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​​Prologue - The Name That Should Not Be Spoken
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A monastery deep within the Pyrenees, 1637.

An old monk trembled as he scribbled the final words onto the parchment. As his ink-stained fingers ached, he dared not stop.

Outside, the wind howled violently through the valley. A storm was coming. But it was not the storm he feared.

He dipped the quill again, his breath shallow, and his hands unsteady.

"The Black Sun does not rise." "It waits."

In the distance, the thunder rumbled, forcing the candle to flicker rapidly.

The monk then hesitated with his gut twisted in a sudden, sharp pain.

Then... A whisper.

Not outside. Not in the wind. Inside his mind.

"You have written too much."

His heart lurched. The room darkened not like nightfall, but like something swallowing the light.

As he gasped, clutching his chest, the inkpot tipped, blackness spilled across the parchment like an open wound.

The final words he heard came from a voice older than the stars themselves.

"We are not done waiting."

As the candle blew out, the monk was never seen again.
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​​Chapter 1 - The Whispered Name
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Toledo, Spain – three hundred and fifty-three years later Shiin Hakai had stopped dreaming of home.

The road had scorched those memories from him. The scent of cherry blossoms, the whispered voices of old comrades—all gone.

Now, when he dreamed, he saw something else.

A city of black stones, stretching beyond sight. Towers built from bones; their surfaces covered in words he could not read.

And in the sky above it—something was moving.

A shape blotting out the sun.

Each night, the vision ended the same way. A voice, smooth as oil, whispering:

"You have already walked this path."

And then—he woke.

Just as he did now.

Shiin's eyes snapped open. The cold stone floor of his rented room in Toledo pressed against his back. His breath was slow, controlled.

The dream had been worse this time.

He sat up, reaching for the Black Sword beneath his cloak. The room was silent, save for the faint echo of voices from the streets outside. The scent of old parchment and candlewax clung to the air.

Across from him, Dr. Elias Caulthorn sat hunched over an ancient manuscript, his ink-stained fingers twitching as he read.

"You were talking in your sleep," Elias muttered without looking up.

Shiin exhaled, rising to his feet. "What did I say?"

Elias hesitated. His tired eyes flicked toward Shiin. "You said a name."

Shiin frowned. "What name?"

The scholar swallowed hard. Then, in a hushed voice, he uttered a single name: 'Naphareth.

Shiin felt the shift in the air. Outside, the voices in the streets fell silent.

The archeologist closed the manuscript slowly, his hands unsteady. "That name has not been spoken for centuries."

Shiin's grip on the dagger tightened. "Then why did I say it?"

Elias hesitated—then pulled something from his satchel. A brittle parchment, its ink faded but still legible. Shiin stepped closer.

The words were not in Spanish. Not Latin. Not anything he recognized. But as his eyes passed over them—he understood. "The Black Sun does not rise. It waits."

Shiin's breath slowed.

Elias' voice was barely above a whisper.

"You saw it, didn't you?"

Shiin did not answer.

Because he had.

And something deep inside him knew—he would see it again.

The room's silence lingered between them like an unwelcome guest. Elias leaned forward, his scholarly demeanor momentarily giving way to barely concealed fear.

"The dreams began after Constantinople, didn't they?"

Shiin's jaw tightened. He had not spoken of Constantinople to anyone, not even Elias. That blood-soaked city was meant to stay buried with the dead.

"How did you know about Constantinople?" Shiin's voice was dangerously calm.

"Because the patterns are repeating." Elias pulled another parchment from his satchel. This one bore a dark stain at its corner that was not ink. "Every four hundred years, the name emerges. And those who hear it begin to dream."

Shiin moved to the window. Outside, Toledo slept under a blanket of mist. Church bells tolled in the distance, marking the early hour. The city felt impossibly ancient tonight, as if the stones themselves were whispering secrets.

"What is Naphareth?" Shiin asked, the name feeling like ash on his tongue.

Elias hesitated, choosing his words carefully. "Not what. Who? The texts suggest an entity. A being that predates written history." He paused. "Some call it the original darkness."

Shiin turned from the window. "And the Black Sun?"

"A gateway. Or a prison. The manuscripts disagree." Elias rubbed his temples. "But they all agree on one thing—it must never be opened."

A sudden gust rattled the shutters. The candle on the desk sputtered but held its flame.

"Then why is the Crescent Moon seeking it?" Shiin asked.

Elias' expression darkened. "Power. The kind that changes the world." He shuffled through his papers.

"There's a passage here written by a Carthaginian priest who survived Rome's destruction of his city. He wrote that beneath the fallen temples lay a chamber 'where light dies and shadows speak.’”

Shiin crossed the room in three strides, gathering his sparse belongings. His Black Sword—forged in his homeland across the sea—slid into its scabbard with quiet precision.

"If the Crescent Moon finds it first” Elias began.

"They won't." Shiin's voice cut through the scholar's warning like a blade.

Dr. Elias Caulthorn looked up, surprised by the certainty in the warrior's tone. "How can you be so sure?"

Shiin paused at the door, his silhouette framed against the dim hallway beyond.

"Because the dreams are not just showing me the Black Sun, but something more. " His eyes were distant, focused on something only he could see. "They're showing me the path."

He stepped into the hallway, but Elias' voice stopped him once more.

"Shiin. There is something else. The manuscripts mention a guardian."

Shiin turned, his expression questioning.

"Every age, when the Black Sun stirs, there are three players in the game." Elias swallowed hard. "The seeker, who would open the way. The guardian, who would keep it sealed. And the vessel, who could become either destroyer or savior."

"And who am I?" Shiin asked, though something in his gut already knew the answer.

Elias met his gaze, then looked away as if afraid to voice his suspicion. "The oldest texts speak of another role—the Vanguard, one who has walked this path before. But I can't be certain yet." He gathered his papers with trembling hands. "That's what frightens me most." As Shiin descended the narrow staircase of the inn, the wooden steps creaking beneath his weight, he felt a familiar prickling at the back of his neck. He was being watched.

In the common room below, a few early risers hunched over bowls of thin porridge.

A fire sputtered in the hearth, casting more shadows than light. And in the corner, half-hidden by darkness, sat a figure in a wide-brimmed hat.

Shiin moved past without acknowledging the watcher. Outside, in the predawn chill, he paused, letting his senses extend. Three heartbeats later, the inn door opened behind him.

"You're difficult to track, Shinobi," a woman's voice said, her Spanish accented with something Eastern—Ottoman.

Shiin turned. The woman from the corner stood before him, her face still partially hidden by the hat. But he could see her smile now, sharp as a dagger.

"I'm no longer Shinobi," Shiin replied.

"No. You're something else now." She removed her hat, revealing features that spoke of mixed heritage North African. Her eyes, amber in the weak morning light, studied him with unsettling intensity. "My name is Zara."

"You're Crescent Moon," Shiin stated, his hand drifting toward his blade. "Once." She did not move toward her own weapon. "Until I started having dreams."

The admission hung between them like smoke.

"You dream of the Black Sun," Shiin said.

"And of you." Her gaze was steady. "Standing before a doorway of black stone. Sometimes opening it. Sometimes keeping it closed."

"How do you know what these dreams mean?" Shiin asked, studying her carefully.

"I was guardian of the Eastern Texts before the Crescent Moon came," she said, her eyes revealing a depth of knowledge that unsettled him. "Those ancient scrolls speak of the Black Sun and those who would stand before it." "Once." She did not move toward her own weapon. "Until I started having dreams."

The admission hung between them like smoke.

Her gaze was steady. "Standing before a doorway of black stone. Sometimes opening it. Sometimes keeping it closed."

A dog barked in a distant alley. The first rays of sunlight began to creep over Toledo's eastern walls.

"Why are you here?" Shiin asked.

"The Crescent Moon has learned what lies beneath Carthage. They've dispatched their best to retrieve it."

"Abbas al-Din," Shiin said, the name like venom.

Zara's expression confirmed it. "You know him."

"We've met." Shiin's hand unconsciously moved to a scar that ran along his ribs beneath his clothing.

"Then you know he won't stop." Zara stepped closer. "I can help you reach Carthage before him."

"Why would you betray your order?"

"Because I've seen what's coming if they succeed." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "The Black Sun doesn't just blot out light, Shinobi. It devours souls."

Shiin studied her, weighing truth against deception. In his experience, both often wore the same face.

"I work alone," he finally said.

Zara smiled again, but this time it held no humor. "Not in this. The manuscripts are clear. The vessel, the guardian, the seeker—all must be present when the Black Sun stirs."

"And you believe you're one of these three?"

"I know I am." Her certainty was unnerving. "As are you. As is the scholar upstairs."

Shiin's eyes narrowed. "Elias?"

"His bloodline has guarded knowledge of the Black Sun for generations. Did he not tell you? His ancestors were there when Carthage fell. They witnessed what Rome tried to bury."

The revelation settled like a weight in Shiin's stomach. Elias had not shared this connection. What else was the scholar hiding?

"We leave for Carthage," Shiin decided. "But at the first sign of treachery” "You'll kill me," Zara finished for him. "I would expect nothing less."

As they spoke, above them in the rented room, Elias stared at the parchment before him. His finger traced the symbol inked at its center—a perfect circle of absolute blackness.

"Forgive me, Shiin," he whispered to the empty room. "But some secrets must remain buried."

With trembling hands, he reached for his quill.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1.5 - The Road to Rome
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The journey began at dawn.

Shiin, Elias, and their newfound companion Zara departed Toledo as the morning fog still clung to the cobblestone streets. Their horses' hooves echoed through the silent city like distant war drums.

"Three days to Valencia," Elias muttered, checking his satchel of manuscripts one final time. "Then we find passage to Rome."

Zara's amber eyes scanned the horizon. "The Crescent Moon will be watching the ports."

Shiin said nothing, his gaze fixed on the road ahead. Covered in cloth and armor protecting him from the sun. Now since leaving Toledo, the dreams had intensified. Each night, the Black Sun grew larger in his vision. Each night, the voice grew clearer.

You have already walked this path.

They made good time that first day, the Spanish countryside rolling past in a blur of olive groves and dusty hills. When they stopped to water the horses at a small stream, Shiin noticed it first—a subtle darkening of the water where his shadow fell, as if the liquid itself recoiled from his touch.

"Something's following us," he said quietly.

Elias looked up from his waterskin, alarm flashing across his scholarly features. "Already? But how could they know?"

"Not they," Zara corrected, her hand moving to the curved dagger at her hip. "It."

As if summoned by her words, the shadows beneath a nearby olive tree deepened, coalescing into something that wasn't quite substance but more than mere absence of light. For a moment, it took shape—a vaguely human silhouette with too many angles.

Then it was gone.

"The harbingers," Zara whispered. "They come before. Watching. Waiting."

"Before what?" Elias asked.

She didn't answer, but her fingers traced an ancient symbol against her chest—a gesture Shiin recognized from another time, another life.

That night, as they made camp in a secluded grove, Zara finally spoke of her past.

"I was once guardian of the Eastern Texts in Damascus," she said, her voice low as she tended the fire. "I studied under Master al-Din himself, until the Crescent Moon came."

Elias leaned forward. "The same Abbas al-Din who pursues us now?"

She nodded, her face hardening. "He sought knowledge not meant for mortal minds. When I refused him access to the forbidden scrolls, he returned with men—and things that were not men." Her hand unconsciously moved to a scar that ran from her collarbone to shoulder, visible just above her tunic. "I escaped with nothing but my daggers and the memory of what I'd read in those texts."

"About the Black Sun," Shiin stated.

"About everything," she corrected. "The cycle of endings. The harbingers. The Naphareth." She looked directly at Shiin. "And about you."

They reached Valencia on the third day, the port city sprawled before the Mediterranean like a sleeping cat. The sea breeze carried the scent of salt, fish, and possibilities.

"We need a ship," Elias said as they navigated the crowded docks. "Something fast."

Shiin watched the crowd carefully. "And something that won't ask questions."

Finding such a vessel proved harder than anticipated. Three times they negotiated passage, and three times the captains mysteriously withdrew their offers after being visited by cloaked figures in the night.

"The Crescent Moon has eyes everywhere," Zara explained as they retreated from their latest failed attempt. "Abbas al-Din's influence reaches further than I thought."

On the fourth night, as they huddled in a cheap inn near the harbor, Elias made a discovery in the Codex he'd been studying since Toledo.

"There's a passage here," he said, his finger tracing faded text. "About the shadows—the harbingers. It says they cannot maintain their form within moving water, but they can influence the water around them. "Zara leaned closer. "So, we find a ship they cannot follow."

"Or" Shiin suggested, his voice cold as winter steel, "we use them to find a ship they very much want to follow."

The plan was simple, dangerous, and their only option. The next morning, they separated. Shiin made himself visible near the docks, allowing the shadow-watchers to track him. Elias approached a particular vessel—a Venetian merchant ship known for asking few questions about its cargo. And Zara disappeared entirely, only to reappear at the critical moment.

When the trap sprung, it happened with breathtaking speed. The shadow-watchers, sensing Shiin's intention to leave, summoned human agents—three men with the empty eyes of the possessed. They cornered Shiin near the gangplank of the Venetian vessel.

What they didn't expect was Zara dropping from the rigging above, her twin daggers claiming two before they could draw breath. Shiin's blade took the third, the steel slicing through flesh with surgical precision.

As the last body fell, they noticed something disturbing—the blood that spilled was not red, but black as pitch. And where it touched the wooden dock, it smoked and hissed.

"Onto the ship. Now," Elias urged from the deck, where he'd secured their passage with a pouch of gold coins that none of them questioned the origin of.

The Venetian vessel, the Santa Clara, sailed with the evening tide. Its captain, a grizzled man named Donato, took one look at his unusual passengers and doubled his price. When Elias paid without hesitation, the captain merely nodded and ordered his men to make sail.

As the Spanish coast receded behind them, Shiin watched the shadows on the dock writhe in apparent frustration. One took the shape of a man and raised its arm as if in warning—or perhaps promise.

"They'll find other ways to follow," Zara said, joining him at the rail.

Shiin nodded. "But we've bought time."

"Time for what?" she asked.

He didn't answer. Because he wasn't certain.

The Mediterranean crossing took seven days. Seven nights of dreams that left Shiin gasping awake, his hand reaching for his blade. Seven dawns where he found Elias already awake, poring over the Codex with increasingly troubled expression.

But it was Zara who was changing most visibly. Each day, the amber of her eyes grew more intense, almost luminous. At times when she thought no one was watching, Shiin observed her tracing symbols in the air with her fingertips, leaving momentary trails of golden light that dissipated like smoke.

"The Awakening," she explained when he finally confronted her. "It happens to all guardians of the Eastern Texts eventually. Knowledge transforms us."

"Into what?" he asked.

Her smile was both sad and knowing. "Into what we were always meant to be."

On the third night, a storm struck without warning. The sky turned from clear to violent in minutes, waves crashing over the bow as lightning split the darkness. In flashes of that otherworldly light, Shiin saw them—shapes moving beneath the water's surface. Too large to be fish. Too fluid to be human.

"They're testing the boundaries," Elias explained, gripping the ship's rail with white knuckles. "The text says they cannot cross moving water on their own, but they can influence it. Create disturbances."

"Storms," Zara concluded.

The tempest lasted until dawn, leaving the Santa Clara battered but intact. Three sailors were lost to the sea. When Shiin looked into the eyes of the survivors, he saw a new emotion there—not just fear, but recognition. As if they now understood that this voyage carried more than human cargo.

Captain Donato approached them that morning, his weathered face grim. "Whatever you've brought aboard my ship, it ends when we reach Civitavecchia. I'll not carry it further."

Elias nodded. "We seek only passage to Rome."

"Rome," the captain spat. "The holy city. Full of secrets and lies." He crossed himself, nonetheless. "We make port tomorrow. Be ready to disembark quickly."

That night, the dreams changed. Instead of the Black Sun, Shiin saw a chamber deep beneath the earth. Stone walls inscribed with symbols that hurt the eye. And in the center, a pedestal upon which rested a book, a book identical to the Codex that Elias carried.

He awoke to find Zara standing over him, her expression troubled.

"You saw it too," she said. Not a question.

Shiin sat up slowly. "The chamber. The book."

She nodded. "Beneath the Vatican. The original Codex."

"How do you know this?"

Her smile was bitter. "Because I've been there before. In another life." She sat beside him, her voice dropping to a whisper. "There are things I haven't told you—things I couldn't tell you until I was certain."

"Certain of what?"

Her eyes met his, now unmistakably glowing in the darkness of the cabin. "That you are who I believe you to be. The texts spoke of a warrior from the East who would stand at the threshold when the Black Sun rises. A man who walks between lives, carrying memories of worlds that died."

Shiin felt something cold settle in his stomach. "And who do you believe I am?"

"The Vanguard," she said simply. "The one who came before and will come after. The sentinel at the end of cycles."

Before he could question her further, shouts erupted from the deck above. They rushed up to find sailors pointing at the horizon, where the Italian coast had appeared with the dawn. But it wasn't the welcome sight of land that had caused their alarm.

Between the ship and the shore, the sea was changing color. A spreading stain of absolute blackness, as if the water itself was being drained of light. And at its center, something was rising.

"It cannot be," Elias whispered, joining them at the rail. "We're still over open water."

The thing that broke the surface defied description. Part shadow, part substance, formed of angles that shouldn't exist in nature. It rose higher, higher, unfolding like a terrible flower until it towered over the ship.

"Get below!" Shiin ordered, pushing Elias toward the hatch. "Now!"

As they retreated, the creature—if such a word could apply—let out a sound that was felt rather than heard. A vibration that shook the Santa Clara to her timbers. Glass shattered. Wood splintered. Men fell to their knees, blood trickling from their ears.

In the chaos, Shiin saw Captain Donato standing frozen at the wheel, his eyes wide with terror and something else, recognition. As if he'd seen this horror before.

The captain's lips moved, forming a word Shiin couldn't hear. But he could read it clearly enough:

Naphareth.

The moment the name was formed, the creature struck. A limb like living darkness smashed through the deck, sending sailors flying. Another ripped away the main mast as if it were a twig. The ship lurched taking on water almost immediately.

"We have to abandon ship!" Zara shouted over the screams.

Elias clutched his satchel containing the Codex. "If the water touches these pages..."

"Better that than they fall into the sea with us," Shiin cut him off, already dragging both toward the ship's single remaining boat.

But Zara pulled away from them, her expression was resolute. "Get to the boat. I can buy us time."

Before Shiin could stop her, she drew her twin daggers and strode toward the center of the deck, directly beneath the looming shadow of the Naphareth. The blades in her hands began to glow with the same amber light as her eyes, symbols etching themselves along the steel.

"Zara!" Shiin called out. "It's suicide!"

She looked back, a serene smile on her face. "Nothing ever truly dies, Shiin. You of all people should know that."

With astonishing speed, she began to move—not attacking the creature but dancing around it in precise patterns. Her daggers left trails of light in the air, forming complex geometrical shapes that hung suspended around the Naphareth. The creature seemed confused, its formless mass contracting and expanding as if trying to escape the cage of light she was weaving.

"What is she doing?" Elias gasped as they lowered the boat into the churning water.

"A binding ritual," Shiin realized. "From the Eastern Texts."

As they watched from the rocking boat below, Zara completed her pattern—a complex sigil that now surrounded the Naphareth entirely. With a final gesture, she plunged both daggers into the deck of the ship. "The light from the blades intensified, etching glowing symbols into Zara's skin. Her body arched as the energy surged through her, a wave of visible power rippling outwards. The creature recoiled, its form flickering, while Zara's outline blurred, then sharpened into a new, luminous clarity. "When their vision cleared, the Naphareth was gone. And so was Zara. Where they had been, only a circular burn mark remained on the ruined deck of the Santa Clara.

"She sacrificed herself," Elias whispered.

Shiin stared at the mark, his face unreadable. "No. She transformed."

As if in confirmation, the dying Santa Clara gave one final groan and slipped beneath the surface, taking Captain Donato and any surviving crew with it. Only their small boat remained, bobbing like a cork on the vast sea, with the Italian coast visible in the distance.

They rowed in silence for hours, both men lost in their thoughts. It was nearly dusk when they reached the shores of Civitavecchia, their arms aching and spirits low.

"We need to reach Rome before nightfall," Elias said, still clutching the Codex to his chest. "The Vatican archives hold the answers we seek."

"And someone there is expecting us," Shiin added, remembering his dream of the underground chamber.

They procured horses from a local stable using the last of Elias's gold and rode hard along the ancient Roman road. Night had fallen by the time the Eternal City came into view, its monuments glowing like ivory in the moonlight.

"How do we enter the Vatican at this hour?" Elias wondered as they approached the city walls. "The gates will be guarded."

Shiin was about to respond when he noticed something peculiar—a figure standing motionless by the roadside ahead. As they drew closer, his blood ran cold.

It was Zara. But not as they had known her.

Her physical form appeared unchanged, but there was an otherworldly quality to her now. Her skin seemed to emit a subtle glow, and her eyes were entirely golden, without pupil or white. When she moved toward them, her feet didn't quite seem to touch the ground.

"Zara?" Elias breathed. "How..."

"I told you the Awakening was changing me," she said, her voice echoing strangely as if coming from multiple sources. "The binding ritual completed the transformation. I am not exactly Zara anymore, but I retain her purpose. Her memories."

"What are you then?" Shiin asked, dismounting to stand before her.

"A guide," she replied. "And a key." She gestured toward a small, unmarked gate in the city wall that Shiin could have sworn wasn't there a moment ago. "There is a passage beneath the city. Used by those who guard the deeper secrets of the Vatican. It will lead us directly to the chamber you saw in your dream."

"Can we trust her?" Elias whispered to Shiin.

Shiin studied the transformed Zara carefully. "We don't have a choice."

The passage was ancient—older than Rome itself, Zara explained as she led them through twisting tunnels lit only by the glow of her skin. The walls were covered in markings that predated Latin, predated even Etruscan.

"The Vatican was built here for a reason," she said. "This place has always been a nexus—a point where realities intersect."

After what seemed like hours of descent, they reached a heavy stone door carved with familiar symbols—the same ones from Shiin's dream.

"Beyond this threshold lies the original Codex," Zara said. "The complete text, of which Elias carries only a fragment. But be warned—we are expected."

"By friend or foe?" Shiin asked, hand moving to his blade.

Zara's luminous eyes regarded him solemnly. "By necessity."

With a touch of her hand, the stone door began to open, revealing a chamber bathed in amber light. And in its center, just as in Shiin's vision, stood a pedestal with an ancient tome.

But they were not alone. A figure in cardinal's robes stood waiting, his ancient face serene despite the extraordinary circumstances.

"Welcome, Vanguard," the cardinal said to Shiin. "We have been awaiting your return for a very long time."

Shiin stepped forward, the weight of countless lives and deaths suddenly heavy on his shoulders. "The Black Sun is rising."

The cardinal nodded gravely. "Yes. And this time, we must ensure it sets again."

Behind them, the stone door sealed shut with the finality of fate.
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Chapter 2 - The Vatican's Warning
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"You do not fully understand what you seek," the Cardinal said, his voice calm but weighted with ancient knowledge. Despite his welcoming words to Shiin as the "Vanguard" moments earlier, his demeanor had shifted to something more guarded.

The transformed Zara stood to the side, her golden eyes watching the exchange carefully. The amber glow emanating from her skin cast strange shadows across the hidden chamber beneath the Vatican.

Shiin stepped forward. "The Black Sun is rising. You said you've been waiting for my return."

"Yes," the Cardinal acknowledged, "but waiting does not mean rejoicing." He gestured to the original Codex that stood on the pedestal before them. "What you face is beyond what any of us can fully comprehend."

Elias moved closer to the ancient tome. "We need to know everything. The Crescent Moon is already searching."

At the mention of that name, the Cardinal's expression hardened. "That name is forbidden for a reason."

Shiin watched him carefully. The man was hiding something.

"Then why are you afraid?" he asked directly.

The Cardinal's jaw tightened. Two armed Vatican guards shifted nervously at his side, hands moving to their weapons.

Elias pressed on. "The fragment of the Codex I carry speaks of the Black Sun being buried beneath the ruins of an older city. A city that predates Rome, predates even Carthage."

The Cardinal exhaled sharply. "That city is cursed."

Shiin's voice was cold. "Where is it?"

Silence hung in the chamber.

Then, reluctantly, the Cardinal spoke.

"Carthage."

Elias' breath hitched. "But that city burned centuries ago."

"Not all of it," the Cardinal's eyes darkened. "What you seek lies beneath what remains."

A pause.

Then—footsteps.

Shiin's hand flew to his blade.

Too late.

The main doors to the chamber slammed shut. The torchlight flickered violently.

And a voice—smooth as silk—echoed through the room.

"You should not have come here."

The shadows between the ornate pillars began to move.

"Behind me!" Shiin shouted to Elias, who stumbled backward, clutching his satchel of manuscripts.

The transformed Zara showed no fear. She stepped forward, her golden eyes narrowing. "Harbingers," she said. "They've followed us all the way from the sea."

The Cardinal made no move toward safety. Instead, he stood perfectly still, his eyes fixed on something beyond the approaching shadows.

"It's already begun," he whispered.

The Cardinal's guards reached for their weapons—too slow. The darkness congealed forming shapes with too many limbs and too few features. Shiin's blade cleared its scabbard with a whisper of steel.

His blade caught the first shadow-creature as it lunged, its form dissolving around the steel like smoke. But where his blade passed, the shadow reformed undamaged.

"The Black Sword cannot harm them," the transformed Zara said, her voice echoing strangely. "These are messengers from beyond the veil."

One of the guards screamed as if a shadow enveloped him. When it receded, he stood frozen, his eyes staring at nothing, mouth open in a silent scream.

Elias fumbled in his satchel and withdrew a small vial. Without hesitation, he removed the stopper and splashed its contents in an arc before them. The liquid—clear as water but glimmering with an inner light—hissed where it touched the stones. The approaching shadows recoiled.

"Blessed water from the Jordan," Elias explained, his voice shaking. "Mixed with silver dust and myrrh."

The shadows retreated, but only slightly. They circled now, patient as vultures.

"Who sent them?" Shiin demanded of the Cardinal.

The old man's eyes never left the darkness. "Not who. What."

"Naphareth," Elias breathed the name.

The shadows pulsed at the sound.

"Fool!" the Cardinal hissed. "Never speak that name aloud."

Zara's transformed body glowed brighter. "The same entity I bound on the ship," she said. "But it has many aspects, many forms. What I contained was merely one manifestation."

Shiin grabbed the Cardinal's arm. "You knew. You knew we were coming."

"Everyone who seeks the Black Sun eventually comes to us," the Cardinal's voice was hollow. "We have guarded its secret since Constantine."

The remaining guard edged toward the door, his face pale with terror. A shadow detached from the wall and flowed over him like water. His scream died in his throat, replaced by a gurgling sound.

"There is a way out," the Cardinal said urgently. "Through the catacombs. But you must take me with you."

Shiin's grip tightened. "Why would we trust you?"

"Because I can show you what Rome found beneath Carthage." The old man's eyes were desperate now. "The temple that was ancient when Dido founded her city. The place where the Black Sun was sealed."

The shadows drew closer, their movements more frantic as the blessed water began to evaporate.

"Decide quickly," Elias urged, his back pressed against the pedestal holding the original Codex. "The water won't hold them much longer."

Zara moved to Shiin's side. "We need his knowledge," she said. "And we need the complete Codex."

Shiin released the Cardinal. "Lead the way. But know this—if you betray us, I'll send you to meet your God before these shadows can take you."

The Cardinal nodded once. He moved to a section of the chamber wall and pressed a hidden mechanism. Stone grated against stone as a narrow doorway opened.

"Quickly," he urged.

As they slipped through the opening, Shiin glanced back. The shadows had begun to merge, forming a shape that was almost human but wrong in ways he couldn't define. And from it came that voice again smooth as silk, cold as the void between stars.

"Run if you must. It changes nothing. The Black Sun rises soon."

The secret passage sealed behind them with a dull thud. They stood in a narrow tunnel lit by phosphorescent fungi growing along the walls. The greenish light cast their faces in sickly hues.

"What were those things?" Elias asked, his scholarly composure shattered.

"Harbingers," the Cardinal replied. "When the veil between worlds thins, they come first." He started down the tunnel, his robes whispering against the ancient stone. "They are drawn to those who speak of the Black Sun."

"Then we've been followed since Toledo," Shiin realized.

"Most likely." The Cardinal's pace was surprisingly swift for his age. "They have been watching me for much longer."

The tunnel descended sharply, the air growing colder with each step. Moisture trickled down the walls, and the fungi became sparse, leaving them in near darkness. Zara's glow provided their only reliable light, her transformed body serving as a living torch.

"I don't understand," Dr. Caulthorn said, stumbling on the uneven floor. "If the Church knows about the Black Sun, why not destroy whatever is buried at Carthage?"

The Cardinal's laugh was bitter. "Destroy it? We tried. In the time of Pope Innocent, we sent twelve of our most powerful exorcists. None returned." His voice dropped. "What came back wearing their skins was... something else."

Shiin, walking behind them, felt the weight of unseen eyes. "The Crescent Moon believes they can control it."

"So did Rome, once," the Cardinal replied. "Every civilization that found it believed the same. All fell."

The tunnel opened into a larger chamber. Stone sarcophagi lined the walls, their surfaces carved with Christian symbols intermingled with older, stranger markings.

"What is this place?" Elias breathed, the scholar's curiosity temporarily overcoming fear.

"The resting place of those who have opposed the Black Sun throughout history." The Cardinal moved to one sarcophagus and placed his hand on its lid. "Some were martyrs. Some were warriors. All failed."

Shiin studied the nearest tomb. The figure carved on its lid wore samurai armor. His breath caught.

"This one," he said, his voice unnaturally calm. "Who is this?"

The Cardinal joined him. "Ah. Minamoto Yoshitsune. He came to us in the year 1185, speaking of dreams and a black orb that devoured light."

Shiin's mind reeled. Yoshitsune was a legend in his homeland—a warrior said to have died fleeing his brother's forces. But here he lay, an ocean away from Japan.

"How many?" Shiin asked, looking down the row of tombs.

"Hundreds. Spanning every corner of the earth." The Cardinal sighed heavily. "The pattern repeats. The dreams begin. Three are called. The Black Sun stirs."

Elias approached another sarcophagus, this one bearing Egyptian hieroglyphs alongside Latin text. "Three are called," he repeated. "The vessel, the guardian, the seeker."

"Yes." The Cardinal's gaze moved between Shiin, Elias, and the transformed Zara. "But which is which? That is always the question. And the answer determines whether the Black Sun rises or remains sealed for another cycle."

Zara stepped forward her golden eyes fixed on the Cardinal. "You speak of the ancient triad. The roles that must be filled."

"Indeed," the Cardinal nodded. "And it appears you have undergone the Awakening. The transformation of the guardian."

"Guardian?" Elias looked at Zara with a new understanding. "Then which of us is..."

"That remains to be seen," the Cardinal interrupted. "And it is dangerous to assume too much, too early."

The Cardinal moved to the far end of the chamber, where a simple wooden door stood. "What you've seen on the pedestal was only part of the truth. The complete record lies here."

He produced an ancient key and unlocked the door. Beyond lay a small room containing a single object, another pedestal upon which rested a leather-bound book.

"This," the Cardinal said reverently, "is the Codex Umbra. The shadow text that completes what you've already seen. Written by survivors of each cycle. It contains all we know of the Black Sun and its servants."

Elias reached for it, but the Cardinal stopped his hand.

"Be warned. To read it is to be marked more deeply. The shadows will find you more easily."

"We're already marked," Shiin said grimly. "Give us the book."

The Cardinal hesitated, then nodded. "Very well. But there is one more thing you should know." His face was grave. "You are not the only ones seeking this knowledge. Two days ago, another visitor came asking about Carthage and the Black Sun."

"Abbas al-Din," Shiin guessed, thinking of the Crescent Moon's leader.

The Cardinal shook his head. "No. She called herself Nadia el-Aziz. She claimed to be a scholar, but her eyes..." He shuddered. "I have seen those eyes before. In the paintings of the possessed."

Elias, Shiin, and Zara exchanged glances.

"Another player in this ancient game," Zara said, her voice resonating with her new nature. "Perhaps she too has a role to play."

"Or something worse," the Cardinal warned. "When she left, three of our monks were found dead. Their hearts were missing."

Shiin's hand tightened on his sword hilt. "We need to reach Carthage now."

The Cardinal nodded and lifted the Codex Umbra from its pedestal. As his fingers touched the leather binding, the torches in the room dimmed. A whisper, like distant waves, filled their ears.

"It knows," the Cardinal said softly. "Heaven help us all, it knows you're coming."

As he passed the book to Elias, the ground beneath them trembled. Dust rained from the ceiling.

"What was that?" Elias asked, clutching the Codex to his chest.

The Cardinal's face was ashen. "We must hurry. The harbingers will have alerted their master. The way to Carthage lies through the catacombs, but we must move quickly before—"

The door through which they had entered burst inward, wood splintering in all directions. Where it had stood was now only darkness, a darkness deeper than the absence of light. A darkness that moved with purpose.

And from within it stepped a figure. Human shape, but wrong in every detail. Its skin was pallid, stretched too tight over sharp bones. Its eyes—if they could be called that—were voids that pulled at the soul.

"Cardinal Visconti," it said in a voice like breaking glass. "You have something that belongs to me."

The Cardinal stepped protectively in front of Elias, who clutched the Codex tighter. "Begone, servant of darkness. You have no power in this sacred place."

The creature's laugh was the sound of earth being shoveled onto a coffin. "Sacred? This place reeks of fear and secrets. Like all your churches, it is built on lies."

Shiin drew his sword in one fluid motion. The blade caught the torchlight, momentarily brightening the room.

Zara stepped forward, her transformed body glowing intensely. "I bound one of your kind once," she said, her voice carrying the power of her new nature. "I can do so again."

The creature's attention shifted between them, but its gaze locked longest on Shiin, and something like recognition flickered in those empty eyes.

"The wanderer," it hissed. "So many lives you've lived, never finding peace. Never understand your purpose."

Shiin felt the words resonate deep within him, touching memories he didn't know he possessed. Images flashed through his mind—battlefields across time, different faces, different weapons, but always the same enemy.

"Enough," he growled, forcing the visions away. "Whatever game you're playing ends here."

The creature smiled, revealing teeth that were sharp and numerous. "Game? This is no game, Shinobi. This is destiny. Written in the stars before your kind learned to speak."

It took a step forward. The Cardinal pulled a crucifix from beneath his robes, holding it before him like a shield. The creature paused, its form wavering slightly.

"Run," the Cardinal commanded Shiin, Elias, and Zara. "There is another way out. Through there." He nodded toward a small archway half-hidden behind a sarcophagus.

"What about you?" Elias asked.

"I will hold it as long as I can." The Cardinal's voice was steady now, resigned. "God has prepared me for this moment my entire life."

Shiin hesitated. The creature had begun to circle, moving with a fluidity that defied natural law. Its attention remained fixed on the crucifix, but Shiin could see its patience wearing thin.

"Go!" the Cardinal urged. "Find the Black Sun before they do. Keep it sealed. It is the only way."

With a reluctant nod, Shiin grabbed Elias by the arm and pulled him toward the hidden archway. Zara followed, her light illuminating their path.

"We need the original Codex as well," Elias protested as they fled.

"This is the complete version," Zara explained quickly. "What you saw in the chamber was merely a fragment, like the one you already carry."

As they ducked through the archway, the sound of Latin prayers filled the chamber behind them, mingled with a hissing that might have been laughter.

The last thing they saw as they fled into the darkness was the Cardinal, crucifix held high, standing defiant as the creature lunged.

The tunnel beyond the archway descended steeply. Shiin led the way, one hand on the damp wall for guidance, the other ready at his sword. Behind him, Elias clutched the Codex, his breathing ragged. Zara's glow provided enough light to navigate by.

"What was that thing?" the scholar gasped as they rounded a bend.

"A servant," Shiin replied grimly. "A herald of what waits beneath Carthage."

"A lesser Naphareth," Zara added. "Not as powerful as the one I bound on the ship, but dangerous nonetheless."

The tunnel ended abruptly at a rusted iron gate. Beyond it lay the vastness of the Roman catacombs—endless corridors lined with skulls and bones.

Shiin tested the gate. It was locked, but the hinges were weak with age. With a controlled burst of strength, he broke it free.

The catacomb air was stale, heavy with the weight of centuries. Zara's glow illuminated the macabre decorations of human remains that lined the walls.

"The Cardinal," Elias said, pausing to catch his breath. "Do you think he survived?"

Shiin's expression was grim. "No."

They moved deeper into the catacombs, guided by faded markings on the walls—crosses that subtly morphed into another symbol as they progressed: a circle with radiating lines, like a black sun.

"The Codex," Shiin said after they had walked in silence for some time. "What does it say?"

Elias opened the ancient book carefully. The pages were brittle, covered in script that seemed to shift as they looked at it.

"It's written in multiple languages," he said, squinting despite Zara's illumination. "Some I recognize, others..." He trailed off. "But here—this section is in Latin."

He began to translate, his voice barely above a whisper.

"'The Black Sun is not an object but a doorway. A passage between worlds that should never meet. In the time before time, it was sealed by those who saw its danger. Three guardians were appointed: One to watch, one to warn, one to act if the seal should weaken.'"

Elias turned the page.

"'But the guardians fell to temptation. The Watcher became blind. The Warner became mute. The Actor became still. And so, the seal began to fail.'"

Another page. Elias's voice grew troubled.

"'Now it stirs once more. The dreams are the first sign. The shadows, the second. When blood flows at the ancient site, the third sign will be fulfilled. And then, only the Three can prevent what comes: Vessel, Guardian, Seeker. But beware—roles shift like sand. The savior may become destroyer. The enemy may become ally.'"

A noise from behind them—the scrape of something hard against stone. Shiin motioned for silence. They pressed themselves against the wall, and Zara dimmed her glow until they were nearly invisible.

In the darkness, footsteps approached. Not the shuffling of the creature they had faced, but the confident stride of someone who knew these passages well.

A beam of light swept the corridor. A lantern, carried by a figure in dark clothing.

"I know you're there," a woman's voice called. Accented, but not Spanish. North African. "I've been following you since the archives."

Shiin tensed, ready to strike. But Elias grabbed his arm.

"Wait," he whispered. "Listen."

The woman continued, her lantern held high. "The creature that attacked you—it's one of many. They serve as the heralds of the Black Sun. She paused. "I can help you reach Carthage alive. After that, our paths may diverge."

Shiin stepped out of the shadows, his blade reflecting the lantern light. "Who are you?"

The woman did not flinch at the sword. Her face, revealed in the golden glow, was striking features that spoke of mixed Berber and European ancestry, eyes sharp with intelligence.

"My name is Nadia el-Aziz," she said. "Guardian of the Dead City."

"The Cardinal mentioned you," Elias said, emerging cautiously with Zara beside him. "He said monks died after your visit."

Nadia's expression darkened. "I didn't kill them. I tried to warn them." She lowered the lantern slightly. "The shadows are growing bolder. They feed on fear and secrets. The Vatican has plenty of both."

Her gaze moved to Zara, and her eyes widened slightly. "You've undergone the Awakening," she said. "You're the Guardian."

"So, the Cardinal believed," Zara replied, studying Nadia intently. "But what are you?"

"Why follow us?" Shiin demanded, his sword still ready.

"Because you have the Codex," Nadia's gaze fixed on the book in Elias's arms. "And because I've seen your face in my dreams, Shinobi. Standing at the threshold of darkness."

The same vision Shiin had experienced throughout his journey.

"You're connected to all this," Elias realized. "Vessel, Guardian, Seeker—if Zara is the Guardian, then you must be—"

"Roles shift like sand," Nadia quoted from the Codex. "Don't be too quick to assign them." She gestured down the corridor. "There's a way out through the old aqueducts. It will lead us to the harbor. From there, we can secure passage to Carthage."

Shiin did not lower his blade. "And I should trust you because?"

"Because we're bound by the same dream." Nadia's voice softened slightly. "And because if we fail, the thing that waits beneath Carthage will devour not just our world, but all worlds."

A distant noise echoed through the catacombs—the sound of stone cracking, followed by an inhuman howl.

"It's found the Cardinal's body," Nadia said grimly. "It will follow his memories of you. We need to move. Now."

Shiin exchanged a glance with both Elias and Zara. The scholar and the transformed woman nodded almost imperceptibly.

"Lead on," Shiin said to Nadia, sheathing his sword but keeping his hand near its hilt. "But know this—at the first sign of treachery, I'll take your head."

Nadia met his gaze without fear. "Fair enough. But you should know—I've survived three attempts already." She turned and started down the corridor. "The Black Sun doesn't let its pawns die easily."

As they followed her deeper into the catacombs, Shiin couldn't shake the feeling that with each step toward Carthage, the darkness was drawing them exactly where it wanted them to go.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SHIN HRHR!

THE BLACK SUN

=y

ADAM EARL






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





d2d_images/scene_break.png





