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Chapter 1 – The Storm That Spoke
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The desert had many voices.

Some travelers claimed it sang during the night. Others swore they could hear whispers hidden within the wind, as if ancient spirits wandered among the dunes. Merchants laughed at such stories. Soldiers dismissed them as superstition.

Nasir Al-Rahid had spent most of his life listening to the desert, and he knew one thing with certainty.

The desert never spoke without reason.

The morning sun rose slowly over the Endless Sea of Sand, painting the horizon in shades of gold and crimson. Waves of dunes stretched as far as the eye could see, rolling endlessly beneath a cloudless sky.

Nasir adjusted the cloth wrapped around his head and guided his camel up the crest of a dune.

The animal groaned in protest.

"We're almost there," Nasir said.

The camel looked unconvinced.

Nasir smiled.

At twenty-two years old, he was neither a warrior nor a nobleman. He possessed no magical talent and carried no legendary weapon. Most people in the city of Qarah knew him simply as a mapmaker.

An unusually talented mapmaker, perhaps.

But still only a mapmaker.

His father had taught him how to read stars before he could read books. His mother had taught him the stories hidden inside every road and mountain.

Together they had taught him something far more valuable than wealth.

Curiosity.

And curiosity had a habit of leading Nasir into trouble.

Today's trouble waited somewhere beneath the dunes.

Three weeks earlier, a caravan master had arrived in Qarah carrying rumors of strange ruins exposed by shifting sands.

Most treasure hunters rushed toward stories like hungry wolves.

Nasir had rushed toward them because he wanted to draw them on a map.

That was the difference.

At least, that was what he kept telling himself.

He reached the top of the dune and pulled a worn piece of parchment from his satchel.

Several markings covered the paper.

Ancient trade routes.

Rock formations.

Star positions.

Measurements.

He compared the map with the landscape before him.

Then he frowned.

Something was wrong.

Very wrong.

The ruin should have been visible.

Instead, all he saw was sand.

An endless ocean of it.

Nasir studied the horizon again.

Nothing.

No broken walls.

No pillars.

No sign of ancient structures.

For a moment he considered turning back.

The journey had already taken six days.

Perhaps the caravan master had exaggerated.

Perhaps the ruins had vanished beneath the shifting desert once more.

Perhaps—

A sudden gust of wind interrupted his thoughts.

Sand swirled across the dune.

The air changed.

Nasir froze.

Every traveler learned to recognize certain signs.

The desert could transform from peaceful to deadly in minutes.

And the wind he felt now carried a warning.

Storm.

He looked toward the west.

His stomach tightened.

Dark clouds of sand rose into the sky.

A massive wall of dust stretched across the horizon.

A sandstorm.

And it was moving fast.

"Wonderful," Nasir muttered.

The camel made another unhappy noise.

For once, Nasir agreed completely.

The nearest shelter lay at least half a day away.

He would never reach it in time.

His eyes swept across the dunes desperately.

There.

A depression between several hills of sand.

Not ideal.

But better than nothing.

Nasir pulled the camel forward.

The storm advanced rapidly.

The sunlight dimmed.

Wind screamed across the desert.

Sand struck his clothes like tiny stones.

Within minutes the sky disappeared behind a curtain of dust.

Nasir reached the depression and secured the camel as quickly as possible.

Then he wrapped cloth over his face.

The storm arrived.

The world vanished.

Wind roared with terrifying force.

Sand filled the air.

Breathing became difficult.

Seeing became impossible.

Nasir lowered himself against the dune and waited.

There was nothing else to do.

The desert always decided how long a storm lasted.

Humans merely endured it.

Minutes passed.

Perhaps hours.

Time became meaningless inside the chaos.

Then something strange happened.

The wind changed.

Nasir noticed it immediately.

The storm still raged around him.

Yet beneath the roar, another sound emerged.

A voice.

Soft.

Distant.

Impossible.

Nasir raised his head.

The voice seemed to come from beneath the sand.

His heart pounded.

Exhaustion, he thought.

Heat.

Dehydration.

Hallucinations.

That explanation made sense.

The problem was that the voice continued.

And it grew clearer.

"...find me..."

Nasir's eyes widened.

The words drifted through the storm.

Ancient.

Faint.

Almost mournful.

"...find me..."

The desert seemed to tremble.

A shock ran through the ground beneath him.

Then another.

Suddenly part of the dune collapsed.

Sand cascaded downward.

Nasir barely avoided falling.

The earth beneath the depression cracked open.

A dark opening emerged where solid sand had stood moments earlier.

The storm screamed overhead.

Nasir stared.

An underground chamber.

Hidden beneath the desert.

His common sense immediately suggested ignoring it.

A very wise suggestion.

Naturally, he ignored it.

Curiosity won.

It always did.

He secured the camel more carefully and approached the opening.

The storm continued above, but the chamber below offered shelter.

Nasir lit a small lantern.

Golden light flickered across ancient stone steps descending into darkness.

His pulse quickened.

This was no natural cave.

Someone had built it.

Long ago.

He stepped downward.

The temperature dropped instantly.

Cool air surrounded him.

The sounds of the storm faded.

Soon only silence remained.

Nasir descended deeper.

The staircase spiraled underground.

Dust coated every surface.

No footprints.

No signs of recent visitors.

Whatever lay below had remained untouched for centuries.

Perhaps longer.

The stairs eventually opened into a vast chamber.

Nasir stopped.

Wonder filled his eyes.

Massive pillars supported the ceiling.

Ancient carvings covered the walls.

Symbols glowed faintly beneath layers of dust.

He recognized none of them.

That alone was remarkable.

Nasir had spent years studying forgotten languages and historical records.

Yet these markings belonged to something older.

Far older.

His lantern illuminated murals stretching across the walls.

Figures in flowing robes.

Great cities.

Stars falling from the heavens.

Creatures made of fire.

Djinn.

Nasir stepped closer.

The stories of djinn existed throughout Azhar.

Most scholars considered them myths inspired by ancient magical beings.

Children loved tales of powerful spirits granting wishes.

Adults knew better.

Or so they claimed.

The murals told a different story.

These were not servants.

They were kings.

Warriors.

Conquerors.

One image dominated the chamber.

Seven towering figures standing above a kneeling world.

Each wore a crown.

Each radiated immense power.

And above them all stood another.

A larger figure shrouded in darkness.

Its face had been deliberately destroyed.

Chiseled away.

Erased.

Nasir felt a chill.

Whoever created these murals had feared that figure.

Very much.

He moved deeper into the chamber.

The floor opened into a circular hall.

At its center stood a pedestal.

And upon that pedestal rested an object.

The voice returned.

This time he heard it clearly.

"At last."

Nasir froze.

The words echoed inside his mind.

Not his ears.

His mind.

Every instinct screamed at him to leave.

Immediately.

Instead, he stepped closer.

The object resembled a compass crafted from black metal.

Ancient symbols encircled its surface.

A crystal occupied its center.

Dark silver light pulsed within it.

The artifact looked impossibly old.

Yet untouched by time.

Nasir extended a hand.

The crystal brightened.

The chamber trembled.

Dust fell from the ceiling.

The voice whispered again.

"Wake."

His fingers touched the artifact.

Light exploded across the hall.

A shockwave surged outward.

The murals ignited with silver fire.

Ancient symbols blazed across the walls.

The floor shook violently.

Nasir stumbled backward.

The crystal's light expanded.

For a brief moment he saw something impossible.

A vast desert beneath a black sky.

Seven burning thrones.

Countless armies.

A city made entirely of gold.

And a pair of enormous golden eyes opening in darkness.

The vision vanished instantly.

Nasir collapsed onto the stone floor.

Breathing heavily.

The chamber became silent once more.

Only the artifact remained glowing atop the pedestal.

For several seconds he simply stared.

Then reality slowly returned.

"What," he whispered, "was that?"

No answer came.

The artifact continued shining softly.

As though waiting.

Watching.

Nasir approached carefully.

The compass now appeared completely ordinary.

Almost harmless.

Almost.

He knew he should leave it behind.

Any sensible person would.

This object belonged in a royal archive.

Or perhaps buried beneath a mountain.

Anywhere far away from curious mapmakers.

Unfortunately, curiosity remained stronger than wisdom.

Nasir sighed.

"I am definitely going to regret this."

He picked up the artifact.

The crystal dimmed immediately.

The chamber trembled one final time.

Somewhere deep beneath the earth, something ancient stirred in its sleep.

And for the first time in a thousand years, one of the Seven Seals began to crack.

Nasir knew none of this.

He merely looked at the strange compass in his hands.

Then he turned toward the staircase.

Outside, the storm was finally beginning to fade.

But a far greater storm had already begun.

And its first whisper had spoken his name.

The storm had ended.

At least, that was what the sky seemed to suggest.

When Nasir climbed from the underground chamber, sunlight once again stretched across the Endless Sea of Sand. The violent wall of dust that had swallowed the horizon only hours before had vanished as though it had never existed.

Yet something felt wrong.

The desert appeared unchanged.

But the air carried a strange heaviness.

A silence that did not belong.

Nasir stood beside his camel and looked back at the opening in the sand.

The entrance had already begun disappearing beneath drifting dunes.

Within a few days, perhaps even hours, no trace of the hidden chamber would remain.

If he had arrived slightly later...

If the storm had moved differently...

If curiosity had not pushed him forward...

He would never have found it.

His hand tightened around the black compass.

The artifact felt surprisingly warm.

Almost alive.

He quickly shoved it into his satchel.

The less he thought about it, the better.

Unfortunately, his thoughts kept returning to the vision.

The golden eyes.

The burning thrones.

The dark figure whose face had been erased from the murals.

Every memory made his skin crawl.

"You're imagining things," he muttered.

The camel snorted.

"Thank you for your support."

The camel looked away.

Nasir sighed.

Even his camel seemed disappointed in him.

He adjusted his supplies and began the journey home.

The city of Qarah lay several days east.

Normally, he enjoyed traveling through the desert.

The endless dunes brought peace.

There was something comforting about their simplicity.

Today felt different.

Every shadow seemed longer.

Every gust of wind sounded suspicious.

Several times he found himself checking the satchel to ensure the compass remained inside.

It always did.

The crystal remained dark.

Silent.

Ordinary.

And somehow that worried him more.

The sun approached the horizon when Nasir reached a small rocky outcrop known among travelers as Falcon's Rest.

A natural spring emerged from cracks in the stone.

Nothing impressive.

But valuable enough to support a handful of tents and occasional caravans.

Several merchants had already established camp for the night.

Nasir greeted them politely and secured a place near the water.

The smell of cooking meat drifted through the air.

Someone played a reed flute nearby.

Children laughed between tents.

For the first time all day, he began relaxing.

Civilization had a way of making ancient underground chambers feel less real.

A gray-bearded merchant waved him over.

"Traveler!"

Nasir recognized him immediately.

Hakim.

A spice trader.

Talkative.

Friendly.

And incapable of minding his own business.

"Nasir!" Hakim said. "You survived the storm."

"Apparently."

"Apparently?" Hakim laughed. "Most people would sound happier."

"I spent six days chasing ruins that turned out to be buried."

Hakim nodded sympathetically.

"Still hunting old maps?"

"Always."

"A dangerous hobby."

"Not as dangerous as investing in camel races."

Several nearby merchants burst into laughter.

Hakim pointed accusingly.

"That happened one time."

"Three times."

"Details."

The conversation continued.

For a while, everything felt normal.

Comfortably normal.

Exactly what Nasir needed.

Then the old woman arrived.

Nobody noticed her approach.

One moment she wasn't there.

The next she stood beside the campfire.

Nasir blinked.

Strange.

He was usually observant.

Especially around strangers.

Yet somehow he hadn't seen her arrive.

The woman wore dark robes covered in desert dust.

Silver hair spilled from beneath her hood.

Her face carried countless wrinkles.

But her eyes—

Her eyes seemed impossibly young.

Sharp.

Bright.

Ancient.

The camp gradually fell silent.

Even Hakim stopped speaking.

The old woman studied everyone around the fire.

Then her gaze settled on Nasir.

A cold sensation crawled down his spine.

"Mapmaker," she said.

Nasir frowned.

"Do we know each other?"

"No."

Her voice sounded calm.

Certain.

"As of yesterday, your life was simple."

Nobody spoke.

The woman continued staring.

"As of today, it is not."

Several merchants exchanged uncomfortable glances.

Hakim muttered something about finding another fire.

A wise decision.

Within moments, most listeners had quietly disappeared.

Nasir remained seated.

Partly from curiosity.

Partly because he was too surprised to move.

"Who are you?" he asked.

The woman ignored the question.

"What did you find beneath the storm?"

Nasir froze.

His heartbeat accelerated.

The campfire crackled softly.

The old woman watched him patiently.

Waiting.

How could she know?

He had told nobody.

Nobody had seen the chamber.

Nobody should know anything.

His expression must have revealed enough.

The woman's eyes narrowed.

"Ah," she said quietly.

"So it is true."

Nasir stood.

His hand instinctively moved toward his satchel.

The woman's gaze followed the motion.

Not toward him.

Toward the compass.

A terrible feeling settled in his stomach.

The woman took a slow breath.

For the first time, uncertainty appeared on her face.

Then something else.

Fear.

Genuine fear.

"Listen carefully," she said.

Her voice had changed.

The calm confidence was gone.

Now she sounded urgent.

Almost desperate.

"You must leave immediately."

Nasir stared.

"What?"

"Leave."

"I don't even know who—"

"Leave."

The force behind the word silenced him.

The old woman's eyes scanned the darkness beyond the camp.

Searching.

Listening.

As though expecting something.

Or someone.

The evening breeze suddenly died.

Every sound disappeared.

No laughter.

No music.

No animal noises.

Nothing.

An unnatural stillness settled across Falcon's Rest.

Nasir felt the hairs on his arms rise.

The old woman whispered a curse.

In a language he did not recognize.

Then shadows moved.

Not ordinary shadows.

These moved against the light.

They detached from rocks.

From tents.

From the ground itself.

People began screaming.

A merchant dropped his lantern.

Another shouted warnings.

Chaos erupted instantly.

The shadows rose into human shapes.

Tall.

Thin.

Featureless.

Made entirely from darkness.

Nasir stumbled backward.

"What are those?"

The old woman answered without taking her eyes off them.

"Hunters."

One of the shadow figures turned toward them.

Two glowing white eyes appeared.

Nothing else.

Only eyes.

Cold and empty.

The creature moved.

Fast.

Far faster than anything made of darkness should move.

The old woman slammed a wooden staff against the ground.

A ring of blue light exploded outward.

The creature crashed against the barrier.

For a brief second, its form flickered.

Nasir caught a glimpse of claws.

Too many claws.

Then the darkness stabilized once more.

The old woman shouted.

"Run!"

Nasir hesitated.

She glared.

"Now!"

A second shadow creature emerged.

Then a third.

The camp dissolved into panic.

Camels broke their restraints.

People fled in every direction.

The old woman raised both hands.

Blue symbols ignited around her body.

Magic.

Real magic.

Nasir had seen magicians before.

Small tricks.

Illusions.

Healing charms.

Nothing like this.

A beam of silver fire erupted from her staff.

One shadow creature disintegrated instantly.

The others barely slowed.

The old woman cursed again.

"Impossible."

The creatures continued advancing.

Nasir realized something horrifying.

They were not attacking everyone.

Only moving toward him.

Toward the satchel.

Toward the compass.

The old woman realized it too.

"They found the Seal."

The Seal?

Nasir opened his mouth.

A shadow creature lunged.

The old woman intercepted it.

The impact threw both of them backward.

Blue light exploded across the camp.

For a moment, the night became daylight.

Nasir shielded his eyes.

When he looked again, the old woman was kneeling.

Breathing heavily.

The creatures surrounded her.

Three remained.

Four.

Five.

More emerged from the darkness.

Too many.

The old woman met Nasir's gaze.

Something in her expression told him the truth.

She could not stop them.

"Go!" she shouted.

"Ride east!"

"What about you?"

A faint smile appeared on her face.

"At my age, dramatic sacrifices are expected."

The absurdity of the statement stunned him.

Even now she could joke.

Then her smile vanished.

"Find the City of Brass."

Nasir frowned.

The legendary city?

The place from children's stories?

It wasn't real.

The old woman pointed toward him.

"No matter what happens..."

Blue fire surrounded her body.

"Do not let them take the compass."

The creatures attacked simultaneously.

The old woman unleashed a storm of light.

The explosion shook the camp.

Heat slammed into Nasir like a physical force.

Sand erupted skyward.

The world became white.

For several seconds he could see nothing.

Hear nothing.

Feel nothing.

Then the light faded.

The camp was gone.

Half the rocky outcrop had vanished.

Flames burned across shattered stone.

The shadow creatures had disappeared.

So had the old woman.

Nasir stared in shock.

His mind struggled to process what had happened.

Magic.

Monsters.

Ancient seals.

Impossible cities.

Hours ago he had been a mapmaker.

Now he wasn't sure what he was.

One thing remained clear.

The compass mattered.

Dangerously.

And someone—or something—wanted it.

His camel stood nearby, miraculously unharmed.

Nasir climbed into the saddle.

Hands trembling.

Heart racing.

Questions filled his mind.

None had answers.

The desert wind returned.

Carrying faint whispers through the darkness.

Far away, beyond the horizon, something ancient had awakened.

And for the first time in centuries, it knew exactly where to look.

For the bearer of the compass.

For Nasir Al-Rahid.

Nasir rode through the night.

He did not stop.

He did not look back.

And he certainly did not try to understand what had happened at Falcon’s Rest.

Some questions were too large to face immediately.

The old woman had appeared from nowhere.

Shadow creatures had attacked a caravan.

Magic had exploded across the desert.

Then she had vanished.

All because of a black compass hidden inside his satchel.

The more he thought about it, the less sense it made.

So he focused on the road instead.

The moon hung high above the dunes.

Its silver light transformed the desert into a sea of pale shadows.

The world felt empty.

Endless.

Ancient.

For most travelers, the sight would have been beautiful.

Tonight it felt unsettling.

Every dune seemed capable of hiding enemies.

Every patch of darkness appeared alive.

Nasir kept one hand near the satchel at all times.

Several times he considered throwing the compass away.

The idea lasted only a few seconds.

Something stopped him.

Not greed.

Not curiosity.

Something deeper.

The artifact felt important.

As though abandoning it would somehow be wrong.

That realization disturbed him more than anything else.

Because it did not feel like his own thought.

Just before dawn, exhaustion finally forced him to stop.

He found shelter beneath a cluster of weathered rocks and tied the camel nearby.

The animal immediately lay down and refused to move.

Nasir couldn't blame it.

He felt the same.

For several minutes he sat silently.

Watching the horizon brighten.

Watching darkness retreat.

Watching another day begin.

Eventually his attention drifted toward the satchel.

Toward the compass.

A terrible idea entered his mind.

He decided to examine it.

"One look," he muttered.

"Then that's it."

The universe did not appear impressed by his promise.

He removed the artifact carefully.

Morning sunlight touched the black metal.

Immediately, symbols along its surface began glowing faintly.

Nasir nearly dropped it.

The compass had changed.

Or perhaps he had simply failed to notice certain details before.

Tiny carvings covered its outer ring.

Intricate patterns twisted across the metal like flowing water.

And the needle—

The needle was moving.

Not north.

Not south.

Not in any sensible direction.

Instead it pointed east.

Steadily.

Purposefully.

As though guiding him somewhere.

Nasir frowned.

Compasses were supposed to indicate direction.

Not destinations.

He turned the artifact.

The needle continued pointing east.

Always east.

Toward Qarah.

Or beyond it.

The crystal at the center suddenly flickered.

A pulse of silver light emerged.

Then another.

Images flashed through his mind.

Brief.

Incomplete.

Fragments of something larger.

A tower rising above clouds.

A woman wearing a golden crown.

A city surrounded by brass walls.

Seven stars burning in a black sky.

Then the vision disappeared.

Nasir gasped.

The compass fell into the sand.

Silence returned.

His heart pounded violently.

"No."

He immediately shoved the artifact back into the satchel.

"No more visions."

The compass offered no opinion.

Which somehow made it even more suspicious.

By midday he reached the eastern trade road.

Traffic gradually increased.

Merchants.

Pilgrims.

Soldiers.

Nomads.

Ordinary people living ordinary lives.

A welcome sight.

The farther he traveled, the more unreal the previous night seemed.

Perhaps exhaustion had distorted his memory.

Perhaps fear had exaggerated events.

Perhaps—

A rider appeared on the horizon.

Approaching quickly.

Then another.

And another.

Nasir relaxed slightly.

Royal couriers.

Nothing unusual.

The Kingdom of Zafir maintained roads throughout the region.

Couriers frequently traveled between cities carrying messages.

The riders passed him without slowing.

Yet one of them turned briefly.

Their eyes met.

The courier's expression changed.

Confusion.

Then recognition.

Then alarm.

The rider immediately spurred his horse faster.

Nasir watched them disappear.

A strange feeling settled in his stomach.

Something about that encounter felt wrong.

Very wrong.

Late afternoon brought the first glimpse of Qarah.

The city rose from the desert like a golden mirage.

Massive sandstone walls surrounded thousands of buildings.

White towers gleamed beneath the sun.

Colorful banners fluttered from rooftops.

Markets crowded the outer districts.

Gardens flourished around carefully maintained wells.

To travelers crossing endless dunes, Qarah often appeared magical.

To Nasir, it felt like home.

Relief washed over him.

No matter what strange things lurked beyond the city walls, home remained home.

Or so he hoped.

The western gate bustled with activity.

Guards inspected caravans.

Merchants argued about taxes.

Children chased each other through the crowd.

The familiar chaos made Nasir smile.

Then he noticed something unusual.

More guards than normal.

Much more.

Armored soldiers stood atop the walls.

Archers monitored arrivals.

Officers moved through the crowd with obvious tension.

Nasir joined the line.

When his turn arrived, a guard examined him carefully.

"Name?"

"Nasir Al-Rahid."

The guard's eyes widened.

Only slightly.

But enough.

Immediately, he exchanged glances with another soldier.

Nasir noticed.

So did they.

An uncomfortable silence followed.

Finally the first guard cleared his throat.

"You may enter."

"Thank you."

The guard hesitated.

Then added quietly,

"Be careful, mapmaker."

Nasir stared.

"What does that mean?"

The soldier looked away.

"Nothing."

That answer convinced Nasir it meant something.

Unfortunately, further questions achieved nothing.

The guards refused to elaborate.

By the time he entered the city, unease had returned.

The streets remained familiar.

But something beneath the surface had changed.

People whispered.

Soldiers patrolled.

Tension lingered everywhere.

As though Qarah expected trouble.

Nasir's home stood near the eastern district.

A modest two-story building filled with maps, books, and artifacts collected over generations.

His father had once described it as a museum accidentally pretending to be a house.

The description remained accurate.

Nasir unlocked the front door.

Stepped inside.

And froze.

Someone had been there.

Books lay scattered across the floor.

Shelves stood overturned.

Furniture had been searched.

Drawers pulled open.

Maps torn apart.

His pulse accelerated.

He moved cautiously through the house.

Every room showed signs of intrusion.

Whoever had entered wasn't stealing valuables.

They had been searching for something.

Specifically.

Methodically.

A cold realization formed.

The compass.

The intruders had known about the compass.

Impossible.

Nobody should know.

Yet someone clearly did.

Nasir checked the satchel immediately.

The artifact remained inside.

Safe.

For now.

A noise came from upstairs.

Nasir froze.

Another sound followed.

Footsteps.

Someone was still inside.

His mouth suddenly felt dry.

He possessed exactly zero experience dealing with criminals.

Or shadow monsters.

Or mysterious magical conspiracies.

Recent events had not improved that situation.

The footsteps grew closer.

Slow.

Deliberate.

Descending the stairs.

Nasir looked around desperately.

The nearest object was a rolled-up map.

Not an ideal weapon.

But it was all he had.

The figure appeared.

A young woman.

Perhaps twenty-five.

Dark hair.

Travel-stained clothes.

A curved sword hanging at her side.

Sharp amber eyes studied him calmly.

Neither of them spoke for several seconds.

Finally, Nasir raised the rolled map.

"Stay back."

The woman glanced at the map.

Then at him.

One eyebrow lifted.

"You plan to attack me with geography?"

Nasir hesitated.

"Maybe."

The woman sighed.

"That is the most disappointing threat I've heard this year."

"Who are you?"

"A question I was about to ask."

She crossed her arms.

"You are Nasir Al-Rahid?"

"Yes."

"Good."

The answer did not comfort him.

The woman stepped forward.

Nasir tightened his grip on the map.

She stopped.

Apparently deciding he was not a serious threat.

A reasonable conclusion.

"My name is Amira."

Something about her voice felt confident.

Dangerously confident.

The voice of someone accustomed to surviving difficult situations.

"I've been looking for you."

Nasir laughed nervously.

"That seems to be a popular hobby lately."

Amira ignored the comment.

Her gaze shifted toward the satchel.

Immediately.

Directly.

The exact same reaction everyone else had shown.

The old woman.

The shadow creatures.

The guards.

Now her.

The realization hit him instantly.

She knew.

Amira's expression hardened.

"You found it."

Not a question.

A statement.

Nasir's heart sank.

Outside, thunder echoed across a cloudless sky.

Both of them heard it.

Both looked toward the window.

A second thunderclap followed.

Louder.

Closer.

The air inside the house suddenly grew cold.

Amira's face lost color.

For the first time since meeting her, she looked afraid.

Genuinely afraid.

"That's impossible," she whispered.

A third thunderclap shook the building.

The compass inside Nasir's satchel began glowing.

Neither of them needed words anymore.

Something was coming.

Something powerful.

Something ancient.

And whatever it was, it had finally found them.
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Chapter 2 – The City of Brass
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The fourth thunderclap shattered every window in the house.

Glass exploded inward.

Nasir instinctively threw himself backward.

Amira reacted faster.

Much faster.

She grabbed him by the collar and pulled him to the floor an instant before fragments of glass sliced through the space where his head had been.

The crash echoed throughout the room.

Dust drifted from the ceiling.

Books fell from shelves.

For several seconds, silence followed.

Then came a sound that neither of them had ever heard before.

A roar.

Not the roar of an animal.

Not the roar of thunder.

Something older.

Something vast.

The sound seemed to vibrate through stone itself.

Nasir slowly raised his head.

"What was that?"

Amira's hand moved toward her sword.

The expression on her face answered before her words did.

"Bad news."

"That isn't very specific."

"It doesn't need to be."

Another roar shook the building.

People screamed outside.

The city suddenly erupted into chaos.

Nasir rushed toward the shattered window.

Amira swore and followed.

The sight beyond the street stole his breath.

Above Qarah, the sky had changed.

Dark clouds spiraled over the city.

Not natural clouds.

They rotated around a single point high above the palace district.

A vortex.

A storm.

A massive eye staring down upon the city.

And within that storm flew something enormous.

At first Nasir thought it was a dragon.

The legends of Azhar occasionally mentioned dragons.

Most scholars dismissed such stories.

After recent events, Nasir had become less confident about dismissing legends.

The
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