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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Mysterious Beginning




The heat in Amsara did not merely rise; it pressed down like a heavy hand, smelling of baked clay and ancient saffron.




Elowen adjusted the linen scarf wrapped loosely around her neck, her fingers stained with the charcoal ink of the archives. Here, in the belly of the Great Library, the silence was usually thick enough to taste, broken only by the dry rustle of parchment and the distant, rhythmic chime of windbells from the bazaar above. But today, the silence felt brittle.




She stood before a towering shelf of scroll-cases, her pale eyes—the color of river glass, a stark contrast to the amber-skinned scholars of the southern desert—scanning the spines. She was twenty-two, possessed of a sharp mind that preferred the company of dead historians to the living, breathing chaos of the city. Yet, beneath her quiet demeanor lay a restlessness she could never quite name, a hunger that tasted like ozone before a storm.




Outside, the Khamsin wind was picking up, howling against the sandstone walls, turning the mid-afternoon sky a bruised violet.




“You are working too late, Little Bird.”




Elowen did not flinch. She recognized the rasping voice of Malik, the elderly keeper of the keys.




“The histories of the Second Dynasty won’t organize themselves, Malik,” she replied, slotting a scroll into its honeycomb niche. “Besides, the storm is singing. I’d rather not be out in it.”




“It is not just a storm,” Malik muttered, his eyes clouded with cataracts, staring past her toward the heavy cedar doors. “The shadows are long today. Longer than the sun allows.”




Elowen paused. A chill, entirely unrelated to the temperature of the stone room, pricked the back of her neck. “Superstition, Malik. It’s just the dust blocking the light.”




“Perhaps,” the old man whispered, retreating into the gloom of the corridor. “Perhaps.”




Elowen returned to her work, but her concentration had fractured. The library, usually her sanctuary, suddenly felt vast and exposed. The shadows stretching from the pillars seemed to pulse, expanding and contracting with a breathing rhythm.




Thud.




The sound was heavy, wet, and urgent. It came from the main entrance hall.




Elowen blew out her candle, plunging her alcove into greyness. She shouldn’t investigate. The instinct of self-preservation, honed by years of being an orphan in a city of merchants and thieves, told her to hide. But curiosity, her fatal flaw, pulled her forward.




She moved silently, her leather boots making no sound on the mosaic floor. Peering around a massive statue of a winged Simurgh, she looked toward the great doors.




They were barred, but the smaller wicket gate hung open, swaying in the wind. On the floor lay a figure swathed in midnight-blue robes—the attire of the Desert Rangers, the elite scouts who guarded the borders of the kingdom.




He was dragging himself across the tiles, leaving a smear of crimson behind him.




Elowen rushed forward, dropping to her knees beside him. “Do not move,” she whispered, her hands hovering over a jagged wound in his side. It didn’t look like a sword cut; the edges were blackened, as if the flesh had been withered by intense cold or rot.




The Ranger grabbed her wrist. His grip was iron, his skin burning hot. He pulled back his hood, revealing a face scarred by sand and war, his dark eyes wide with a terror that a man of his stature should not know.




“They… are coming,” he rasped, blood bubbling at the corner of his lips.




“Who?” Elowen asked, her heart hammering against her ribs. “Who did this?”




" The Shrouded,” he choked out. “The seal is broken. The Crown… it wakes.”




The Shadow Crown.




Elowen’s breath hitched. It was a bedtime story, a myth from the Age of Ash. It was said that the Sorcerer-Kings of old had forged a crown not of gold, but of solidified darkness, capable of enslaving the Djinn and bending the will of nations. But the crown had been lost for a thousand years, buried beneath the shifting dunes of the Empty Quarter.




“That is a myth,” Elowen said, her voice trembling.




“Myths… do not bleed,” the Ranger gasped. He fumbled inside his tunic, pulling out a heavy object wrapped in oilcloth. He shoved it into her hands. “Find him. Find the Wolf of the West. Tell him… the eclipse begins.”




“Wolf of the West? Who—”




“Rowan,” the man whispered. The name hung in the air, heavy with expectation. “Give it only to Rowan.”




Suddenly, the light in the hall failed.




It didn’t fade naturally; it was strangled. The torches on the walls sputtered and died simultaneously. The storm outside fell silent, the howling wind cut off as if by a closing door.




From the open wicket gate, something poured in. It was not smoke, nor was it liquid. It was a tangible darkness, a living shadow that slithered over the threshold, ignoring the laws of physics. It pooled on the floor, rising up, forming jagged, humanoid shapes with burning white voids for eyes.




Ghouls. But not the scavengers of the graveyards. These were formed of sorcery.




The Ranger’s eyes went glassy. He was gone.




Elowen scrambled back, clutching the oilcloth bundle to her chest. The shadow-creatures turned their faceless heads toward her. A sound emanated from them—like the cracking of dry bones.




She needed light. Real, blinding light.




She remembered the Alchemist’s trap near the eastern wing—a mixture of magnesium and flash-salts used to deter thieves.




Elowen scrambled to her feet and ran. The shadows lunged, moving with terrifying speed, stretching across the floor like spilling ink. She could feel the cold radiating from them, a cold that sought to freeze the marrow in her bones.




She vaulted over a low table, her skirt snagging briefly before tearing free. She didn’t look back. She could hear the hiss of the stone dissolving where the shadows touched it.




She reached the eastern corridor. There, on a pedestal, sat a glass orb filled with unstable powder—a primitive alarm system.




“Come on,” she gritted out, grabbing a heavy brass candlestick from a nearby shelf.




The shadows rounded the corner, a tidal wave of darkness rising to engulf her.




With a scream of defiance, Elowen smashed the candlestick into the glass orb.




CRACK.




A blinding flash of white magnesium fire exploded in the narrow corridor. It was brighter than the noon sun, searing the air.




The shadows shrieked—a sound not of this world, a high-pitched vibration that shattered the nearby clay vases. The intense light tore at their substance, dissolving their forms back into nothingness.




Elowen shielded her eyes, half-blinded, coughing in the acrid smoke. She didn’t wait to see if they would reform. She turned and sprinted toward the servant’s exit, a hidden chute that dumped into the labyrinthine alleys of the Lower Souk.




She tumbled out into the alleyway, scraping her palms against the rough cobblestones. The storm was still raging out here, the wind tearing at her clothes, the sand stinging her face.




She huddled in the alcove of a closed spice shop, gasping for air, her heart beating a frantic rhythm against the object pressed to her chest.




Slowly, with trembling fingers, she unwrapped the oilcloth.




Inside lay a medallion of black iron, cold as ice. In its center sat a gemstone that seemed to contain a swirling nebula of violet light. It wasn’t just a jewel; it was a prison. And as she stared at it, she heard a faint, melodic whisper in her mind, speaking a language dead for centuries.




The key turns. The door opens.




Elowen looked up at the darkening sky over Amsara. The safety of her library, her quiet life of scrolls and ink, was gone. The Ranger was dead. The shadows were real.




And she had to find a man named Rowan.




She didn’t know who he was, or where to look, but as the first star pierced the storm-clouds, Elowen realized the weight of the world was now sitting in her palm. She stood up, pulling her scarf tight against the biting wind, and stepped into the night.




The story had begun, and there was no turning back.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Wolf of the West


The Lower Souk was a wound in the side of the city that refused to heal.


Here, far beneath the gilded domes of the scholar’s district, the air was thick with the scent of unwashed bodies, roasting camel meat, and hashish smoke that curled like lazy vipers from dark doorways. The storm had passed, leaving behind a humidity that clung to the skin like a wet shroud.


Elowen pulled her hood lower, stepping over a puddle of stagnant water that reflected the sickly yellow light of the oil lamps. Every shadow looked like a monster; every rustle of fabric sounded like the hiss of the creatures from the library. She clutched the iron medallion beneath her tunic so tightly her knuckles ached.


She needed a tracker. A mercenary. The Ranger had said Rowan.


“The Wolf,” she murmured to herself, testing the name. It felt sharp on her tongue.


She had spent the last hour bartering her silver hairpin—a family heirloom she had promised never to sell—for a whisper of information from a one-eyed beggar near the tannery. Go to the Blind Beggar’s tavern, he had rasped, biting the silver to test its worth. Look for the man who drinks alone and pays with foreign gold.


The tavern sat at the end of a crooked alley, its entrance marked by a faded sign depicting a beggar with stitched-shut eyes. The noise spilling from within was a cacophony of shouting, the clattering of dice, and the frantic strumming of an oud.


Elowen hesitated. This was a world of cutthroats and smugglers, a place where a librarian’s life was worth less than a spilled flagon of wine. But the memory of the Ranger’s glassy eyes pushed her forward.


She pushed open the heavy wooden door.


The noise didn’t stop, but the temperature seemed to drop. The tavern was a cavernous cellar, lit by low-hanging iron chandeliers. The patrons were a mosaic of the desert’s outcasts: scarred mercenaries from the Northern wastes, silk-clad assassins from the Jade Coast, and desert nomads with veils covering their faces.


Elowen moved through the crowd, trying to make herself small. She scanned the room, ignoring the leering grins and the hands that reached out to brush against her cloak.


In the far corner, shrouded in the gloom of a flickering tallow candle, sat a man.


He was alone, occupying a booth meant for four. He sat with his back to the wall, one boot resting on the bench opposite him. He wasn’t drinking the watered-down swill served to the masses; a bottle of dark amber liquor sat uncorked before him.


Elowen approached, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.


As she drew closer, the details of him resolved. He was younger than she expected, perhaps only a few years her senior, but his face carried the weariness of a lifetime. His hair was dark, falling in tangled waves to his shoulders, and a short, rough beard shadowed a strong jaw. He wore a tunic of dark grey leather, worn at the elbows, and a heavy cloak of wolf fur—entirely unsuited for the desert heat—draped over his broad shoulders.


But it was his sword that held her gaze. It leaned against the table, a massive greatsword of dull grey steel, lacking the ornamentation of Amsara’s curved scimitars. It was a brutal, efficient tool of death.


Elowen stopped at the edge of his table.


“Are you Rowan?” she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.


The man didn’t look up. He swirled the amber liquid in his glass, watching the vortex. “Depends on who’s asking. And how much coin they have.”


His voice was a low rumble, reminiscent of stones grinding together deep underground.


“I have no coin,” Elowen said, tightening her grip on her hidden bundle. “But I have a message from a Ranger. He died giving it to me.”


That got his attention.


Rowan looked up. His eyes were startling—not dark like the people of Amsara, but a piercing, icy blue. The eyes of a winter wolf. They swept over her, dissecting her in a second: her ink-stained fingers, her quality boots, the terrified set of her jaw.


“Rangers die every day, scratcher,” he said, using the derogatory slang for a scribe. “It’s their job. Go home before the rats eat you.”


He turned back to his drink.


“He said the seal is broken,” Elowen pressed, stepping closer. “He said the Shadow Crown wakes.”


Rowan froze. The glass hovered halfway to his lips. The raucous noise of the tavern seemed to fade into a dull buzz around them.


He set the glass down slowly. “You’re speaking fairy tales. The Crown is dust.”


“The shadows that killed him were not dust,” Elowen hissed, leaning over the table. “They were real. They drank the light. They dissolved stone. And he told me to find the Wolf of the West because the eclipse begins.”


Rowan stared at her, a muscle twitching in his jaw. For a moment, she saw something flash behind the ice of his eyes—not fear, but a weary recognition. The look of a man who had been running from a ghost, only to find it waiting in his bed.


“Show me,” he commanded softly.


Elowen looked around nervously, then pulled the oilcloth bundle from her tunic. She unwrapped it just enough to reveal the black iron medallion with the swirling violet nebula trapped inside.


Rowan recoiled as if she had produced a viper. He didn’t touch it.


“Where did you get that?”


“I told you. The Ranger—”


CRASH.


The front door of the tavern exploded inward.


Splinters of wood showered the room. The music died instantly. A silence, heavy and unnatural, suffocated the hall.


Standing in the doorway were three figures. They wore the robes of merchants, but their movements were wrong—jerky, puppet-like. And their eyes… their eyes were burning white voids.


“Give us… the




































































