments certainly appeared significant.

Perhaps significant enough to narrow the search area considerably.

Still, caution remained essential.

"An expedition requires funding," Elias said.

"Equipment."

Victor nodded.

"Already available."

"Transportation."

"Available."

"Permits."

"Already in progress."

Sofia blinked.

"That was fast."

Victor laughed.

"I came prepared."

Elias couldn't deny the practicality of the situation.

Most archaeological projects spent years securing financial support.

Victor appeared capable of organizing everything within weeks.

That was difficult to ignore.

Especially if the map truly led to answers about Jonathan Hart.

His father's face appeared in his thoughts.

The old photographs.

The journal entries.

The unfinished notes.

The final expedition.

For twenty years, the mystery had remained buried beneath silence.

Now an opportunity stood directly in front of him.

Perhaps the only opportunity he would ever receive.

Victor seemed to recognize his hesitation.

"You don't have to decide today."

Elias appreciated that.

At least outwardly, Victor wasn't applying pressure.

"Good," Elias said.

"Because I need time."

"Of course."

The billionaire stood.

"I expected as much."

Sofia tilted her head.

"Suppose we agree."

Victor looked toward her.

"Yes?"

"What exactly would the team look like?"

A smile returned to his face.

"A small group."

He began counting on his fingers.

"An archaeologist."

He nodded toward Elias.

"A historian."

He nodded toward Sofia.

"A linguist."

"A survival specialist."

"And a few carefully selected support members."

Sofia considered that.

Reasonable.

Efficient.

Not large enough to attract attention.

Not small enough to become vulnerable.

Victor picked up his briefcase.

"I'll leave you both to think about it."

Before heading for the door, he paused.

"There is one more thing."

Elias looked up.

Victor's expression had become unusually serious.

"When I received my map, there was a symbol drawn on the package."

"What symbol?"

"The Crimson Sun."

Elias felt a chill.

Victor continued.

"Three days later, someone broke into my office."

The room grew quiet.

"They didn't steal anything."

"Then what did they want?" Sofia asked.

Victor shook his head.

"I don't know."

His voice lowered slightly.

"But whoever sent the maps..."

He glanced toward the parchments.

"...isn't the only person interested in finding Aztlani."

The statement lingered long after he finished speaking.

A few moments later Victor Kane left the office.

The door closed behind him.

Silence returned.

Neither Elias nor Sofia spoke immediately.

Both were processing everything that had happened.

Finally Sofia exhaled.

"Well."

Elias laughed quietly.

"That's one way to describe it."

She sat back.

"What do you think?"

He looked at the map.

Then at the photograph of his father.

Then back to the map again.

For years he had searched for answers.

Now answers seemed closer than ever.

Dangerously close.

"I'm not sure," he admitted.

Sofia nodded.

"Neither am I."

The afternoon passed with further research.

More comparisons.

More notes.

More questions.

By evening, however, one fact remained unchanged.

The expedition was possible.

And both of them knew it.

As sunset painted the campus in shades of gold and orange, Elias finally locked his office.

The map rested safely inside the vault.

For now.

Walking across the nearly empty courtyard, he found himself staring at the horizon.

Somewhere beyond oceans, mountains, and endless rainforest lay a mystery untouched for centuries.

A city forgotten by history.

A civilization erased from maps.

And perhaps the truth about his father's disappearance.

The journey had not yet begun.

But for the first time in twenty years, Elias could feel it approaching.

Like distant thunder rolling beyond the edge of the world.

Waiting.

Calling.

And impossible to ignore.
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Chapter 2 – Whispers from the Jungle
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Three weeks later, the expedition stood at the edge of the rainforest.

The jungle stretched endlessly before them.

From where Elias Hart stood, the vast sea of green seemed to consume the horizon itself. Towering trees rose above dense vegetation, their crowns weaving together to form a living roof over the wilderness below.

Mist drifted lazily between the treetops.

Birds called from unseen branches.

Somewhere in the distance, a troop of monkeys shouted across the forest.

The jungle felt alive.

Ancient.

Watching.

Elias adjusted the straps of his backpack and studied the landscape.

Years of archaeological work had taken him across deserts, mountains, and forgotten ruins, but rainforests always felt different.

Less welcoming.

Less predictable.

A desert revealed its dangers openly.

A jungle hid them.

Beside him, Sofia Mendes held a camera while documenting the beginning of the journey.

"This is officially the furthest I've ever traveled for research," she said.

Elias smiled.

"Nervous?"

"A little."

"That's normal."

"Are you nervous?"

Elias looked toward the forest.

"More than I'd like to admit."

Sofia laughed softly.

"That actually makes me feel better."

Nearby, several team members organized equipment crates.

Victor Kane stood beside a parked helicopter speaking with one of the pilots.

Even from a distance, his confidence was unmistakable.

Everything about the expedition seemed to move according to a carefully designed plan.

Permits had been approved.

Transportation arranged.

Supplies secured.

Victor's resources had transformed months of preparation into weeks.

Not everyone on the team was comfortable with that.

Especially Elias.
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