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Chapter 1: The Awakening of the Forgotten

The air hung heavy, thick with a humidity that clung like cobwebs. He opened his eyes,
wincing at the spectral light filtering through a tangle of gnarled branches. The forest
loomed around him, a labyrinth of towering trunks and lush vegetation, eerily silent.
Where was he? Who was he? The questions echoed in the abyss of his mind, each beat of
his heart a painful reminder of his ignorance.

He tried to rise, but his limbs were leaden, weighed down by a fatigue that seemed to
seep into his very bones. His clothes, ragged and torn, hinted at a finery long lost,
embroidered with threads of a color he could not recall. He carried no weapon, no
familiar object, nothing to provide even the slightest clue to his identity.

Panic seized him, cold and suffocating. He forced himself to breathe deeply, seeking a
semblance of calm amidst the chaos of his mind. Observe, analyze, remember. The words
came to him, like a distant echo. But an echo of what? Of whom?

Moving with the precarious grace of a newborn foal, he got to his feet. Every muscle in
his body screamed in protest, but he ignored the pain, focusing on surveying his
immediate surroundings. The forest was ancient, there was no mistaking that. Trees
centuries, perhaps millennia old, stood like spectral sentinels, their branches draped with
vines thick as sleeping serpents.

The air thrummed with a strange energy, a subtle vibration that prickled his skin. Magic,
whispered a voice in his head. A voice that felt like his own, yet he couldn't place it.

He reached out a trembling hand, brushing against the rough bark of a colossal tree. A
shock wave surged through him, a jolt of raw energy that sent him stumbling backward.
A flash of light erupted at the point of contact, followed by acrid smoke that stung his
nostrils. Panicked, he withdrew his hand, gasping for breath. What had just transpired
defied comprehension, a tangible manifestation of the chaotic power that lay dormant
within him.

He stared at his hand, turning it over in the dappled light. It appeared perfectly normal,
without a single trace of a burn. Was he going mad? Or did this world hold even more
bewildering surprises?

A reddish glow caught his eye. A few paces away, half-hidden beneath a carpet of dead
leaves, a branch lay on the ground. An ordinary branch in appearance, and yet... it
emanated a strange aura, a magnetic pull that drew him towards it. He approached
slowly, hesitant, as if this simple branch posed some unknown danger.
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As he touched it with his fingertips, a wave of heat washed over him, followed by
fleeting images, fragmented flashes of confusing memories. He saw blazing battlefields,
fantastical creatures clashing in a maelstrom of fire and magic, and amidst the chaos, a
sorcerer, face hidden by a hood, brandishing a blazing staff.

The vision vanished as quickly as it had appeared, leaving him reeling, his heart
pounding in his chest. The branch vibrated faintly in his hand, as if sharing in his turmoil.
He picked it up, weighing it in his palm. It was surprisingly light, with a smooth texture
that felt warm to the touch, as though coursing with latent energy. Unconsciously, he
found himself clutching it close, finding a strange comfort in its touch.

The sun was beginning its slow descent towards the horizon, painting the sky in hues of
purple and orange. The forest was growing darker, shadows lengthening as if to encircle
him. He felt a shiver run down his spine. He was not alone. Eyes watched him from the
darkness of the trees, whispers carried on the wind. He could not discern their forms, but
he felt their presence, menacing, at the edge of his perception.

He had to flee. Find shelter before night fell completely. But where to go? Guided by
instinct, he plunged deeper into the forest, the branch clutched tightly in his hand, alone
in an unfamiliar world that echoed with a power as terrifying as it was exhilarating.

Darkness deepened with every step, twisting familiar trees into menacing silhouettes. The
forest, once welcoming despite its mystery, had become a hostile labyrinth, each rustle of
leaves hinting at imminent danger. His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic rhythm
punctuated by the distant screech of a nocturnal creature.

The branch, still clutched tightly in his hand, seemed to radiate a comforting warmth, a
faint beacon in the growing darkness. He didn't understand the connection, this
inexplicable pull toward the simple piece of wood, but he clung to it like a lifeline.

A sudden gust of wind, laden with a musky, unfamiliar scent, slammed against his face.
Glowing eyes, two piercing red dots, stared at him from the heights of a tree. He froze,
his breath catching in his throat, instinct screaming at him to flee, to hide. But where?

Slowly, with the caution of a hunted animal, he lifted his gaze towards the source of his
unease. The creature, perched on a low branch, was almost invisible in the darkness,
blending seamlessly into the shadows. He made out a feline form, long and powerful, an
aura of palpable danger emanating from its stillness.

A low growl, guttural and deep, shattered the silence. The creature leaned forward, its
eyes never leaving his. He felt a jolt of pure terror course through him, but also a strange
fascination. Was this one of the magical beings his visions spoke of, the guardians of this
ancient forest?
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He straightened, instinctively making himself large in the face of the threat. His hand
tightened around the branch, and a surge of energy flowed through him, hot and potent.
He understood, with a sudden certainty, that this was no weapon, but a conduit, a way to
channel the raw power that simmered within him.

“I mean you no harm,” he articulated, his voice hoarse with suppressed emotion. The
words sounded strange in the silence of the forest, as if they belonged to another
language, long forgotten.

The creature tilted its head to the side, regarding him with an almost human curiosity. It
took a hesitant step along the branch, then another.

Slowly, with instinctive caution, he extended his free hand towards the creature, palm
open in a gesture of peace. For a heartbeat, time seemed to stop. Then, in a fluid
movement, the creature leaped, not at him, but past him.

He spun around, heart pounding, to see it disappear into the undergrowth. A moment
later, all that remained was the sound of distant snapping branches and the memory of its
red eyes, burning in the night.

He exhaled deeply, releasing a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. The
encounter, as brief as it was intense, had left him trembling, drained. He leaned against
the rough bark of a tree, seeking support in this world that felt increasingly unreal.

A pale glow, almost imperceptible, now emanated from the branch he held. Was it an
effect of the fading light, a hallucination brought on by exhaustion and fear? Or was the
magic that seemed to permeate this place manifesting itself in a more tangible way?

He closed his eyes, trying to calm the tumult of his thoughts. Remember. The word
echoed again in his mind, accompanied by a fleeting image: a tall tower standing proudly
against a stormy sky, lightning striking it directly. A place of power, but also of solitude.
Was that where he had to go?

He opened his eyes, surprised by the sudden clarity of his purpose. The forest, despite its
dangers, no longer seemed so menacing. He had a goal, a direction to follow.

Guided by an intuition he didn't try to analyze, he plunged into the forest, following an
invisible path traced by the stars hidden behind the dense canopy. The branch, warm and
vibrating in his hand, seemed to guide him, reassuring him in the darkness.

Dawn was just breaking through the trees, painting the sky with a palette of soft, cool
colors. The air was fresh, washed by the night, filled with a scent of humus and damp
vegetation. He resumed his walk, moving away from the site of his nocturnal encounter.
A strange feeling dwelt within him, a mixture of apprehension and excitement. He was no
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longer alone. The creature's presence, though invisible, seemed to follow him, like a
silent companion in the vastness of the forest.

The branch, which he had begun to carve mechanically during his walk, brought him a
sense of calm. He turned it over and over in his hands, removing the rough edges with a
shard of rock found by a stream. He was not trying to give it a definite shape; he let
himself be guided by the inspiration of the moment, as if the object itself dictated its own
creation.

As the hours passed, the forest changed. The ancient trees became less imposing, giving
way to younger, denser vegetation. He heard the distant song of a bird, a melodious
sound that broke the almost unreal silence he had known until then.

A clearing opened up before him, bathed in golden light. In the center, a spring gushed
from between the rocks, feeding a small pond with crystal clear water. He approached,
drawn by the peaceful beauty of the place. Kneeling to quench his thirst, he noticed an
inscription engraved on the stone, at the base of the spring. Ancient symbols, which
seemed to dance before his eyes.

He reached out, as if drawn by an invisible force. At the touch of the cold stone, a new
wave of images washed over him. He saw a group of sorcerers, dressed in white robes,
officiating around the spring. Their hands traced complex signs in the air, accompanied
by harmonious chants. Magic radiated from the place, powerful and welcoming.

The vision faded, leaving him shaken, his heart pounding. These sorcerers, he knew
them. He had been one of them, there was no doubt about it. But who were they? And
what was this place, source of such pure magic?

He straightened up, his eyes fixed on the spring. He knew he would not find all the
answers here, but this place was important. A landmark in the maze of his lost memory.
He decided to settle there, for a time. To rest, to meditate, to try to piece together the
scattered fragments of his past.

He gathered some dry branches and ignited them with a wave of his hand, without even
thinking about it. The magic responded to his intentions with disconcerting ease, as if it
were only waiting for his will to manifest itself. He sat by the fire, the branch he was
carving still in his hand, and let the silence of the clearing wash over him. He was lost,
alone, but for the first time since his awakening, he no longer felt fear. Only an immense
curiosity, and the tenacious hope of one day finding the truth about himself.

The days fell into a soothing rhythm. He would awaken with the dawn, his body stiff
from the hard ground, but his mind strangely clear. The spring, with its crystalline song,
seemed to purify him from within, calming the tumult of his chaotic thoughts. He would
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spend hours meditating on the banks of the pond, the carved branch clutched in his hand,
trying to decipher the enigmas of his past.

Magic, once an uncontrollable force that both frightened and fascinated him, gradually
became a tool, an extension of his will. He amused himself by making the flames of his
campfire dance, twisting the branches of shrubs into grotesque shapes, levitating stones
with a mere thought. Each gesture, however small, nurtured his confidence, allowing him
to tame the raw power that slumbered within him.

Yet, the shadow of his past still hung over him, a thick veil obscuring his most precious
memories. He sometimes found himself staring at the night sky, searching the dance of
the stars for an answer to his questions. Who was he? What was his role in this world
forgotten by gods and magic?

One day, as he meditated near the spring, a vision of unusual clarity seized him. He found
himself in the midst of a titanic battle, the ground littered with mutilated bodies, the air
thick with the stench of death. He was surrounded by other sorcerers, their faces
contorted with effort, their hands hurling spells of terrifying power.

At the center of the fray stood an imposing figure, wreathed in a palpable aura of evil. He
was a man, at least in appearance, but his eyes blazed with a blood-red glow, and an aura
of unspeakable power emanated from him, chilling blood and soul.

The man raised a hand, and a bolt of pure energy shot from his fingers, crashing into the
ranks of the defenders with apocalyptic force. The sorcerer felt a searing pain shoot
through him, as if that lightning bolt had scorched his very soul, and the image vanished
in a swirl of darkness.

He sat up with a gasp, his breath short, his heart pounding. The vision, brief as it was, had
marked him to his core. There was no doubt in his mind, he had been present at that
battle, a witness to that cataclysmic confrontation. But on which side had he stood? Was
he one of those sorcerers fighting with desperate bravery against a superior force? Or was
he... the ally of that evil creature?

The thought chilled him to the bone. Was it possible that he had once been an instrument
of evil, a vector of destruction and chaos? The mere idea was unbearable, and yet, a
lingering shadow of doubt crept into his mind.

He looked at the carved branch he still clutched in his hand. Was it the silent witness to
his past deeds, a constant reminder of his true nature? Or had it become, unbeknownst to
him, a kind of talisman, a guide on the path to redemption?
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He had no answers, only questions that jostled in his mind like prisoners in a frenzy. He
stood up, determined not to let despair engulf him. He had to know more, to understand
who he truly was, even if the truth proved more terrible than oblivion.

The sun dipped below the horizon, setting the sky ablaze with fiery hues. The clearing,
bathed in a soft, orange light, resembled a haven of peace within the wild expanse of the
forest. Yet, a deepening shadow stretched across the sorcerer's heart, fueled by troubling
visions and unanswered questions.

He was weary of this ignorance, this gaping void that separated him from his past. He
craved answers, and he craved them now. The carved branch, which he had named Hope
in a surge of optimism now forgotten, rested on his knees. It seemed to mock him,
reflecting his own helplessness back at him.

"Show me," he whispered, his voice raspy with restrained emotion. "Show me who | am."

He clutched Hope in his hand, pouring all his will, all his frustration into this desperate
act. A bolt of energy surged through him, as sudden as it was unexpected. He felt as if he
were separating from himself, leaving his physical shell to float above the clearing.

Images, sounds, sensations assailed him from all sides, submerging him in a chaotic
maelstrom. He saw cyclopean cities rising towards the heavens, winged creatures
cleaving the clouds, mages clashing in duels of terrifying beauty.

Then, amidst this chaos, a voice arose, powerful and melodious like the song of a fallen
angel.

"You are the Guardian," the voice murmured, each word vibrating deep within his very
being. "You are the one who watches over the Balance."

A new image formed, crystal clear. He saw himself, younger, his face filled with fierce
determination, clad in a robe of pristine white. He stood before an obsidian altar, a
flaming sword in his right hand, a leather-bound book in his left.

"You swore to protect this world," the voice continued, more insistent. "You swore to
fight the darkness."

The image blurred, giving way to a scene of unimaginable violence. He fought with a
cold fury, his sword tracing arcs of light in the darkness. Malformed creatures fell upon
him, screaming their rage and despair, but he repelled them without faltering, animated
by a superhuman force.

Suddenly, a blinding flash. A searing pain ripped through him, making him cry out. He
fell to his knees, his hand clutching his side from which flowed a stream of blackish
blood.
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"You were betrayed,” the voice whispered, filled with infinite sadness. "Your memory
was stolen, your power ripped away."

Darkness closed in around him, swallowing him in an icy, silent void.

He awoke with a start, his breath shallow, his body slick with cold sweat. The clearing,
bathed in the soft light of dawn, appeared at first unfamiliar, hostile, before memories
began to surface, painful and jumbled. The vision, the altar, the battle, the betrayal... it
all crashed over him like a tidal wave, leaving him shattered on the shores of his own
consciousness.

He raised a trembling hand to his forehead, as if to ward off the images that crowded his
mind. The Guardian... The Balance... Words heavy with meaning, imbued with vital
importance, yet their precise significance eluded him. He was like a blind man being told
of colors of unimaginable beauty, unable to grasp the magnificence of the picture being
painted before his mind's eye.

And the sword... he could still feel its weight in his hand, the heat radiating from its
blade, the raw power that had flowed through his veins. A power that had been stolen
from him, ripped away along with his memory, leaving him bare and vulnerable against
an enemy he did not even know.

A cold rage began to stir within him, glacial and tenacious. He had been betrayed,
stripped of his identity, his purpose, his very life. But why? And who was the author of
this abominable act?

His gaze fell upon Hope, resting by his side. The branch, polished by countless hours of
work, had taken the shape of a rudimentary but elegant staff. He had carved geometric
patterns, spirals and interlacing lines that seemed to mirror the labyrinth of his own
memory.

Once, he had believed this object to be the key to his past. Now, he understood that it was
merely an instrument, a tool in the service of a will he was only beginning to glimpse.
The true magic resided not in wood or stone, but within him, in that well of power they
thought they had ripped away, but which had merely lain dormant, waiting for the
moment to awaken.

He rose to his feet, every muscle in his body aching, but his spirit invigorated with a
newfound resolve. He would no longer be content with fleeting memories and ephemeral
visions. He would reclaim his past, piece by piece, and those who had betrayed him
would pay dearly.

He had a destiny to fulfill. He was the Guardian. He was back.
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A newfound energy coursed through him, banishing the lethargy and doubt. He no longer
felt like a piece of wreckage tossed about by the whims of a cruel fate, but like an
architect, ready to rebuild his existence upon the ruins of his past. The forest, once
menacing and impenetrable, now felt familiar, a proving ground for his burgeoning
powers.

He bent down, picked up a flat stone, and turned it between his fingers. An inscription,
almost erased by time, was etched into its surface. He recognized it instantly, not with his
eyes, but with something deeper, something ancient.

A rune of protection. A vestige of a subtle and powerful art, capable of warding off
prying eyes and malicious intent. He closed his eyes, let the flow of magic surge through
him, and traced similar symbols on the ground around his makeshift camp. The air
vibrated slightly, as if stirred by an invisible breeze, and a feeling of calm washed over
him. He was safe, for now.

Dawn was approaching, tinting the sky with a livid glow. He cast a final glance at the
clearing, at the spring that had quenched his physical and spiritual thirst. It was time to
leave, to confront the vastness of the world and the secrets it held.

As he prepared to plunge into the forest, a flicker of movement caught his eye. A shadow
detached itself from the trees, approaching him with feline grace. The creature of the
night, its red eyes gleaming with a strange light in the nascent dawn.

It stopped a few paces away, observing him with an intensity that sent shivers down his
spine. He sensed in it not a threat, but a form of curiosity, perhaps even recognition.

He extended his hand, palm open, offering a hesitant smile.
“Until next time,” he murmured, surprised by the confidence that laced his voice.

The creature tilted its head, as if in agreement. Then, in a fluid movement, it turned and
disappeared into the depths of the forest, leaving the sorcerer alone with his destiny. He
took a deep breath, gripped Hope in his hand, and stepped onto the path that opened
before him. The road would be long, fraught with obstacles and dangers, but he was no
longer alone. He had found a part of himself, and that made all the difference.

11
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Chapter 2: First Steps in a World in Decline

The winding path unfurled before him, snaking through the ancient trees like a promise
of the unknown. Each step that drew him away from the clearing, from that ephemeral
haven, resonated in his chest like a newfound heartbeat. A blend of apprehension and
exhilaration coursed through him, a strange melody woven from the melancholy of his
lost memories and the tenacious hope that clung to his soul.

The forest, once menacing, now appeared in a new light. He perceived the life that pulsed
beneath the rough bark of the trees, the whisper of the wind through the leaves that
seemed to murmur forgotten secrets. His hand, clasped around the polished wood of
Hope, no longer trembled. There was a newfound strength in his stride, an assurance
taking root in the growing certainty of his mission.

Hours drifted by, marked by the melodious songs of unseen birds and the snapping of
branches beneath his feet. The sun filtered through the canopy, casting shifting patches of
light upon the ground that danced around him like benevolent spirits.

He did not seek to follow a precise direction, allowing himself to be guided by instinct
and by an invisible force that seemed to draw him towards a still unknown destination.
He crossed sun-drenched clearings, where wildflowers burst forth in a symphony of
vibrant colors, and ventured into dark, humid undergrowth, where an atmosphere of
mystery and seclusion reigned.

At a bend in the path, he stumbled upon the vestiges of a human construction, half-buried
beneath lush vegetation. Sections of moss-covered stone walls, collapsed arches overrun
with vines, staircases leading to nothingness... The place exuded sadness and
abandonment, as if time had stood still here for centuries, frozen in a ghostly silence.

A strange nostalgia washed over him, a distant echo of buried memories. He approached
a wall, his fingertips brushing against the rough surface of the stone. Fleeting images
flickered through his mind, hazy and indistinct, like reflections in a shattered mirror.

He thought he could discern human figures going about their business, children playing
in the dust, the laughter of a woman, the sound of a hammer striking iron... Then,
everything faded, leaving behind an even deeper void.

"What happened here?" he murmured, his voice hoarse with emotion.

No answer came to disturb the heavy silence that enveloped the ruins. Only the rustling
of the wind and the shrill cry of a nocturnal bird broke the morbid tranquility of the place.
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He lingered for a while, trying to decipher the silent messages the stones were sending
him, but in vain.

The past jealously guarded its secrets.

The sun dipped towards the horizon, setting the sky ablaze with hues of orange and
violet. The sorcerer quickened his pace, aware that night would soon fall upon these
desolate lands. Hunger gnawed at him, but it was a dull ache compared to the thirst for
knowledge that consumed him from within.

He finally emerged into a narrow valley, dominated by sheer cliffs that seemed to shield
it from the outside world. At its center, a lake of crystalline water shimmered under the
last rays of the sun, reflecting the sky like a shattered mirror. A sense of profound peace
emanated from this place, a haven of serenity in the heart of a ruined world.

At the water's edge, a spring gushed from between the rocks, pouring its crystal-clear
stream into the lake with a soothing murmur. The sorcerer drew closer, drawn by the
promise of quenching his thirst. As he knelt by the spring, he felt a subtle energy wash
over him, spreading through his weary limbs. The fatigue that weighed on his shoulders
seemed to lessen, as if driven away by a benevolent force.

He drank deeply, savoring each gulp of the cool, invigorating water. A wave of well-
being washed over him, soothing both body and mind. He remained motionless for a long
moment, eyes closed, listening to the profound silence that reigned around him. Never
before had he felt so close to nature, so in harmony with the elements that surrounded
him.

Opening his eyes, his gaze was drawn to an inscription carved on a flat stone near the
spring. The symbols, worn by time, seemed strangely familiar. He reached out, his
fingers tracing the lines etched into the stone. A shockwave coursed through him,
awakening a distant echo within, a whisper from the depths of his memory.

They were runes, ancient and powerful, charged with a forgotten magic. Instinctively, he
knew they held a message, a key to unlocking the mysteries of his past. He closed his
eyes, focusing all his attention on the runes, seeking to decipher their hidden meaning.

Suddenly, a vision seized him, brutal and blinding. He found himself thrust into the heart
of a titanic battle, surrounded by ghostly warriors clashing in a storm of fire and magic.
The ground trembled beneath his feet, the air thick with the acrid scent of blood and
smoke.

And he, at the center of this maelstrom of violence, was different. An aura of power
enveloped him, his body radiating an intense light. He wielded a blazing sword, each
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stroke of his blade cutting down unseen enemies. He was a warrior, but also a protector, a
bulwark against the forces of chaos that threatened to engulf the world.

Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the vision faded, leaving him breathless and
disoriented.

A name echoed in the silence of his memory, rising from the depths like an air bubble
reaching the surface: "Guardian.” It wasn't simply a title, but an essence, a responsibility
etched into his very being. He was the Guardian of Balance, the last bastion against the
darkness that threatened to consume the world.

A forgotten oath resurfaced, uttered eons ago, binding his fate to this ravaged world. He
had sworn to protect the light, to repel the shadows, and this oath, though buried in the
dark recesses of his memory, still vibrated within him with renewed intensity.

But the vision wasn't just a glorious reminder of his past. A shadow crept into it, icy and
venomous. Betrayal. He saw friendly faces twisting into masks of hatred, blades rising
against him, not in the heat of battle, but in the insidious darkness of treachery.

A searing pain ripped through him, not physical, but deeper, anchored in the very essence
of his being. They had stolen his memory, his power, his life. They had stripped him of
everything he was, leaving him to wander like an empty shell in a dying world.

Rage consumed him, burning and blinding, making his blood boil like molten lava. He
clenched his fists, nails digging into his palms, a silent scream tearing at his throat. Then,
as abruptly as it had come, the fury vanished, leaving him drained, trembling with fatigue
and despair.

He was alone. Lost. Broken.

A groan of anguish escaped his lips, a hoarse sound that seemed to come from another
time, another life. He dropped his head into his hands, tears streaming freely down his
cheeks, a torrent of pain and frustration.

Why? Why had such a fate been inflicted upon him? What had he done to deserve such
punishment?

As he sank into despair, his gaze fell upon Hope, which lay beside him, glowing with a
soft light in the gloom. The smooth wood seemed to call to him, inviting him to take it
up again. He felt a familiar warmth spread through his numb fingers as he closed his hand
around the staff.

A flicker of hope flickered in the darkness of his mind. He was not completely empty,
not totally broken. He still had his magic, weak, hesitant, but present. And this magic, he
sensed, was linked to his past, to his lost memories.

( = )
L 15}



Sphere A.l. Books

He raised Hope towards the sky, brandishing it like a torch in the night.

"Show me," he whispered, his voice hoarse but filled with newfound determination.
"Show me who | am."”

An invisible energy began to swirl around him, responding to his desperate plea. The
runes carved into the stone near the spring began to glow with an intense light, flooding
the clearing with an otherworldly radiance.

Flashes of images darted through his mind, fragments of memories, blurred faces,
forgotten places. And in the midst of this chaos, a vision crystallized, clear and sharp as
crystal.

A sword.

Not just a simple weapon of war, but an object of unearthly beauty and power. The blade,
forged from an unknown metal, shimmered with a silvery light, while the hilt, crafted
with exquisite detail, depicted a winged dragon, a symbol of power and majesty.

He "saw" it, not with his physical eyes, but with something deeper, something more
ancient. He knew it. He had held it in his hands before. It was a part of him, just like his
magic, just like his destiny.

The echo of the vision faded, leaving a dizzying emptiness and an insatiable thirst in its
wake. The sword, a tangible symbol of his forgotten past, haunted his thoughts. Where
was it? Was it the key to restoring his memory, to understanding who he truly was?

A wave of vertigo washed over him, the peaceful clearing twisting and warping before
his eyes. He clutched Hope, seeking a support, an anchor in the maelstrom of his mind.
The smooth wood vibrated with a comforting energy beneath his fingers, a soothing
murmur at the heart of the chaos.

Suddenly, he understood. Hope was not merely a staff, an inert piece of wood. It was the
link, the tenuous bridge that connected him to his past, to his forgotten power. He closed
his eyes, focusing on that connection, on the invisible thread that vibrated between his
soul and the very essence of Hope.

A surge of raw energy coursed through him, lifting him from the ground. He did not
resist, allowing himself to be carried by this unpredictable wave, guided by a primal
instinct. Images flashed through his mind: lush forests, snow-capped mountains, arid
deserts flew by at a dizzying pace.

Then, just as suddenly, the flood of images ceased. He landed heavily on the ground,
breathless, his heart pounding in his chest. The clearing had vanished, replaced by a
desolate landscape, swept by an icy wind. Skeletal trees clawed at an ash-grey sky, their
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bare branches waving like supplicating arms. Silence reigned supreme, a heavy silence,
pregnant with unspeakable menace.

Despite the terror that gripped him, he felt a flicker of hope ignite within his heart. He
had crossed a threshold, broken through an invisible barrier. His magic, once hesitant and
unpredictable, now responded to his call, guiding him along the treacherous path of his
forgotten past.

He was no longer alone. He had Hope.

The biting cold snatched him from his slumber. A piercing wind howled between the
skeletal trees, swirling dead leaves in a macabre dance. He rose with effort, every muscle
in his body protesting this abrupt return to reality. The landscape that lay before him was
one of utter desolation, mirroring the emptiness that had taken hold of his soul.

He had no idea where he was, nor the distance he had traveled. The forest he knew, with
its majestic trees and sun-dappled glades, had given way to a spectral realm where death
seemed to reign supreme. A feeling of glacial solitude descended upon him, heavier even
than the leaden silence that shrouded the desolate moor.

Was this the price to pay for daring to defy oblivion? Had he crossed an impassable
threshold in probing the depths of his lost memory? The hope that had flickered
momentarily in his heart wavered dangerously, like a fragile flame threatened by the
contrary winds of despair.

He clutched Hope to his chest, seeking solace in the feel of the polished wood. The
familiar warmth emanating from the staff reassured him. No, he was not alone. As long
as he had Hope by his side, he could face the darkness that surrounded him, however
dense and impenetrable it may be.

A reddish glow on the horizon caught his eye. A fire? The idea of human presence,
however distant, sparked a flicker of hope within him. A hearth meant warmth,
companionship, perhaps even answers to his nagging questions. Summoning his
remaining strength, he walked towards the flickering light, his heart beating in unison
with his uncertain steps.

As he drew closer, the landscape sharpened. The ghostly silhouettes of trees gave way to
charred trunks, remnants of a devastating fire. The ground beneath his feet was littered
with ash and debris, a stark reminder of fire's destructive power. An acrid smell hung in
the air, a mixture of smoke and decay, that caught in his throat.

He finally emerged into a clearing, his heart pounding in his chest. In the center, a
campfire crackled merrily, casting dancing shadows on the surrounding trees. Around the
fire sat a dozen figures, cloaked in coarse garments.

17

—
| —



Sphere A.l. Books

Men? Women? He could not tell for sure, their features obscured by the shadows. A
wave of hesitation washed over him. Should he approach? Were they friendly, or did they
represent a new threat in this hostile world?

Instinct urged him to retreat, to melt into the shadows of the trees before being seen.
Mistrust, bred from amnesia and solitude, had taken root deep within him. And yet, the
need for contact, for human warmth, outweighed his fear.

He cautiously advanced, clutching Hope in his hand like a talisman. The woods seemed
to stir at his touch, imbuing him with newfound courage. Each twig snapping underfoot
echoed like thunder in the heavy silence, betraying his presence.

A figure detached itself from the group, approaching the firelight. In the flickering
flames, he made out the rugged features of an aged man, his face etched with time and
hardship, yet his eyes sharp and alert. A thick grey beard, like a lion's mane, framed his
angular face. He wore a worn leather tunic and an axe hung at his belt, signs of a life
spent battling the elements.

"Who goes there?" the man boomed, his voice slicing through the silence like an axe
blow.

The sorcerer stopped short, uncertain of the reaction his appearance would elicit. He
lowered Hope in a gesture of peace.

"A traveler, lost and weary," he replied, striving for a neutral tone. "1 mean you no harm."

The man narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing him with an intensity that sent a shiver down his
spine. A tense silence descended upon the clearing, broken only by the crackling fire and
the wind whistling through the trees.

"Approach, traveler,"” the man finally said, his tone conveying neither welcome nor
hostility. "The cold is no friend to those who wander these desolate lands."

The sorcerer cautiously approached the fire, acutely aware of the weight of their gazes
upon him. He sat at the edge of the circle of light, facing the flames, his back to the
menacing darkness of the forest. The heat washed over him instantly, chasing away the
icy bite of the wind. He inhaled deeply, taking in the acrid scent of smoke, a strangely
comforting blend of danger and solace.

"From where do you journey, traveler, and where do you go?" inquired a feminine voice,
soft and melodic.

The sorcerer turned towards the source of the voice. A young woman, enveloped in a
thick woolen cloak, regarded him with a kind curiosity. Her features, delicate and fine,
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stood in stark contrast to the harshness of the surrounding landscape, and her eyes, a deep
blue like a summer sky, seemed to glow with an inner light.

"I... I don't know," he confessed, his voice thick with shame. "My memories elude me. |
awoke not long ago, alone and lost, with no recollection of my past.”

A murmur rippled through the assembly. Their gazes, a mixture of curiosity and pity,
settled upon him.

An unexpected, overwhelming wave of compassion washed over him. These strangers,
marked by the trials of this ravaged world, offered him warmth and comfort without
asking any questions. He felt his defenses crumble, the shell of cynicism he had
painstakingly erected since his awakening cracking under the effect of a simple shared
flame.

"We all have our scars, traveler,” murmured a stocky man with a weathered face,
clutching his leather flask like a talisman. "Some are visible, others hide in the dark
recesses of the soul.”

The meal, frugal but shared generously, soothed the hunger that gnawed at his insides. A
thick soup of wild herbs and roots, a piece of stale dark bread, a few wild berries picked
from who knows where, each bite was a priceless gift in this world stingy with sweetness.

Around the fire, tongues loosened, weaving a tapestry of tales and legends. Stories of
survival, of courage in the face of adversity, of irreparable losses and tenacious hope. He
listened avidly, searching in every word, every intonation, for an echo of his own past.

The young woman, whom they called Elara, seemed particularly sensitive to his distress.
Her blue eyes, reflecting the dancing light of the flames, watched him with a disturbing
intensity. He sensed in her a depth of spirit, an instinctive wisdom that far surpassed her
young age.

"You say you don't remember anything?" she asked in a soft, almost hesitant voice, as if
afraid of awakening a painful memory. "No faces, no places, no feelings that are familiar
to you?"

He shook his head, powerless against the abyssal void of his memory.

"Nothing. Only fragments of dreams, confused images that vanish as soon as | try to
grasp them."

Elara nodded pensively.
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"There are places, in the forgotten corners of this world, where ancient magic still
slumbers,” she murmured, her gaze lost in the flames. "Places of power, where the
boundaries between worlds blur and where lost memories can sometimes resurface."

A glimmer of hope lit up the sorcerer's face, as fleeting as lightning in the night. Places of
power... The expression resonated within him like a distant call, an echo of his forgotten
past.

"Where can these places be found?" he asked, his voice hoarse with restrained hope.
Elara turned to the gray-bearded man, a silent flash passing between them.

"There is a legend..." the elder began, his deep voice resonating in the attentive silence of
the assembly. "A legend that speaks of a hidden valley, shrouded in an eternal mist. It is
said that this is where the first sorcerers of this world drew their power, where they
gathered to commune with the forces of nature."

He paused, scrutinizing the sorcerer's face with an intensity that made him shudder.

"It is also said that those who venture into this valley unprepared risk losing themselves
forever in the labyrinth of time and space, condemned to wander aimlessly in the limbo
of their forgotten memories."

A glacial shiver raced down the sorcerer's spine, far more biting than the wind that swept
across the desolate moor. The lost valley, shrouded in mystery and danger, exerted an
irresistible pull on him, mingled with an instinctive apprehension. Was he ready to
confront the spectres of his past, to challenge the fragile borders of reality to reclaim the
entirety of his being?

The elder, as if sensing the inner turmoil that shook him, placed a calloused hand on his
shoulder. A simple gesture, devoid of condescension, that conveyed more than words the
compassion and silent support of these hardened souls.

"The road is perilous, traveler,” he admitted in a grave voice, imbued with an ancient
wisdom. "But the path to healing is often paved with trials. If your heart tells you to
follow this path, then do not be discouraged by the obstacles. Fate has its reasons that
reason cannot know."

Elara's gaze, of unfathomable depth, rested upon him. A strange light flickered in her
blue eyes, as if she had access to knowledge inaccessible to others.

"Sometimes," she murmured in a soft voice, almost inaudible, "memories are not meant
to be recovered, but to be rebuilt. Let the past guide you, but do not let it define you.
Your future is yet to be written."
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Her words, laden with an instinctive wisdom, resonated within him like a forgotten
melody. He was not condemned to wander eternally in the limbo of his amnesia. He had
the power, and the responsibility, to shape his destiny, to rebuild his identity on the ruins
of his past.

A newfound determination seized him, chasing away the last vestiges of doubt and
hesitation. He was no longer the lost traveler, broken by oblivion. He was the Guardian,
bearer of a mission, of an ancestral legacy that transcended the vicissitudes of memory.

"Tell me,” he asked in a firm voice, his gaze ablaze with a newfound light, "how to find
this lost valley? | must go there. For myself, for the world."

A respectful silence greeted his declaration. The faces around the fire, illuminated by the
dancing flames, reflected a mixture of admiration and apprehension. They knew the risks,
the dangers that lay in wait beyond the borders of the known world. And yet, no one
sought to dissuade him.

The elder took a deep breath, his gaze lost in the flames, as if searching for an answer
etched in the heart of the blaze.

"The road is long," he finally began, "and fraught with pitfalls. It crosses desolate lands,
haunted by the shadows of the past. But there are signs, markers left by those who came
before us."”

He extended a gnarled hand towards a leather bag lying near the fire.

"I have something that might help you, traveler,” he said, pulling out a worn leather
scroll. "A map, passed down through generations by the keepers of memory. It does not
reveal all its secrets easily, but it points the way to the Valley of Echoes."

The sorcerer took the map reverently, feeling beneath his fingers the rough texture of the
leather, imbued with the passage of time and the hopes of those who had handled it
before him. Fine lines, almost faded in places, depicted a complex network of rivers,
mountains, and forests.

At the center of the parchment, a bright red circle marked a precise point, like an open
wound on the skin of the world. The Valley of Echoes.

Destiny beckoned.

The parchment rested on his knees, heavy with the weight of hope and fear it inspired.
The campfire's flames cast flickering shadows upon the map's faded lines, transforming
the inked meanders into winding paths through the depths of his being. The Valley of
Echoes... The very name vibrated with a mystical aura, a promise of revelations and
trials.
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A part of him, starved for answers, yearned to plunge headlong into this perilous quest.
To reclaim his memories, to piece together the shattered puzzle of his identity — this had
been his sole obsession since awakening in this spectral forest. But another voice, deeper
still, whispered caution. Was he truly ready to confront the truths buried within the
recesses of his soul, however painful they might be?

Elara’s gaze, imbued with a wisdom unsettling for her tender years, met his. In her blue
eyes, reflecting the dancing firelight, he saw a mixture of concern and solicitude. She,
like the others in this disparate group united by fate, sensed the dangers that awaited him
on this path fraught with uncertainty.

“The Valley of Echoes yields its secrets only to those ready to hear them,” she
murmured, her voice a gentle counterpoint to the crackling fire and the wind’s sigh.
"Seek it not with impatience, but with a heart open to the truths it holds, however painful
they may be.”

Her words, laden with an instinctive wisdom, calmed the inner turmoil that gnawed at
him. He drew a deep breath, letting the crisp night air fill his lungs, chasing away the last
vestiges of hesitation. The road ahead would be long, perilous, but he was no longer
alone. In these kind souls, marked by the trials of this ravaged world, he had found an
unexpected kinship, a fragile support in an ocean of uncertainty.

He carefully tucked the map into the folds of his tunic, clutching the Staff of Hope
against his chest, its comforting energy resonating within him. The time of departure was
near, he felt it in the depths of his being. But tonight, he would choose to savor the
warmth of the shared fire, the melody of friendly voices weaving tales of hope and
resilience.

For tomorrow, he would rise with the sun, ready to face his destiny, guided by the fragile
flicker of his rediscovered courage and the tenuous promise of redemption within the
heart of the Valley of Echoes.
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Chapter 3: Unwanted Attention

Dawn was merely a suggestion on the horizon, painting the sky with hues of violet and
orange, as the sorcerer stirred from his sleep. The warmth of the campfire had dissipated
during the night, allowing a biting chill to creep beneath his worn tunic. Around him, the
encampment was awakening in a soft murmur of voices and the rustle of blankets being
folded.

He rose, every muscle in his body aching from the previous days' journey and trials. His
fingers instinctively curled around the staff of Hope, its wood smooth and warm beneath
his palm. The familiar presence of the guide-tree reassured him, a reminder that he was
not alone in this hostile world.

The memory of the map, tucked safely within his tunic, caused his heart to beat a little
faster. The Valley of Echoes... The hope it represented was both exhilarating and
terrifying. Would he finally uncover the mystery of his past? What if the truths he found
were more painful than oblivion?

A weary smile touched Elara’s face as she joined him by the fading embers of the fire.
She had spent the night tending to the flames, her youthful face etched with a gravity that
aged her. In her calloused hands, she held two leather flasks, which she offered to him
with a silent gesture.

"The road ahead will be long and arduous,” she said, her voice barely audible in the
morning stillness. "It is important to gather our strength before we depart.”

The sorcerer accepted the flask with a grateful nod. The warm drink, a mixture of herbs
and wild berries, spread through his throat, chasing away the last vestiges of sleep and
fortifying him from within. Around them, the other members of their group busied
themselves, packing their meager possessions and readying their mounts for the journey
to come.

Their departure was a silent one, as if careful not to break the fragile spell of the dawning
day. The sorcerer, perched atop a stocky but sturdy mount, cast a last glance back at the
fading encampment. Soon, all that remained of their presence was a scattering of
memories and the smoke rising lazily into the crisp morning air.

The map, consulted numerous times, showed a tortuous path through the desolate
wasteland. The landscape that unfolded before them was one of stark beauty, scarred by
the ravages of a tumultuous past. Gnarled, skeletal trees stood like specters against a
backdrop of mountains with jagged peaks. The wind, heavy with sand and dust, whistled
through the rocks as if to discourage any foolhardy travelers.
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The sun, merciless, climbed higher in the sky, turning the moorland into a blazing
furnace. Heat beat down on them, suffocating, making each breath a struggle. The
sorcerer, throat parched and head pounding in time with his mount's hooves on the arid
ground, watched the landscape crawl by. The drab colors and desolation that permeated
this wasteland weighed on his spirits, already burdened with doubt and uncertainty.

Elara, riding beside him, seemed unfazed by the oppressive heat. Her face, framed by fine
brown tresses, was impassive, her steel-blue gaze fixed on the distant horizon. She
possessed an inner strength, a serenity, that intrigued the sorcerer. Had she faced such
trials before? What lay hidden beneath that outward calm?

"How much longer?" The sorcerer's raspy voice broke the heavy silence that had settled
between them.

Elara turned her head towards him, an enigmatic smile touching her thin lips. "The
Valley of Echoes is earned,” she replied, her voice soft yet firm. "It is not a place one
reaches through haste, but through patience and perseverance."

Her words, laced with an unsettling wisdom, resonated within him like an echo of his
own thoughts. The quest for his past would not be easy, this he knew. He had to learn to
tame his impatience, to accept the uncertainty of the path.

As the sun reached its zenith, casting short, sharp shadows on the scorched earth, a shrill
cry pierced the silence of the moorland. Instinctively, the sorcerer became one with his
mount, his staff clutched tightly in his hand. A cold shiver ran down his spine.

The cry, both hoarse and piercing, seemed to emanate from the very depths of the earth.
It spread through the still air, resonating with a savage fury that turned the sorcerer's
blood to ice. Before he could even react, Elara had dismounted, her gaze sweeping the
horizon with a fierce intensity.

"Scavengers," she hissed, her usually gentle voice hardened with a newfound steel. "They
roam these desolate lands, drawn to weakness."

A pack of misshapen creatures emerged from a narrow canyon, their gaunt silhouettes
outlined against the blinding sun. Their skeletal bodies, covered in festering sores,
seemed barely able to hold themselves upright on spindly legs. Razor-sharp fangs
protruded from gaping maws, emitting guttural snarls that echoed like a sinister omen.

A shiver of dread ran down the sorcerer's spine. These creatures, caught between wild
dog and nightmare beast, were the product of a profound degeneration, the tangible mark
of the corruption that gnawed at this ravaged world. Their empty eyes, devoid of any
glimmer of intelligence, reflected only an insatiable hunger, a lust for blood and fresh
flesh.
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"Don't let them surround us!" Elara's voice cracked like a whip. With a swift movement,
she unslung a short, taut bow, an arrow fletched with black feathers already fitted to the
string. "Their bites carry disease. We must keep them at bay!"

The sorcerer, torn between fear and a primal survival instinct, dismounted. His staff,
warm and reassuring in his clammy hand, seemed to vibrate with newfound energy,
responding to the imminent threat. He did not know the exact nature of his power, but he
felt within him a raw force, ready to be unleashed.

The first creature lunged, a grotesque mass of knotted muscle and yellowed fangs. The
sorcerer instinctively raised his staff, a bolt of raw energy erupting from its tip to strike
the beast squarely in the chest. A gut-wrenching howl tore through the scorched air as the
creature was thrown back, its smoldering body collapsing mere feet from the sorcerer.

The shock traveled up his arm, a dull ache radiating into his shoulder. Never before had
he channeled such power, never had he felt that raw force course through him. A fear
mingled with exhilaration washed over him. Was this the true nature of his power? Was
he destined to be an instrument of destruction, a harbinger of death wherever he tread?

A guttural growl pulled the sorcerer from his thoughts. The pack, far from deterred by
the fall of one of their own, was closing in, bloodshot eyes fixed on their prey. Elara
loosed arrow after arrow with deadly precision, each projectile finding its mark in a
symphony of shrieks and tearing flesh. But the creatures, driven by an insatiable hunger,
pressed forward, oblivious to the pain and death that swept through their ranks.

"We have to fall back!" Elara's voice was strained but firm. "These monsters know no
fear, no mercy. We must find more advantageous ground!"

The sorcerer, understanding the perilousness of their situation, nodded curtly in
agreement. Retreating slowly, he brandished his staff once more. A wave of searing
energy erupted from the tip, charring the earth and forcing the creatures back. The air
grew thick with the acrid scent of burning flesh and dust.

Taking advantage of this brief respite, Elara slipped between two towering boulders,
beckoning the sorcerer to follow with a flick of her hand. He followed without
hesitation, his heart pounding against his ribs. The passage was narrow, winding, the
rough-hewn walls scraping against his skin, tearing at his clothes. Behind them, the
snarls of the scavengers echoed, close, menacing.

A wave of panic threatened to engulf the sorcerer. Were they trapped? Would they die
here, torn apart by these foul creatures in this desolate landscape? No, he refused to give
in. He had to fight, to use this power that resided within him to protect himself, to protect
Elara.
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The passage opened into a dark, dank cavern, the air thick and heavy with the smell of
mildew. Elara, her back pressed against the rock wall, was catching her breath, her bow
drawn and aimed at the entrance. The sorcerer, his breath ragged, his muscles screaming
in protest, joined her, his staff clutched tightly in his clammy hand. They were safe, for
now. But for how long?

The darkness of the cavern enfolded them like a shroud, the stagnant, humid air clinging
to their damp skin. The sorcerer’s heart still pounded in his chest, the echo of the
scavengers’ shrieks reverberating in the silence that had fallen. He scanned the shadows,
his incandescent staff the only source of light in this hostile grotto.

Elara, leaning against the rock wall, nocked a fresh arrow with a practiced hand, her
impassive face bathed in a cold sweat that glistened in the gloom. Her blue eyes, usually
so vibrant, seemed dull, reflecting the worry growing within her.

“They won't follow us here,” she whispered, breaking the heavy silence. “These creatures
fear the dark, the enclosed spaces.”

The sorcerer couldn't help but doubt her words. His survival instinct, sharpened by recent
trials, whispered to him that the danger was not gone, that it might be lurking in the dark
corners of this cavern. He moved forward cautiously, the uneven ground beneath his feet
covered in a fine layer of dust and debris.

“Where are we?”” he asked, his voice raspy and strange in the oppressive silence.

“A refuge,” replied Elara, without diverting her attention from the cave entrance. “A
forgotten place of passage, haunted by echoes of the past.”

A shiver ran down the sorcerer's spine. The idea of a forgotten place, imbued with the
memories of a distant past, both troubled and fascinated him. Was it a sign? Was he
destined to find answers in this mysterious lair?

As if in answer to his thoughts, a faint glimmer caught his eye. At the back of the cave,
half-hidden by the darkness, a soft, flickering light seemed to dance on the rock wall. He
approached, his heart beating a little faster.

“What is that?” he murmured, uncertainty tinged with a hint of hope in his voice.

Elara joined him, her bow still in hand. She observed the strange light with renewed
intensity, her blue eyes narrowed in the gloom.

“A glimmer of hope, perhaps,” she murmured, an enigmatic smile lighting her weary
face. “The Valley of Echoes is close, I can feel it. But the path that leads there is fraught
with trials. Are you ready to face them?”
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The sorcerer hesitated for a moment, the weight of his amnesia, the burning desire to
unravel the mysteries of his past, crashing over him with renewed force. Was he ready to
face the truths, however painful they might be, that might lie at the end of this path?

He looked up at Elara, his gaze meeting hers in the faint glow emanating from the back of
the cave. He read in her blue eyes, reflecting the fragile glimmer of hope, the conviction
that his destiny lay here, in this forgotten place, in the heart of darkness.

“I have no other choice,” he replied, his voice firm despite the uncertainty that gnawed at
him. “I have to know who [ am.”

The flickering glow led to a narrow fissure, almost invisible in the rough rock. Elara
slipped through without hesitation, her slender form disappearing into the tight opening.
The sorcerer followed, forced to stoop to avoid the low ceiling. The air grew cooler,
lighter, as if an ancient breath circulated through this subterranean maze.

The passage widened gradually, opening into a vast cavern bathed in an unreal light.
Quartz crystals, clinging to the walls like stars fixed in stone, radiated a soft
luminescence, transforming the cave into a crystal palace. In the center, a spring of clear
water gushed from the ground, feeding a crystalline basin whose surface shimmered
under the light of the crystals.

The sight was breathtaking. The sorcerer, awestruck, stepped forward into the cave, the
sound of his footsteps muffled by the fine sand that covered the ground. Never would he
have imagined finding such a place of peace and serenity in the heart of this desolate
land.

Elara, standing at the edge of the basin, observed her reflection in the still water. The
light of the crystals gave her fine features a supernatural aura, emphasizing the gravity of
her young face. She seemed absorbed in her thoughts, impervious to the beauty that
surrounded her.

"It is here that the path begins,"” she said at last, without turning. "The source of memory.
The well of echoes."

The sorcerer approached the basin, drawn by the reflection of the crystals in the clear
water. He leaned over, peering at his own image rippling on the surface. An unfamiliar
face stared back at him, gaunt, marked by fatigue and doubt. His eyes, deep blue, seemed
haunted by inaccessible memories.

"I see nothing,” he murmured, disappointment tingeing his voice. "Just my reflection.
Nothing more."
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Elara turned towards him, a strange glint dancing in her blue eyes. "The source reveals its
secrets only to those who are ready to hear them," she said, her voice resonating with a
strange solemnity. "Close your eyes, and listen."

The sorcerer hesitated for a moment, torn between hope and fear. Was he truly ready to
face the truths that might lie hidden within him? Was he ready to break the chains of
oblivion, even if it meant reliving painful moments?

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. The silence of the cave enveloped him, deep,
soothing. The sound of running water seemed to amplify, becoming an insistent murmur
that seemed to come from the depths of himself.

A veil of darkness seemed to close around him, isolating him from the outside world,
from the sparkling crystals, from the soothing murmur of the spring. He felt himself
floating in a timeless void, without bearings, without sensations, only enveloped in a
strangely comforting obscurity. Then, faint sounds began to pierce the veil, distant
murmurs, snatches of conversations, bursts of crystalline laughter.

Fleeting images, blurred and indistinct, flickered before his closed eyes. A castle perched
on a cliff overlooking a boundless sea, bathed in golden light. A woman with silver hair,
her face etched with time, smiling at him tenderly. A pitched battle, the clash of weapons
mingling with cries of rage and pain. Unknown faces, distorted by fear or fury, staring at
him with unsettling intensity.

Each image, each sound, seemed to rekindle a spark of memory, an emotion buried deep
within his being. He felt both drawn to and terrified by these fragments of the past that
were resurfacing, as if he were opening a tomb sealed for centuries.

A voice, close, familiar, detached itself from the confused hubbub. A soft and melodious
voice, which seemed to soothe the inner tumult.

"Seek... Remember... The truth lies within you..."

Elara’s voice? Or an echo of his own mind, trying to guide him through the labyrinth of
his memory?

He focused on the voice, clinging to it like a lifeline in an ocean of darkness. The images
became sharper, the sounds more distinct. He could make out words, sentences, names
that resonated within him with renewed force.

And then, abruptly, a searing pain shot through him. A cry escaped his lips, drawing a
plaintive echo from the walls of the cave. The images blurred, transforming into a
whirlwind of garish colours and discordant sounds. He felt himself burning from the
inside, as if an invisible force were tearing him apart.
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He woke with a start, his breath shallow, his body wracked with uncontrollable tremors.
The light from the crystals burned his eyes, forcing him to shield his face with a
trembling hand. The cavern spun around him, the rock walls seeming to close in,
menacing.

A gentle hand settled on his shoulder, drawing him back to reality. Elara was leaning
over him, her face etched with a mixture of concern and compassion. Her blue eyes,
usually so serene, blazed with a strange light, as if reflecting the chaos that raged within
him.

"Peace," she murmured, her soft voice a balm on his raw nerves. "You are safe here. The
danger has passed."

The sorcerer struggled to catch his breath, to calm the frantic beating of his heart. The
pain that had ripped through him was receding, leaving in its wake a profound fatigue, an
exhaustion that seemed to reach down to his very bones.

"What happened?" he managed to articulate, his throat dry, his voice hoarse.

Elara helped him sit up, her gaze never leaving his. "The Well does not yield its secrets
without exacting a price,” she said, her tone grave, solemn. "You touched upon deeply
buried memories, painful truths. Your mind, still fragile, was not ready to confront them."

The sorcerer ran a trembling hand over his face, as if to chase away the lingering vestiges
of the nightmare. Fragments of images, of emotions, still swirled within his mind,
confused, frightening. He felt drained, broken, as if the experience had stripped him of
his last reserves of strength.

"What am | to do?" he whispered, despair tinged with a hint of anger creeping into his
voice. "How can | reclaim my past if every attempt destroys me a little more?"

Elara was silent for a moment, regarding him with an intensity that unsettled him. Then,
with a slow movement, she unfastened a small leather pendant from around her neck and
held it out to him. The pendant, worn with time, contained a rough-hewn stone, a deep
blue shot through with veins of silver.

"Take this," she said, her voice soft but firm. "It is an ancient Moonstone, imbued with
the magic of the Valley. It will help you channel your powers, to shield your mind from
the assaults of the past.”

The sorcerer took the pendant, the unexpected weight of the stone in his palm surprising
him. He turned it over and over between his fingers, observing the way it seemed to
absorb the light of the crystals and return it in a soft, deep glow. A strange sense of calm
washed over him, stilling the storm that raged within.
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"Thank you," he murmured, his heart filled with a gratitude he found difficult to express.

Elara gave him a sad smile. "The path is still long,” she said. "But you are not alone. We
will find the truth together. I promise you this."”

The sorcerer fastened the pendant around his neck, the cool stone resting against his chest
like a protective talisman. A soft luminescence emanated from the moonstone, spreading
through his chest as a gentle, comforting warmth. He closed his eyes for a moment,
savoring the feeling of tranquility that washed over him.

“Come,” Elara said, offering him her hand. “It’s time to go. The Valley awaits.”

He rose with her help, his legs still shaky. The cavern, bathed in the ethereal glow of the
crystals, seemed both familiar and strangely menacing. He cast a final glance at the
spring, its crystalline water reflecting his weary face and eyes filled with newfound
resolve.

The path ahead would be fraught with danger, he could feel it. But he no longer faced the
unknown alone. He had Elara at his side, her quiet courage and instinctive wisdom
guiding him through the labyrinth of his past. And he had the moonstone, pulsing against
his skin like a heartbeat, reminding him that he was not condemned to wander eternally in
the darkness of oblivion.

Slowly, cautiously, they emerged from the cave, the setting sun bathing the landscape in
a coppery light. The scavengers were gone, leaving behind only a heavy silence and the
acrid stench of fear and death. The moor stretched before them, vast and desolate, but the
sorcerer no longer perceived it as an insurmountable obstacle. He had faced his fears,
drawn upon the strength that lay dormant within him, and above all, he had found an ally,
a confidante in Elara.

The young woman unfolded the map, its yellowed surface crackling beneath her nimble
fingers. She studied it for a moment, her brow furrowed in concentration, then lifted her
eyes towards the fading sun.

"The Valley of Echoes is not much further,” she announced, her voice tinged with a
glimmer of hope. "But we will not reach it before nightfall. We must find shelter before
darkness falls.”

The sorcerer scanned the horizon, searching for refuge in the desolate landscape. In the
distance, silhouetted against the blazing sky, stood the imposing outline of an ancient
ruin. Stone walls, eroded by time and weather, rose towards the heavens, remnants of a
glorious past now forgotten.
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"There," he murmured, pointing towards the ruin with the end of his staff. "Perhaps we
will find shelter among those ancient stones."

Their progress towards the ruin was silent, each absorbed in their own thoughts. The
sorcerer clutched the moonstone in his hand, drawing from its cool smoothness a comfort
against the troubling images that continued to haunt him. The promise of the Valley of
Echoes was both exhilarating and terrifying. Would he finally rediscover his identity
amongst those ruins of the past?

As twilight deepened, they reached the imposing walls of the forgotten city. The stones,
engraved with esoteric symbols half-erased by time, seemed to vibrate with a latent
energy, a mute echo of the powers that had once imbued these places. A feeling of
unease, of anticipation, gripped the sorcerer as he crossed the threshold of the ruined city,
as if he were entering a forbidden place, guarded by the ghosts of the past.
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Chapter 4: Mastering the Elements

The forgotten city sprawled before them, a labyrinth of narrow streets and crumbling
buildings bathed in the twilight. The silence that reigned there was strange, almost unreal,
disturbed only by the whistling of the wind through the gaping openings of the
dilapidated houses. Each step raised a cloud of dust, as if to remind them that time had
frozen this place in an eternal lethargy.

Elara consulted the map by the dim light of a lantern she had lit, her face illuminated with
an uncertain glow. "The map doesn't mention any city in this location,” she murmured,
her voice barely audible in the heavy silence. "It's as if it had been erased from history."

"Perhaps it's a sign,” replied the sorcerer, his gaze scanning the dancing shadows. "A
forgotten place for a forgotten past.” Despite his words, a hint of apprehension pierced
his voice. The city's atmosphere was heavy, charged with a strange energy that made him
uneasy.

They progressed cautiously, walking along stone walls engraved with esoteric symbols
half-erased by time. Occasionally, the sorcerer would stop, drawn by a particular
symbol, a half-legible inscription. He would then feel the moonstone warm in his hand,
like a distant echo of these vestiges of a forgotten magic.

"What are you looking for?" asked Elara, observing the sorcerer with a glimmer of worry
in her eyes.

"Answers," he simply replied, his gaze lost in the meanderings of the past. "I feel this
place is connected to my history, but | can't quite grasp the link."

Rounding a corner of a street cluttered with debris, they emerged into a circular plaza. In
the center stood a carved stone fountain, its basin dry for centuries. Around the square,
more imposing buildings than the others, adorned with columns and mutilated statues,
hinted at the city's past grandeur.

The sorcerer approached the fountain, drawn by an inscription engraved on its base. The
characters, in a script he did not recognize, seemed to come alive under his gaze, as if an
invisible force was trying to make contact with him. He placed his hand on the cold stone
and, instantly, a vision overwhelmed him.

Flashing, chaotic images flashed before his eyes. He saw men and women dressed in dark
robes, their faces marked by fear and despair, gathering around the fountain. The sky
darkened, streaked with menacing lightning. A figure stood in the center of the circle,
enveloped in an aura of terrifying power. Then, emptiness.
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The sorcerer stumbled back, his breath ragged. The vision had been so intense, so real,
that he felt as if he had been transported through time and space.

"What happened?" asked Elara, her pale face reflecting her concern. "You look ill."

"I saw... things," the sorcerer murmured, his voice weak. "Fragments of the past, I
believe. This city... it was once a place of power, a place of magic.”

He paused, his attention drawn to a detail from his vision. The figure at the center of the
circle... he had the impression of knowing it, as if he had already met it in a distant
dream. But who was it? And what role had it played in the fall of this city?

A gust of icy wind swept across the plaza, stirring up swirls of dust and dead leaves that
danced around them like restless spirits. The sorcerer shivered, not from the cold, but
from a growing unease. He felt an invisible weight settling on his shoulders, as if the
ruins themselves were watching him, measuring him.

"This place is unholy,” Elara murmured, her voice strained. "I feel like we're being
watched."

"It's not just a feeling," the sorcerer replied, his gaze scanning the darkened windows of
the surrounding buildings. "Something haunts these ruins. Something dark."

He walked towards the fountain, drawn to it despite his apprehension. Although the water
had long since vanished, the sculpted stone bore the imprint of ancient magic, a power
that seemed to stir at his touch. He traced the engraved symbols with his fingertips, trying
to decipher their hidden meaning.

"Do you think there's a connection to the vision you had?" Elara asked, approaching
cautiously.

"I'm not sure," the sorcerer admitted, his brow furrowed in concentration. "But | sense a
presence here, a residual energy. As if the events of the past have seeped into these
stones."

He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to focus, to catch the slightest vibration, the
faintest whisper from the past. The moonstone in his hand began to vibrate slightly,
radiating a comforting warmth that spread through his veins. And suddenly, he heard it.

It was not an audible sound, but rather a dull, deep vibration that seemed to emanate from
the bowels of the earth. An ancient, melancholy song, laden with suffering and regret. A
song that spoke of lost battles, forgotten sacrifices, of immense power corrupted by
shadow.

35

—
| —



Sphere A.l. Books

The sorcerer's eyes flew open, his breath catching in his throat. He understood then that
the city was not simply haunted by the ghosts of the past, but that it was itself a tomb, a
mausoleum erected upon the ruins of shattered hope.

"We have to leave here,” he said, his voice hoarse, his eyes burning with a newfound
light. "This place is not meant for the living."”

Elara did not argue. She too had felt the change in the atmosphere, the invisible weight
that pressed down on them like a curse. Without a word, they left the plaza, picking their
way through the rubble, desperate to flee this cursed place.

As they plunged into the labyrinthine alleys of the city, the sorcerer felt a gaze upon him.
He whirled around, but saw nothing, only the shadows of the buildings cast by the moon
that floated in an ink-black sky. Yet the feeling persisted, tenacious, as if an unseen
presence followed them, watching their every move.

"Did you see something?" Elara asked, her voice low, tense.

"No," the sorcerer admitted, his heart beating a little faster. "But | don't think we're
alone.”

They quickened their pace, the fear of the unknown gripping them tighter than ever. The
forgotten city seemed to be closing in on them, its narrow, winding streets twisting into
an inescapable labyrinth. The silence was no longer merely heavy, it had become
menacing, every creak of stone, every whisper of wind seeming to herald a hostile
presence.

The sorcerer clutched the Moonstone to his chest, as if its gentle warmth could shield him
from the encroaching darkness. The images of his vision flickered through his mind,
jumbled fragments of a past that haunted him. Who were these men and women he had
seen? And what was this dark force that seemed to threaten them?

"We have to find a way out," whispered Elara, her face pale in the lantern's flickering
light. "If we stay here, we'll lose our minds."

"I know, I know," murmured the sorcerer, his gaze scanning the dancing shadows. "But |
don't recognize any of these places. It's as if the city itself is tormenting us."

They emerged into a new plaza, smaller than the last, but equally oppressive. At its center
stood an altar of black stone, stained with dark markings that resembled dried blood.
Around the altar, shattered statues lay scattered on the ground, their faces frozen in
expressions of silent terror.

"By the gods..." Elara gasped, her breath catching in her throat. "This place... it's a
graveyard.”
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The sorcerer didn't answer. He felt an icy coldness seeping into him, settling deep in his
bones despite the warmth of the Moonstone. The altar seemed to radiate a malevolent
aura, as if it had borne witness to unspeakable sacrifices. He approached cautiously,
drawn against his will by the horror of the place.

Etched into the smooth surface of the black stone were esoteric symbols, carved with
macabre precision. The sorcerer recognized them instantly: they were the same symbols
he had seen in his vision, the same symbols that adorned the walls of the city. He reached
out, as if hypnotized, and touched one of the symbols with his fingertips.

At that moment, the earth began to tremble beneath their feet. A low rumble rose from
the depths of the city, like the growl! of a wild beast awakened from a long slumber. The
walls around them vibrated, threatening to collapse.

"By the gods, what have we done?" cried Elara, her voice cracking with terror.

The sorcerer didn't answer. He couldn't tear his gaze from the altar, where the symbols
etched into the black stone now glowed with a sinister light. He understood then that the
forgotten city was not merely a cursed place, it was a prison. And something, lurking in
the darkness for centuries, had just broken free.

A surge of icy energy erupted from the altar, sweeping across the plaza like an invisible
wave. The sorcerer, caught off guard, felt his feet leave the ground. He was thrown
backward, crashing violently against a stone wall. The Moonstone slipped from his grasp,
rolling into the shadow of a broken statue.

Around him, the city seemed to convulse. Ancient stones cracked and groaned under the
strain of some colossal force. Fragments of masonry split from the walls, crashing to the
ground in a concert of dust and debris. Elara screamed, her voice lost in the surrounding
chaos. The sorcerer tried to rise, but a searing pain shot through his skull, pinning him to
the ground.

Through the veil of agony that clouded his thoughts, he saw a shape coalesce above the
altar. Tall, imposing, wreathed in an aura of palpable darkness. Two red eyes, burning
with an infernal light, fixed him through the gloom.

Fear, cold and visceral, seized the sorcerer. He had spent his life ignoring his magic,
fearing it. Now, he understood that it was nothing compared to the terror this creature
inspired. A terror that transcended the instinct to survive, a terror that chilled you to the
very core of your being.

"Who... who are you?" he managed to articulate, his voice hoarse, broken.
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An icy laugh, devoid of all mirth, echoed through the night. "You dare question me,
worm?" the creature boomed, its voice a rasping thunder. "I am the ruin of this world.
The scourge you tried to forget. And soon, | will rule again.”

The sorcerer, despite the terror that paralyzed him, felt a flicker of anger course through
him. "Tried to forget?" he echoed, his voice gaining strength. "You speak as if you know
us. As if... as if we've fought before.”

The creature's red eyes flared with an intense light. "You begin to remember, little
sorcerer,” it hissed. "But do you remember enough?"

It raised a spectral hand, pointing a skeletal finger at the sorcerer. "You carry within you
the remnants of immense power. A power you do not control, that you cannot control. A
power that will destroy me... or make me invincible."

The sorcerer felt a wave of dizziness wash over him. Flashes of images, chaotic and
fragmented, flooded his mind. Blazing bolts of raw energy. Screams of pain and rage. A
feeling of immeasurable power, but also of an abyssal loneliness. Was this his past? Was
he destined to relive this nightmare?

"No..." he murmured, shaking his head as if to banish the visions that haunted him. "I
don't understand... | don't remember..."

"You will remember," the creature promised, its glacial voice echoing like a sentence.
"When the time is right, you will remember everything. And you will choose your side."

It turned then to Elara, who had been watching from the shadow of a wall, her face ashen,
her eyes wide with terror. "And you, little thief," the creature hissed, "you will pay for
your insolence. You dared to defy forces beyond your comprehension. You will face the
consequences."

A bolt of black energy shot from the creature's hand, splitting the air like an invisible
blade. Elara screamed, trying to shield herself, but it was already too late.

The world erupted in a maelstrom of pain and blinding light. The sorcerer, powerless,
could only shield his eyes, his hand raised as if to ward off some unseen force. A
harrowing shriek pierced the night, a raw, primal sound that seemed to claw its way from
the depths of the earth.

When he dared to open his eyes, the square was cloaked in a deathly silence. The black
altar still pulsed with an evil light, but the creature was gone. Only a wispy black smoke,
slowly dissolving in the cold air, gave any evidence of its malevolent presence.
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The sorcerer’s heart hammered against his ribs, each beat a thundering echo in his ears.
He struggled to his feet, ignoring the throbbing pain in his skull, his eyes frantically
searching the shadows for Elara.

“Elara!” he called, his voice hoarse, choked with terror. “Where are you?”
Only silence met his plea.

He pushed himself up, legs trembling, and staggered towards the spot where he had last
seen her. “Elara! Answer me, please!”

His words were swallowed by the silence, a heavy, oppressive silence that descended
upon him like a shroud. He ran, scouring every corner, every shadow, his heart
constricting with each passing moment.

And then, he saw her.
Or rather, he saw what remained.

Elara lay sprawled on the ground, her broken form a stark contrast to the spectral white of
her dress. Her eyes, once so full of life, were closed, her face frozen in an expression of
silent terror. A dark stain pooled around her, marring the gray stone with an indelible
mark.

The sorcerer froze, his legs turning to lead, his breath trapped in his chest. The world
around him began to spin, the walls of the forgotten city closing in, threatening to
swallow him whole.

This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t be happening.

With a leaden step, he moved towards her, each movement an agonizing effort. He knelt
beside her, his heart a frantic drumbeat in his ears, and reached out a trembling hand to
her face.

Her skin was cold, deathly cold, like that of a marble statue.

A soundless scream built in his throat, a raw, tearing cry that failed to break free. He
snatched his hand back as if burned, his gaze fixed on the empty abyss of Elara’s closed
eyes.

She was gone.
And he was alone.

An abyss of despair opened beneath him, deeper, more glacial than anything he had ever
known. The physical pain of his own wounds, insignificant compared to the icy bite that
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gnawed at his heart, went completely unnoticed. An immense, gaping void took
possession of his being, replacing terror with an insidious numbness.

He remained there, prostrate before Elara’s lifeless form, for a time that seemed to stretch
into eternity. The icy wind that swept through the ruins of the city whispered
incomprehensible words to him, mingled with the mournful moan of stones grinding
against each other. The moon, pale and indifferent, watched this scene with implacable
coldness.

Then, slowly, painfully, rage began to rise within him, bubbling like molten lava in the
depths of his being. A cold, implacable rage, which had nothing to do with despair or
sadness. A rage that fed on injustice, on the absurdity of this loss.

He had failed. Again.

He had sworn to protect her, to unravel the mysteries of her past to better defend her
against the darkness that pursued them. And now, she was gone, struck down by a force
he did not understand, that he could not even grasp.

A low growl rose from his chest, a guttural, almost bestial sound that was anything but
human. He straightened up, his face ravaged by pain and fury, his fists clenched until his
nails dug into his flesh.

The Moonstone. Where had it gone?

His gaze swept across the square, his eyes burning with a new, wild light. He finally
found it, half hidden under a pile of rubble, near the broken statue. He crawled towards it,
grasped it greedily, like a castaway clinging to a piece of wreckage.

The stone was warm beneath his fingers, vibrating with a gentle, reassuring energy. A
stark contrast to the coldness of death that surrounded him. In that instant, he understood.
Elara had offered him much more than a mere talisman. She had offered him a legacy, a
hope.

He closed his eyes, clutching the stone to his heart as if to seal it there forever. He did not
yet know the nature of its power, nor the secrets that lay hidden in the labyrinthine
corridors of his past. But one thing was certain: he would never again let fear dictate his
actions.

He would fight.

For Elara. For himself. For a future he had yet to write.
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Slowly, he rose, the Moonstone clutched in his hand. A new light shone in his eyes, a
light that had nothing to do with fear or doubt. It was the light of determination, the
flickering flame of hope born in the ashes of despair.

The forgotten city watched him, silent, awaiting his next move. It had borne witness to
his weakness, his despair. But it would also bear witness to his revenge.

He turned towards the exit, towards the darkness that closed in on the city like an
immense maw. He no longer feared the darkness. He embraced it. For it was in the
darkness that he would find his strength, it was in the darkness that he would face his
destiny.

And he would know no peace until he had avenged Elara’s death.

The sorcerer stood frozen, unable to process the horror unfolding before him. A silent
scream built in his throat, but no sound escaped his lips. Elara, his companion, his guide,
lay still at his feet, her graceful form broken by a power beyond comprehension. The
world around him, the spectral ruins of the forgotten city, blurred into a maelstrom of
grief and disbelief.

How could this be? He had sworn to protect her, to unravel the mysteries of her past to
better shield her from the darkness that pursued them. And yet, here she was, ripped from
life by a force he couldn't even name.

Rage, cold and unrelenting, surged through him like a black tide, swallowing the despair
and terror. He clenched his fists, nails digging into his palms until the physical pain
dragged him back to the present. He couldn't remain here, prostrate before the inevitable.
He had to act.

A glimmer of light in the chaos. The Moonstone! Where was it?

His gaze swept the plaza, eyes burning with a newfound, feral intensity. His fingers
closed around the stone, half-buried beneath a pile of rubble. He pulled it close, clutching
it to his chest like a drowning man clinging to driftwood.

A gentle warmth spread through him, a soothing balm on a gaping wound. It was Elara's
final gift, a last whisper of hope in the icy night. He closed his eyes, searing the memory
of her warmth, her light, onto his soul.

He didn't yet know the nature of its power, nor the secrets hidden within the labyrinthine
corridors of her past. But one thing was certain: he would no longer let fear dictate his
actions.

He would fight.
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For Elara. For himself. For a future he had yet to write.

Slowly, he straightened, the Moonstone a talisman, a promise, clutched tightly in his
hand. A new light shone in his eyes, cold and hard as steel. The forgotten city, silent,
watched him, awaiting his next move.

He turned towards the exit, towards the darkness that pressed in on the city like a giant
maw. He no longer feared the darkness. He embraced it. For it was in the darkness that he
would find his strength, it was in the darkness that he would face his destiny.

And he would not know peace again until he had avenged Elara's death.

He pushed himself up, every muscle in his body screaming with pain and exhaustion. The
vision of Elara, still and distant, haunted him like a curse. He had to escape this hell of
stone, find refuge far from this presence that chilled him to the bone.

Around him, the city seemed to hold its breath, observing his pain, feeding on his despair.
He wouldn't give in. He wouldn't let her win. Not Elara, not him.

The Moonstone, still clutched in his hand, emanated a comforting warmth, a final gift
from Elara. He pressed it against his heart for a moment, then lifted it, the silvery
moonlight reflecting off its smooth surface.

A surge of new energy coursed through him, flowing from the stone and radiating
through his veins like a burning torrent. He didn't understand, but he didn't have time to
think. He had to keep moving.

Guided by a primal instinct, he headed towards the menacing shadow of a narrow
alleyway. Ghostly whispers seemed to float in the cold air, fragments of ancient voices
laden with suffering and fury. He paid them no heed, focused solely on his goal: to flee
this cursed place.

The alley opened into a maze of dark passages, a labyrinth of stone and shadow that
seemed to stretch on forever. He advanced blindly, sometimes colliding with the rough
walls, his breath short, his legs trembling.

Suddenly, he noticed a faint light in the distance, flickering like a flame about to die. A
fragile hope in the suffocating darkness. He rushed towards it, his heart pounding in his
chest.

The light came from an opening in the wall, half-hidden by a pile of rubble. He squeezed
through, crawling over the sharp stones, ignoring the pain tearing at his hands and knees.

The cool night air hit him like an icy shower. He straightened up, his eyes scanning his
surroundings. He had escaped the city.
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Before him stretched the desolate moor, bathed in the pale light of the moon. In the
distance, the imposing silhouettes of mountains rose up, black and menacing against the
silver horizon.

He was free.

But freedom had never tasted so bitter.
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Chapter 5: The Last Light

The moon, a silver disc in the black expanse of the sky, was his only companion. Its
spectral light reflected on the scattered rocks of the moor, transforming them into
menacing specters. The wind, icy and biting, whistled through the jagged canyons of the
mountains, a funeral hymn to the desolation that surrounded him.

The sorcerer, for that is how he now thought of himself, moved forward with a heavy
step, each movement a struggle against the exhaustion and despair that gnawed at him
from within. His body bore the marks of his escape: superficial wounds still bled on his
arms, his clothes were torn and covered in dust. But it was the invisible wounds, those
that marked his soul, that caused him the most suffering.

He clenched his fist around the moonstone, the only vestige of Elara, his only link to the
light in this ocean of darkness. The stone, cold and smooth beneath his rough fingers,
emitted a soft glow, a beacon in the storm that raged in his heart. It reminded him of what
he had lost, but also of what he had to avenge.

The cursed city was but a distant memory now, a twisted silhouette on the horizon. He
did not turn back, lest the gaze of the creature, the being that had ripped Elara from life,
could still follow him. He felt soiled, marked by the city's evil presence, as if a shadow
had latched onto his soul.

He did not know where to go, nor what he would become. The world stretched out before
him, vast and unknown, a desert of dust and silence. Hope, that small flame that had
flickered within him since he awoke in the forest, threatened to be extinguished,
suffocated by grief and rage.

Yet, amidst the chaos that consumed him, a new resolve was taking shape, cold and
unyielding as tempered steel. He would no longer be a leaf tossed by the wind, a
plaything for the whims of fate. He would unravel the mystery of his past, discover the
truth about his powers, and make the creature who had taken Elara pay.

Vengeance. This word, once foreign to his heart, now resonated within him like a
drumbeat, a call to action that drowned out the chorus of his doubts and fears. He would
not allow himself to be consumed by despair. He would rise again, stronger, more
ruthless.

Elara's blood cried out for vengeance. And he would answer that call.

Days turned into weeks, or perhaps weeks into months; time lost all meaning in that arid
solitude. Sun and moon chased each other across the sky, marking the passage of hours
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on the handless clock of his wandering. He subsisted on meager berries found by chance
on his path, slaked his thirst at the rare springs of clear water, and slept under the open
sky, his body weary, his mind haunted by nightmarish visions.

The Moonstone, still nestled against his heart, had become his talisman, his only tangible
link to Elara and the life he had lost. He would clutch it in his hand when the pain became
too intense, when memories of the cursed city and Elara's laughter washed over him like
a crashing wave. The stone remained cold beneath his fingers, but a strange, almost
imperceptible glow seemed to emanate from its heart, like a silent promise.

One morning, as he ascended a rocky pass, a silhouette appeared on the horizon. A plume
of black smoke rose into the clear sky, like an accusing finger pointing towards the blue
immensity. A shiver ran down his spine. He had not seen a soul since his escape from the
city, and the sight of that smoke, heavy with omen, awakened within him a mixture of
apprehension and hope.

He hesitated for a moment, torn between caution and curiosity. The isolation had
sharpened his senses, and he now perceived a multitude of sounds and smells carried by
the breeze: the crackling of a wood fire, the clinking of metal, human voices. An
encampment.

The sorcerer descended the slope cautiously, concealing himself behind rocks and thorny
bushes. The closer he got, the clearer the details of the camp became. A dozen tents of
rough canvas were pitched in a circle around a crackling fire. Men and women, clad in
animal skins and armed with rudimentary axes and bows, went about their business:
sharpening their weapons, preparing food, mending their worn clothes.

Despite their rough appearance, there emanated from these people a certain warmth, a
solidarity that contrasted with the mineral coldness of the cursed city. He noticed children
playing in the shade of the tents, their crystalline laughter piercing the crackling of the
fire and the conversations of the adults. The scene, simple and authentic, awakened
within him a forgotten longing: that of companionship, of human warmth.

Yet the shadow of the city still loomed over him, making him wary, fearful. Who were
these people? Were they dangerous? Could he trust them?

Taking his courage in both hands, he emerged from his hiding place, advancing slowly
towards the encampment, his hands held high to show that he was unarmed.

The crackling of the fire grew louder, the voices clearer, mingling with the crystalline
laughter of children. A smell of grilled meat reached him, tickling his nostrils and
awakening a painful emptiness in his stomach. He hadn't eaten a hot meal in... an
eternity.

46

—
| —



Sphere A.l. Books

His appearance, a thin silhouette clad in rags, did not go unnoticed. A sudden silence fell
upon the encampment, conversations ceasing abruptly. Curious, wary eyes turned
towards him. Hands rested on weapons, ready to be drawn.

A woman, stout and with a face weathered by sun and hardship, emerged from the group.
An axe rested casually against her hip, but her eyes, sharp as an eagle's, betrayed an
unwavering vigilance.

"Who goes there?" she boomed, her voice as rough as the grinding of an old cart. "Show
yourself, so we may see you."

The sorcerer stepped forward, his hands still raised in a gesture of peace. He felt their
gazes heavy upon him, scrutinizing his every move.

"Do not be afraid," he said, his voice raspy from disuse. "I mean you no harm. | am alone
and weary. | need help.”

The woman squinted, unconvinced. "Where do you come from? What brings you here,
alone in these desolate lands?"

The sorcerer hesitated, unsure how to answer. How could he explain his past, his
amnesia, the cursed city and Elara's death to these strangers? They would think him mad,
or worse, a threat.

"I... 1 do not remember," he finally said, lowering his eyes. "I have lost my memory. I
have been wandering for days, aimlessly."

A murmur ran through the assembly. Some faces softened slightly, revealing a flicker of
compassion. Others remained closed, hostile.

"He lies,” growled a tall, thin man, a scar slashing across his face from temple to chin.
"No one stumbles upon the Scorched Lands by accident. He is a spy, sent by the
Shadows."

"The Shadows?" repeated the sorcerer, bewildered.

A derisive laugh greeted his question. "Playing the innocent, are we, stranger?" said the
scarred man. "But we are not fooled. You serve the forces of darkness, it is plain to see.”

The sorcerer felt a shiver of apprehension run down his spine. "You are mistaken," he
protested. "I don't know what you are talking about. | serve no dark forces.”

"Enough with the lies!" exclaimed another man, brandishing a rusty sword. "He must be
driven out, sent back to the darkness he came from."
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Cries of agreement met his words. The crowd surged closer, menacing. The sorcerer felt
trapped, powerless. His instincts screamed at him to flee, to disappear into the wilderness,
but where would he go? These people, rough as they were, were his only hope.

The woman with the axe raised her hand, silencing them with a gesture. She fixed the
sorcerer with an unreadable stare, then turned to the scarred man.

"Peace, Jorak," she said. "Let him speak. If he lies, we will know it soon enough."

The atmosphere, moments ago electric, congealed into taut anticipation. The sorcerer,
scrutinized by dozens of eyes thick with suspicion, felt his heart pound a dull rhythm
against his ribs. Every muscle in his body was taut, ready to react to the slightest hostile
movement.

The woman with the axe, who they called Jorak, radiated an aura of quiet strength that
contrasted sharply with the agitation of those around her. Her gaze, fixed and piercing,
seemed to bore into the sorcerer's very being, searching for a crack in his facade of
vulnerability.

"Speak," she commanded, her voice rough but surprisingly calm. "Tell us who you are
and what you seek in the Scorched Lands. Do not force us to guess.”

The sorcerer drew a hesitant breath, searching for the right words in the arid well of his
memory. "l swear | mean you no harm," he repeated, his voice barely more than a raspy
whisper. "l remember nothing, not my name, nor my past. | woke up weeks ago, alone
and lost, in a forest leagues from here."

He paused, scanning the faces around him, seeking a flicker of understanding, of
compassion. In vain. Mistrust, palpable and heavy, hung in the air like a thick fog.

"I wandered aimlessly," he continued, "guided by... by I know not what. Hunger, thirst,
perhaps the hope of finding a charitable soul."

He raised his hands, palms open, in a gesture of helplessness. "I know nothing of these
Shadows you speak of, nor what haunts these lands. | seek only refuge, a place to mend
my wounds and... and perhaps recover my memory."

His gaze met Jorak's, pleading. He read in her eyes a flicker of doubt, but also a certain
curiosity, a spark of humanity that gave him a sliver of hope.

Jorak turned to the group, breaking the heavy silence. "You have heard him," she said,
her voice clear and carrying over the lingering murmurs. "He claims to have lost his
memory, to remember nothing. What say you?"
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A cacophony of discordant voices answered her question. Some seemed inclined to
caution, others advocated absolute distrust. The sorcerer, powerless amidst this debate of
which he was the subject, felt like an insect examined under the merciless lens of a
microscope.

"Silence!" Jorak's voice, sharp as a blade, cut through the discussions. Absolute silence
descended upon the assembly. "It is not for us to judge him," she continued, her gaze
sweeping over each face. "The laws of hospitality are sacred, even in the Scorched Lands.
We cannot refuse shelter to a defenseless traveler, especially if he speaks the truth."

She turned back to the sorcerer, her eyes boring into his. "But know this, stranger,” she
said, her voice like ice. "If you lie to us, if you pose any danger to us, you will pay with
your life. Understood?"

The sorcerer, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird, could only nod, his
throat too dry to force out a sound. Jorak's gaze, intense and scrutinizing, pierced him,
seeming to read his most secret thoughts. He dropped his eyes, unable to withstand the
silent interrogation any longer.

A grunt of approval greeted Jorak's words, followed by a murmur of assent. The
atmosphere, though still thick with distrust, had relaxed slightly. The sorcerer dared to
raise his head, hoping to glean a sign of appeasement from the faces surrounding him.

"Good," Jorak continued, her voice striving for reassurance. "You will stay with us until
we can judge your intentions. We offer you shelter and sustenance, but be aware that you
will be watched. Do not disappoint us, stranger.”

She nodded to two burly men stationed at the back of the assembly. They approached,
their faces grim, and positioned themselves on either side of the sorcerer, their calloused
hands resting casually on the hilts of their swords. The message was clear: he was a
prisoner of their forced hospitality.

"Follow me," Jorak commanded, her tone brooking no argument.

Flanked by his two makeshift jailers, the sorcerer allowed himself to be led through the
encampment. Every stare that landed on him, every murmur that followed in his wake,
was a thorn piercing his already bruised flesh. He felt like a curious beast put on display,
an object of fascination and revulsion.

He was assigned a place near the fire, away from the others, but close enough to feel the
welcome heat of the flames against his chilled skin. A bow! of steaming stew was offered
to him, its spicy aroma making his head spin with longing. He hadn't eaten a hot meal in
days, and hunger gnawed at his insides with a ferocity he could barely withstand.
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Yet, despite his ravenous appetite, he hesitated a moment, his gaze scanning the contents
of the bowl with suspicion. Was it a trap? Would he find some subtle poison hidden
within the chunks of meat and vegetables? Paranoia, that insidious companion of fear,
wormed its way into his mind, feeding his doubts.

"Eat,” a gruff voice commanded near his ear. "It's not poisoned, if that's what you're
worried about."”

The sorcerer looked up into the hard but not unkind gaze of a young woman with hair as
black as night and eyes to match. She sat cross-legged near him, a bone dagger tucked
into the belt that cinched her rough woolen dress.

"I am Lyra," she said abruptly, not giving him time to respond. "Jorak has tasked me with
watching over you."

The sorcerer studied her for a moment, trying to decipher the impassive expression on her
face. Was she a jailer or a potential ally in this hostile environment?

"Watching over me?" he repeated, his voice hoarse with uncertainty. "Why? Do you
think | pose a danger?"

Lyra shrugged, a fleeting, ironic smile touching her lips. "Perhaps,” she replied
enigmatically. "Or perhaps Jorak sensed something... different about you. Something
worth protecting."”

The sorcerer stared at her, bewildered, searching for an answer in the depths of the young
woman's unreadable gaze. But Lyra had turned away, her attention caught by some
movement on the other side of the encampment.

Alone with his questions and lingering distrust, the sorcerer finally decided to give in to
his hunger. He took a cautious sip of the stew, then another, letting the comforting
warmth of the spicy broth spread through his stiff limbs. It was the best meal he had ever
tasted.

Night fell over the encampment, draping the Wastelands in a veil of darkness studded
with stars of unreal clarity. The fire, fed by thick logs, crackled merrily, casting flickering
shadows on the tired faces of the inhabitants. The air, cooler now, vibrated with the
melancholic notes of a pan flute, while husky voices sang ancient melodies, imbued with
nostalgia and tenacious hope.

The sorcerer, having eaten his fill for the first time in days, observed the scene with a
mixture of fascination and apprehension. He sat apart, like a tolerated but not integrated
pariah, under the watchful eye of Lyra, who never seemed to leave her post. She
remained silent, her gaze lost in the dancing flames, her face impassive as a stone statue.

50

—
| —



Sphere A.l. Books

Around the fire, conversations flowed, punctuated by laughter and sometimes cries of
anger quickly suppressed. The sorcerer, unable to understand the words spoken in a
guttural dialect foreign to him, tried to decipher the expressions, the gestures, the glances
that wove the invisible fabric of human relationships.

He perceived the latent mistrust in some eyes fixed upon him, the contempt tinged with
fear in others. He was the stranger, the unknown, a potential source of danger in a world
where survival was a constant struggle. He understood their reserve, their instinct to
protect themselves. Had he not spent the last few weeks fleeing human contact himself,
haunted by the memory of the cursed city and the weight of his own ignorance?

And yet, amidst this palpable mistrust, he also perceived glimmers of empathy, flashes of
benevolent curiosity. Some children, less marked by adult prejudices, approached
timidly, staring at him with round, curious eyes. He smiled back at them, trying to
communicate through a gesture, a look, his desire for peace, his need for connection.

An old woman, her face weathered like an ancient map, approached him, leaning on a
gnarled stick. She offered him a steaming cup, a toothless smile illuminating her wrinkled
face. The sorcerer hesitated a moment, fearing another ordeal, a test of his loyalty.

"Drink, child," said the old woman in a voice soft despite her age. "It is mountain tea, it
will help you sleep.”

The sorcerer took the cup cautiously, unsure how to proceed. He did not understand her
words, but her tone, her gaze, left no doubt as to her benevolent intentions. He lifted the
cup to his lips, inhaling the herbaceous scent that emanated from it, and took a small sip.
The liquid, hot and slightly bitter, spread down his parched throat like a soothing balm.
He drained the cup in one gulp, surprised by the wave of beneficial warmth that suddenly
radiated through his limbs.

"Thank you," he murmured, not knowing what else to say.

The old woman smiled again, her wrinkled eyes shining with a strange light. "You are
different, you are," she said, her voice barely a raspy murmur. "I sense it in you. An
ancient power sleeps... But beware, child. Power without wisdom is a double-edged
sword."

She patted his hand with a motherly gesture, then straightened up, walking away without
a sound, melting into the shadows of the tents like a spirit of the night. The sorcerer,
troubled by her enigmatic words, watched her disappear, wondering if she was real or a
figment of his fevered imagination.

Fatigue, that beneficial heaviness that follows exhaustion and stress, began to overtake
him. He closed his eyes, lulled by the crackling fire and the enchanting melodies of the
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pan flute. Vague images, snatches of memories, danced behind his closed eyelids: the
ancient forest, the cursed city, Elara's face clouded with sadness and love...

A burning tear rolled down his cheek, tracing a scorching path through the dust and dried
blood that clung to his skin. He did not fight the sadness, letting the pain wash over him,
cleanse him. He was alive, and Elara... Elara was gone. But he remained. He had to
understand why.

Revenge, that promise whispered in the darkness of his inner cell, still burned within him,
an incandescent ember beneath the ashes of despair. But another emotion, more tenuous,
more complex, began to pierce through the veil of his pain: the desire to understand, to
discover the truth about his past, about his powers, about the world around him.

The old woman was right: power without wisdom was a dangerous weapon. He had to
learn to control his gifts, to tame the storm that raged within him. But where? How?

He opened his eyes, his gaze drawn to Lyra's imposing silhouette silhouetted against the
starry sky. She stood motionless, arms crossed over her chest, her face impassive as a
mask. Was she an enemy, a jailer? Or could she become an ally, a guide on the tortuous
path that lay ahead?

The sorcerer, his heart pounding with a mixture of hope and apprehension, made a
decision. He rose, approached Lyra, and addressed her in the sign language he had used
with the children of the encampment. He didn't know if she would understand, but he had
to try. He needed help, answers.

And maybe, just maybe, Lyra, this warrior with the hard eyes and the enigmatic past, was
the key to unlocking the secrets of his own destiny.

The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken words and apprehension. The
firelight danced in Lyra’s dark eyes, igniting amber glints within their depths. She
scrutinized the sorcerer for a long moment, as if plumbing the depths of his intentions.
Finally, she drew a deep breath and released a weary sigh.

“Follow me,” she said, her voice low and husky. “But expect no miracles. I do not have
the answers you seek. All I can offer is an attentive ear and perhaps... a piece of advice
or two.”

She rose without waiting for a response, her silhouette briefly outlined against the
crackling flames. The sorcerer followed without hesitation, his heart pounding in his
chest. They moved away from the encampment, sinking into the deep darkness that
bordered the circle of light. The air grew cooler, heavy with the pungent scent of damp
earth and wild herbs.
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Lyra stopped at the edge of a stream, its crystalline murmur breaking the silence of the
night. She sat on a smooth rock, polished by the elements, and gestured for the sorcerer to
do the same. He obeyed, curiosity overriding caution.

“Tell me about yourself,” Lyra said, staring at the moon’s reflection in the rippling water.
“About what you remember, even if it seems insignificant.”

The sorcerer hesitated, torn between his desire to share his burden and his fear of being
judged, misunderstood. But Lyra’s gaze, devoid of judgment, encouraged him to speak.
He launched into a disjointed narrative, made up of fragments of memories, fleeting
sensations, and waking dreams that haunted his nights. He spoke of the ancient forest, the
raw energy that pulsed within it, the branch charged with magic that had called to his
hand. He evoked the cursed city, the heavy silence of its deserted streets, the icy horror
emanating from its ancient stones. He murmured Elara’s name like a prayer, a talisman
against oblivion.

Lyra listened intently, without interrupting, her impassive face barely betraying her
interest in his story. When the sorcerer finished, she remained silent for a long moment,
letting his words resonate in the still air.

“Your memories are fragmented, confused,” she finally said, “like shards of broken glass.
But I perceive a common thread, a force that draws you towards a destiny you are not yet
aware of.”

She fell silent, then reached into the folds of her robe and retrieved a small object
wrapped in a piece of soft leather. She held it out to the sorcerer.

“Take it,” she said. “It is a gift. A tool that might help you find what you have lost.”

The sorcerer took the object cautiously, his heart pounding with a mixture of hope and
apprehension. He untied the leather ties, revealing a polished stone of deep black, shot
through with fine veins of shimmering silver. It was cold to the touch, yet a vibrant
energy seemed to emanate from its core, responding to some unknown force that
slumbered within him.

“What is it?” he asked, mesmerized by the austere beauty of the stone.

“An obsidian stone,” Lyra replied. “It is said to have the power to reveal hidden truths, to
illuminate the darkest recesses of the soul. Keep it close to you, meditate while holding it
in your hand. It will guide you.”

The sorcerer closed his fingers around the stone, feeling its energy pulsate against his
skin. A feeling of gratitude towards Lyra, this pragmatic warrior who offered him
tangible hope, washed over him.
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“Thank you,” he murmured, genuinely touched by her gesture. “I don't know how to
thank you.”

Lyra smiled sadly. “Do not thank me,” she said. “Your journey has just begun, and it will
be fraught with obstacles. The obsidian stone will help you, but the true quest, the one
that will lead you to the truth about yourself, can only be accomplished by you alone.”

She stood, her gaze lingering for a moment on the deep darkness that stretched beyond
the circle of light from the encampment.

“It 1s time for me to leave you,” she said. “May luck be with you, sorcerer without
memory. May you find what you seek before the darkness consumes you.”

And with those words, she turned and walked away, melting into the night with the grace
of a nocturnal predator. The sorcerer watched her disappear, a strange feeling of gratitude
and loneliness washing over him. He was alone again, facing his uncertain destiny. But
he was not the same. The encounter with Lyra, the obsidian stone clutched in his hand,
had ignited a glimmer of hope within him, a newfound determination. He would unravel
the mystery of his past, discover the truth about his powers, and avenge Elara's death.
The road would be long and perilous, but he was ready to face it.

The sun rose over the Blasted Lands, setting the horizon ablaze with a purifying fire. The
sorcerer left the encampment at daybreak, the obsidian stone nestled against his heart, his
gaze turned eastward, where the unknown awaited him.
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