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Chapter 1 — The Broken Temple
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The desert stretched endlessly beneath the morning sun.

Golden dunes rolled across the horizon like frozen waves, shimmering beneath the heat that already rose from the sand despite the early hour. Above them, the sky was clear and vast, painted in brilliant shades of blue.

Far from the trade roads and crowded cities of N'Shara, a lone rider guided his camel through a valley of broken stone.

Khamari Adeyemi adjusted the cloth around his neck and squinted toward the cliffs ahead.

"There you are," he muttered.

The ruins finally came into view.

Ancient pillars protruded from the sand like the bones of some forgotten giant. Half-collapsed walls leaned at impossible angles, worn smooth by centuries of wind.

Most people avoided this place.

The elders called it cursed.

The merchants called it worthless.

The treasure hunters called it empty.

Khamari disagreed with all three.

His camel groaned.

"Don't look at me like that."

The animal blinked.

"We came all this way."

Another groan.

"You sound exactly like my uncle."

The camel turned its head away.

Khamari laughed.

"Fine. You win."

He climbed down and patted the animal's neck.

"You stay here."

The camel immediately sat down.

"Traitor."

For a moment he simply stood there, staring at the ruins.

This was why he loved maps.

Not because of destinations.

Because of mysteries.

Every forgotten structure, every abandoned road, every lost city had once mattered to someone.

Someone had lived here.

Someone had built these walls.

Someone had believed their work would last forever.

And now only sand remained.

Khamari pulled a leather journal from his satchel and checked his notes.

"Temple of Akaru," he read quietly.

According to fragmented records preserved in the libraries of N'Shara, the structure was believed to be more than eight hundred years old.

Few scholars had ever visited.

Fewer still had returned with useful information.

The entrance stood partially buried beneath drifting sand.

Khamari approached carefully.

A gust of wind swept across the valley.

The ruins seemed to sigh.

He stepped into the shadow of the ancient doorway.

The temperature dropped instantly.

"That's better."

Inside, darkness swallowed the sunlight.

Khamari lit a small oil lantern.

Golden light danced across cracked walls.

Symbols covered nearly every surface.

He immediately smiled.

"Now we're talking."

Hours passed.

He sketched carvings.

Copied symbols.

Measured walls.

Compared markings to old maps.

The deeper he explored, the stranger the temple became.

Several chambers appeared intentionally sealed.

Passages ended abruptly.

Entire hallways seemed designed to confuse visitors.

Almost as if someone had wanted something hidden.

Khamari knelt beside a wall covered in faded carvings.

His fingers brushed away dust.

A pattern emerged.

Not writing.

A map.

His pulse quickened.

"No..."

He leaned closer.

The markings resembled geographical formations.

Mountains.

Rivers.

Trade routes.

But many locations were unfamiliar.

"What are you hiding?"

A crack echoed somewhere inside the temple.

Khamari froze.

Silence followed.

Then another sound.

Stone scraping against stone.

His lantern trembled slightly.

"Hello?"

Nothing.

The temple remained still.

He waited.

No answer came.

After a few moments he sighed.

"Probably the wind."

Yet unease lingered.

He returned his attention to the carvings.

Minutes later his hand struck something unusual.

A hollow sound.

Khamari stopped.

He tapped the wall again.

The same result.

His eyes widened.

"Interesting."

He inspected the stone carefully.

One section differed from the rest.

The edges were nearly invisible beneath centuries of dust.

A concealed panel.

His heart began racing.

Slowly, he pushed.

Nothing happened.

He tried again.

Still nothing.

"Come on."

The panel remained stubbornly unmoved.

Khamari stepped back.

Then noticed a symbol nearby.

A circle.

Inside it, three small lines.

He searched the surrounding wall.

The same symbol appeared repeatedly.

Always in groups of three.

"Not decoration..."

He pressed the first symbol.

A click echoed.

Khamari grinned.

"Oh, I know this game."

Second symbol.

Another click.

Third symbol.

For a moment nothing happened.

Then the wall shuddered.

Dust exploded into the air.

Ancient mechanisms groaned.

The concealed panel slowly slid aside.

A dark opening appeared.

Khamari stared.

"No one mentioned this."

Excitement replaced caution.

That happened often.

Sometimes too often.

Lantern raised, he entered.

The hidden passage descended sharply underground.

The air felt colder.

Older.

As if untouched for centuries.

Every step stirred dust from the floor.

No footprints.

No signs of previous visitors.

Only silence.

The staircase eventually opened into a circular chamber.

Khamari stopped breathing.

The room was magnificent.

Massive pillars surrounded a central platform.

Ancient murals covered the walls.

Unlike those above, these paintings remained remarkably preserved.

Kings.

Armies.

Cities.

Ships.

Forests.

Mountains.

Entire histories stretched across the stone.

"What is this place?"

He approached one mural.

A great city dominated the scene.

Thousands of towers rose beneath a golden sun.

People crowded enormous streets.

At the center stood a structure unlike anything Khamari had ever seen.

A black pyramid.

Its peak appeared to touch the heavens.

Below the image, a name was written in an ancient language.

Khamari recognized only part of it.

"...Azarim."

The word sounded familiar.

Somewhere he had heard it before.

A childhood story perhaps.

An old legend.

But before he could think further—

A sudden noise shattered the silence.

Footsteps.

Khamari spun around.

Someone was above.

Inside the temple.

His lantern nearly slipped from his hand.

Footsteps.

More than one person.

Voices.

Distant.

Muffled.

His stomach tightened.

Nobody should be here.

Nobody even knew he had come.

The voices grew louder.

Instinct took over.

Khamari extinguished the lantern.

Darkness swallowed the chamber.

He crouched behind a pillar.

Listening.

Waiting.

The footsteps moved through the temple overhead.

Three people.

Maybe four.

One voice sounded deep and rough.

Another carried a sharp, commanding tone.

Khamari couldn't make out the words.

Only fragments.

"...search..."

"...find it..."

"...below..."

His heartbeat pounded in his ears.

Search for what?

The hidden chamber?

Impossible.

No one should know about it.

The footsteps continued moving.

Eventually they faded.

Silence returned.

Khamari remained motionless.

One minute.

Two.

Five.

Only then did he exhale.

"What in the desert..."

He relit the lantern.

The chamber seemed different now.

Less welcoming.

More dangerous.

Someone else was looking for something.

And they appeared to know more than they should.

Khamari approached the central platform.

A stone table stood there.

Dust covered its surface.

At first glance it seemed ordinary.

Then he noticed a narrow compartment hidden beneath.

Carefully he opened it.

Inside lay a cylindrical container wrapped in decayed cloth.

His hands trembled.

Centuries old.

Maybe older.

Very slowly he removed it.

The cloth practically dissolved.

Beneath it rested a carved ivory tube.

Exquisite craftsmanship.

Ancient symbols spiraled around its surface.

Khamari swallowed.

"Please be worth all this trouble."

He twisted the cap.

The seal broke with a faint crack.

Inside was a rolled piece of parchment.

His eyes widened.

"No way."

Parchment rarely survived this long.

Yet somehow this one had.

With extreme care, he unfurled it.

The document revealed intricate lines.

Landmarks.

Routes.

Coordinates.

A map.

A very old map.

And near its center—

The same name appeared once more.

Azarim.

Khamari stared in disbelief.

The lost city from the mural.

A legend.

A myth.

Or perhaps...

Something very real.

Suddenly a shadow moved across the entrance of the chamber.

Khamari looked up instantly.

The lantern light flickered.

His blood turned cold.

Someone was standing at the top of the staircase.

Watching him.

The figure remained motionless.

Silent.

Hidden by darkness.

Khamari rose slowly.

"Who's there?"

No response.

The stranger took a single step forward.

Then another.

The lantern flame trembled.

For the briefest moment, Khamari caught sight of a face concealed beneath black cloth.

Then the figure disappeared.

Gone.

As if swallowed by darkness itself.

Khamari rushed toward the stairs.

By the time he reached them, nobody remained.

Only silence.

Only shadows.

And a strange feeling he could not explain.

The feeling that his life had just changed forever.

Behind him, tucked safely beneath his arm, rested the ancient map of Azarim.

Far above, beyond the ruins and endless dunes, unseen eyes were already watching the desert.

Waiting.

Hunting.

And somewhere beneath centuries of forgotten history, an ancient secret had finally begun to awaken.

The ride back to N'Shara should have felt victorious.

Instead, Khamari could not shake the feeling that someone was following him.

The ancient map remained hidden inside his satchel, wrapped carefully beneath layers of cloth and journal pages. Every few minutes, he found himself checking to make sure it was still there.

The desert stretched endlessly around him.

Nothing moved.

No riders.

No caravans.

No signs of pursuit.

Yet the memory of the dark figure lingered in his mind.

The way the stranger had stood at the staircase.

Watching.

Waiting.

Without speaking.

Without attacking.

Without revealing who they were.

It made no sense.

If they wanted the map, why not take it?

If they wanted him dead, why let him leave?

The questions followed him all day.

By sunset, the golden walls of N'Shara finally appeared on the horizon.

The city stood like a jewel amid the sea of sand.

Massive sandstone walls protected thousands of homes, markets, gardens, and temples. Tall watchtowers overlooked the surrounding dunes while colorful banners fluttered in the evening wind.

Khamari smiled despite his exhaustion.

Home.

As he approached the gate, one of the guards raised an eyebrow.

"Khamari."

Khamari groaned.

"Hello, Rashid."

The guard folded his arms.

"Another ruin?"

"Maybe."

"You found treasure?"

"No."

"Gold?"

"No."

"Ancient curse?"

"Not yet."

Rashid laughed.

"Then it must have been a disappointing trip."

Khamari forced a smile.

"If only you knew."

The guard waved him through.

"Your uncle has been looking for you."

"That's never good news."

"It never is."

Khamari thanked him and entered the city.

The familiar sounds immediately surrounded him.

Merchants shouting.

Children laughing.

Musicians playing drums and flutes.

The scent of spices drifted through the crowded streets.

Normally, he loved this chaos.

Tonight, however, his thoughts remained fixed on the map.

He took several unnecessary turns before heading home.

A precaution.

If anyone was following him, he wanted to know.

Nobody appeared.

Still, the feeling remained.

The house sat near the western district.

Small but comfortable.

The wooden door burst open before Khamari could even knock.

A large man stood there.

Arms crossed.

Expression unimpressed.

"Khamari."

Khamari smiled weakly.

"Uncle."

"Three days."

"I know."

"No message."

"I know."

"No explanation."

"I know."

The older man sighed.

"You look terrible."

"Thank you."

"I wasn't complimenting you."

"That makes more sense."

His uncle Jabari stepped aside.

"Come in."

The house smelled of tea and old books.

Every shelf overflowed with scrolls, maps, journals, and artifacts collected over decades.

Many people viewed Elder Jabari as a storyteller.

Others considered him a historian.

A few believed he was completely insane.

Khamari had never been entirely sure which description was correct.

As soon as they entered, Jabari narrowed his eyes.

"You found something."

Khamari froze.

"What?"

"You only get that expression when you've discovered something dangerous."

"That's very specific."

"I raised you."

"Fair point."

Jabari pointed toward the table.

"Sit."

Khamari obeyed.

The older man poured tea.

Neither spoke for several moments.

Then Jabari said quietly,

"What did you find?"

Khamari hesitated.

Part of him wanted to keep the discovery secret.

The other part knew there was nobody in N'Shara more knowledgeable about ancient history.

Slowly, he opened his satchel.

Jabari's expression immediately changed.

The old man leaned forward.

"What is that?"

"A map."

"I can see that."

Khamari carefully unrolled the parchment.

The room fell silent.

Jabari stared.

For a very long time.

Then he stood.

Slowly.

Almost nervously.

Khamari had never seen that reaction before.

"Uncle?"

Jabari didn't answer immediately.

His eyes remained fixed on a single word near the center of the map.

Azarim.

The color drained from his face.

"Where did you get this?"

"Temple of Akaru."

Jabari looked up sharply.

"You entered the lower chamber?"

Khamari blinked.

"You know about it?"

The old man remained silent.

A dangerous silence.

One Khamari didn't like.

"Uncle."

Jabari finally sat down.

"Tell me everything."

For the next hour, Khamari described the hidden passage, the murals, the strange visitors, the dark figure, and the discovery of the map.

Jabari listened without interruption.

When the story ended, the old man rubbed his forehead.

"This is bad."

Khamari frowned.

"Bad?"

"Very bad."

"It is a map."

"It is not just a map."

The room seemed smaller suddenly.

Khamari leaned forward.

"What is Azarim?"

Jabari looked toward the window.

As if checking whether someone might be listening.

Then he spoke.

"When I was younger, I spent years collecting forgotten stories."

"You still do."

"These stories were different."

The old man lowered his voice.

"They spoke of an empire."

Khamari's attention sharpened.

"A real empire?"

"Perhaps."

"You don't sound convinced."

"Because every record contradicts another."

Jabari sighed.

"Some describe Azarim as the greatest city ever built."

"Others?"

"They claim it never existed."

Khamari glanced at the map.

"And you?"

The old storyteller remained quiet.

Then he answered.

"I think someone wanted the world to forget it."

The words hung heavily in the room.

Outside, distant laughter drifted through the evening streets.

Inside, neither man smiled.

Khamari looked down again.

"What made Azarim important?"

Jabari's expression darkened.

"Power."

"Political power?"

"Something older."

The old man pointed toward a symbol drawn beside the city's name.

A circle surrounded by countless lines.

Khamari had noticed it before.

"What does it mean?"

"There are many interpretations."

"Which one do you believe?"

Jabari hesitated.

"The Heart of Echoes."

The name sounded strange.

Ancient.

Almost sacred.

"What is that?"

"No one knows."

Khamari laughed.

"Very helpful."

"I am serious."

Jabari's voice remained firm.

"Some legends describe it as a relic."

"Others?"

"A weapon."

Khamari's smile vanished.

"And others?"

The old storyteller looked directly into his eyes.

"A prison."

Silence filled the room.

Neither spoke.

The evening sun slowly disappeared beyond the city walls.

Darkness settled over N'Shara.

Eventually Khamari shook his head.

"Stories."

"Perhaps."

"You don't believe that."

"No."

Khamari sighed.

"I knew you would say that."

A knock suddenly echoed from the front door.

Both men looked up.

Another knock followed.

Three slow strikes.

The sound felt strangely deliberate.

Jabari frowned.

"Are you expecting anyone?"

"No."

The old man stood.

Khamari followed.

Something about the timing felt wrong.

The knock came again.

Three times.

Slow.

Patient.

Jabari opened the door.

Nobody stood outside.

The street was empty.

Only darkness.

Only lantern light.

Only wind.

Khamari stepped forward.

Then noticed something lying on the ground.

A folded piece of cloth.

His stomach tightened.

"Uncle."

Jabari saw it too.

Slowly, the old man picked it up.

Wrapped inside was a small object.

Black stone.

Smooth.

Cold.

A symbol had been carved into its surface.

Khamari immediately recognized it.

His blood ran cold.

It was the same symbol he had seen on the clothing of the figure inside the temple.

The same circle.

The same lines.

The same mark.

Jabari stared at it in horror.

"No..."

"What is it?"

The old man's voice barely emerged above a whisper.

"They know."

Khamari's heart pounded.

"Who knows?"

Jabari looked toward the empty street.

For the first time since Khamari had known him, the storyteller seemed afraid.

Truly afraid.

Then he spoke four words that changed everything.

"We have to leave."

The words lingered in the air.

We have to leave.

Khamari stared at his uncle.

For several seconds, he was certain he had misheard him.

"Leave?"

Jabari was already moving.

The old storyteller crossed the room and began pulling books from shelves.

Not randomly.

Specific books.

Specific scrolls.

Specific journals.

The kind of things he would never abandon.

That alone was enough to alarm Khamari.

"Uncle."

No answer.

"Uncle."

Jabari stuffed another scroll into a leather bag.

"Khamari, gather water and supplies."

"Stop."

The older man paused.

Finally looking at him.

"What?"

"What is happening?"

The room fell silent.

Outside, night had fully settled over N'Shara.

Lantern light flickered beyond the windows.

The city remained alive with distant conversation and music.

Yet suddenly it felt far away.

As if danger had already entered the house.

Jabari lowered himself into a chair.

For a moment he looked much older than usual.

Tired.

Burdened.

Haunted.

"Khamari," he said quietly, "how much do you trust me?"

The question caught him off guard.

"Completely."

"Good."

"Now answer mine."

Jabari rubbed his hands together.

"The symbol on that stone belongs to a group."

"What group?"

"A very old one."

"Older than Azarim?"

The storyteller nodded.

"Much older."

Khamari frowned.

"And they left us a warning?"

"No."

The old man looked him directly in the eye.

"That wasn't a warning."

A chill crept down Khamari's spine.

"It wasn't?"

"It was a message."

"What message?"

Jabari's voice became barely audible.

"We found you."

The room suddenly felt colder.

Khamari glanced toward the door.

Toward the dark street beyond.

Someone had come here.

Someone who knew about the map.

Someone who knew where they lived.

The realization settled heavily in his chest.

"Who are they?"

"The Order of the Veil."

The name meant nothing to him.

"Never heard of them."

"Most people haven't."

"Because they're secret?"

"Because they erase themselves."

Khamari blinked.

"What does that even mean?"

Jabari sighed.

"It means they have existed for centuries without leaving records."

"Impossible."

"Not impossible."

The old man's expression hardened.

"Just difficult."

Khamari sat across from him.

"Start from the beginning."

For a while, only silence answered.

Then Jabari nodded.

"Very well."

The lantern flame danced between them as the old storyteller began.

"When I was young, I traveled farther than most men ever dream."

Khamari smiled faintly.

"That part I know."

"I visited kingdoms that no longer exist."

"I know."

"I crossed deserts."

"I know."

"I climbed mountains."

"You remind me every year."

A small smile appeared on Jabari's face.

Then disappeared.

"One night, deep within the eastern wastes, I met a dying man."

Khamari listened.

"He was a scholar."

"What happened to him?"

"He had been attacked."

"By bandits?"

Jabari shook his head.

"He said men
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