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Chapter 01: The Melody of Misfortune

The tavern reeked of fermented cabbage and shattered dreams. A familiar, even
comforting, aroma for a wandering bard accustomed to the dregs of existence. At least,
that's what | tried to convince myself as | picked at my dubious bowl of stew. The
cabbage was tolerable. The shattered dreams, however, tended to lodge themselves
between my teeth.

My name is Aldo, and to be honest, my existence bore a striking resemblance to that
stew: an unappetizing concoction of bad luck and poor decisions, with a lingering
aftertaste of "what have | done to deserve this?". My bardic career? Let's just say my
musical talents were inversely proportional to my ability to avoid getting myself into
precarious situations.

This night was no exception.

| had attempted to liven up the tavern's oppressive atmosphere with a lively ballad about
the joys of a bard's life. Fatal error.

From the first hesitant notes of my lute, a deathly silence descended upon the gathering.
Conversations ceased, beer mugs froze mid-air, and the regulars, usually so quick to
brawl or engage in jovial intoxication, stared at me with an expression of horror mixed
with pity.

Even the rats squabbling over crumbs beneath the tables seemed to flee.

"By the beard of a dwarf!" exclaimed a burly warrior, his weathered face contorting in
disgust. "Stop that massacre! It sounds like a dying goblin trying to seduce an anvil!"

A chorus of coughs and curses greeted this unflattering comparison. | wished | could
vanish beneath the table, or better yet, soar up the chimney astride a fire-breathing
dragon. Anything to escape this public torment.

Unfortunately, my repertoire of magic tricks was limited to making a beer mug disappear
into my stomach at record speed.

"Come on, Big Bob, be nice," the innkeeper attempted to calm the situation, a massive
man with a prominent belly and an aroma of stale beer clinging to his breath. "The lad's
doing his best. It's not every day we get to hear an... uh... an artist of his caliber."

The innkeeper's dubious expression betrayed his encouraging words. | wasn't fooled. I'd
already heard myself described as a "bane to sensitive ears," a "musical insult," and even
a "weapon of mass auditory destruction."
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Sighing, | placed my lute back on the table, abandoning all hope of glory and fortune.
Tonight, I would settle for a pint of beer and a stale loaf of bread. And perhaps a bit of
solitude, if fate was kind.

"Say, innkeeper,” | rasped, "you wouldn't happen to have a little job for a desperate bard?
Like cleaning the latrines, or emptying chamber pots?"

The innkeeper looked at me thoughtfully, scratching his thick beard. "As a matter of fact,
| do have something for you, Aldo. Something simple, no danger involved."”

| should have been wary.

When an innkeeper, especially an innkeeper with a shifty gleam in his eye, tells you
about a job that's "simple and without danger," it's usually a harbinger of big trouble.

"You see that forest behind the tavern?" he had resumed, pointing a greasy finger towards
a dark and menacing mass that seemed to swallow the moonlight. "They say it's full of
ancient ruins. Forgotten temples, heroes' tombs... and treasures, of course."

A shiver of ice had run down my spine. Forests, especially those that "swallowed the
moonlight," had never evoked anything good for me.

"And what am | supposed to do in that... charming forest?" | had asked in a voice that
was barely a whisper.

"Nothing too complicated,” the innkeeper had assured me with a predatory smile. "Just
take a little stroll, see if you find anything interesting.”

"Interesting? Like what? Poisonous mushrooms? Bloodthirsty bandits? Werewolves in
need of company?”

"Don't be a fool, Aldo," the innkeeper had sneered. "I'd never ask you to take reckless
risks. Let's just say I'm a collector. A connoisseur of rare and precious objects.”

He had pulled a leather pouch from under the counter and rattled it knowingly. The sound
of gold coins had done its magic. My purse and | had been at odds for a while, and the
prospect of reconciliation, even at the cost of a little nocturnal stroll through a gloomy
forest, had eventually triumphed over my natural caution.

"Alright, fine,” I had finally conceded with a resigned sigh. "I'll take a look. But if I find
myself face to face with a dragon, I'm warning you, I'll teach him your favorite song."

The innkeeper had laughed heartily, a fat, cavernous sound that strangely resembled the
growl of a hungry bear.
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"Don't worry about the dragon, Aldo. He's already heard your music. He's gone to hide in
the mountains.”

Armed with my relative courage and a flickering lantern, | had crossed the threshold of
the tavern, plunging into the icy darkness of the forest.

Silence, at first, had struck me. A heavy, oppressive silence, only broken by the distant
hooting of an owl and the sinister creak of dead branches under my feet.

The air was thick, saturated with humidity and the heady scent of pine and wet earth.
Threatening shadows danced around me, cast by the gnarled trees that stood like
menacing specters in the faint glow of my lantern.

No matter how much | repeated to myself that | was just a penniless bard in search of a
bag of gold, a growing sense of unease tightened my throat. | felt like |1 was being
watched, spied upon by unseen eyes that glowed in the darkness.

"Come on, Aldo, pull yourself together,” I muttered, gritting my teeth. "It's just a forest.
There's nothing here that you can't handle."”

To give myself courage, | had pulled my lute from its case and started humming a
cheerful little tune. A melody that, in other circumstances, might have scared away a
regiment of goblins.

But the forest had swallowed my music as it had swallowed the moonlight, reducing it to
a barely audible murmur.

| had continued to walk, following a barely marked trail that snaked between the ancient
trees.

After an hour, as | began to lose all hope of finding anything other than a gruesome and
solitary death, | had glimpsed a faint, irregular glow through the trees.

Curious and apprehensive at the same time, | had cautiously advanced towards the light,
my heart pounding in my chest.

As | approached, the glow became more intense, revealing the entrance to a cave
concealed behind a curtain of thick vines.

A strange energy seemed to emanate from the gaping opening, a subtle blend of heat and
cold that prickled my skin.

"A treasure, or a trap?" | had murmured, torn between excitement and caution.

The lure of gain had eventually prevailed.
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Taking a deep breath, | had pushed aside the vines and entered the cave.

The cool, humid air enveloped me like a shroud. The scent of moss and damp earth
dominated, punctuated by a strange, almost sweet fragrance that tickled my nostrils. The
glow I had glimpsed emanated from the depths of the cave, flickering and unreal.
Brandishing my lantern, | ventured deeper, my heart pounding with each creak of my
steps on the uneven ground.

The cave opened into a larger cavern, its walls shimmering with a myriad of crystals that
reflected the light in a rainbow of shifting colors. But it was not this mineral spectacle
that captivated my attention. In the center of the cavern, upon a pedestal of raw stone,
rested an object that seemed to radiate its own light.

A lute.

It bore no resemblance to the crude instruments | was accustomed to mishandling. Its
soundboard, crafted from dark wood polished to a mirror sheen, seemed to vibrate with
latent energy. The strings, fine as elven hair, gleamed with a silvery sheen in the dimness.
The object exuded an aura of power and mystery that both fascinated and terrified me.

| approached cautiously, as one would approach a sleeping wild animal. Setting my
lantern on the ground, | reached out towards the lute, hesitating for a moment before
grasping it.

A shockwave coursed through my arm the moment my fingers brushed against the
smooth wood. A flash of light erupted from the instrument, momentarily blinding me. A
crystalline sound, akin to a thousand silver bells chiming in unison, reverberated through
the cavern, vibrating within my chest like a physical echo.

When my vision returned, | realized something had changed. The cave seemed to pulsate
with a new, tangible energy, almost electric. The lute in my hands appeared to vibrate in
harmony with my own pulse.

A wild, unfamiliar joy seized me. | felt powerful, inspired, as if this simple instrument
had opened the doors to a new world. Without thinking, my fingers began to dance upon
the strings, unleashing a melody of breathtaking purity and beauty.

| had never played like this before. The notes flowed from my fingers as if the lute itself
guided me, drawing me into a whirlwind of captivating sounds. | forgot the squalid
tavern, the shady innkeeper, the promised purse of gold. I was alone, lost in the music,
intoxicated by this heady melody that seemed to well up from the depths of my soul.
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Suddenly, a deep rumble shook the cavern. Close, guttural cries jolted me from my
musical trance. Fear froze my blood. | had awakened something. Something great.
Something dangerous.

A raspy sound emanated from the cavern entrance. Blood-red eyes, gleaming like
embers, pierced the darkness, followed by a squat, menacing silhouette. A goblin. No,
two. Three... A dozen pairs of eyes locked onto me, reflecting the light of the crystals in
a disturbing way.

The first goblin, larger than his brethren, let out a green, viscous drool that dripped from
his sharp fangs. He brandished a rusty axe in a menacing manner. Clearly, | had stumbled
into their lair. And | was probably not on the menu.

My blood turned to ice in my veins. My brain, numb with panic, struggled to formulate
an escape plan, or at least a plausible defense.

“Hello?” I ventured, in a voice that aimed for assurance but sounded more like the squeak
of a frightened mouse. “Nice cave you have here. Very... spacious.”

The goblins began to growl in unison, a guttural sound that chilled my blood more
effectively than the icy mountain wind.

“We don’t like intruders,” growled the leader, his rough voice echoing eerily through the
cavern. “Especially intruders who play... who play...” He paused, unable to find the
word to describe my instrument.

“The lute?” I suggested timidly.

The goblin shot me a dark glare. “We don’t care what it’s called! It’s annoying!”
He raised his axe, ready to send me to the realm of bards slaughtered by goblins.
“Wait!” I cried, my heart pounding in my chest. “I have something you might like!”

Reflexively, my fingers landed on the lute strings. A melody sprang forth, spontaneous,
instinctive. A cheerful, lively tune, the kind of music that makes you want to tap your
foot and dance. At least, that was the effect | was hoping to achieve.

The goblins halted their advance, their beady eyes fixed on the lute. Their growls ceased,
replaced by an attentive silence.

A strained smile stretched across my lips. Phew, saved by music!

Except... that wasn’t quite the desired effect.
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Instead of fleeing in terror, the goblins began to sway. Their jerky, clumsy movements
resembled a macabre ritual dance more than a frenzied pogo.

The leader, drool dripping from his lips, swayed in rhythm, his bulging eyes fixated on
me with disturbing intensity.

“More!” he roared in a raspy voice. “More of that beautiful music!”

The other goblins joined him, their discordant voices forming a grotesque chorus that
reverberated through the cavern.

A cold sweat broke out on my forehead. This wasn’t an ovation, it was sheer madness.

| played with all my might, desperately trying to find a melody that would quell their
fervor, but to no avail. The goblins were in a trance, hypnotized by the music.

The leader approached me, stumbling slightly, his eyes gleaming with an unhealthy light.
He took my hand and squeezed it in a surprisingly strong grip.

“You... you come with us...” he drooled. “You play music... forever!”

My blood ran cold. “Forever?” With musically-charged goblins? That didn’t sound good
at all!

It was time to test the second function of any good musical instrument: serving as a blunt
weapon.

Taking advantage of a moment of inattention from the leader, | raised the lute and struck
him with all my might on the head.

The sound of wood splintering against bone echoed through the cavern, followed by a
roar of pain from the goblin leader.

| had aimed for the head, but fate, my sworn enemy, had decided otherwise. The blow
had gone too low, landing on the goblin’s crooked nose with a sinister crack.

The leader staggered, stumbled backward, then collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

A stunned silence followed the previous uproar. The other goblins, as if emerging from a
dream, stared at me with wide, stupid eyes.

For a moment, | thought the spell was broken.

Then, one of the goblins pointed at the unconscious leader, his face contorting in an
expression of terror mixed with adoration.
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“Grog... Grog love music!” he roared, pointing at the leader’s broken nose with an
admiring air.

“Grog love LOUD music!” shouted another goblin, brandishing his club.
And then, it was total chaos.

The cavern, illuminated by the spectral glow of the crystals, transformed into a chaotic
battlefield. The goblins, seized by a sudden frenzy, surged towards me, brandishing their
makeshift weapons with amplified vigor. My brief moment of bravery morphed into icy
terror. | was trapped, alone, in a cave with a horde of enraged goblins, my only ally a
charmed lute that seemed to attract trouble like a magnet.

My primal instinct, the one for survival, took over. | dodged a club that whizzed past my
nose, its pestilential odor of sweat and grime burning my nostrils. Pivoting on my heel, |
struck another goblin in the stomach with the lute's neck. A dull, uninviting sound
reached my ears, followed by a surprised gasp.

Despite my terror, | observed with bitter irony that my musical instrument proved more
effective as a bludgeoning weapon than a conduit for harmonious melodies.

"By the departed bards and forgotten songs!" | roared, parrying a poorly aimed axe blow.
"What in the infernal abyss possesses you, you verdant cretins? This is a serenade, not a
call to arms!™

My words, of course, were met with growls and belligerent howls.

The situation was dire. | retreated, pressed against the cold, damp wall of the cavern, my
assailants closing in relentlessly, their eyes gleaming with a savage light.

Suddenly, a crazy idea sprouted in my mind. A desperate idea, to be sure, but when one is
on the verge of becoming goblin-cave bard paté, desperation is a powerful engine.

"Very well, you've asked for it!" | yelled in a hoarse voice, attempting to mask the panic
that constricted my throat.

Without taking my eyes off my attackers, | pressed my fingers on the lute's strings and
launched into a devilish melody, wild, a torrent of discordant notes that ripped through
the cavern's silence like lightning splitting the night.

The effect was immediate, and utterly unexpected.

The goblins, as if struck by lightning, froze, their bulging eyes fixed on the lute. Their
warlike growls morphed into mournful whimpers, their ferocious expressions into
grimaces of pain.
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The melody | played, an improvisation inspired by fear and despair, seemed to physically
torture them. They wriggled in place, clutching their heads in their hands, their bodies
convulsed by uncontrollable spasms.

| couldn't believe my ears, nor my eyes. My music, usually met with disdain or hasty
flight, had a devastating effect on these creatures.

It was a cacophony, an auditory horror, but it was also my only chance of survival.

| cranked up the intensity of my music, making it shriller, more chaotic. The goblins'
growls morphed into piercing shrieks, their bodies contorting like puppets caught in a
macabre dance. The cave reverberated with their cries of pain, a grotesque concert
orchestrated by my feverish fingers racing across the lute strings.

A part of me, the part that had always dreamed of a standing ovation after a performance,
was horrified by what | was doing. But another part, the one that was fighting to survive,
savored this unexpected victory. | was a bard, yes, but a bard armed with an instrument of
auditory torture.

Taking advantage of the general confusion, I slipped through the contorted bodies of the
goblins, desperately searching for an exit. The entrance to the cave, bathed in a pale light,
seemed as welcoming as a ray of sunshine after a storm.

But as | was about to cross the threshold of freedom, a raspy voice sent shivers down my
spine.

"Stop!"

The chieftain, his crooked nose now adorned with a bizarre angle, stood before me, his
eyes bloodshot, but strangely lucid. He held his head with one hand, the other clutching a
rusty dagger.

"More..." he gasped, his raspy voice barely audible. "More of that... music..."

| hesitated, torn between the urge to flee and the panic that pinned me to the spot. To
continue playing meant torturing these creatures, but it might be my only chance to
escape this cave alive.

"Don't you dare stop, human!"

The voice, guttural and menacing, came from a massive figure silhouetted against the
shadow of the cave entrance. An ogre, twice as tall as the most imposing of the goblins,
stood there, his thick arms crossed over his hairy chest. His eyes, two incandescent red
dots, fixed on me with an intensity that sent chills down my spine.
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"Grog... Grog love music!" he bellowed, taking a heavy step forward. "Grog pay good for
hear more!"

The goblin chieftain, visibly terrified by the ogre's arrival, prostrated himself at his feet,
stammering inaudible apologies.

The ogre, bored, kicked him away.
"Shut up, vermin!" he growled. "You play, human! Play for Grog!"

My heart pounded in my chest like a war drum. | was trapped, between a music-loving
ogre and a horde of goblins masochistically addicted to my music. This promised to be a
memorable evening.

A glint of mischievous malice illuminated the ogre's piercing gaze. He turned to the
goblin chief, who was painfully rising to his feet, his crooked nose forming an even more
improbable angle. "Grog offers you a deal, vermin,” he growled in a cavernous voice.
"You and your minions, you leave the human alone. In exchange, Grog offers you... a
private concert!"

The goblin chief blinked, looking as intelligent as a chicken facing a mathematical
equation. "Concert... private?" he repeated in an uncertain voice.

"That's right, vermin!" exclaimed the ogre, a carnivorous grin revealing his teeth, sharp as
stalactites. "The little human will play his music... for you! And you will enjoy it,
understood?"

A murmur rippled through the throng of goblins, a blend of apprehension and unhealthy
excitement. They looked at each other, wavering between fear of the ogre and the
irresistible allure of the auditory torture | promised them.

The chief, after a moment of contemplation that seemed to last an eternity, nodded with a
vigor that cracked the bones in his neck. "Agreed, Grog," he stammered. "Goblins...
enjoy music... of human."

A sigh of relief mingled with apprehension escaped my lips. | was saved, at least for the
moment. But at what cost? Becoming the designated musician for a band of masochistic
goblins and a music-loving ogre wasn’t exactly the glorious destiny I had dreamed of.

The ogre, satisfied with his handiwork, beckoned me closer. "Come, little human,” he
growled, pointing to a flat rock that served as an improvised stage. "Grog is eager to hear
your talents!"
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The goblins, forming an irregular circle around the rock, looked at me with a mixture of
terror and morbid adoration. | felt like a gladiator entering the arena, condemned to
entertain a bloodthirsty crowd... or rather, a crowd thirsty for dissonant sounds.

Taking a deep breath, | obeyed the ogre, settling onto the rock with the grace of a bear on
a unicycle. My fingers trembled slightly as | grasped the enchanted lute. The instrument,
as if mocking my despair, vibrated with a newfound energy, a promise of musical chaos
to come.

And thus began the strangest and most terrifying concert of my bardic career. Under the
watchful eyes of the ogre and the goblins, I launched into a frenzied improvisation, a
torrent of discordant notes and syncopated rhythms that tore through the silence of the
cave like a pack of ravenous wolves.

The music | played had nothing melodious about it, nor was it even listenable. It was an
outlet for my terror, my frustration, the absurdity of the situation | found myself in. And
yet, to my astonishment, my audience seemed to enjoy it.

The goblins writhed in delight, their raspy growls mingling with the general cacophony.
The ogre, eyes closed, tapped his foot in rhythm, his massive body vibrating like a
miniature earthquake.

| should have been horrified, disgusted. And yet, a part of me, a small, treacherous voice
in the corner of my mind, savored this strange victory. | had found an audience, albeit an
unorthodox one, but an audience captivated by my music.

The hours passed, or perhaps it was only a few minutes, time lost all meaning in this cave
where the only reality was the music. Fatigue overwhelmed me, my fingers were stiff and
sore, but | dared hardly slow the pace, for fear of triggering the fury of my listeners.

Finally, as | felt | was about to faint from exhaustion, the ogre raised his hand, signaling
me to stop. The silence that followed was as sudden as it was brutal, leaving my ears
buzzing and my mind empty.

"Enough!” growled the ogre in a voice hoarse with emotion. "Grog has never heard
anything so... beautiful!"

The goblins, as one, nodded enthusiastically, their eyes shining with an unhealthy
admiration.

I swallowed with difficulty, unable to utter a word. Was this a nightmare? Was | going
mad?

The ogre approached me, his massive shadow engulfing me like a storm cloud. He held
out a heavy, cold object, wrapped in coarse cloth.
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"For you, little human," he growled. "A gift. Grog is a man of his word."

| opened the cloth hesitantly, fearing to discover a new horror. Inside, | found a handful
of gold coins, more than | had ever seen in my life.

"Go in peace, little human," growled the ogre. "And may your songs continue to haunt
our dreams!"

My heart pounding, | rose, picking up my enchanted lute with newfound caution. The
goblins watched me leave, their eyes gleaming with a strange light, a mixture of terror
and adoration.

| dared not run, for fear of triggering another musical frenzy among my former
tormentors. | simply walked at a brisk pace, then faster and faster, until the entrance to
the cave was in sight.

A blast of fresh, pure air greeted me like a divine caress. | paused for a moment,
breathing deeply, savoring the blessed silence of the night forest.

| was free. At least, for now. But one thing was certain: my life as a bard had just taken
an unexpected turn, and I wasn't sure it was for the better.

With the enchanted lute in my hands and the melody of chaos still echoing in my mind, |
plunged into the darkness, a nervous smile on my lips. Adventure, it seemed, was just
beginning.
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Chapter 2: The Serenade of the Marsh Sirens

The daylight, as it filtered through the trees to pierce my eyes, felt as aggressive as a
drunken dragon. A low growl somewhere nearby reminded me that dragons, intoxicated
or not, weren't the most menacing creatures in this universe. Cautiously lifting an eyelid,
| discovered the source of the commotion. The ogre, Grog, slept soundly, his raspy
breathing resembling the sound of wind in a cave. Scattered around him, like fallen
leaves after a storm, lay the goblins, immersed in a deep, perhaps suspicious, slumber.

The image, grotesque as it was, provided me with a certain measure of relief. 1 had
survived the night, and a private concert for an audience with more than questionable
hearing. The memory of the music | had played, a chaotic blend of discordant notes and
frantic rhythms, sent shivers down my spine. Could | really have produced such an
auditory abomination?

The worst part was that the goblins and the ogre seemed to have enjoyed it. Were they
deaf? Masochistic? Or did my enchanted lute possess a strange power, capable of
transforming the worst cacophony into an enchanting symphony?

| cast a nervous glance at the instrument, which lay on the ground beside me. It seemed
harmless, almost mundane, with its polished wood and gut strings. And yet, | sensed a
latent energy within it, a promise of musical chaos that chilled my blood.

| had to get rid of this cursed lute. But how? Throw it into a well? Burn it? Offer it to an
enemy bard?

| sighed. None of these solutions were ideal. The well might be inhabited by an evil spirit
sensitive to music. Fire could trigger a cataclysmic magical explosion. And as for
offering it to an enemy... the idea of sharing this curse with another human being repulsed
me.

No, for now, | was stuck with this lute. But | had to learn to control it, to master its
strange power before it destroyed me and everyone who crossed my path.

Cautiously, I stood up, my muscles aching from the night spent on the hard ground. | had
to escape this cavern, and quickly. Who knows what other surprises this cursed place held
in store for me?

With stealthy steps, 1 made my way towards the exit, carefully avoiding stepping on a
sleeping goblin, not out of compassion, but out of fear of triggering a brutal and
cacophonous awakening. The fresh air of the forest felt like a soothing balm on my skin. |
took a deep breath, savoring my newfound freedom.
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But my joy was short-lived. A piercing scream ripped through the silence of the forest,
sending chills down my spine. It wasn't the cry of a wild beast, nor the cry of a bird of
prey. It was a scream... human?

My blood ran cold. A shiver of ice ran down my spine. A single thought took hold of my
mind, as persistent as a catchy tune: | was far from out of the woods.

The cry, both shrill and desperate, ripped through the forest's echoing silence. It seemed
to originate from the west, where the trees thickened, forming a dark and menacing wall
of vegetation. Prudence, that old friend I tended to forget in crucial moments, tugged at
my sleeve. Should | flee? Hide? Or play the hero and rush into the unknown?

My instinct screamed at me to run as fast as my legs could carry me. But a strange force,
a morbid curiosity mingled with a hint of guilt, propelled me to investigate. And then,
that cry... it had a familiar ring to it.

My heart pounding in my chest, | plunged into the forest, the enchanted lute bouncing on
my back like an omen of misfortune. The air grew cooler, more humid, laden with the
scent of loam and moss. The sun, obscured by the dense canopy, struggled to pierce the
thick shadow that reigned in these places.

A new cry, closer this time, made me jump. It was followed by a guttural growl, and a
dull thud, like that of a body collapsing heavily to the ground. I gritted my teeth, my hand
clenching around the dagger | wore at my belt. It wouldn't be much use against an ogre or
a band of enraged goblins, but it at least gave me the illusion of being armed.

Carefully pushing aside the branches, | emerged into a small clearing. The sight that met
my eyes made me forget to breathe.

In the center of the clearing, a group of individuals stood around a still-smoking
campfire. There were four of them, clad in leather and chainmail, armed to the teeth.
Adventurers, without a doubt. But that wasn't what had caught my attention.

No, what chilled me to the bone was the creature standing facing them, threatening them
with its sharp fangs and claws capable of tearing apart a bear.

A panther? No, too large, too muscular. A jaguar? Impossible, we were miles from the
jungles of the south.

The animal took a menacing step forward, its feline body undulating with a sinister grace.
A raspy growl escaped its throat, revealing a row of teeth pointed like daggers.

"By Belor's beard... a saber-toothed tiger!"
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The voice, hoarse and incredulous, came from one of the adventurers. A massive warrior,
his red beard braided into long plaits, brandished a double-edged axe with a
determination mingled with terror.

"Calm down, Borin," hissed a voice at his side.

A woman, slender and agile, stood beside the warrior. Her black hair was cut short, her
face marked by years of adventure and combat. She held a drawn bow, a steel arrow
pointed at the feline's heart.

"We're not going to get out of this one easily, Elara,” grumbled the warrior. "This beast is
a demon straight from hell!"

"Maybe if we offered it a minstrel as a sacrifice, it would let us go?"

The voice, sweet and ironic, came from a young man leaning against a tree. He wore a
midnight blue tunic, and a plumed hat adorned his blond, curly hair. A mocking smile
played on his lips, but his blue eyes were cold and calculating. A magician, without a
doubt.

"Shut up, Aric," hissed the woman. "Focus on your spells instead. We're going to need all
your help if we want to get out of this alive."

The magician shrugged with a dismissive smile. "As you wish, Elara. But don't come
crying to me if I accidentally turn this big oaf into a toad."”

"You try it and | swear I'll make you eat your spells, you little insolent!" growled the
warrior, his face red with anger.

"Enough!”

The woman's voice cracked like a whip, cutting short the argument. She turned to the
saber-toothed tiger, her black eyes burning with a fierce glow. "We're not here to be a
feast for a hairy ball of paws," she hissed. "Get ready to attack!"

A raspy voice, almost choked by disbelief, broke the tension that gripped the clearing in
an invisible hold. "Wait... do you hear that, you two?"

The three adventurers, about to engage in a macabre dance with death incarnate in the
form of a saber-toothed feline, halted their movements. The warrior, axe raised,
resembled a stone statue caught in a abruptly interrupted motion. The magician, wand
clenched in his slender hand, let out a sigh of relief tinged with annoyance. "By the Nine,
Borin, you're going to get us killed with your untimely interventions!"
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The man with the axe, Borin, didn't even bother to reply. His eyes, a glacial blue
suddenly filled with a flicker of hope, scanned the undergrowth from which the strange
sound originated.

A sound... incongruous. A melody? Yes, it was indeed a melody, but of such a peculiar
nature, so utterly devoid of any conventional harmony, that it seemed to infuse the
clearing with an aura of unreality. Imagine a swarm of drunk bees attempting to interpret
an elven funeral lament on out-of-tune lutes, and you'll have a vague idea of the effect
produced.

The saber-toothed tiger, too, seemed disconcerted. It tilted its head to the side, its pointed
ears vibrating as if trying to pinpoint the source of this sacrilegious sound intrusion. Its
menacing growl morphed into a plaintive whine, a raspy complaint that betrayed a
sudden confusion.

Seizing the opportunity, Elara lowered her bow. "What... what's that racket?" she
whispered, her voice barely audible.

"Doesn't matter,” hissed the magician, Aric. "If it can buy us some time..." He raised his
wand, a green glow shimmering at its tip. "While the beast is busy turning a deaf ear, let's
prepare our escape. And pray that this low-grade troubadour has more than one tune in
his repertoire!”

But the saber-toothed tiger was no longer "busy turning a deaf ear.” On the contrary, it
seemed hypnotized by the music, its glassy gaze fixed on the spot from which it
emanated. A slight tremor shook its paws, and its tail, previously bristling like a wire
brush, beat the ground in a slow, jerky rhythm.

"Strange..." murmured Elara, her brow furrowed. "It looks like... like the music pleases
him?"

"Please him?" choked Borin. "That sonic horror? You're joking! I've heard more
melodious orcish groans!”

And yet, it was undeniable that the tiger was reacting to the music in a way that was
anything but threatening. It approached the edge of the clearing, its body swaying
slightly, and began to emit small, high-pitched whines, like a kitten demanding petting.

The three adventurers exchanged incredulous glances. What in the world were they
dealing with? A music-loving monster? A mad troubadour whose music bewitched even
wild beasts?

The question found an answer when the source of the melody made its appearance in the
clearing.
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It was a man, a bard to judge by the lute he held clumsily in his hands. But what a bard!
Clad in a patched tunic and baggy trousers that seemed to have seen better days, he
advanced with a hesitant step, his face pale and his hair dishevelled. His eyes, a washed-
out blue, were widened by fear, and a slight tremor shook his lower lip. He looked more
like a rabbit caught in the headlights of a cart than a hero come to save them from certain
death.

"Uh... hello?" he croaked in a thin voice. "I wouldn't want to disturb you, but... have you
heard of a place where a bard might find an audience a little less... demanding?"

He gestured towards the saber-toothed tiger with a shaky hand, a strained smile on his
lips. "Because | have to say, this one, he seems to have some rather... peculiar tastes."”

A heavy silence fell upon the clearing, broken only by the incongruous notes still
escaping the bard's lute, an absurd counterpoint to the palpable tension that hung in the
air. The three adventurers, frozen in improbable postures, watched the apparition with a
mixture of disbelief and horrified fascination. As for the saber-toothed tiger, it continued
to sway in place, as if entranced by the dissonant melody, its maw agape in a parody of a
blissful grin.

"Is this a joke?" Borin finally choked out, his voice hoarse with disbelief. "Tell me this is
a joke. We're about to be devoured by a creature straight out of a nightmare, and here
comes some failed troubadour serenading it?"

Elara, the archer, ignored her companion's outburst. Her black eyes, piercing as an
eagle's, scrutinized the bard, attempting to unravel the mystery of his appearance and his
inexplicable hold over the ferocious beast. She had faced hordes of bloodthirsty orcs,
mountain giants with Herculean strength, and cunning sorcerers capable of unleashing the
elements, but never, ever, had she encountered a situation as absurd, as inexplicable as
this.

Aric, the magician, was the only one who seemed to appreciate the spectacle. A sardonic
smile stretched his thin lips, and a playful glint shone in his blue eyes. He had always
been fascinated by the unexpected, by the oddities of the universe, and this improbable
encounter between a clumsy bard and a music-loving tiger was a gift from fate, a juicy
anecdote he would delight in recounting and embellishing as he journeyed.

The bard, visibly aware of the lack of impression he was making, attempted a hesitant
smile. "l... | see my music isn't to everyone's taste,” he stammered, his evasive gaze
flitting between the adventurers and the hypnotized feline. "But | assure you, it has its
charms. Just ask... uh... Whiskers, there."
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"Whiskers?" Borin choked, his hand tightening around the haft of his axe. "You gave this
thing a nickname? You're even crazier than you look!"

"Borin, be quiet,” Elara commanded, never taking her eyes off the bard. "You, there, the
troubadour. How do you explain... all this?" She gestured vaguely towards the saber-
toothed tiger, which now wriggled in place, emitting high-pitched whimpers that sounded
suspiciously like purrs.

The bard shrugged, a movement that nearly caused his lute to fall. "I have no idea, to be
honest. | found this lute in a cave a few days ago, and ever since... let's just say the music
has taken an unexpected turn."

"Unexpected?" Aric repeated, a sardonic smile playing on his lips. "That's putting it
mildly. Your music is an insult to harmony, an auditory assault, a... a..." He seemed at a
loss for words, which was an accomplishment in itself for a magician accustomed to
juggling the most complex incantations.

"A blessing?" suggested the bard with a shy smile. "Apparently, tastes and colors..."

"Don't make us believe you find it enjoyable to listen to," Elara cut in, her voice dry.
"What's your game, troubadour? What do you want from us?"

"Me? Nothing at all!" exclaimed the bard, his hands raised in a gesture of peace. "Well...
except maybe a safe place to spend the night? And some food, if you have any to spare. |
haven't had a hot meal since..."

"Since you discovered the secret of infernal music?" Aric suggested with a mocking
chuckle.

The bard shot him a black look. "Not entirely wrong," he muttered.

Elara watched them, her face impassive. She sensed there was more to this story than this
clumsy bard let on. A lute capable of enchanting wild beasts, that was unheard of. Such
power, in the wrong hands...

"Very well," she declared finally. "You can stay with us. For the night. But I'm keeping
an eye on you, troubadour. Don't play smart."

The bard let out a sigh of relief. "Thank you," he murmured. "You won't regret it. Well...
| hope."”

He cast a nervous glance at the saber-toothed tiger, which continued to gyrate in place,
lulled by the dissonant melody. A strained smile lit up his face. "If you could give me a
hand calming him down, though, that would be nice. | can't change the tune anymore,
he's a fan of the latest hit."
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Elara sighed. She had a feeling this night was going to be long, very long.

The makeshift camp, bathed in the flickering light of the campfire, resembled an absurd
theatrical scene. Aric, the sarcastic magician, had taken on a blasé air as he contemplated
the surreal spectacle unfolding before his eyes.

"I never thought I'd say this, but I almost miss the days when our problems were limited
to ravenous goblins and rusty traps,” he muttered, adjusting his midnight blue tunic with
a disgusted grimace. "A saber-toothed tiger with a penchant for music is a bit too
eccentric, even for me."”

Borin, the gruff warrior with his braided red beard, grunted in agreement. Seated on a tree
trunk, he sharpened his axe with fierce concentration, as if the metal blade were the only
rational thing in a world that had suddenly gone mad. "I always said that music softened
manners,” he grumbled. "But to transform a bloodthirsty predator into a purring
pussycat... there seems to be a problem with the dosage."

Elara, the archer with her eagle-like gaze, observed the scene with a critical eye. Sitting
apart from the group, she had strung her bow and stowed her arrows, preferring to keep
her hands free in case the situation escalated. "Let's not celebrate victory too soon," she
said, her voice as sharp as a freshly sharpened blade. "Just because the beast is calm for
now doesn't mean it will remain so forever. The magic of this lute is as unpredictable as it
is dangerous. Let's not forget that we're in uncharted territory."

The bard, sitting cross-legged near the fire, nodded with a grimace. "She's right,” he
mumbled, his eyes fixed on the tiger now sprawled at his feet, its head resting on its
paws, its eyes half-closed in an expression of bovine ecstasy. "I'd like to tell you that |
have complete control over this damn instrument, but that would be a lie. It's as if... as if
the music is playing on its own, as if the lute has a will of its own."

"A will... chaotic,” Aric added with a sardonic smile. "Let's not forget the opening
concert."

The bard grimaced again. He would have preferred to forget that impromptu concert in
the cave, where he had been forced to play for an audience of deranged goblins and a
music-loving ogre. The music he had produced that night had been nothing human, nor
even rational. It was a torrent of discordant notes, frenetic rhythms, a cacophony that had
chilled his blood and delighted his audience.

"Perhaps it's a gift,"” Elara suggested, a strange gleam in her dark eyes. "A rare and
dangerous gift. The power to influence emotions, primal instincts, by the sheer force of
music.” She leaned forward, her gaze falling on the lute as if it were a wild animal poised
to pounce. "Imagine for a moment what you could achieve if you managed to master this
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power, bard. You could charm legendary creatures, appease the fury of the elements,
even influence the course of battles.”

The bard looked at her, his eyes wide with terror. The idea of possessing such power, he,
a mere tavern musician more accustomed to jeers than cheers, was as inconceivable as it
was frightening.

"I... I don't want power," he stammered, his throat suddenly dry. "I just want to be able to
play music without triggering a goblin riot or an ecstatic fit in a carnivorous feline."

"Innocence, what a touching quality,” Aric commented with a wry smile. "But the
universe rarely has mercy on those who ignore their own potential.”

Borin let out a grunt of impatience. "Let's drop the philosophical discourse,” he
grumbled. "We have a more pressing problem to solve. Where are we going to sleep
tonight? With Minou snoring like a drunken troll, I'm afraid the night will be short.”

The question, though seemingly trivial, was far from insignificant. They were in the heart
of a hostile forest, surrounded by creatures with questionable intentions and plunged into
darkness pierced only by the flickering light of the campfire. The saber-toothed tiger,
docile as it was under the influence of music, represented an unpredictable threat.

"We should find a safe haven," Elara declared, her gaze scanning the surroundings. "A
cave, a rocky overhang, something that can protect us from the elements and prying
eyes."

"There's an old legend," Aric interjected, his eyes shining with a strange light. "A legend
that speaks of a forgotten temple, hidden in the heart of this forest. It is said to be guarded
by ancestral spirits and its walls hold secrets forgotten for centuries."

"Ancestral spirits?" exclaimed Borin, his eyes wide. "That promises a restful night. Don't
you have a slightly more... cheerful legend in your repertoire?"

"Joy is a subjective notion, my dear Borin," Aric retorted with a sardonic smile. "And
besides, who knows? Maybe these ancestral spirits are music lovers. In that case, our
friend the bard could serve as our pass."

The bard, far from being reassured by this prospect, simply clutched his lute to himself
like a shipwrecked man clinging to a wreck. He had a growing feeling that his musical
adventure was only just beginning, and that the path ahead was strewn with pitfalls and
surprises... to say the least unexpected.

The notion of a forgotten temple, hovering between myth and reality, piqued the group's
curiosity despite the late hour and potential dangers. Elara, ever pragmatic, saw it as an
opportunity for a more secure shelter than a mere cave. Aric, an insatiable seeker of
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knowledge, was torn between apprehension and the thrill of approaching a place imbued
with ancient magic. Borin, however, grumbled about his aching back and the blatant lack
of comfort in ruined temples, but followed the group without actually protesting. After
all, a roof, even an ancestral one, was better than a night under the stars with a saber-
toothed tiger as the chief snorer.

The bard, caught between the desire to blend into the scenery and the acute awareness
that his presence was the only bulwark against a feline frenzy, adapted as best he could to
the nocturnal trek. The lute, clutched against him like an ambivalent talisman, seemed to
vibrate faintly each time he brushed a string, a constant reminder of its unpredictable
power.

Guided by Aric's whispers, which seemed to draw upon forgotten knowledge, they
delved deeper into the forest. The darkness, dense and impenetrable, enveloped the trees
in a veil of ink, transforming familiar shapes into menacing silhouettes. The silence,
barely disturbed by the rustling of leaves under their feet, was heavy with palpable
tension.

The saber-toothed tiger, christened Minou by the bard with an audacity bordering on
recklessness or despair, followed the group with surprising docility. Its movements, fluid
and silent like those of a ghost, emitted no sound, making it even more unsettling in the
eyes of Borin, who couldn't help but jump every time the feline's massive form brushed
against his leg in the darkness.

After what seemed like an eternity of walking through a living tableau painted in black
ink, Aric came to a halt before a cluster of moss-covered stones. "We're here," he
whispered, his voice barely audible in the heavy silence. "The Temple of Sylvandriel.”

The place was far from welcoming. The stones, eroded by time and overrun by
vegetation, seemed to exude an aura of sadness and abandonment. The entrance, half-
hidden by thick vines as thick as arms, yawned before them like a dark maw poised to
close forever upon them.

"Charming," commented Borin in a bleak voice. "You're sure this is a temple, and not a
giant spider's den?"

"Let it go, Borin,"” Elara cut in, her gaze scanning the surroundings with instinctive
caution. "If you see a giant spider, I'll let you give it a private concert as an appetizer."”

Ignoring the sarcastic exchange, Aric approached the temple's entrance, his hand
brushing against the engraved stones with an almost religious reverence. "A sacred
place,” he murmured, his eyes gleaming with an uncanny light. "A place of power. We
must be careful here, the spirits watch.”
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"Spirits or not,” Borin grumbled, "I'm going in. I've had enough of this forest for tonight."

And without waiting for the group's approval, he crossed the temple entrance with a
heavy step, his axe clutched in his calloused hand as if he expected to come face to face
with an army of specters.

The interior of the temple was plunged into almost total darkness, pierced only by thin
beams of moonlight that filtered through the cracks in the collapsed roof. The air was
heavy, charged with the smell of dust and mildew, and an oppressive silence reigned
supreme.

"By Belor's beard, we can't see a thing in here!™ Borin grumbled, his voice echoing
strangely in the enclosed space. "Aric, if you're so clever, could you maybe shed some
light?"

The mage, still on the threshold, rolled his eyes, a weary smile playing on his lips.
"Patience is a virtue, my dear Borin, a virtue that seems to be cruelly lacking in you.
Allow my eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom."

He closed his eyes for a moment, murmuring inaudible words in a forgotten tongue. An
emerald green glow then emanated from his hand, gradually illuminating the interior of
the temple with a spectral light.

The spectacle that unfolded before their eyes was both fascinating and unsettling.
Massive columns, adorned with sculptures depicting fantastic creatures and scenes of
forgotten battles, rose towards a half-collapsed ceiling, where one could discern
magnificent frescoes, half-eaten away by time. The altar, at the back of the main hall, was
still intact, covered with faded offerings and shimmering dust.

"By the nine," Aric murmured, his voice tinged with a mixture of awe and apprehension.
"It's... magnificent. And strangely intact, considering the state of the entrance."

"Intact or not," Borin grumbled, "There's nobody here, apart from dust-covered statues
and bats. Can we maybe move on to the part where we set up camp, before | turn into a
stone statue myself from sheer exhaustion?"

Elara, who had been listening to the exchange with detached attention, approached the
altar, her gaze scrutinizing every detail with unusual intensity. "Look," she said in a low
voice, pointing to an object resting in the center of the stone surface.

It was a box, modest in size, made of dark wood and adorned with intricate carvings
depicting floral patterns and runic symbols. It seemed ancient, very ancient, but perfectly
preserved, as if time had no hold on it.
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"A box?" exclaimed Borin, approaching, his curiosity taking precedence over his usual
caution. "What's it doing here, all alone on this altar? Do you think there's something
inside?"

"It would be amazing if it were empty, after all these years,” Aric commented, a greedy
glint in his blue eyes. "Perhaps a forgotten treasure? A magical artifact? Or maybe... a
millennial curse?"

The bard, who had approached the group with instinctive caution, felt a shiver run down
his spine. The air around the box seemed to vibrate with strange energy, both alluring and
menacing. His instinct screamed at him to flee, to get away from this cursed place and its
unhealthy aura. But curiosity, that curse of bards and adventurers, kept him rooted in
place.

"We shouldn't touch it," he murmured, his voice barely audible in the heavy silence. "We
don't know what's in it. It could be dangerous."

"Dangerous?" Borin repeated with a mocking smile. "Since when are we afraid of danger,
us? A little box, no matter how old it is, isn't going to scare us."

And without waiting for an answer, he reached out towards the box, his calloused fingers
approaching the smooth surface of the wood as if drawn by an invisible force.

"Borin, no!" Elara cried out, her voice echoing through the temple like a warning cry.
But it was too late.

The moment Borin's fingers came into contact with the wood, the box opened with a
sinister crack, releasing a blinding light and a heart-rending howl that seemed to come
from the depths of time.

The bard, blinded by the sudden flash, felt his body buffeted by a shock wave of
unimaginable power. His ears buzzed, his heart pounded against his ribs, and a metallic
taste flooded his mouth.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the din ceased. The light went out, leaving the temple
plunged into a darkness even deeper than before.

The bard, trying to regain his senses, cautiously opened his eyes. The first thing he saw
was Elara’s face, white as death, her black eyes fixed on an invisible point above him.

"By the gods..." she murmured, her voice barely audible. "What have we awakened?"
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Chapter 3: The Basilisk's Blues

The silence that followed the opening of the box was of an almost tangible intensity.
Aric’s spectral light flickered, as if blown by an invisible wind, plunging the temple into
an even more unsettling semi-darkness. The howl, both bestial and disembodied, still
resonated in their ears, leaving behind a chilling trail of unease.

The bard, his eyes wide with shock, observed the scene with a mixture of disbelief and
terror. The box, now open, lay on the altar like a gaping maw, ready to devour them all.
Its interior, instead of holding treasure or an artifact, seemed to absorb light like a
bottomless pit.

The first to break the silence was Borin, who, after a moment of stunned bewilderment,
burst into a nervous laugh. "So, that’s it? A bit of light and a cry from a poorly awakened
cat?"

His attempt at bravado rang hollow, even to his own ears. The silence that greeted his
words was heavy with foreboding, as if the temple itself held its breath.

“Borin, shut up,” hissed Elara, her voice strained. “Don’t you feel something’s wrong?”’

Even the ever-sarcastic Aric seemed to lose his composure. His gaze, usually sparkling
with amusement, was fixed on the box with an unusual expression of concern.
“Something just woke up,” he muttered, more to himself than to the others. “Something
ancient... and malevolent.”

A shiver ran down the bard’s spine. Though he was no expert in magic or prophecies, he,
too, felt that something abnormal had just occurred. The air around them seemed heavier,
more suffocating, as if an unseen presence had just insinuated itself into the temple.

“We should leave,” he said, his voice trembling slightly. “Right now. This place is
cursed.”

“Cursed or not, we’re not leaving without knowing what we’ve awakened,” replied Elara,
her gaze hard as steel. “If it’s a danger, we must face it. We can’t let it spread into the
world.”

“Elara’s right,” agreed Aric, regaining a semblance of his usual confidence. “We are
adventurers, not superstitious peasants. We will discover what’s going on here, and we
will deal with it.”

The bard, though far from feeling as confident, knew he had no choice. He was bound to
these adventurers, for better or for worse, and he had to face the danger alongside them.
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“Very well,” he said, trying to mask his apprehension. “But stay vigilant. I have a bad
feeling about this.”

His warning, unfortunately, came too late.

A low rumble, like distant thunder, shook the temple's foundations. Dust and fragments
of stone detached from the ceiling, swirling in the stagnant air like macabre snow. A
pungent odor, a blend of sulfur and burnt flesh, permeated the atmosphere, inducing a
wave of nausea in the bard.

“By the gods... what in the world is that noise?” Borin stammered, his raspy voice
betraying his mounting anxiety.

Before anyone could respond, a sinister crack, akin to the snapping of gigantic bones,
echoed through the temple. The ground beneath their feet vibrated with increasing
intensity, forcing them to clutch the columns to maintain their balance.

In the flickering light of Aric's magic, they witnessed the altar cracking. A gaping fissure
opened in the ancient stone, widening at an alarming pace. A cloud of dust and debris
momentarily obscured their view, but the bard thought he discerned a movement in the
depths of the fissure, something large, dark, and undeniably hostile.

“Get back! All of you!” Elara screamed, her voice lost in the deafening din.

She pushed Borin away from the altar, shielding him behind a massive column. Aric, his
face ashen, muttered incantations in a forgotten tongue, his trembling hands attempting in
vain to conjure a protective spell.

Paralyzed by fear, the bard watched the scene unfold with the growing horror of a man
seeing his life flash before his eyes. He knew, with a chilling certainty, that they had
made a terrible mistake by opening this Pandora's box, that they had unleashed a force
that nothing could stop.

Suddenly, a monstrous form ripped itself from the fissure with a roar that shook the
temple walls. The creature, as tall as a troll and twice as massive, was a vision of horror
straight out of the darkest nightmares. Its skin was covered in black, shimmering scales,
its blood-red eyes glowed with cold, ruthless fury, and from its gaping maw emanated a
fetid breath that seemed to burn the very air.

The bard, disbelieving his own eyes, recognized the creature from legends and songs that
haunted fireside tales. A demon, a genuine demon from the abyss, freed from its
millennial prison by their reckless curiosity.

“By the gods... it’s a...”
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But he had no time to finish his sentence. The demon, with a roar of rage, charged at
them, its razor-sharp claws poised to tear them apart.

The bard was flung backward by the force of the beast's movement, landing heavily
against a pillar. The impact stole his breath, leaving him gasping. His vision blurred for a
moment, black stars dancing before his eyes. His lute, torn from his grasp, clattered to the
ground with a sinister crack.

Chaos reigned around him. The demon, a mountain of muscle and rage, was spreading
terror among the adventurers. Borin, axe raised, charged the creature with desperate fury.
But the demon, agile despite its size, dodged the blow with disconcerting ease. Its claw
lashed out, sending the warrior sprawling to the ground with a scream of pain.

Elara, more nimble, harassed the demon with her arrows. Each projectile found its mark,
but seemed to bounce harmlessly off the creature's thick hide, failing to inflict any real
damage. The thief swore under her breath, her face contorted with concentration and
exertion.

Aric, his face pale, chanted a low, strange melody, his hands tracing luminous symbols in
the air. A shimmering, ethereal magical barrier materialized around him, shielding him
from the demon's fury. But the barrier was weakening visibly, eroded by the creature’s
malevolent aura.

The bard, struggling to his feet, realized the enormity of the disaster. They were
overwhelmed, doomed. The demon was too powerful, too fast, too savage. Their efforts
were in vain, like mosquito bites against a raging elephant. Despair washed over him,
cold and bitter.

Then his gaze fell upon his lute, lying at his feet.

A wild, desperate idea took root in his mind. He had no idea if it would work, if his music
would have any effect on such an infernal creature. But he had nothing left to lose.

He crawled towards his instrument, his trembling fingers brushing against the familiar
strings. The wood was cold beneath his touch, as if imbued with the temple's icy
atmosphere. He closed his eyes for a moment, gathering his courage and focus.

Then he began to play.

The first notes that escaped from the lute were hesitant, almost shy. But as the bard
played, the melody gained confidence, power. It was not a joyful song, nor a melancholic
lament. It was a wild, chaotic melody, mirroring the creature that was wreaking havoc
around them.
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The demon, interrupting its assault on Aric, turned its head towards the bard, its red eyes
fixed upon him like burning embers. The bard, his heart pounding in his chest, met the
creature's gaze, continuing his melody without faltering.

Slowly, very slowly, the demon seemed to calm. Its movements, which had been
lightning-fast, became slower, more hesitant. Its roar of rage softened into a low growl, as
if it were battling an unseen force.

The bard, feeling a flicker of hope rekindle within him, redoubled his intensity. His
fingers danced across the strings, weaving a hypnotic, enchanting melody. He was not
seeking to appease the beast, he knew that would be futile. No, he sought to control it, to
manipulate it, to make it dance to his tune.

Around him, the adventurers watched the scene with a mixture of awe and disbelief.
Never would they have believed that a simple melody could have such an effect on a
creature so terrifying.

The demon, completely mesmerized by the music, began to move to the rhythm of the
melody. Its movements, initially jerky and disordered, became smoother, more graceful.
It moved now with a kind of wild grace, like a cursed dancer at the heart of a macabre
ballet.

The bard, feeling fatigue creeping over him, maintained his effort through superhuman
willpower. He knew that if he let his guard down for a moment, the demon would turn on
them with renewed fury. So he played, on and on, pouring all his energy, his very soul
into his music.

Music filled every corner of the dilapidated temple, a strange and haunting melody that
seemed to vibrate in the bones as much as in the air. The demon, colossal and terrifying,
had transformed into a grotesque puppet, its movements dictated by the bard's nimble
fingers. A heavy step to the left, a clumsy sway to the right, the creature moved in a
parody of a macabre dance, its raucous growls mingling with the melody like a
discordant chorus.

Elara, bow strung but arrow lowered, watched the scene with a mixture of disbelief and
admiration. Never, in years of adventures and battles, had she witnessed such a display of
power. Controlling a demon with music was unheard of, a tavern legend, not a tangible
reality. Yet, before her astonished eyes, the legend came to life, as incredible and
terrifying as a summer storm.

Avric, sheltered by his flickering magical barrier, had ceased his incantations, captivated
by the spectacle. His rational mind, accustomed to dissecting the arcana of magic, refused
to believe what his eyes were seeing. And yet, he could not deny the evidence: the bard's
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music, however strange and dissonant, held the beast in check, manipulating it like a
master puppeteer with a rebellious puppet.

Borin, painfully rising, one hand on his aching rib, stared at the demon with a blend of
fear and fascination. His axe, fallen at his feet, suddenly seemed utterly insignificant in
the face of this raw power, contained solely by the notes of a lute. He had spent his life
believing that brute force was the only solution, the only answer to the world's dangers.
But there, before his wide eyes, another truth emerged, more subtle and far more
unsettling: true power could reside in the most unexpected places, like the strings of a
musical instrument in the hands of a clumsy bard.

The bard, his face dripping with sweat, felt his strength abandoning him. Every note
wrung from the lute was a battle against fatigue, against the despair that lurked within
him. His aching fingers felt like fire, his arms heavy as lead. But he couldn't stop, he
knew it. If he yielded, even for a moment, the music would die, and the demon would
awaken, more furious than ever.

So he played on, again and again, drawing on his last reserves of energy, on his fierce
will to survive, to protect his companions, even though he had only known them for a few
hours. The melody, wild and captivating, filled the temple, transforming fear into a
strange ecstasy, terror into a macabre and fascinating dance.

The air of the temple, thick with chaotic magic and the musky stench of the demon,
vibrated in unison with the strings of the lute. Aric's verdant glow, though weakened,
illuminated a surreal scene: the bard, a slender silhouette amidst the chaos, conducting
the demon's grotesque movements with a single-handed orchestra.

Each note wrenched from the lute seemed to consume a little more of the bard's energy,
each chord resonating like a beat of his fading heart. Yet, he played, aware that the
slightest hesitation, the smallest misstep, would shatter the fragile enchantment that kept
them alive.

The demon, a willing slave to the music, moved with an unexpected grace for such a
hulking creature. A heavy step, a clumsy whirl, a grotesque tilt of the head... the beast
followed the imposed rhythm, transforming the temple into a macabre ballroom. Ancient
columns trembled beneath its feet, broken statues seemed to observe the spectacle with
silent terror.

The bard, despite the exhaustion that was consuming him, clung to his music like a
castaway to his raft. He could feel the stares of the other adventurers upon him, a mixture
of disbelief, fear, and a glimmer of hope. He could not disappoint them, he would not.

Page | 29



Sphere A.l. Books

Suddenly, an idea sprouted in his mind, a spark of audacity in the fog of fatigue. He could
not continue indefinitely, his strength would fail him long before the demon showed any
sign of weariness. He needed another solution, a riskier one, but one that offered a
chance, however slim, to escape this predicament.

Taking a deep breath, he subtly altered the melody. The rhythm, previously wild and
jerky, became slower, more drawn-out. The notes, like caresses on a bruised skin, seemed
to seep into the beast's mind, enveloping it in an uncanny torpor.

The demon, reacting to this subtle shift, slowed its movements. Its raspy growls morphed
into plaintive moans, as if it were battling an irresistible sleep.

The bard, sensing the creature's resistance weakening, further accentuated the hypnotic
nature of his music. He played now with almost religious fervor, each note laden with
intent, with a mad hope of bending the beast to his will.

Slowly, very slowly, the demon succumbed to the growing torpor. Its massive eyelids
blinked sluggishly, its powerful legs buckled beneath its colossal weight. With a groan
that made the temple foundations tremble, the creature collapsed to the ground with a
thunderous thud.

The silence that followed was even more deafening than the preceding din. The bard, his
trembling hands still gripping the lute, observed the demon's massive form with
instinctive mistrust. Was it truly asleep, or was this a ruse, a trap to lull them to sleep
before annihilation?

The tension, thick as the stale air in the temple, held the adventurers captive in a tableau
vivant frozen in time. The bard, a frail silhouette amidst the ruins, swayed slightly, his
arms trembling under the weight of the miraculously silent lute. A thin stream of sweat
beaded on his brow, tracing a silver furrow through the dust that stained his skin. Never,
since he had stolen his first kiss and his uncle's mandolin on the same night, had he felt
such fatigue, such exhaustion burning his muscles and clouding his thoughts.

Around him, the spectacle offered no reassurance. The demon, a mountain of muscle and
dark scales, lay in an immobility as unsettling as its previous displays of violence. Only
the slight movements of its chest, raising and lowering a ribcage bristling with obsidian
spikes, betrayed the presence of a spark of life in that corrupted mass of flesh.

Elara, the archer with legendary composure, did not avert her piercing gaze from the
slumbering beast. Her fingers, slender and agile, remained firmly clasped around the
string of her bow, an elogquent testament to the tension gnawing at her. Even she,
accustomed to the dangers and vile creatures that infested the dark corners of the world,
seemed troubled by the surreal spectacle before them.
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Aric, the magician with a quick wit and words as sharp as his blades, had shelved his
customary sarcasm. His face pale and drawn, his eyes narrowed in concentration, he
scrutinized the sleeping beast as if hoping to discern a sign, a key to understanding the
nature of the threat looming over them. His magical barrier, though weakened by the
combat and the demon's unhealthy aura, still glowed with a faint light around him, a
fragile final bulwark against the darkness that seemed to engulf them.

Borin, the warrior with a massive frame and limited patience, seemed on the verge of
exploding. His calloused hands, usually at ease around the hilt of his axe, opened and
closed nervously, as if seeking an outlet for the tension gnawing at him. His gaze, shifting
from the sleeping demon to the exhausted bard, betrayed his inner dilemma: should he
seize the opportunity to slay the creature while it appeared vulnerable, or risk breaking
the fragile enchantment that kept them alive?

The silence stretched on, interminable, punctuated only by the demon's heavy breathing.
The bard, feeling his strength abandon him, decided to take the lead. It was better to risk
a clumsy question than succumb to the panic that lurked within him.

"Um..." he began in a hoarse voice, aware that the sound of his own voice shattered a
silence heavy with meaning. "Is he... really asleep? Or is it a trap?"

His question elicited only a heavy silence. The other adventurers, as if emerging from a
deep trance, turned to him with indescribable expressions.

Elara was the first to react. "Impossible to know for sure,” she replied in a strained voice,
without lowering her bow. "Demons are cunning creatures, full of trickery and malice.
He could wake up at any moment, more furious than ever."

"So... what do we do?" asked Borin, his voice betraying an unusual hint of anxiety. "Do
we finish him off while he sleeps? Do we run? Do we start singing lullabies to make sure
he doesn't wake up?"

His last suggestion earned him a black look from Elara. "Don't joke about that, Borin,"
she growled. "The situation is too serious."

Aric, who had remained silent until then, spoke in a grave tone. "Our bard friend is right,”
he declared, glancing at the exhausted musician. "We can't stay here forever. And we
can't leave without knowing what we're dealing with."

He turned to the sleeping demon, his blue eyes shimmering with a strange light. "We
need answers,” he murmured, more to himself than to the others. "But how do we get
them from a creature so... reluctant to cooperate?"
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An idea struck Aric's mind, as swift and perilous as a spark in a powder keg. "There is a
way," he said, his voice barely more than a conscious whisper. "A spell of mental
communication, but... it is terribly risky. Especially with a creature as powerful, as
profoundly corrupted.”

Elara furrowed her brow, worry darkening her already strained features. "Risky how? Be
specific, Aric. We don't have the luxury of being delicate."”

The magician ran a trembling hand over his face, leaving dark streaks on his pale skin.
"The spell demands a profound connection, an immersion into the target's mind. With a
being this ancient, so steeped in darkness... the shock could be fatal. Or worse, it could
infiltrate my mind, corrupt me from within."

A chilling silence descended upon the group, the weight of Aric's words heavy on their
shoulders. The bard, despite the exhaustion gnawing at him, felt a shiver of apprehension
run down his spine. He understood little of magic, but the notion of an alien mind
infiltrating Aric's, transforming him into a malevolent parody of himself, filled him with
instinctive terror.

Borin, in his blunt and direct way, was the first to break the silence. "So, what do we do?
Just stand here and wait for it to wake up and turn us to mush? Might as well lie down
and die right now!"

"There are always risks, Borin," Elara retorted, her tone as sharp as a dagger's edge. "But
inaction is often more dangerous. If Aric believes he can get answers from this... thing,
then I'm willing to give him his chance.”

She turned to the magician, her piercing gaze fixing him with an almost palpable
intensity. "Do what you must, Aric. But be careful. We need you, whole and sane."

A flicker of gratitude briefly illuminated Aric's weary face. "Fear not, my dear Elara. |
have no intention of becoming a demon's puppet today. | have far too many sarcastic
quips to dispense in this world."

Taking a deep breath, Aric cautiously approached the slumbering demon. His usually
assured and elegant gait was now hesitant, as if he feared waking a sleeping predator.
Arriving a few steps from the beast, he stopped, closing his eyes for a moment to
concentrate.

The bard, breath held, watched the scene with mounting anxiety. A palpable tension
filled the air, as if time itself held its breath. He felt his stomach knot, a frozen ball of
fear growing in his gut.
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Aric slowly raised his hands, his long, slender fingers sketching intricate signs in the air.
A bluish glow, faint and flickering, emanated from his palms, illuminating his face with a
spectral aura.

"By the ancient spirits, grant me strength and wisdom," he murmured, his voice raspy and
strained. "Let this bond be brief, let my mind resist corruption. Let truth rise from the
darkness..."

The blue glow intensified, becoming almost blinding. The bard, unable to avert his gaze,
felt a wave of energy strike him full force. A dizziness seized him, the ground seemed to
shift beneath his feet.

Then, just as suddenly, the light extinguished.

Aric, his face pale and covered in sweat, stood motionless, his arms extended towards the
sleeping demon. His eyes, wide open and fixed on the creature, seemed to see beyond
flesh and scales, plunging into the depths of an ancient and malevolent mind.

A heavy, almost surreal silence descended upon the temple. The bard, his heart pounding
wildly, waited anxiously for something to happen.

Slowly, very slowly, the demon's lips parted in a cruel smile.

A cold shadow seemed to fall over the temple, far deeper than that cast by the imposing
bulk of the demon. A glacial shiver ran down the bard’s spine, chilling his blood. He felt
as though he was being watched by an invisible entity, scrutinized by a malevolent gaze
that pierced him to his very soul.

The demon’s grin widened, revealing rows of teeth as sharp as razor blades. But it was
not a joyful smile, nor even a triumphant one. It was a cold, cruel smile that seemed to
mock their helplessness, their ignorance.

A raspy voice, rough as stones being rubbed together, emanated from the demon’s throat.
But the words were not intended for their ears. They cut through Aric, resonating in his
mind like an echo from the abyss.

The magician’s face, initially pale and drawn, contorted in an expression of pure horror.
His eyes, lost in an inaccessible distance, reflected unspeakable terror, an abyssal despair.

“No... it can’t be...” he stammered in a raspy voice, broken by fear. “It’s not... it’s not
him... not yet...”

The demon laughed, a cavernous sound that made the temple walls tremble. “Foolish!
You think you can probe my mind and emerge unscathed? You have awakened what
slumbered within me, little magician. And now, you will pay the price!”
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Dark, unhealthy energy radiated from the demon, enveloping Aric in a suffocating aura.
The magician, as if caught in an irresistible current, arched backward, his limbs
contorting in a grotesque dance. His eyes rolled back in their sockets, revealing only the
milky white. A raspy howl, a mixture of pain and terror, escaped his throat, resonating
through the temple like a blasphemy.

Elara, with a cry of alarm, drew her bow and loosed an arrow towards the demon. The
projectile struck its target squarely in the forehead, but instead of embedding itself in
flesh, it merely bounced back with a metallic clang, as if it had hit a sheet of steel.

“Aric!” Elara screamed, her face contorted with worry. “Aric, hold on!”

But the magician didn’t seem to hear her. His body, wracked by violent spasms, was now
fully under the demon’s control. His skin, once smooth and pale, was taking on a sickly
grayish hue, and black veins, resembling twisted earthworms, appeared beneath the
epidermis.

The demon, still stretched out on the ground, abandoned its cruel smile. A cold,
calculating look ignited in its blood-red eyes.

“Yes... let yourself be consumed by power... become the vessel of my will...”

Aric’s body stiffened, as if an invisible force had struck him. A heavy, menacing silence
fell upon the temple. Then, slowly, very slowly, Aric turned his head towards his
companions.

His face, unrecognizable, was now frozen in a mask of cold cruelty. His lips parted in a
predatory grin, revealing teeth that seemed to have lengthened, sharp as daggers.

In a raspy voice, almost inhuman, he uttered these blood-curdling words:

“The game is over, my friends. And I am the victor.”
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Chapter 4: The Requiem of the Giant Rat

The silence that followed Aric's chilling declaration was heavy, oppressive like a
tombstone. The bard felt his heart pounding in his chest, each beat resonating like a
funeral drum in the temple's stillness. He couldn't tear his eyes away from Aric, this being
who was once his friend, now a hollow shell, a puppet animated by a malevolent will.

Elara was the first to react. Her usually impassive face betrayed profound distress. Her
hand clenched around her bow, she took a step back, instinctively positioning herself
between Aric and the bard.

"Aric, it's Elara, do you recognize me?" Her voice, usually firm and confident, trembled
slightly, betraying her concern.

A cruel sneer escaped Aric's lips. "Elara... yes, | remember the arrogant little elf and her
useless arrows."

Borin, his face congested with rage, raised his double-handed axe. "You foul demon!
Release him or I'll send you back to the abyss from which you came!"

Avric pivoted on his heels, his movements with supernatural speed, and fixed a venomous
gaze on the dwarf. "You dare threaten me, worm? | am far more than a pathetic demon. |
am power incarnate, vengeance unleashed!"

With a dismissive wave of his hand, he projected a wave of black energy towards Borin.
The dwarf, caught off guard, raised his axe to shield himself. The impact sent him flying
backward, crashing against a stone pillar with a sinister crack.

The bard, paralyzed by fear, realized he couldn't remain immobile. He had to act, do
something, even if he didn't know what. A flash of lucidity pierced through his clouded
mind. His music! The demon had reacted to his music, maybe it could work on Aric?

He grabbed his lute, his trembling fingers brushing the strings. A discordant chord rose in
the temple, betraying his anxiety.

"Aldo, no!" cried Elara, her face pale and strained. "Your music... it will only make
things worse!"

But the bard didn't listen. He closed his eyes, striving to banish the fear gnawing at him.
He had to focus on Aric, on the friend he was, on the man he could become again.

A soft, melancholic melody escaped his lute, filling the temple air with poignant sorrow.
It was a melody he used to play for Aric, a melody that evoked memories of shared
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adventures, unbreakable friendships, a time when the demon's shadow didn't loom over
them.

Aric's body stiffened, his jerky movements slowing progressively. His bloodshot eyes
seemed to waver, a flicker of inner struggle shining through the veil of darkness that
shrouded them.

The demon, enraged, let out a roar of fury. "Insolent! Do you think you can counter me
with these insignificant melodies? | am terror, despair, the end of all things!"

But the bard continued his melody, pouring all his soul, all his energy, all his hope into it.
He sang of the light that persisted in the darkness, the love that transcended hatred, the
life that triumphed over death.

A tremor ran through Aric's body, his hands clenching his arms as if to fight against an
invisible force. The bard thought he saw a tear welling up at the corner of his eyes, a tear
of pain, regret, hope.

"Aldo... help me..." Aric murmured in a raspy voice, barely audible.

The bard felt a surge of hope wash over him. It wasn't too late. Aric was still there,
somewhere, lost in the limbo of his mind.

"I'm here, Aric,"” the bard whispered, his voice trembling with emotion. "I'm here, |1 won't
abandon you."

Hope, as fragile as a flickering flame in the icy wind of terror, ignited within the bard's
heart. He redoubled his efforts, his fingers dancing on the lute strings with newfound
fervor. The melody rose, more powerful, more vibrant, weaving a sonic tapestry of light
and hope around Aric. He sang of their shared past, the laughter they'd enjoyed, the trials
they'd overcome, each note a testament to their unbreakable bond.

Elara, her eyes wide, watched the scene with a mixture of astonishment and hope. Never
had she heard Aldo play with such intensity, such raw emotion radiating from every note.
She understood that this music was more than just a melody, it was a cry from the heart, a
call to Aric's soul, a categorical refusal to let him succumb to the abyss of corruption.

Borin, struggling to his feet, one hand on his aching shoulder, watched the scene with
incredulity. A pragmatic and down-to-earth dwarf, he had little patience for what he
considered the frivolous pursuits of artists. Yet, even he could not remain unmoved by
the raw power emanating from Aldo's music. The very air seemed to vibrate, charged
with palpable energy, and a flicker of hope flickered in his usually cold blue eyes.

The demon, however, was not inclined to yield without a fight. He roared again, his
raspy, powerful voice shaking the temple walls, attempting to drown out Aldo's melody
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with a torrent of threats and blasphemies. An aura of intense darkness emanated from
him, engulfing the temple like a wave of pitch, seeking to extinguish the faint light of
hope.

Aric's body contorted, pulled between two opposing forces. His face was a mask of
suffering, his features stretched between terror and determination. Tears of blood
streamed down his cheeks, carving red furrows across his pale face. He opened his
mouth, and a heart-wrenching scream, a blend of pain and rage, escaped his lips.

"Aldo! Don't... abandon... me!"

Aric's cry, both terrifying and poignant, tore through Aldo's heart. He felt his strength
falter, terror overtaking him. But he couldn't abandon him, not now, not when Aric
needed him. He dug deep within himself, finding a new reservoir of strength, will, love.

"I'm here, Aric! I'm here!" Aldo roared in response, his voice hoarse with emotion.
"Fight! Don't let him take you!"

The music intensified, becoming a raging torrent of sound and emotion. It was a titanic
struggle, a battle between light and darkness, hope and despair, love and hate.

And in the midst of this sonic storm, a spark of brilliant blue erupted from Aric's body.

The blue radiance, akin to a lightning strike in the blackest night, intensified, pushing
back the menacing shadow that enveloped Aric. The glow spread, forming a dome of
pure, vibrant light at the temple's center. Aldo's music seemed to clash with this light,
creating a sonic and visual maelstrom of strange and terrifying beauty.

The demon, startled by this sudden burst of energy, recoiled, a guttural growl escaping
his throat. His hold on Aric weakened, the blue light acting like acid on the shadowy
bonds that held him captive.

"What... ?" the demon began, his raspy voice tinged with an unusual hint of concern.

But he had no time to finish his sentence. The blue glow exploded, sweeping through the
temple in a shockwave of immeasurable power. Aldo, Elara, and Borin were thrown
back, blinded by the light. The bard felt his lute slip from his grasp, spinning through the
air before crashing against a wall, shattering into a thousand pieces.

Absolute silence followed the surge of energy. A heavy, oppressive silence that seemed
to suck the very air from their lungs. Then, slowly, the blue light began to dissipate,
revealing the devastated temple and its shocked occupants.
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Aldo, struggling to his feet, his ears buzzing, scanned the surroundings for his
companions. He saw Elara leaning against a wall, her face pale but unharmed. A sigh of
relief escaped his lips.

"Elara! Are you alright?"

The elf turned her head towards him, her green eyes shimmering with an odd light.
"Aldo... Aric..."

She pointed behind him. Aldo turned, his heart pounding in his chest.

Aric lay on the ground, motionless. His body no longer trembled, his face no longer
contorted in pain. He looked peaceful, almost asleep. But what struck Aldo were his eyes.
His blue eyes, a deep and luminous blue, were wide open, fixed on an invisible point
above them. They glowed with a supernatural light, a radiance that seemed to emanate
from within, intense and captivating.

Aldo rushed to his friend, kneeling beside him. He placed a trembling hand on his
shoulder.

"Aric? Aric, can you hear me?"

No response. Aric's body remained still, cold to the touch. Aldo felt a chilling shiver run
down his spine. The glow in Aric's eyes intensified, becoming almost blinding. It seemed
to vibrate, pulsate, as if it contained a colossal energy about to be unleashed.

"Aldo..."

Aric's voice, weak but clear, echoed through the temple's silence. Aldo looked up, his
heart pounding with a mixture of hope and terror.

"Aric! Is that you? Is it really you?"

A slow, almost sad smile lit up Aric's face. "Yes... and no... Aldo... you need to
understand...”

His voice was different, deeper, as if it came from a distant place.
"The demon... he's gone... but... he's... changed me..."

A heavy silence, thick with apprehension, settled over the group. Elara, her breath
catching in her throat, cautiously approached Aric, her movements as fluid as a snow
leopard's. "Aric," she whispered, her voice soft and uncertain, "what does this mean?
What did he do to you?"
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Aric's eyes, icy blue and piercing, met hers, fixing her with an unsettling intensity. "He
showed me... the truth,” he breathed, his voice altered, as if it were traversing a distant
abyss. "The truth about this world... about us... about the destiny that awaits us."”

A shiver ran down the bard's spine. The glint in Aric's eyes, the strangeness of his words,
all instilled in him a growing unease. He wasn't sure he recognized his friend in this being
who seemed inhabited by an unknown force.

"What truth?" he asked, his voice strained by apprehension. "What are you talking about,
Aric?"

An enigmatic smile played on Aric's lips, a smile that didn't reach his burning eyes.
"Things... you're not ready to hear,” he murmured, averting his gaze. "Things you can't
forget, once you've seen them."

Borin, his face grim, took a heavy step forward. "Stop with the riddles, mage," he
growled, his axe clenched in his calloused hand. "Tell us what you know, or by the
beards of my ancestors..."

"Borin, no!" Elara cried, grabbing his arm. "Let him speak."

The dwarf glared at her, but eventually lowered his axe with a grunt. "Mind your words,
mage," he grumbled. "We don't trifle with the forces of darkness."

Aric ignored the dwarf's threat, his gaze lost in an inaccessible elsewhere. He seemed
absorbed in an inner vision, as if reliving an event of paramount importance.

"I saw... the void,” he finally murmured, his voice barely audible. "I saw the end of
everything... and it is... magnificent."

A frigid silence greeted his words. The bard felt a glacial wind chill his blood. The end of
everything? Magnificent? What could that possibly mean?

"Aric, wake up!" Elara exclaimed, her voice trembling with worry. "You're delirious! The
demon has poisoned your mind!"

But Aric shook his head slowly, his eyes glinting with an odd light. "No, Elara,” he
whispered, "I'm more lucid than ever. | saw the truth... and now, | must serve it."

"Serve the end of everything?" the bard cried, incredulous. "Aric, that's not you speaking!
You're corrupted by the demon!"

Avric rose slowly, his movements imbued with a supernatural fluidity. He stood tall, larger
than before, as if an invisible force coursed through him.
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"Corrupted?" he murmured, a cold smile stretching his lips. "No, Aldo. | am...
awakened."

He raised his hand, and a sphere of blue light, similar to the one that had repelled the
demon, materialized in his palm. The light pulsed, vibrant, radiating immense energy.

"The end is near," he declared, his voice resonating with newfound power. "And | will be
there... to welcome it."

A cold, visceral fear choked the bard. The spectral glow emanating from Aric's hand, the
aura of an unknown and menacing power that enveloped him, all combined to create an
unreal, nightmarish atmosphere. He instinctively backed away, his foot striking a shard of
stone that rolled with a sharp sound, amplified by the heavy silence of the devastated
temple.

Elara straightened, her hand going to the dagger concealed beneath her cloak. Her face,
usually impassive, betrayed extreme tension, her green eyes fixed on Aric with fierce
intensity. "What are you going to do?" she asked, her voice only slightly trembling,
betraying the effort she was making to appear in control.

Aric looked at her, but it was no longer the friendly, warm gaze he knew. It was cold,
distant, as if he were observing her through an invisible veil. "Do what must be done," he
replied in a calm, almost monotonous voice, which stood in stark contrast to the chaotic
energy radiating from him. "To open the way... to the truth.”

Borin, his face flushed with fury, sprang to his feet, his axe gleaming in the weak light
filtering through the gaping holes in the ceiling. "By the beards of my ancestors! You've
lost your mind, magician!" he growled, brandishing his weapon. "You think you're a
prophet now? I'll show you what truth is!"

He rushed at Aric, his axe describing a deadly arc. But before he could reach his target,
the sphere of blue light in Aric's hand grew, transforming into a vortex of pure energy.
Borin was flung back like a rag doll, crashing against a wall with a sinister crack.

The bard, paralyzed by fear and indecision, oscillated between the urge to flee and the
desperate need to understand what had happened to his friend. He looked at Elara,
seeking support, advice, but the elf seemed lost in her own thoughts, her gaze fixed on
Aric with a mixture of worry and fascination.

"Aric, stop!" she finally cried, her voice tinged with genuine distress. "You don't have to
do this! The demon is gone, you are free!"
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Aric shook his head slowly, a sad, disillusioned smile stretching his lips. "Free?" he
repeated, his gaze lost in the distance. "No, Elara. 1 am finally... bound. Bound to a
destiny greater than us all.”

He raised his hand, and the sphere of blue light rose into the air, casting dancing shadows
on the ruined walls of the temple. The air became charged with static electricity, and a
pungent smell, a mixture of sulfur and ozone, stung the bard's nostrils.

"The truth is there, so close,” Aric murmured, his eyes shining with a fanatical gleam.
"All it takes is to break the chains... to open the doors..."

The bard then understood with chilling terror what Aric intended to do. He wasn't trying
to fight them, or control them. He wanted to use the power he had acquired to open a
passage, a breach in the fabric of reality, to that "nothingness" he had spoken of. And the
bard knew, with instinctive certainty, that nothing good could come from that abyss.

A piercing whistle tore through the air, akin to the shriek of a colossal bird of prey. The
sphere of blue light, obeying a silent command from Aric, began to spin ever faster,
transforming into a blindingly intense vortex. The temple floor trembled beneath their
feet, as if the earth itself was about to rend asunder.

Elara, with a defiant cry, drew her bow and loosed an arrow toward Aric. The
projectile, cloaked in an emerald green aura, sped with lightning speed, but as it struck
the vortex, it was deflected from its trajectory, vaporizing in a shower of sparks.

"Futile,"” declared Aric in a detached voice, without even turning. "Nothing can stop
what has been set in motion."

Borin, laboriously rising to his feet, spat out a tooth and swore in a guttural language the
bard did not understand. His rage, far from subsiding, seemed to be stoked by the
impotence that gripped him. He raised his axe skyward, his weathered face contorted
with fury.

"If you want to open the gates of hell, mad sorcerer,” he roared, "I'll send you there
first!"”

He charged again, his axe describing a deadly arc, but the bard knew, with a desperate
certainty, that it was in vain. Borin, in his blind fury, did not seem to grasp the extent
of the danger, the immeasurable power that was being unleashed before their eyes.

Driven by a primal instinct for survival, the bard stepped back a few paces, desperately
searching for an escape, a solution. His gaze, sweeping across the ravaged temple,
rested on the shattered remains of his lute, lying on the ground like a wounded bird.
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A wild, desperate idea took root in his mind. He had no weapon, no magic, but he still
had his voice, his music. And if there was any chance, however slim, of reasoning with
Aric, of bringing him back to the light, it was through music that he would achieve it.

Without further thought, he rushed toward the debris of his instrument, ignoring Borin's
cries, the whistling of the vortex, the dull rumble that seemed to emanate from the
bowels of the earth. He gathered the broken pieces of wood, the frayed strings, his heart
pounding in his chest.

He had no time to tune them, to repair them. He had to make do with what he had, with
what little remained. He closed his eyes, searching deep within himself for a melody, a
sound, a vibration capable of piercing the darkness that had invaded his friend's mind.

And as the vortex reached its zenith, tearing the fabric of reality in a deafening roar, the
bard began to sing.

His voice, hoarse and hesitant at first, rose above the ambient din like a fragile whisper.
He wasn't singing a familiar melody, not a cheerful tavern tune or an epic ballad. He sang
with his soul, with his heart, letting fear, despair, and love guide his bruised vocal cords.

Each note was a heart-wrenching cry, a plea for reason, for the friendship that had once
bound them together. He sang of their first meeting, a bustling market day where Aldo's
legendary clumsiness had caused Aric to stumble, triggering a cataclysm of parchments
and vials. He sang of their adventures, shared laughter and dangers faced side by side,
nights under the stars and lively discussions around a campfire.

As he sang, the surrounding chaos seemed to fade, as if reality itself bowed before the
raw power of his emotions. The blinding light of the vortex flickered, the menacing
rumbles lost their intensity, giving way to an unreal silence, a silence before the storm.

Aric's face, previously frozen in a mask of terrible ecstasy, contorted. The fanatical gleam
in his eyes wavered, revealing a flicker of inner struggle. He brought a trembling hand to
his head, as if struck by sudden pain.

"Aldo...?" he murmured, his voice barely audible in the sudden silence. "Is... that you?"

The bard, his heart pounding in his chest, took a hesitant step forward, fearing at every
moment that the mage's fury would unleash itself. "Yes, Aric, it's me,” he replied, his
voice hoarse with emotion. "Don't forget who you are, who we are."”

Avric's gaze landed on him, lost, confused. The sphere of blue light in his hand flickered,
threatening to extinguish itself. "I... I don't understand... The truth... it's so close...”
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"The truth isn't in this void, Aric,"” the bard implored, extending a trembling hand towards
his friend. "The truth is us, it's friendship, life, love. Don't abandon all that, not for an
illusory promise."

The internal battle raging within Aric was palpable. His body trembled, his eyes darted
between the luminous vortex and his friend's pleading face. Aldo's music, though faint,
seemed to reach him, pierce the armor of despair that encased him.

A flash of pure terror crossed Aric's face, as if he suddenly glimpsed the abyss into which
he was about to plunge. "No... | can't... | mustn't...”

A spasm ran through him, his hands flailing as if pushing back against an unseen force.
The sphere of light wavered, its intense blue glow pulsating in sync with the convulsions
wracking the mage. A raspy scream, a blend of agony and fury, escaped his lips as he
battled the grip of the encroaching void.

Suddenly, as if an inner dam gave way under unbearable pressure, Aric doubled over,
letting out a heart-wrenching cry that echoed through the returned silence. The sphere of
light imploded in a blinding flash, engulfing the mage in a surge of pure energy. A
scorching blast swept through the temple, flinging debris of stone and wood like dead
leaves in a hurricane.

Blinded and thrown to the ground by the force of the shockwave, the bard, Elara, and
Borin could only shield themselves as best they could, their cries lost in the tumult. The
air became thick with a pungent odor, a mix of sulfur and ozone, that caught the bard’s
throat, forcing him into a coughing fit.

Then, as abruptly as it began, the chaos ceased. A heavy, almost unreal silence settled
upon the ravaged temple. The bard, attempting to regain his composure, slowly
straightened, his ears ringing painfully.

Around him, the scene of desolation was complete. Entire sections of walls had
collapsed, reduced to piles of rubble. The dust, thick and suffocating, floated in the still
air, obscuring the faint light of the setting sun filtering through the gaping openings in the
ceiling.

His heart constricted with anxiety, the bard searched for his companions. He spotted
Elara a few steps away, seated on a fallen block of stone, her face pale and drawn. She
held one hand to her shoulder, as if suffering from a throbbing pain. Relieved to see her
seemingly unharmed, he turned towards the spot where Aric had stood moments before.

The ground, at that point, was smooth and black, as if vitrified by intense heat. There was
no trace of the mage, nor of the sphere of light that had consumed him. A shiver of icy
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dread ran down the bard’s spine. Had he managed to close the door he was about to
open? Or had he been swept away by the force he had attempted to control?

"Aric?" he called out, his voice weak and hesitant in the oppressive silence. "Aric, are
you there?"

Only silence answered him. A silence heavy with unspoken words, with unanswered
questions. The bard suddenly felt exhausted, drained of all energy. The battle against the
demon, the terror he had felt facing his friend’s transformation, the tension of these past
moments, all weighed upon him like a leaden shroud.

He sank to his knees, letting out a long sigh of despair. He no longer knew what to think,
what to do. Had he won, or lost? Had he saved his friend, or condemned him to a fate
even more terrible than death?

"Aldo..."

Elara’s voice, faint but clear, pulled him from his stupor. He raised his head towards her,
questioning her with his gaze. The elf, her face etched with weariness and worry,
struggled to her feet, leaning on her bow like a cane.

"We need to leave this place," she said, approaching him. "This place... it is imbued with
a malevolent magic. I don’t feel safe."

The bard nodded in agreement, unable to find the words. He rose painfully, his legs shaky
under the weight of fatigue. Together, supporting each other, they made their way
towards the exit of the temple, their hesitant steps echoing unnaturally loud in the deathly
silence that reigned around them.

As he crossed the threshold of the temple, the bard cast one last look back, towards the
spot where his friend had disappeared. There remained only the scorched ground, a silent
witness to a battle from which he would never truly emerge unscathed. A battle that had
marked him forever, him and his companions, and that would continue to haunt them in
their dreams, like a menacing shadow reminding them of the fragility of life, and the
constant proximity of chaos.

The sun, now on the horizon, painted the sky in shades of purple and orange, creating a
striking contrast with the darkness that seemed to emanate from the temple ruins. The
bard, his heart heavy, walked away without looking back, embarking on the uncertain
path that lay before him, haunted by the memories of a past still too close, and by the
uncertainty of an uncertain future.
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Chapter 5: The Wyverns' Waltz

The cool night air brushed against Aldo’s face like a comforting caress. He inhaled the
crisp air deeply, seeking to purge the acrid stench of the void and the dust that scratched
his throat. The night sky stretched above him, a canvas of black velvet dotted with a
thousand twinkling stars, a stark contrast to the oppressive darkness that had filled the
temple.

He felt empty. Empty and weary. The battle against the demon, the terror of witnessing
Aric’s transformation, the sudden disappearance of his friend... it all had drained him of
his strength, leaving him shattered and confused.

“Aldo...”

Elara’s voice, close to him, pulled him from his morose thoughts. He turned his head and
saw her sitting on a boulder, not far from the smoldering ruins of the temple. She had
untied her long blonde braid, and her hair cascaded over her shoulders like a wave of pale
gold. Her usually serene face was etched with fatigue and worry, her green eyes
reflecting the sinister glow of the embers smoldering in the rubble.

“Are you alright?”” he asked, approaching her. His own voice sounded hoarse and foreign,
as if it belonged to someone else.

The elf offered him a weak smile. “As well as can be expected,” she replied, sighing. “It
was not... the most pleasant of experiences, | must admit.”

Aldo sat heavily beside her, letting out a sigh of agreement. “That’s putting it mildly,” he
murmured. “I... I can’t believe it. Aric... he...”

The words caught in his throat. He couldn’t find the strength to articulate them, to put
into words the horror they had witnessed, the disappearance of their friend.

Elara placed a hand on his arm, her touch light but comforting. “I know,” she said softly.
“It’s... hard to accept. But we need to be strong, Aldo. For him.”

“Do you think he’s...” He hesitated, unable to utter the word “dead”. The very thought
was too painful, too unreal.

Elara remained silent for a moment, her eyes fixed on the ruins of the temple. “I don’t
know,” she finally admitted, her voice tinged with infinite sadness. “I hope with all my
heart that he’s alright, wherever he is. But... that magic... that thing that took him... I
don’t know it. I can’t say what became of him.”
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Aldo closed his eyes, forcing himself to breathe slowly and deeply. He had to pull
himself together. For Elara, who needed him. For Borin, who must be as lost and afraid
as they were. For Aric, wherever he might be.

“What now?”” he asked in a weary voice. “What do we do?”

Elara withdrew her hand and stood up with feline grace. “We need to leave this place,”
she declared, adjusting the strap of her quiver. “This place is tainted. I don’t want to
linger any longer than necessary.”

Aldo watched her, admiring her strength and determination. Elara was a rock, an anchor
in the storm that had struck them. He was lucky to have her by his side.

“And Borin?” he asked, rising to his feet in turn. “Where has he gone?”

Elara shrugged, a flicker of concern crossing her gaze. “I haven’t seen him since... since
the explosion. I hope he’s alright.”

A low growl emanating from inside the temple made them jump. They exchanged a
worried look before cautiously heading towards the gaping entrance of the ruined edifice.

“Borin?” Elara called out, her voice echoing in the heavy silence. “Is that you?”

Another growl, louder this time, answered her call. Following the source of the sound,
they entered the temple, their steps cautious on the debris-strewn floor. The glow of the
stars filtered through the gaping holes in the ceiling, creating a play of dancing shadows
on the collapsed walls.

They found Borin at the back of the temple, in what must have been the main sanctuary.
He was kneeling amidst the rubble, his back wracked with spasms. His hands, enormous
and calloused, were clutching something against his chest.

“Borin!” Elara cried, rushing towards the dwarf. “What’s wrong?”

The dwarf raised his head, his eyes red and watery. In his hands, he held an object
wrapped in coarse cloth. He brandished it towards them, his voice hoarse with emotion.

“By Moradin’s beard! Look what I found!”

Aldo and Elara froze, their breaths caught in their throats by the look of both exaltation
and devastation on Borin's face. His weathered visage, usually impassive, was etched
with tears of grief and suppressed rage. The starlight filtering through the gaps in the
ceiling cast a ghostly glow on the object clutched in his hands.

"Borin, what is that?" Elara's voice was soft, tinged with growing apprehension. She
moved slowly towards the dwarf, as if afraid to frighten him.
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The dwarf opened his calloused hands, carefully revealing what he held. Upon the coarse,
nearly tattered cloth, rested a silver pendant. The metal was tarnished, marred by time
and the flames that had ravaged the temple, but the finesse of its craftsmanship was still
discernible. It depicted a stylized hammer, its contours interwoven with ancient dwarven
runes.

Aldo felt a shiver run down his spine. He knew little about dwarven culture, but he
sensed that this pendant was no mere trinket. Borin's expression, his palpable despair,
spoke volumes.

"It was... it was his," Borin murmured, his voice choked with emotion. "His clan pendant.
A family heirloom, passed down through generations."

He let out a hoarse sob, burying his face in his hands. Elara knelt beside him, placing a
comforting hand on his shoulder. Aldo remained silent, aware of his helplessness in the
face of the dwarf's pain.

"So it's true..." Borin lifted his head, his eyes burning with a new light, one of infinite
sadness mixed with a fierce resolve. "He is truly... gone."

A heavy silence fell upon them, filled with the whisper of the wind through the ruins and
the crackling of the last embers. Aldo lowered his gaze, observing his hands as if
discovering them anew. He felt strangely detached, an impotent spectator to a tragedy
beyond his comprehension.

"We will avenge his death,” Borin declared in a raspy voice, clutching the pendant in his
hand. "By Moradin's beard, | swear it! We will find those who led us to this cursed
temple, and they will pay for what they have done!"

His voice echoed in the stillness of the night, filled with cold fury and determination.
Aldo looked up at him, surprised by the violence contained in his words. He had never
seen Borin so angry, so resolute.

Elara rose, her face illuminated by the flickering glow of the embers. "Yes, Borin," she
said in a firm voice. "We will avenge Aric. But not through violence. Through justice.”

She placed her hand on the dwarf's arm, her gaze meeting his. "We will uncover the truth
about what happened here, and we will ensure that it never happens again.”

Borin's gaze softened slightly, the raw fury giving way to a resigned sadness. He nodded
slowly, pressing the pendant against his heart.

"You are right, Elara,"” he murmured. "Revenge will not bring Aric back. But justice...
yes, justice, that's what he would have wanted."
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He stood up, picking up his waraxe that lay against a crumbling wall. The weapon, still
stained with the demon's blood, gleamed ominously in the darkness.

"Let us leave this place,” he said in a weary voice. "This place makes me sick."”

He headed towards the exit of the temple, his massive silhouette outlined against the
backdrop of the star-studded night sky. Aldo and Elara exchanged a silent glance, a
mixture of sadness, resolve, and apprehension reflected in their eyes. Then, without a
word, they followed Borin into the night, leaving behind the ruins of the temple and the
painful memory of their lost friend.

The cool wind whipped at their faces as they trudged away from the temple ruins, their
footsteps echoing on the hard, dry ground. The moon, a sliver of silver in the inky sky,
cast long, shifting shadows that seemed to pursue them, silent specters of a past still too
close.

Aldo, his shoulders heavy with grief and exhaustion, observed his companions in
misfortune. Borin, a massive, silent figure, led the way, his war axe gripped in his
calloused hand. Elara, at his side, walked with her usual feline grace, but her normally
serene face bore the marks of profound sadness.

The silence that hung over them was thick with unspoken words, with unanswered
questions. Aric's disappearance, brutal and unexplained, had left them shattered,
uncertain of the future. Aldo felt like a ship without a rudder, tossed about by the
tumultuous waves of fate.

"We should find a safe place for the night,” Elara finally said, her voice soft but firm,
breaking the oppressive silence. "We need rest, and it wouldn't be wise to stay near that
place for too long."”

Borin grunted his agreement, without slowing his pace. "Ruins attract scavengers, both
two-legged and four. Best to be far from them before sunrise.”

They walked for another few hours, following a barely-traced path through a dense, dark
forest. The trees, gnarled giants with interlaced branches, seemed to close in on them,
smothering the faint moonlight and creating an oppressive atmosphere.

Finally, as dawn peeked over the horizon, they emerged into a small clearing. In its
center, a clear stream snaked between the rocks, its crystalline murmur soothing the tense
atmosphere.

"We'll camp here,” Elara declared, dropping her backpack to the ground. "The water is
drinkable, and the clearing will give us a clear view in case of attack."
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Borin, without a word, headed towards the stream and drank deeply, the water cascading
down his bushy beard. Aldo, exhausted, slumped against the base of a tree, his back
leaning against its rough bark. He closed his eyes, letting the coolness of dawn and the
soothing murmur of the water envelop him.

Images of the previous night flickered behind his closed eyelids: the fight against the
demon, Aric's terrifying transformation, the blinding sphere of light, the deafening
silence that had followed... and the pendant, a silent witness to a tragedy impossible to
forget.

"We need to talk about what happened,” Elara said, her voice soft but firm, pulling him
from his thoughts.

Aldo opened his eyes. Elara sat facing him, legs crossed, her deep green eyes locked on
his. Borin, leaning against a rock, was cleaning his axe with methodical concentration,
but Aldo could feel his gaze on him.

"I know," he murmured, rubbing his weary face with a hand. "But where do | start? It all
feels so... unreal."

"It wasn't a dream, Aldo," Elara said, a hint of unusual impatience in her tone. "Aric... he
was taken by that... thing. That vortex of dark energy."

She shivered, her delicate hands clenching around her knees. "I've never seen anything
like it. It was like... like a part of the world was opening up to swallow him."

"And what he said..." Aldo closed his eyes, recalling Aric's cryptic words before his
disappearance. "The truth... the end of everything... What did that mean?"

Borin, who had paused his task, let out a rough growl. "Wizard's gibberish! He was
always too curious, too eager to poke his nose into things that didn't concern him."

He sprang to his feet, fury suddenly returning to his eyes. "That's where it led him!
Swallowed by an abomination from another world, leaving behind... this!"

He brandished Aric's pendant, the tarnished metal glinting faintly in the nascent light of
day. "A useless souvenir! An open wound that will never heal!"

Elara rose to her feet as well, facing him with surprising calmness. "Borin, stop! Anger
won't bring Aric back."

"Then what?" The dwarf stomped his foot on the ground, sending dead leaves scattering.
"We pretend nothing happened? We forget? We continue our journey as if..."
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His voice broke, emotion finally overwhelming him. He dropped the pendant to the
ground, burying his face in his calloused hands.

Aldo, his heart constricted by his friend's pain, stood up and approached him. He placed a
clumsy hand on his shoulder, unable to find the words to express what he felt.

"Borin..."

The dwarf lifted his head, his eyes red and watery. He stared at Aldo, a mixture of grief
and gratitude in his expression.

"l... I don't know what | would have done without you," he murmured, his voice hoarse.
"He... He was like a brother to me. More than a brother."”

He paused for a moment, gathering his composure. "We have to find out what happened,
Aldo. For Aric. So that his death won't be in vain."”

Aldo nodded, determination pushing back the despair that had been weighing on him.
"Yes, Borin. We will discover the truth."

He picked up Aric's pendant, the cold metal smooth beneath his fingers. A silent promise,
a tacit oath sealed in the silence of the clearing. They would avenge their friend,
somehow. They owed it to his memory, to their friendship, to their own survival in a
world suddenly become darker, more dangerous, more uncertain than ever.

A deep sense of helplessness gripped Aldo. He couldn't bring Aric back, couldn't erase
the pain of his companions, but he could promise to help them find answers. Clutching
the pendant in his hand, he silently swore to do everything to honor his friend's memory.

The sun, higher in the sky now, filtered through the trees, bathing the clearing in a golden
glow. The air was heavy with the damp scent of earth and the melodious song of birds. A
stark contrast to the icy darkness that had filled the temple.

"What do we know about those who led us to the temple?" Elara's voice, imbued with
newfound determination, broke the silence. "Borin, you spoke of a contract. Who hired
you?"

The dwarf, his face closed off, rekindled the fire with a brusque gesture. "A messenger,
arrived a few weeks ago. Hood low, face concealed. He sought warriors to escort a
scholar to an archaeological site. A simple mission, he said, well-paid."

He spat into the fire, a guttural curse escaping his lips. "Liars! Cowards! They knew what
awaited us there."
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"Did you know anything about this scholar?" Elara insisted, her piercing green eyes fixed
on the dwarf. "Did he seem... different?"

Borin shook his head. "He kept to himself, his face hidden by a hood. Spoke little,
observed much. Aric was the only one who exchanged a few words with him."

A flash of pain crossed the dwarf's face. "They were both fascinated by the ruins, by
ancient stories. Aric... he was too curious for his own good."

Aric's shadow loomed over them, spectral and heavy. Aldo recalled his overflowing
enthusiasm during their first meeting, his insatiable thirst for knowledge, his gift for
unearthing forgotten artifacts. Had this curiosity, once a source of wonder, led his friend
to his demise?

"We must find this messenger,” Aldo said, his jaw clenched. "He may hold the answers.
He must know who these individuals were, what they were truly seeking in that temple."

"Easy to say," Borin grumbled. "A needle in a haystack. These types don't leave calling
cards.”

Elara, who had been reflecting in silence, sprang to her feet, her face illuminated by a
sudden idea. "Not so fast. You said he gave you a down payment, Borin. Gold coins?"

The dwarf looked at her with surprise, then nodded. "Yes, and so?"

"Not necessarily,” Elara countered, a mischievous smile lighting up her face. "Money
changers are experts at spotting rare coins, those from distant kingdoms, secret guilds...
or less reputable organizations."

"You think we could trace them back to them?" Aldo asked, a glimmer of hope emerging
in his voice.

"It's a possibility,” Elara replied. "A risk too. These information networks are often linked
to organized crime, the black market... But if we want a chance to discover the truth
about Aric's death, we must take risks."

She met her companions' gaze, her expression determined. "So, what do you say? Ready
to delve into the underworld to avenge our friend?"

A shiver of excitement mixed with apprehension ran through Aldo. The adventure was
taking an unexpected turn, leading them towards unknown and potentially dangerous
horizons. But he was ready to do anything to uncover the truth, to honor Aric's memory.
The silence of the clearing was broken by the crackle of wood as Borin rose, his war axe
gleaming ominously in the sunlight.
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"For Aric," he growled, his hoarse voice vibrating with contained fury.

And without another word, they left the clearing, leaving behind the painful memory of
their lost friend and embarking on a new path, fraught with uncertainty and danger, but
illuminated by the flickering glow of hope and vengeance.

Their journey led them through landscapes as varied as they were grand. They left behind
dense forests to cross vast, windswept plains where golden grass rippled like a
shimmering ocean under the scorching sun. They traversed dizzying mountain passes,
their snow-capped peaks reaching towards the sky like slumbering giants.

Each day brought them closer to their destination, the city of Frejann, renowned for its
opulence, but also for its shadowy alleys where secrets and illicit goods were exchanged.
It was there, according to the scant information gleaned along the way, that a money
changer known for her discretion and diverse connections resided: The Viper.

During the journey, Aldo couldn't stop replaying the tragic events that had led them down
this path. Aric's enigmatic words echoed in his mind like a haunting melody, impossible
to decipher. The truth... the end of everything... What had he meant? Had he sensed the
looming threat over them?

He often observed Borin, whose grief manifested in an unusual silence and sudden bursts
of anger. The dwarf tended to his axe with almost religious devotion, polishing it every
night with a meticulousness that betrayed his need to channel his rage. Elara, ever in
control, remained a mystery to Aldo. Her green eyes, usually sparkling with mischief,
seemed veiled with an unfathomable sadness. What was the elf warrior hiding behind her
apparent calmness?

One evening, as they camped at the foot of a roaring waterfall, Elara broke the silence
that had settled between them.

"Borin,"” she said in a soft but firm voice, "we can only move forward by understanding
what Aric discovered. You must tell us about his research, his intuitions. This may be the
key to uncovering the truth about his death."

The dwarf looked up at her, surprised. He stared at the crackling fire before him, the
dancing flames reflected in his blue eyes, where pain and hesitation mingled.

"Aric... He was convinced he had found the trace of an ancient artifact,” he finally said in
a raspy voice. "An object of power, linked to a forgotten legend.”

Aldo felt his heart beat faster. An artifact? What was this legend? And what connection
did it have to the cursed temple and the vortex of dark energy?

"What was it?" he asked, unable to conceal his impatience.
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Borin hesitated for a moment, then pulled a small, worn leather notebook from his
pocket. He handed it to Aldo, a mix of sadness and resolve on his face.

"It belonged to Aric,"” he said simply. "His notes, his sketches... I don't understand much
of it, but maybe you..."

Aldo took the notebook carefully, feeling the weight of each page under his fingers. He
opened it delicately, revealing fine, neat handwriting accompanied by detailed drawings
and strange symbols. It was as if a part of Aric's mind was opening up to him, revealing a
world of mysteries and unsuspected dangers.

He immersed himself in the reading, while the crackling of the fire and the roar of the
waterfall seemed to fade around him. Every word, every drawing, drew him deeper into
Aric's obsession, a frantic quest for knowledge that had led him to the very gates of the
abyss... and beyond.

The yellowed pages rustled softly under his fingers, releasing a scent of dust and
forgotten magic. Aric's notebook was a labyrinth of scribbled notes, faded ink sketches,
and intricate diagrams. Aldo struggled to decipher the magician's hurried handwriting,
each sentence seeming to unlock a new door to an unknown and potentially dangerous
universe.

Aric had documented his research on a forgotten legend, that of the "Song of
Nothingness,” a melody of such power that it could open a passage to other dimensions.
According to his notes, this song was fragmented, scattered across the realm in the form
of symbols engraved on ancient artifacts. Convinced that this legend was far more than a
myth, Aric had embarked on a frantic quest to gather these fragments, believing he could
thereby unlock the secrets of the multiverse.

Aldo's heart clenched as he discovered a sketch depicting a ruined temple, almost
identical to the one where they had confronted the demonic entity. Beneath the drawing,
an inscription in red ink, as if traced by a trembling hand: "The key to the song... the
price to pay is immense..."

"He knew," Aldo murmured, his throat constricted with emotion. "He knew it was
dangerous, but he continued..."

"He was like that, Aric,” Elara said, her voice soft but tinged with infinite sadness.
"Driven by his thirst for knowledge, even if it meant teetering on the edge of the
precipice. He thought he could control the forces he sought to master..."

A long silence descended upon them, broken only by the crackling of the fire and the
distant murmur of the waterfall, disturbing the tranquility of the night. Aldo closed the
notebook, clutching it to his chest as if to draw closer to his lost friend.

Page | 53



Sphere A.l. Books

"What do we do now?" Borin asked, his raspy voice echoing through the night. "Do we
continue Aric's quest? Do we seek this 'Song of Nothingness'?"

Aldo hesitated, a shiver of ice running through him. The idea of pursuing Aric's research,
of plunging into a world of ancient magic and unknown dangers, both attracted and
terrified him.

"I don't know," he admitted, suddenly aware of the weight of Aric's notebook in his
hands. "This song, if it truly exists, seems to be a source of chaos and destruction. Are we
prepared to take that risk?"

Their gazes met, united in uncertainty and pain. Aric's disappearance had left a gaping
void, an abyss of unanswered questions. Should they honor his memory by continuing his
work? Or should they let the past rest and settle for avenging his death?

"There's something else,"” Elara said suddenly, her face illuminated by a strange glow. "In
Aric's notes... he mentions a way to seal the portal, to close the passage to nothingness."

A fragile hope flickered in Aldo's eyes. "Really? And how?"

"He speaks of a ritual,” the elf continued, her brows furrowed as she scanned the pages of
the notebook. "A counter-chant, a melody capable of calming the forces of nothingness.
But it's incomplete... it lacks key elements."

"Elements that this messenger may have known?" Aldo suggested, a new light shining in
his eyes.

Borin, who had moved closer to them, struck his calloused hand against his palm. "By
Moradin's beard! We have our lead! We find this messenger, we make him spill the
beans, and we send these demons back where they came from!"

Their decision was made. They would not pursue Aric's quest, too dangerous, too
uncertain. But they would do everything in their power to prevent others from suffering
the same fate. They would hunt down the messenger, uncover the truth about the "Song
of Nothingness," and use that knowledge to close the portal, to protect the realm from the
dark forces that threatened it.

Their gazes met again, this time united by a newfound determination. Their mourning
was far from over. But vengeance was no longer their sole driving force. They had a
mission, a goal that transcended their own pain.

The sun, gone behind the mountains, gave way to a star-studded night sky. The waterfall,
tireless, continued its wild course, its powerful roar filling the night. And as the campfire
cast long, dancing shadows on their faces, marked by fatigue and grief, a new chapter
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opened in their story. A chapter where hope and vengeance intertwined, guiding their
steps toward an uncertain destiny.
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Chapter 6: The Treants' Tango

The cool morning air seeped through the ancient trees, carrying with it the damp scent of
earth and the melodious chirping of early birds. Aldo stretched cautiously, feeling his
muscles protest at the slightest movement. The night spent under the open sky, nestled
against the base of a gnarled oak, had not been the most restful. He glanced around. Borin
was still asleep, his beard bristling and a trickle of drool escaping the corner of his lips.
Elara, sitting cross-legged a few paces away, seemed to be meditating, her gaze lost in the
morning mist that shrouded the forest.

The memory of the previous night returned to him, as vivid and painful as a burn. The
smoky tavern, the excitement of the card game, then the grimacing face of the dwarf, his
bloodshot eyes, the raspy yell that had ripped through the night... He had tried to
intervene, to reason with the drunken and vindictive dwarf, but the situation had escalated
in a flash. Borin, true to form, had reacted with the fury of a rabid bear, his fist slamming
into the dwarf's jaw with a dull thud.

The aftermath had been a confused jumble of shouts, overturned tables, and shattered
tankards. They had finally managed to escape, pursued by the insults and threats of the
tavern regulars. Borin's purse, lighter by a few gold pieces, had served to appease the
innkeeper and avoid spending the night in jail.

Aldo sighed. Their stay in Frejann, meant to mark a decisive step in their quest for the
messenger, was turning into a string of misadventures and unfortunate encounters. The
city, with its winding alleys and taciturn inhabitants, seemed to exude a heavy, almost
hostile atmosphere. Their presence, he was convinced, was not welcome.

"A new day dawns," Elara suddenly said, her gentle voice contrasting with the darkness
of his thoughts. She rose with feline grace and came to sit beside Aldo. "Did you sleep
well?"

"Like a goblin in a griffon's nest,” Aldo mumbled, massaging his temples. "I feel like I
spent the night wrestling a rabid bear."

"That's Borin for you," Elara said with a wry smile. "He's a restless sleeper, our dwarf.
Especially after a brawl in a shady dive."

"We can't say this trip is a walk in the park," Aldo sighed. "It seems like trouble sticks to
our heels."

"The path of truth is rarely paved with noble intentions,” Elara replied enigmatically.
"But every obstacle overcome, every trial endured, brings us closer to our goal."”
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"I hope you're right,” Aldo muttered. "Because right now, | feel like we're going in
circles.”

"Patience is a virtue, Aldo," Elara said, placing a comforting hand on his arm. "We will
find this messenger. I'm convinced."

A loud growl pulled them from their conversation. Borin had woken up and was
stretching noisily, his joints cracking like old dead branches.

"By Moradin's beard, | slept like a log!" he grumbled, struggling to his feet. "Anyone
have a swig of grog to offer to clear the pipes?”

Aldo handed him his flask, which he drained in one gulp.

"So, what do we do?" Borin asked, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "Do we
go back to that city of misery to get beaten up again?"

"No," Elara replied firmly. "It's time to change our strategy. We're going to explore other
avenues."

"What avenues?" Aldo asked, intrigued.

Elara smiled, a mischievous glint dancing in her green eyes. "I've heard of a certain
individual," she said conspiratorially. "An informant, a go-between, a man who knows all
the secrets of Frejann and who, for a price, can open any door for you."

"And where do we find this magician?" Borin asked, raising an eyebrow skeptically.

"He has a storefront in a charming place," Elara replied with an enigmatic smile. "A place
called... the Octopus's Nest."

The Octopus' Nest. The name alone conjured up unsettling images in Aldo's mind. A
hideout for brigands? A clandestine tavern? A den of vice hidden in the heart of the city?
He couldn't shake off a certain apprehension at the thought of venturing into such a place.

Borin, on the other hand, wore a mischievous grin. "The Octopus' Nest, you say? | like
the sound of it! Do they have good beer, at least?"

Elara rolled her eyes. "l doubt the quality of the drink is your main concern, Borin."
Turning to Aldo, she added, "Don't be fooled by the name, Aldo. The Octopus' Nest is a
discreet establishment, frequented by a particular clientele. Merchants of information,
spies, adventurers seeking contracts... and those who pull the strings in the shadows."

They left the serenity of the forest and plunged into the labyrinthine cobbled alleys of
Frejann. The air, thick with the pungent smell of smoke and spices, seemed to vibrate
with a feverish energy. Craftsmen busied themselves in front of their shops, street
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vendors hawked their wares in raucous voices, and groups of armed men patrolled with
heavy steps.

After traversing a bustling commercial district, they entered a narrow, poorly lit
alleyway. The atmosphere here was different. Heavy, suspicious glances followed them
as they advanced, their hands poised to reach for their weapons.

"Are you sure we're in the right place?" Aldo whispered, uncomfortable.
"Trust me," Elara replied without turning around.

The alley opened onto a small, dark square, dominated by a dilapidated building whose
facade was adorned with a barely visible sign: a stylized octopus painted in faded red.

"Here we are," Elara announced with a mirthless smile.

The tavern door, made of dark, heavy wood, seemed to resist every push. The interior,
shrouded in semi-darkness, exhaled an odor of stale beer and mingled sweat. Men and
women, their faces weathered by the trials of life, occupied the grimy tables, whispering
amongst themselves or observing the newcomers with a disinterested curiosity.

A raucous laugh erupted from the back of the room, drawing their attention to a dark
wooden bar, behind which stood a massive man with a wrestler's build. His shaved head
gleamed under the candlelight, and a tattoo depicting a marine anchor adorned his
muscular forearm.

"Elaral” the man boomed with a predatory grin. "What a pleasant surprise! You don't
come around here much these days. Bringing your new friends to meet us?"

"Garaz, as charming as ever, | see,” Elara replied with a playful smile. "Allow me to
introduce you to Aldo and Borin. Traveling companions.”

Garaz scrutinized them with a keen eye, his smile widening slightly. "Adventurers, if I'm
not mistaken? You seem to attract trouble like flies to honey."

"We're just passing through,” Aldo replied cautiously. "Elara told us about a... contact.
Someone who could provide us with information.”

"Oh really?" Garaz leaned on the counter, his gaze fixing on them with unsettling
intensity. "And what information are you seeking, exactly?"

"We're looking to get in touch with a messenger," Elara explained. "A man who operates
in the shadows. He's said to be discreet, efficient... and very well-informed."

"I see," Garaz said, a flicker of interest crossing his dark eyes. "And what do you offer in
exchange for this information?"
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"We're prepared to pay the price," Elara replied, placing a pouch on the counter. "A hefty
price."

Garaz weighed her with his gaze, a sardonic smile stretching his lips. "I like your style,”
he said, slipping the pouch into his pocket. "Follow me."”

He led them through the crowded room, ignoring the curious glances and conspiratorial
whispers. They followed him to a door concealed behind a worn tapestry.

Garaz pushed aside the tapestry with a certain solemnity, ushering them into a cramped
room dimly lit by a single candle on a dark wooden round table. The air was thick, heavy
with the scent of stale tobacco and cheap incense. Two men, seated around the table,
looked up at their entrance.

The first, a tall, lean fellow with an angular face and piercing eyes like those of a bird of
prey, wore a worn black leather doublet revealing a multitude of daggers and blades of all
sorts hanging from his belt. The second, more stocky and massive, had a shaved head and
a thick beard that consumed half his face. He wore a wine-stained shirt and baggy
trousers tucked into high leather boots.

"My friends,” announced Garaz in a neutral tone, "these are the ones who are interested
in our messenger."

The lean man, without a word, fixed his piercing gaze on Aldo, scrutinizing him from
head to toe with an unsettling intensity. The bard, ill at ease under this inquisitive stare,
diverted his eyes to the man with the bushy beard, who seemed more interested in a fly
circling the candle than in their presence.

"Sit down," the lean man uttered in a surprisingly gentle voice that contrasted with his
menacing appearance. He gestured with his hand towards the three empty chairs around
the table.

Aldo, Borin and Elara complied in silence, settling cautiously onto the creaking chairs.
The silence returned, heavy and uncomfortable, only the crackling of the candle and the
gruff breathing of the man with the bushy beard disturbing the oppressive stillness of the
room.

"Well," the lean man resumed, stroking his chin thoughtfully, "you want to know what,
exactly, about this messenger?”

"Everything," Elara replied without hesitation. "His name, where to find him, what he
knows..."

The lean man let out a dry chuckle. "Easy, easy... Information, it's like fine wine, it's best
savored in moderation.” He leaned forward, his piercing eyes fixing on each of the three
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adventurers in turn. "Tell me about yourselves first. Who are you? And why are you
interested in this messenger?"

"That's not information we're willing to share,” Elara replied in an icy tone. "We are
clients, not suspects.”

"Indeed, indeed..." the lean man said with a predatory smile. "But trust, it's earned, isn't
it? And for now, | see no reason to trust you."

"Garaz assured us that you were a discreet and efficient man," interjected Aldo, trying to
maintain a neutral tone despite the palpable tension in the room.

"Discreet and efficient, that's correct,” the lean man confirmed. "But not free. And
certainly not stupid.”

"What do you mean?" inquired Borin, his raspy voice betraying his growing impatience.

"I mean that the messenger you're looking for is someone... peculiar." The lean man
paused, letting the suspense hang in the air for a moment. "Let's just say he has his habits,
his methods... and he doesn't like strangers meddling in his affairs."”

"So what?" Borin retorted provocatively. "We're not afraid of a little danger, we're
adventurers, you know!"

"Danger, that's one thing," the lean man replied with a cold smile. "Stupidity, on the other
hand, is often fatal." He straightened in his chair, his gaze resting again on Elara. "So, |
ask you again, why do you want to get in touch with this messenger? What do you have
to offer him that might interest him? Because if you think a few gold pieces will be
enough to buy his services, you're in for a rude awakening."

The challenge was laid down. Aldo felt his stomach clench. He guessed that this
encounter was going to be far more complicated than expected. Their quest for
information had taken an unexpected turn, confronting them with a difficult choice:
reveal their true motivations, risking everything, or abandon the hope of obtaining the
messenger's help, condemning them to wander through the labyrinth of Frejann without a
guide and without hope of finding the trail of the one who had sent them towards the
unknown.

A heavy silence fell upon the cramped room, the crackle of the candle and the gruff
breathing of the bearded man seeming to amplify the palpable tension. Aldo, his heart
pounding in his chest, observed his companions, searching their eyes for a sign, an
indication of the course of action.

Borin, his jaw clenched and his fists balled beneath the table, seemed on the verge of
exploding. Aldo could easily discern the fury that bubbled within him, the dull rage of a
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warrior confronted with a dead end. Elara, on the other hand, displayed her usual
impassiveness, her thin, pale face as inscrutable as a mask. Her green eyes, however,
shimmered with an unusual light, a mixture of defiance and an emotion the bard couldn't
quite grasp.

He realized then that he was the weak link, the unpredictable element in this game of
deceitful poker being played before his very eyes. His ignorance of the codes and stakes
of this underworld, his inability to conceal his emotions, made him easy prey for these
predators of the shadows.

Mustering his courage, he spoke, his trembling voice betraying his unease. "We do not
seek to offend you, gentlemen. We understand that trust is earned, and we are willing to
offer you guarantees of our good faith. But we have our reasons, our own demons to
battle..."

He paused, searching for the right words to express the unspeakable, to put into words the
gaping wound that had been gnawing at them since Aric's disappearance. "We have lost a
friend, a brother-in-arms. Taken by the darkness, sacrificed on the altar of forbidden
knowledge. We do not know who this messenger was, nor why he led us into this trap.
But we are determined to uncover the truth, to avenge our friend and prevent others from
suffering the same fate."

The thin man listened intently, his face impassive, his black eyes fixed on Aldo as if to
probe his soul. The bard met his gaze, for a moment, before lowering his eyes, unable to
bear the intensity of that scrutiny any longer.

"A dead man, you say?" the bearded man finally spoke, seemingly taking an interest in
the conversation. "And you believe this messenger could help you find his assassins?"

"We do not know," Elara replied, taking over in a calm voice. "But he is the only link we
have to this case. The only clue that could lead us on the right path."

"Interesting..." the thin man murmured, more to himself than to his interlocutors. He
straightened in his chair, his slender fingers tapping on the table. "Let's say | believe your
story. Let's say I'm willing to help you get in touch with this messenger. How much are
you willing to pay for this service?"

Aldo felt a shiver run down his spine. The trap was closing in on them, he was convinced.
But what choice did they have? To refuse would mean abandoning their quest, betraying
Avric's memory and letting the guilty go unpunished.

Before Elara could even respond, Borin emerged from his reserve, his raspy voice
echoing in the heavy silence of the room. "We don't need your charity, you vermin! We'll
manage on our own!"
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He sprang to his feet, nearly overturning the table in his haste, and headed towards the
exit, his hand resting on the axe he always carried at his belt. Aldo followed him with his
eyes, his heart sinking, aware of the futility of his efforts to reason with him.

Elara, however, did not flinch. She remained seated, her gaze fixed on the thin man, an
enigmatic smile playing on her lips.

"Let him go,"” she said in a gentle voice that contrasted with the palpable tension in the
room. "He has a fiery heart, our dwarf friend. But he will return. When he realizes he has
no choice.”

The thin man let out a dry chuckle. "You're very confident, EIf."

"I'm confident about one thing," she replied, rising to her feet in turn. "That we need your
help. And that you have every reason to provide it."

Their gazes met again, intense, heavy with unspoken meanings. In this silent face-off,
Aldo felt a strange impression arise, a confused premonition. He realized then that the
real stake in this encounter was not the sum they were willing to pay, nor even the
information they had come seeking. It was about power. About influence. About a game
of chess being played on a board whose rules he still didn't know.

The air in the room seemed to freeze, each breath suspended, awaiting the man's
response. Aldo's eyes darted from Garaz's imposing figure to the man with the thick
beard scratching a suspicious stain on the table, finally settling on Elara. The elf,
motionless and silent, emanated an aura of mystery and contained power, a far cry from
the lightheartedness she sometimes displayed. She exuded an almost supernatural
confidence, an unshakeable certainty that clashed with the uncertainty gnawing at the
bard.

The lean man, accustomed to verbal jousting and tense negotiations, appeared taken
aback by Elara's reaction. His predatory smile faltered slightly, giving way to an
indefinable expression. A flicker of curiosity, perhaps, or a nascent spark of respect. He
scrutinized the elf's face, as if seeking to penetrate her thoughts, to decipher the workings
of her mind.

"Interesting..." he finally murmured, his voice devoid of its usual irony. "It seems | have
underestimated you, Elara." He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, his
slender fingers meeting beneath his pointed chin. "Tell me, what makes you think | have
any interest in helping you?"

"Instinct,” Elara replied in a soft but firm voice. "Instinct and experience. You are not the
type to let an opportunity slip away, | am convinced. And our situation, desperate as it
may be, represents an opportunity. For you, as well as for us."”
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"Go on..." the man encouraged, a glint of interest shining in his dark eyes.

"You are a man of influence, that much is clear. You pull strings in the shadows,
manipulate the pawns on the chessboard of Frejann. But you are no mere lackey, no
common thug. You have ambitions, goals that extend beyond the confines of this sordid
city.”

The lean man didn't answer, but his silence spoke volumes. He listened intently, his face
impassive, but his eyes betrayed a growing curiosity.

"This messenger,"” Elara continued, "the one we seek, is the key to our investigation. But
he may also be an asset in your game. A pawn you could use to further your own
interests.”

"You are playing a dangerous game, elf,” the lean man said, his voice chillingly cold.
"Do not overestimate your intelligence, nor your importance.”

"I overestimate nothing,” Elara retorted with a cryptic smile. "I propose a deal. An
exchange of favors. You help us find this messenger, and in return, we will keep you
informed of our discoveries. Who knows, perhaps our paths will cross again... and our
interests will converge."”

The lean man remained silent for a long moment, leaving the suspense hanging in the air.
Aldo, unable to decipher his thoughts, felt the tension rise a notch. He sensed that the fate
of their quest, and perhaps even their lives, was being decided at that very moment.

Finally, the man offered a smile that did not reach his cold, calculating eyes. "You are
quite audacious, elf. Some might say reckless."

He leaned forward again, his gaze settling on each of them in turn. "Very well, let us
agree on this. But be warned, if you lie to me, if you attempt to deceive me, you will
regret it bitterly."

Elara tilted her chin slightly, a silent challenge glinting in the emerald depths of her eyes.
"Honesty, like discretion, is one of our tenets."

A guttural growl, muffled by the tapestry of the adjacent room, broke the tense silence.
Borin was back, his face etched with anger and worry. He cast a dark look at the two men
seated at the table before turning to Elara, a silent question burning in his steel blue eyes.

"We have an agreement,” the elf stated simply, a barely perceptible smile stretching his
thin lips.

The thin man nodded, then tapped a fingertip against a corner of the table. Beneath his
touch, a trapdoor opened with a sinister creak, revealing a dark and damp staircase.
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"Follow me," he ordered, his voice devoid of warmth. "Time, here, is a precious
commodity."

The Octopus Nest, despite its ominous name and sinister inhabitants, seemed to breathe
with a greater sense of freedom within its bowels. The air, though heavy and laced with
the scent of mildew, vibrated with a different energy, more chaotic, less controlled. The
narrow, damp corridors were dimly lit by flickering torches, casting dancing shadows on
the bare stone walls.

Aldo, following Elara and the thin man with hesitant steps, couldn't shake off the
growing sense of oppression as they descended deeper into the establishment. He sensed,
within this subterranean labyrinth, the echoes of countless whispered secrets, woven
plots, and broken destinies.

Borin, his hand clenched around the axe he had cautiously drawn, scrutinized every dark
recess with fierce distrust. His rage, palpable moments earlier, seemed to have
transformed into a sharp vigilance, ready to spring at the slightest sign of danger.

Their guide, moving with assured steps, seemed oblivious to their unease. He led them to
a massive wooden door, reinforced with rusted iron bars. A strange symbol, vaguely
reminiscent of a stylized spider web, was engraved on the wood, as though scorched by a
red-hot iron.

The man knocked three times, at regular intervals, then waited, his face impassive. A
heavy silence descended upon them, broken only by the sound of their ragged breaths and
the incessant dripping of a leaking pipe, disrupting the deathly stillness.

Finally, a sinister creak echoed, and the door slowly opened, as if moved by an unseen
force. Behind it, bathed in semi-darkness, stood a man shrouded in a long black cloak.
His face was hidden by a hooded shadow, and Aldo could only make out his hands, long
and thin, with fingers adorned with numerous rings set with precious stones.

"Enter,"” the man said in a deep, raspy voice that seemed to rise from the depths of a well.
"And may fortune favor you."

The stranger's chilling warning echoed in Aldo's mind like a sentence. He understood at
that moment that they had crossed a point of no return. Their quest, now, was taking on a
new, darker, more dangerous turn. They had entered the realm of shadows, where truth
hid behind a thousand veils and where the slightest misstep could be paid for dearly.
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Chapter 7: The Kraken's Lament

The fresh, salty air that enveloped them as they emerged from the Spider's Nest was a
true deliverance. Aldo took a deep breath, as if he hadn't inhaled in hours, savoring the
iodine tang that chased away the musty, secretive stench of the subterranean lair. The
morning sun, still low on the horizon, cast a golden glow on the thatched roofs and dark
wooden facades of Frejann. The city, which just hours earlier had seemed a haven of
peace, now appeared imbued with the same aura of danger and mystery as the Spider's
Nest.

Borin, his face tight and his jaw clenched, didn't seem to share Aldo's relief. He walked
with a brisk, determined stride, his hand still gripped tightly around the haft of his axe.
Elara, meanwhile, observed her surroundings with keen attention, her green eyes
scanning every shadowy alleyway, every fleeting figure that crossed their path.

"Where are we going?" Aldo asked in a barely audible voice, breaking the heavy silence
that had descended upon them.

"We need to find a safe place,” Elara replied without slowing her pace. "A place where
we can talk without being disturbed."

They plunged into a labyrinth of narrow, winding alleys, swiftly distancing themselves
from the harbor district and its shady merchants. Aldo, who had retained a rather pleasant
memory of the city from their previous visit, was discovering a different face of Frejann
with some apprehension. The facades of the houses, lining the cramped, poorly lit alleys,
were cracked, covered in crude graffiti and traces of dampness. The air, thick with the
acrid smell of rotting fish and urine, was polluted by the acrid smoke escaping from the
chimneys of blacksmith workshops and disreputable taverns.

"Here?" Elara asked, stopping in front of a low, squat building, its blackened wooden
facade almost completely devoid of openings.

A wrought iron sign, half torn off, swayed above the entrance, revealing the barely
legible remnants of an inscription: "The Rusty Anchor."

Aldo couldn't help but frown. The establishment's name, as well as its uninviting
appearance, didn't exactly inspire confidence.

"It's a discreet place,” Elara clarified, noticing his hesitation. "And they serve the best
beer in Frejann.”
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Without waiting for a response, she pushed open the door and disappeared inside. Borin,
after a final circular glance, sighed and followed Elara, leaving Aldo to close the door
behind them.

The interior of the Rusty Anchor was dark and smoky, lit by a few oil lamps that cast a
flickering yellow glow on the rough wooden tables and benches. The air, thick and
saturated with the smell of stale beer, cheap tobacco, and sweat, was almost unbreathable.
A dozen patrons, mostly sailors, with weathered faces and heavy gazes, drank in silence,
their backs hunched over their tankards.

Elara led Aldo and Borin towards a dark corner, away from the other patrons. They
settled heavily on a bench, their backs against the wall, so they could monitor the
entrance.

"S0?" Borin asked, his voice raspy. "What did our dear informant tell us? And why this
squalid place?"

Elara didn't answer immediately. She gestured to a squat, pockmarked-faced waitress
who approached them with a weary step.

"Three beers," Elara ordered. "The strongest you have."

The waitress gave them a suspicious look, then turned away without a word, disappearing
behind a massive wooden counter that barred the back of the room.

"The messenger is a woman," Elara declared, lowering her voice. "An elf, like me. Her
name is Lyana."

Aldo furrowed his brow. An elf? In this den of piracy and illicit trade? He struggled to
reconcile the image of these refined and mystical creatures with the grimy atmosphere of
the Rusty Anchor. It was like imagining a nightingale nesting in a rat's burrow.

"An elf?" repeated Borin, a dubious frown on his lips. "And what would an elf be doing
in a place like this?"

"Lyana isn't like other elves,” Elara replied in a neutral tone, accepting the tankard the
barmaid placed before her with a grunt. "Let's just say she has a certain... penchant for
lost souls and crooked paths.”

"In other words, an outcast,” Borin concluded, taking a sip of his beer with a bitter smirk.
"Like us, in a way."

Aldo, uncomfortable with the warrior's cynical tone, took a swig of his own drink. The
beer, thick and bitter, exploded on his tongue like a quack remedy, as strong as it was
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unappealing. He spat it out almost immediately, coughing and sputtering to rid himself of
the acrid taste that filled his mouth.

"By the gods, what is this concoction?" he choked out, his eyes watering.
Elara gave him a weary look. "Dwarf ale. It's renowned for its... robust flavor."
"Robust?" Aldo grimaced. "It tastes like dishwater fermented with dirty socks!"

Borin let out a guttural laugh. "You'll get used to it, kid. It's the best we can find in this
kind of dive."

Despite the warrior's lighthearted tone, a shadow of sadness veiled his gaze. Aldo sensed
that the atmosphere, heavy and tense, went beyond the sordid setting of the Rusty
Anchor. The death of Aric, the pursuit of their unseen enemies, the prospect of a
dangerous confrontation with a renegade elf... All these burdens weighed heavily on their
shoulders, threatening to drag them down.

"And what do we know about this Lyana?" he asked, attempting to steer the conversation
towards more concrete ground. "Why is she involved in all this?"

Elara took a sip of her beer, unfazed by the brew that had horrified Aldo. "Lyana is a
messenger. A conduit of information. She sells her services to the highest bidder,
regardless of morals or allegiance.”

"An information mercenary, in essence,” Borin commented wryly. "Charming."

"She has a reputation for being efficient,” Elara continued, ignoring the warrior's
sarcasm. "And discreet. If anyone knows what happened to Aric, it's her."”

"And how do you propose to approach her?" asked Aldo. "I imagine an elf of her
reputation doesn't allow herself to be easily approached."

"She has her habits," Elara replied with an enigmatic smile. "And her weaknesses. We
just need to bait the hook."

She pulled a small leather pouch from her belt and twirled it between her slender fingers.
The clinking of gold coins, clear and crystalline, drew the attention of the few patrons
around them.

"Money is a universal language,” she added with a knowing glance at Aldo. "Especially
in a place like this."

Aldo, uncomfortable with this ostentatious display, felt a shiver run down his spine. He
felt like he was playing a dangerous game, one whose rules and stakes he didn't
understand. A game where the slightest mistake could cost them dearly.
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A heavy silence descended upon the table, punctuated only by the clinking of tankards as
the drunken patrons guzzled their ale. The acrid scent of dwarven beer hung in the air,
mingling with the odors of sweat and rotting fish. Aldo, taken aback by the turn of
events, observed Elara with a mixture of admiration and apprehension. The elf, usually so
composed and calculating, seemed to be playing a risky game, wagering their fate on an
unknown with dubious motives.

"The lure of gold is potent, it's true," a raspy voice rumbled from behind them. "But it
doesn't always suffice to entice the rarest fish."”

Aldo jumped, spinning around to face the intruder. A man stood behind them, shrouded
in a dark cloak that nearly swallowed him in the tavern's dimness. Only his weather-
beaten face, etched with the marks of time, and his piercing blue eyes were visible
beneath the thick fabric. He held a tankard of beer in his hand, swirling it slowly between
his gnarled fingers.

"Who are you?" Borin demanded, his voice sharp, his hand instinctively reaching for the
axe hanging from his belt.

The stranger offered a wry smile, revealing a row of yellowed, uneven teeth. "A friend, |
hope. Or at least, someone who shares your interest in this fabled Lyana."”

He approached their table and took a seat on a vacant bench, without bothering to ask for
their permission. Aldo scrutinized him, searching for a clue, an indication of his
intentions. The man exuded a strange aura, both threatening and captivating. He had the
air of a lone wolf, accustomed to navigating the murky waters of the underworld, a
predator lurking in the shadows.

"What do you know of her?" Elara asked, her voice devoid of emotion.

The man took a swig of his beer, his eyes fixed on the elf. "Enough to know that she's
more dangerous than she appears. And that those who cross her rarely see the light of
another day."

A heavy silence fell upon them, each of the stranger's words seeming to cling to the
tavern's thick air like a curse. Aldo felt a knot of anxiety tighten in his stomach. He felt as
if he were sinking into a waking nightmare, where every step brought them closer to an
unseen danger.

"What do you want?" Borin asked, his voice strained.

The stranger placed his tankard on the table, his piercing blue eyes darting from one
companion to the next. "To help you, of course,” he said with a predatory grin. "But on
one condition.”
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Aldo, unable to meet the stranger's piercing gaze, focused on his beer. The amber liquid,
under the flickering light of the oil lamps, suddenly evoked a stagnant pool, filled with
sticky secrets and dangers lurking in the shadows. He felt trapped, like a moth drawn to a
deadly flame.

"Speak plainly,” Borin commanded, his raspy voice betraying his growing impatience.
"Circuitous routes are for nobles and crooked merchants, not for us."

The stranger chuckled dryly, a sound that echoed strangely in the boisterous tavern.
"Direct, you say? | appreciate the candor. Very well. Here's my proposition: I will guide
you to Lyana. In exchange, you share with me the information she provides you."

Elara leaned forward, her green eyes gleaming with a new light. "And who says we'll
agree to share anything?"

"Let's call it a gamble,” the man countered, a sardonic smile stretching his thin lips. "I bet
the information you seek is worth more than gold. And | bet that to obtain it, you will be
willing to pay a high price."”

He stood up, adjusting his cloak with a nonchalant gesture. "Think carefully about my
proposal. Time, as the proverb goes, is money. And opportunities, like tides, have an
unfortunate tendency not to wait."

Without a backward glance, he pushed his way through the tavern's packed crowd,
vanishing as quickly as he had appeared.

Aldo, suddenly feeling drained of all energy, let his head fall onto the rough wood of the
table. A wave of fatigue, as sudden as it was unexpected, washed over him, pulling him
towards a dreamless sleep. He felt as if he had traveled leagues, faced terrifying
monsters, and lived a thousand lives in the space of a few hours. Yet, he sensed the
hardest part was still to come.

"What do you think?" he asked in a white voice, not really expecting an answer.

"I don't trust him," Borin grumbled, his hand gripping the pommel of his axe. "There's
something shady about this guy. I feel it."

"He's a predator,” Elara confirmed, her gaze lost in the distance. "A shark that smells
blood in the water. But he might be right. Lyana is our only lead. And we need all the
help we can get if we want to discover the truth about Aric's death."

She turned to Aldo, her piercing green eyes fixing him with a disturbing intensity. "It's
your choice, Aldo. We follow your instincts. Trust us, or follow our own path?"
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Aldo, caught off guard by this sudden responsibility, felt his heart clench in his chest. He
had never been good at making important decisions, preferring to let others guide his
steps. But this time, there was no escape. Fate, that cruel jester, had placed him at the
center of a chess game whose rules and stakes he did not know.

He closed his eyes, searching within himself for a shred of wisdom, a flicker of intuition.
Around him, the din of the tavern seemed to fade, replaced by a heavy, menacing silence.
He saw only Aric's face, frozen in a mask of terror and pain, and he felt the cold rage of
vengeance engulf him.

"Let's find this man,” he said finally, his voice hoarse with emotion. "And pray to the
gods that we're not about to make a terrible mistake."”

Borin grunted, torn between the instinctive distrust he felt for the stranger and the
burning desire to avenge Aric. Elara, on the other hand, seemed oddly calm, her
impassive face concealing the torrent of thoughts that must have been churning within
her. She scrutinized the man with a piercing gaze, as if attempting to plumb his soul
through the veil of his eyes.

"And how do we plan to find this man?" she finally asked, her voice neutral. "The alleys
of Frejann are teeming with unsavory characters, each more shady than the last."

"I have my connections,” she replied simply, a cryptic smile stretching her thin lips.
"Leave it to me, I have a little idea..."

Without further explanation, she rose, placing a few silver coins on the table before
melting into the tavern's dense crowd. Borin watched her go, his expression dubious.

"Do you trust her?" asked Aldo, surprised by the elf's sudden eagerness.

The warrior shrugged, a bitter grimace twisting his lips. "Not really a choice, is there?
She's the only one who knows the rules of this dangerous game. And we, we are her
pawns, at the mercy of her decisions."

He drained his tankard in one gulp, his gaze hard, as if trying to dispel his own doubts.
Aldo, uncomfortable with this blind faith, preferred to focus on the commotion around
them.

The tavern, far from calming down after the stranger's departure, seemed to vibrate with a
new energy, as if the promise of momentous events hung in the air. Groups of ruddy-
faced sailors with boisterous laughter called to each other from table to table, clinking
their tankards of beer. Invested gamblers clashed vehemently around makeshift gaming
tables, dice rolling on the worn wood to the rhythm of bets and oaths. In a shadowy
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corner, a veiled woman with a lascivious gaze read the future in the lines of a calloused
palm.

Amidst this organized chaos, Aldo felt terribly alone, as if cut off from the world by an
invisible bell jar. He yearned for the relative comfort of his monotonous life, the
reassuring routine of his days spent playing music in the streets and taverns of the towns
and villages he traversed. The prospect of a life of adventure, which had seemed so
exciting just a few days earlier, now appeared in a very different light.

"They're here," whispered Borin suddenly, drawing his attention.

Aldo looked up and saw Elara returning towards them, accompanied by two men he had
never seen before. The first, tall and thin, with closely cropped black hair and a face as
sharp as a blade, reminded him of a hawk, poised to pounce on its prey. The second,
stocky and muscular, with a thick red beard and blue eyes as cold as ice, resembled more
of a bear, powerful and dangerous.

They approached the table, their expressions menacing, and stopped a few paces away.
Aldo felt a shiver run down his spine. He had no doubt about the nature of these two
individuals: they were professionals, accustomed to violence and danger.

"This is Torin and Garek," announced Elara in a neutral voice. "They will help us find
our man."

A tense silence greeted Elara's presentation. Torin, the human falcon, scrutinized Aldo
and Borin with his piercing black eyes, while Garek, the mountain of red muscles, simply
grunted, a sound that resembled a stomach rumble more than a greeting. The atmosphere,
already thick with the acrid smoke and palpable tension of the tavern, charged with a new
electricity, that of imminent and unpredictable danger.

Uncomfortable under the scrutinizing gaze of the duo, Aldo sought solace from Elara.
But the elf, her face impassive, seemed to observe the scene with a disturbing
detachment, as if she were watching a play whose ending she already knew.

"Follow me," she finally commanded, her voice devoid of warmth. "And try to be
discreet. Our friend mustn't suspect that we're on his trail."

Without waiting for a response, she slipped between the crowded tables, moving with
disconcerting ease through the maze of sweating bodies and drunken conversations. Torin
and Garek, like faithful guard dogs, stuck to her heels, their hands never far from the
weapons concealed beneath their cloaks. Aldo and Borin, feeling out of place in this
brutal ballet, had no choice but to follow suit, their hearts pounding in their chests.
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The air grew fresher and more invigorating as they crossed the threshold of the tavern.
The harsh light of the morning sun, after the smoky gloom of the Rusty Anchor, made
Aldo's eyes blink. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the salty air of the harbor,
as if to cleanse himself of the unhealthy atmosphere they had just left behind.

Elara, without a backward glance, strode briskly into a labyrinth of narrow, winding
alleys. The cobblestones, worn by time and the constant passage of carts, were littered
with various debris: fish bones, rotten pieces of wood, frayed pieces of rope. The acrid
smell of fish mingled with the sweeter scent of spices from the Orient, creating a strange
and heady fragrance.

They walked past warehouses with cracked walls, past shops where heterogeneous goods
were piled high: shimmering fabrics, rusty weapons, cages filled with exotic birds with
dull plumage. Haggard beggars, holding out skeletal hands, hailed them with raspy
voices, begging for a coin to appease their hunger or thirst.

"Where are we going?" Aldo finally asked, his voice barely audible amidst the hubbub of
the port.

"Patience, Aldo," Elara replied without slowing her pace. "All will be revealed in due
time."”

They suddenly emerged into a small paved square, shaded by the imposing shadow of a
decrepit statue representing a forgotten ancient king. In the center of the square, a stone
well, half-filled with rubble and wild vegetation, exhaled a foul odor of stagnant water.

"This is where our paths diverge,” Elara announced, stopping before a low, squat
building, its blackened wooden facade pierced by a single narrow window.

"Is this where Lyana lives?" Aldo asked, incredulous. The place could not have been
more different from the image he had formed of an elven messenger.

"Not exactly," Elara replied with an enigmatic smile. "But this is where we'll find the one
who can lead us to her."

She gestured for Torin and Garek to stay behind, then approached the door and knocked
three short raps. A heavy silence fell over the square, only the shrill cry of gulls
disturbing the tense atmosphere.

Then they heard a raspy voice rise from within: "Who's there?"
"A friend," Elara replied in a clear voice. "A friend who needs your services."

The door creaked open slowly, with a sinister groan, as if it hadn't been used in ages. In
the doorway appeared an old man whose face was weathered by time and the elements,
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his eyes narrowed with suspicion. He held in his hand an earthen pipe from which a wisp
of acrid smoke escaped.

"Show me what you have in your belly before you talk to me about friendship,” he
grumbled in a voice as raspy as old, dead wood. "Friends, these days, are rarer than pearls
in rotten oysters."

The acrid smell of stale tobacco and rancid sweat hung heavy in the air as Elara pushed
open the door with a sharp, decisive motion. The interior, dark and cramped, was
illuminated only by a flickering candle, casting dancing shadows on the rough-hewn
wooden walls. Perched on a rickety stool, a burly man, his shirt unbuttoned to reveal a
chest covered in reddish hair, raised his head. His face, etched with years of excess and
harsh treatment, was framed by a tangle of unkempt beard. His small eyes, almost lost in
the mass of his face, fixed on them with a wary glint.

"It's him," Elara whispered into Aldo's ear, her voice barely audible in the dim light.
"Grog the One-Eyed. A former sailor turned... let's say, unorthodox businessman."

Grog regarded them with suspicion, his gaze lingering momentarily on the gold purse that
Elara was subtly displaying between her slender fingers. "What do you want, you
scrounging lot? Are you here to beg for alms or to have your future divined by the lines
of your palm? | haven't got time to waste on penniless vagrants!"

"We are seeking to make contact with Lyana," Elara announced in a calm voice, ignoring
Grog's insults. "We know you can help us."”

A flicker of interest briefly illuminated Grog's cloudy eyes. He leaned forward, his gaze
slipping over the gold purse like a predator eyeing easy prey. "Lyana... Lyana.." he
repeated slowly, massaging his jaw with a calloused hand. "The name rings a bell... but
memories, you know, they fade with time and cheap rum."

"I'm sure your memory will return with a little encouragement,” Elara said, dropping a
gold coin into Grog's open palm. The clink of precious metal had an instantaneous effect.
Grog straightened, a greedy grin splitting his reddened face.

"Ah, that changes things! Memory, it's like an old water pump, needs a bit of elbow
grease to work properly. So, you were saying, you're looking for Lyana?"

Elara nodded, and another gold piece vanished into Grog's hand. "We have an urgent
message to deliver to her. A matter of life or death.”

Grog tucked the gold coins into a hidden pocket in his shirt, his eyes shining with
avarice. "An urgent message, you say? And what makes you think you're trustworthy?
Lyana, you see, she's accustomed to rare birds, not low-life carrion eaters."
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Before Elara could respond, Borin, growing increasingly impatient with this sordid
bargaining, stepped forward, his hand reaching for the axe hanging at his belt. "Listen
closely, you old codger,” he growled, his voice menacing. "We haven't got time for
your two-bit riddles. Either you tell us how to contact Lyana, or we'll empty your
pockets and ransack your hovel ourselves. And | guarantee you won't like what we find."

A heavy silence descended upon the room. Grog, his face pale beneath his thick tan,
stared at Borin with a mixture of fear and defiance. The atmosphere, already electric,
was on the verge of erupting into violence. Aldo, caught between his aversion to the
warrior's expeditious methods and his desire to find Lyana's trail, felt terribly
powerless.

"Enough, Borin," Elara intervened in a voice as cold as steel. "Violence will get
us nowhere. Let me handle this."

She turned to Grog, a icy smile playing on her lips. "My friend has a rather...
impulsive temperament. But he is loyal and efficient. And he always keeps his
promises. Just like we do. If you help us, you will be rewarded beyond your
wildest dreams. If you stand in our way... let's just say you might regret it
bitterly."

Grog, caught between the carrot and the stick, let out a deep sigh. He scratched
his shaggy beard with a hesitant gesture, his eyes shirking Elara's piercing gaze.
Finally, he resolved to speak, his voice hoarse and barely audible in the silence
that had fallen upon them.

"There's a place..." he began, casting a fearful glance at Borin, who was still
staring at him with a threatening air. "A place where you might be able to find
what you're looking for. But | warn you, it's a dangerous place. A place where
it's best not to linger after dark..."
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Chapter 8: The Harpies' Anthem

The place in question turned out to be a desolate and diminutive island, a few leagues off
the coast. The boat journey was torture for Aldo, tossed between the grey waves and
Borin’s dark gaze. The warrior, silent since their encounter with Grog, seemed to be
brooding over a simmering rage, like a storm about to break. Elara, on the other hand,
scanned the horizon with feline intensity, her thoughts as impenetrable as the turbulent
waves.

The sun was sinking as their patched-up vessel grounded on a beach of black sand. The
air was heavy, saturated with salty spray and the pungent odor of decaying fish. Seabirds
circled in the leaden sky, their shrill cries echoing like mournful laments. A deep, visceral
unease gripped Aldo as he set foot on the unstable shore.

“This is where Lyana lives?” he asked, his voice choked with apprehension.

Grog, who had steered the boat with surprising dexterity for a man of his size, nodded,
his good eye gleaming with an unsettling light. “This is where we find her... sometimes.
But | advise you to be quick. Night is falling, and this is not a place you want to be when
darkness sets in.”

Without another word, he turned and jumped into the boat, pulling away from the island
at a surprising speed. Aldo watched him go, a chilling sense of isolation creeping over
him. He was alone, a prisoner on a sinister islet with two companions as unpredictable as
the raging elements.

“Now what?”” Borin asked, his voice rough like the rumble of distant thunder.

Elara, drawing a yellowed map from her clothes, surveyed the surroundings with
methodical attention. “Grog mentioned an ancient ruin, on top of the cliff. He claims this
is where Lyana goes to send her messages. If we want to find her, that’s where we must

2

go.

The path leading to the clifftop was steep and treacherous, strewn with slippery rocks and
gnarled roots. The wind, growing stronger, whipped at Aldo’s face, tearing at his eyes
with tears of frustration and anxiety. He felt his heart pounding in his temples, drumming
a frantic rhythm against his ribs. With each step, he expected to see a hostile creature
emerge from among the rocks, a sea monster or a vengeful spirit.

Reaching the summit, breathless, they discovered the ruins of an ancient structure, eroded
by salt and time. Broken columns rose towards the twilight sky, ghostly remnants of past
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grandeur. The wind whistled through the disjointed stones, whispering forgotten secrets.
The place seemed imbued with infinite sadness, with millennial melancholy.

“Lyana!” Elara called out, her powerful voice overriding the wind’s howl. “We know
you’re here! Show yourself!”

A heavy silence greeted her words. Aldo, short of breath, scanned the surroundings,
searching for any sign of life. The place seemed eerily deserted, as if even wild animals
avoided these desolate ruins.

Suddenly, a furtive movement caught his attention. In the shadow of a collapsed stone
arch, a figure had just appeared. Tall and slender, enveloped in a dark veil that hinted at
the outline of folded wings on her back. A silver glint shone for a moment, reflecting the
waning light of the sun. A flash of metal, like a sharpened blade.

Lyana was there. But she was not alone.

Aldo, breathless, gripped Elara's arm, his other hand instinctively pointing towards the
stone archway. Elara, initially startled by Aldo's reaction, followed his gaze and felt a
shiver run down her spine. Borin, oblivious, grumbled with impatience. "Enough games,
EIf! Show yourself!"

As if his voice had broken a spell, the figure stepped forward. Lyana, undeniably, even
draped in her dark garments. Her silver hair cascaded down her shoulders like a frozen
waterfall, contrasting with the dark leather of her attire. But what captivated Aldo's
attention was the elf's glacial gaze, devoid of the warmth he had perceived during their
first encounter. And this gaze was not directed at them.

Across the archway, a second figure emerged. A man, tall and imposing, shrouded in a
deep black cloak that seemed to absorb the faint twilight light. He wore a silver mask,
frozen in a neutral expression, void of any emotion. A gloved hand rested on the hilt of a
sword with a thin, curved blade, reminiscent of a raptor's claw. Aldo had never felt such a
menacing aura, the aura of a predator lurking in the shadows.

"It's him," Aldo whispered, his stomach clenching at the sight of the stranger. *The man
from the tavern.”

Elara, her face closed, kept her eyes fixed on the stranger. "What do you mean, Aldo?"
Borin asked, perplexed. "Do you know this man?"

Before Aldo could respond, the stranger raised his hand, a slow, calculated gesture.
Absolute silence descended upon the ruins, a silence so profound that Aldo thought he
could hear his own heartbeat. The stranger removed his mask, revealing a harsh, angular
face, marked by a scar that slashed across his right cheek.
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"Elara,” he said in a deep, measured voice, completely ignoring the presence of Aldo and
Borin. "We meet again."

Elara didn't flinch, her gaze unwavering in the face of the man's. "I didn't think I'd see
you so soon, Darius,"” she replied, her voice devoid of emotion.

Darius. The name resonated in Aldo's mind like a death knell. He had heard that name
before, whispered in the most disreputable taverns, associated with rumors of daring
heists, bloody duels, and pacts made with occult forces.

"I see you're not alone anymore,” Darius continued, his gaze settling on Aldo and Borin.
"These men... who are they?"

"Associates,"” Elara replied, her tone neutral.

"Associates who are deeply interested in Aric's death,” Darius retorted, a cold smile
stretching his lips. "Just like me."

A flash of surprise crossed Elara’s face. "What do you know about Aric?"

"Enough to know that his death wasn't an accident,” Darius answered, his gaze piercing
Elara's. "And | believe we have a common enemy."

Doubt gnawed at Aldo. Who was this man, and why did he seem to know so much about
their quest? Was he an ally or an enemy? Elara, meanwhile, seemed to hesitate, torn
between suspicion and a strange fascination.

"What are you talking about?" she finally asked, her voice strained.

Darius took a step forward, approaching Elara with unnerving confidence. "I think it's
time we had a little chat," he said, his gaze never leaving the elf's. "In private."

Without waiting for a response, he turned to Lyana. "Leave us."

The elf, without a word, vanished into the shadow of a collapsed wall, as silently as she
had appeared. Aldo, feeling increasingly uneasy, wanted to protest, but Borin stopped
him with a wave of his hand. The warrior, his eyes narrowed, observed the scene with
animal intensity, ready to pounce at the slightest sign of hostility.

"Elara, don't do this," Aldo whispered, his heart pounding. "This man is dangerous."

Elara hesitated for a moment, her gaze wavering between Aldo and Darius. Then, taking
a deep breath, she replied in a firm voice.

"Alright, Darius. Let's talk. But make it clear: if you lie to me, if you hide something
from me, you'll regret it bitterly.”
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A cold smile lit Darius's face. "Believe me, Elara, | have no intention of lying to you. Not
now."

The wind, even more biting at the clifftop, whipped through the ruins, swirling dust and
sand around Aldo and Borin. The two men, silenced by the tense exchange between Elara
and the stranger, watched the scene unfold with mounting apprehension. Aldo, his heart
pounding in his chest, felt a bad premonition creep over him, as cold and penetrating as
the sea wind that lashed at him.

Darius, without a glance at the two men, guided Elara towards a collapsed section of the
wall, out of sight. His movements were fluid, almost feline, betraying a certain martial
training. He exuded a palpable aura of danger, an aura that sent shivers down Aldo's
spine despite the rage that was beginning to rumble in his chest.

"Who is this man, Elara?" hissed Aldo, unable to contain his concern any longer. "And
what have you promised him?"

Borin, his face as impassive as a bear trap, remained silent, but his eyes darted like
lightning towards the departing duo. His calloused, powerful hand instinctively gripped
the axe at his belt.

Elara, as if she had heard Aldo's question, turned towards them for a moment, her face
barely visible in the fading light. "Stay here,” she ordered in a clear, sharp voice. "And
don't move a muscle."

"You can't ask us that!" exclaimed Aldo, indignant. "This man is dangerous! We must..."
"Aldo, shut up!" Borin interrupted him in a gruff voice. "She knows what she's doing."

Aldo turned to his friend, surprise etched on his face. Borin, usually so quick to be swept
away by his anger, seemed uncharacteristically calm, his gaze fixed on Elara and Darius
with a disturbing intensity.

"You trust her?" asked Aldo, incredulous. "After everything he said? After everything we
saw?"

Borin didn't answer immediately. He took a deep breath, as if to calm himself, then
placed a heavy hand on Aldo's shoulder. "Listen, Aldo," he said finally, his voice hoarse
and barely audible over the wind. "Elara... she has her secrets. Things she won't tell us.
Things she can't tell us. But | know one thing: she's not our enemy. And if she thinks we
need to trust this man, then | trust her."

Aldo, taken aback by Borin's unwavering faith, shook his head, incredulous. "But... but
he talked about Aric's death! He said he knew who was responsible!"
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"Maybe it's true,” admitted Borin, his eyes never leaving the couple who had moved
away. "But we won't learn anything more by staying here and gnawing at ourselves. Trust
me, Aldo. We'll have our moment. But for now, we need to wait."

Aldo, despite his doubts and fears, forced himself to nod in agreement. He knew Borin
was right. They were bound to Elara, for better or for worse. And if trust was a risky bet,
mistrust would lead them nowhere.

For long minutes, they waited, motionless as stone statues amidst the windswept ruins.
The sun, gradually disappearing over the horizon, painted the sky in shades of orange and
violet, creating a spectacle of strange and wild beauty. But the beauty of the landscape
failed to soothe the anxiety that gnawed at Aldo. Every passing second felt like an
eternity, every whisper of the wind a sinister omen.

Finally, as the sun was nothing more than a glowing ember on the horizon, Elara and
Darius reappeared. They walked side by side, but a distinct distance separated them, as if
an invisible barrier kept them at bay. Elara, her face impassive, seemed lost in thought,
while Darius, his gaze fixed, observed the surroundings with hawk-like vigilance.

"Well?" asked Borin, his tense voice betraying his impatience. "What did you learn?"

Elara, her arms crossed over her chest, hesitated for a moment before replying. "Darius
has information regarding Aric's death,” she said finally, her gaze settling on Aldo.
"Information that could be useful to us.”

"Information he's willing to share... under certain conditions,” added Darius, his deep,
menacing voice resonating in the silence that followed Elara's words.

A shiver of icy dread ran down Aldo's spine. Darius's words, spoken with calculated
coldness, echoed in the twilight air like a barely veiled threat. The wind, howling through
the ruins of the ancient city, seemed to whisper sinister warnings, amplifying the unease
that had gripped the group.

"Conditions?" Borin repeated, his gruff voice betraying a simmering anger. "What right
does this stranger have to dictate anything to us? We have nothing to do with him."

Darius let out a dry, mirthless chuckle. "You're mistaken, warrior,”" he replied, his
piercing gaze settling on Borin. "You are entangled in this affair more deeply than you
realize. And your fates, whether you like it or not, are now intertwined with mine."

He paused, letting his words hang in the tense air. Aldo, caught in this dangerous game
whose rules he didn't understand, felt increasingly uncomfortable. He glanced at Elara,
hoping to find an explanation, a sign of comfort, but the elf's face was closed, impassive
like a mask.
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"What are you talking about?" she finally asked, her strained voice betraying her growing
anxiety. "This information... what is it? And what price do you demand in exchange?"

"All in good time, Elara,” Darius retorted, a cold smile stretching his lips. "First, | want to
ensure we are on the same side. | offer an alliance, nothing more, nothing less. Together,
we will find the answers we seek. Together, we will avenge Aric's death."”

Revenge. The word, uttered with icy intensity by Darius, seemed to float in the air like a
vengeful specter. Aldo felt a chill run down his spine. He had known Aric only briefly,
but the young man's death, murdered under murky circumstances, had deeply affected
him. The idea of revenge, tempting in some ways, made him uneasy. Wasn't it wiser to
let justice take its course?

"Revenge is a dish best served cold,"” he murmured, more to himself than to the others.

His murmur, however, did not go unnoticed. Darius turned to him, his eyes gleaming
with a strange light in the fading light. "You are right, young man," he said, his voice
surprisingly gentle. "Revenge is a dish best savored with patience and subtlety. And
believe me, our enemies will pay for their crimes. They will pay dearly."

He shifted his attention back to Elara, his gaze intensifying. "So, Elara, do you accept my
offer? Will we join forces to achieve our shared vengeance?"

Elara, her arms crossed over her chest, fixed Darius with a steady gaze, her impassive
face betraying no emotion. The wind, howling through the ruins of the ancient city,
whipped her silver hair around her face, giving her a spectral, wild aura. After a long
silence, which seemed like an eternity to Aldo, she took a deep breath and replied in a
clear, sharp voice.

"Before | answer your proposition, Darius, | need to know who | am dealing with. Who
are you truly? And what do you know about Aric's death?"

A tense silence greeted Elara's question, as heavy and oppressive as the storm clouds
gathering on the horizon. Darius, far from being daunted, let out a low, raspy chuckle that
echoed oddly in the windswept ruins.

"Still so wary, Elara,” he said, his tone laced with amusement and a hint of admiration.
"You haven't changed."

He took a few steps, moving away from the group towards the edge of the cliff. The
wind, even more violent at this spot, whipped his black cloak around his legs, giving him
the appearance of a bird of prey poised for flight. Below, waves crashed against the rocks
with savage fury, spraying salty foam into the air.
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"You want to know who | am?" he continued, his voice barely audible over the roar of
the raging sea. "l am the one who can help you avenge Aric. The one who knows the
truth about his death."

He turned, fixing his dark gaze on Elara's. "Aric wasn't just a simple messenger. He was
involved in something far greater, far more dangerous than you can imagine.”

Intrigued despite himself, Aldo felt his pulse quicken. Who was this mysterious Darius,
and what did he truly know about Aric and his mission? Elara, however, remained
impassive, her face as inscrutable as a mask. Only a slight tremor in her fingers betrayed
the tension that coursed through her.

"You speak in riddles, Darius," she said finally, her voice as cold and sharp as a dagger's
blade. "Be clear. What do you know about Aric's death?"

"I know he was murdered,” Darius replied without hesitation, his dark gaze sweeping
over each member of the group in turn. "Murdered by those who feared what he had
discovered. Those who seek to plunge this world into chaos."

"And who are these 'they'?" Borin demanded, his raspy voice betraying his growing
impatience. "Give us names, faces! We'll handle the rest."”

Darius let out a short, sarcastic laugh. "You're quick to offer your services, warrior," he
said, a mocking glint in his eye. "But believe me, these enemies are not the kind you
confront with mere force of arms. They lurk in the shadows, pulling strings, manipulating
events to their advantage."

He paused, allowing the suspense to linger. Aldo, meanwhile, observed the scene with
increasing attention. He felt a confused sense that something was amiss, that Darius,
despite his words brimming with promises of vengeance, was hiding something. But
what?

"Aric," Darius continued, his deep voice echoing in the sudden silence that had
descended upon the group, "was in possession of a secret. A secret that could change the
fate of the world. A secret that some are willing to kill to obtain.”

He took a step forward, approaching Elara, his dark gaze fixed on hers. "l can help you
uncover this secret, Elara. | can help you avenge Aric. But to do so, you must trust me."

The wind, as if to underscore the importance of his words, rose suddenly, whipping with
an unimaginable force over the ruins of the ancient city. Aldo, feeling suddenly
vulnerable and minuscule in the face of this hurricane of intrigue and danger, clung to a
crumbling wall to maintain his balance. Fate, it seemed, had come knocking at their door.
The only question was whether they were ready to open it.
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"Trust is earned, Darius,” Elara retorted, her voice as cold and sharp as a blade forged
from ice. "You arrive here, on this windswept rock, with your riddles and hollow
promises. You speak of vengeance, of secrets that could change the world, but your
words ring false in my ears, like copper coins pretending to be gold."”

A flicker of anger crossed Darius's usually impassive face, as fleeting and intense as a
lightning strike. But he quickly composed himself, his mask of coldness returning,
concealing his emotions like a dark veil.

"You're playing a dangerous game, Elara," he hissed, his voice low and menacing. "Do
not mistake my intentions. | have come here to offer you an alliance, not to endure your
unfounded accusations."

"An alliance?" Borin scoffed, his impatience growing with every word. "Who do you
think you are, stranger, to arrive here and demand our allegiance? We have no connection
with you, save for Aric's death, and nothing proves your sincerity."

The warrior, unable to contain his frustration any longer, took a menacing step towards
Darius, his hand reaching for the axe hanging at his belt. Aldo, sensing the situation
escalating, stepped between the two men, his heart pounding in his chest.

"Borin, stop! Violence will get us nowhere!" he exclaimed, trying to reason with his
friend. But his words were swept away by the wind, as useless as fallen leaves carried
away by a storm.

"Take one more step, you thick-headed brute, and I swear you will regret it bitterly,”
Darius growled, his black, piercing gaze fixed on Borin with an icy intensity. "You are
nothing but a toy in this game, an insignificant pawn that | could crush with a single
gesture."

The already electric atmosphere suddenly became explosive. Aldo, trapped in this tense
face-off, felt a cold sweat breaking out on his back. He cast a desperate glance at Elara,
hoping she would intervene to calm the situation, but the elf seemed strangely detached,
as if she were observing the scene from afar, lost in her thoughts.

"Enough!” Elara's voice, when it did finally ring out, was like a whip cracking through
the frigid air. Borin, surprised by the elf's sudden intervention, loosened his grip on his
axe, but his gaze remained fixed on Darius, burning with contained rage.

"Darius,” Elara continued, her tone brooking no argument, "you are right about one thing.
We are all seeking to avenge Aric's death, and it is possible we may need your help to
achieve that. But before we talk about alliances, trust, or secrets that could change the
world, I need tangible proof of your good faith. Tell me what you know, without beating
around the bush, without riddles, without lies. Who killed Aric? And why?"
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The wind, as if to underscore the importance of Elara's question, rose abruptly, whipping
the ruins of the ancient city with savage fury. The waves below crashed against the rocks
with a dull roar, while the storm clouds, growing more menacing, gradually obscured the
light of the setting sun.

Darius, faced with Elara's ultimatum, took a deep breath and, for the first time since his
arrival, allowed a hint of vulnerability to peek through his mask of coldness. His gaze,
losing its icy intensity, settled on the elf with an odd gleam, a mixture of sadness and
determination.

"You are right, Elara," he sighed, his raspy voice betraying a sudden weariness. "l have
been too cautious, too mysterious. But understand me, words are double-edged weapons,
and in this affair, speaking carelessly can prove as dangerous as throwing oneself into the
maw of a dragon.”

He paused, letting his words linger in the air heavy with tension. Aldo, despite the
apprehension gnawing at him, felt his attention fully captivated by Darius's words. A
confused feeling, a mix of intuition and morbid curiosity, told him that the man was
about to reveal something important, something that would change the course of their
quest.

"The truth, Elara, is that Aric's death is merely the tip of a much larger conspiracy, much
darker than you can imagine," he finally resumed, his gaze drifting into the distance, as if
he were reliving images of a painful past. "Ancient and powerful forces are at work,
forces that seek to plunge this world into chaos and destruction."

He turned to Elara, his black gaze meeting hers with renewed intensity. "Aric was a pawn
in their perverse game, just as we all are. But he was more than that. He was the guardian
of a secret, a secret that could tip the balance of power and destroy their plans."”

"What secret?" Aldo exclaimed, unable to contain his curiosity any longer. "What are you
talking about?"

Darius, without granting him a glance, continued as if Aldo had said nothing. "That
secret, Elara, | cannot reveal to you here and now. It is too dangerous. Our enemies have
eyes and ears everywhere, and simply uttering certain words could attract the worst kind
of trouble."

He approached Elara, stopping a few steps away from her. His gaze, intense and piercing,
seemed to probe the very soul of the elf. "Trust me, Elara. | can help you understand what
truly happened. | can help you avenge Aric and protect this world from the evil that
threatens it. But for that, you must trust me."”
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The wind, as if to highlight the importance of his words, grew even more violent,
blowing with incredible force over the ruins of the ancient city. The sea below roared
with anger, its waves crashing against the rocks in a whirlwind of foam and fury. The
approaching storm seemed to respond to the call of these dark forces of which Darius
spoke, shrouding the world in an atmosphere of menace and mystery.

Fate, once again, was knocking at their door. But this time, it was not waiting for an
invitation. It was there, immense and menacing, ready to engulf them all in its wake of
chaos and destruction.

A zebra lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating Elara's face for a fleeting moment,
revealing a struggle between distrust and a fragile hope. Darius' proposition, as tempting
as it was, was shrouded in shadows and unspoken truths. Could she truly trust this man,
his murky past, his unclear motives?

Her blue eyes, mirroring the fury of the brewing storm, fixed on Darius. "I don't trust
you, Darius,” she confessed in a calm voice, a stark contrast to the violence of the
unleashed elements. "But I'm willing to give you a chance to prove yourself worthy of
my trust. Tell me what you know about Aric's death, and then we'll see if our paths are
destined to converge or diverge forever."

A long silence followed her words, punctuated only by the whistling wind and the roar of
the raging sea. Darius, motionless like a stone statue sculpted by the elements, seemed
hesitant, weighing his words as a goldsmith examines a precious stone.

Finally, he let out a deep sigh, a weary sound that seemed to emanate from the depths of
his soul. "Very well, Elara," he said, his raspy voice betraying a contained emotion. "I
will tell you what | know. But | warn you, the truth is often more painful than a lie."

He took a step back, moving away from the edge of the cliff to join the group, his dark,
intense gaze settling on each of them in turn, as if gauging their resolve.

"The man you knew as Aric was merely a fagade, a mask worn by an agent operating in
the shadows for years," he began, his grave voice resonating with newfound strength in
the sudden silence that had fallen upon the group. "His true name, his real identity, is of
little consequence now. What matters is that he was a member of an ancient order, a
secret order dedicated to protecting this world from the occult forces that have threatened
it since time immemorial."

He paused, letting his words sink into the minds of his listeners, like black ink slowly
spreading across a pristine parchment. Aldo, meanwhile, felt his heart pounding in his
chest, as if trying to catch up with the frantic rhythm of his thoughts. A secret order?
Occult forces? It all sounded like a low-grade bard's tale, spun in smoky taverns to thrill
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credulous drunkards. Yet, faced with Darius' grave seriousness, the almost tangible
intensity emanating from him, Aldo couldn't bring himself to dismiss his words lightly.

"Aric was betrayed, Elara,” Darius continued, his voice tinged with a sudden sadness.
"Betrayed by someone he trusted, someone within his own order. He was set up, lured
into a deadly trap, and there was nothing he could do to avoid it."

"But why?" Elara exclaimed, her usually impassive face finally betraying a flicker of
emotion, a mixture of sorrow and cold anger. "Why kill Aric? What was this secret he
possessed that was worth such a cruel death?"

Darius turned to her, his black eyes gleaming with an uncanny light in the growing
gloom. "The secret that Aric held, Elara, is tied to an artifact of unimaginable power, an
artifact capable of changing the course of history, for better or for worse," he replied in a
grave tone. "An artifact that our enemies desperately seek to acquire."

He paused again, letting his words hang in the air like a barely veiled threat. "This
artifact, Elara, is called the Crown of Stars."

The name, uttered with almost religious reverence by Darius, seemed to vibrate in the air
like an echo from a distant and mythical past. Aldo, involuntarily, felt a shiver run down
his spine. The Crown of Stars... He had already heard tales of this legendary artifact, in
bardic songs and legends told by the fire. It was said to possess the power of the stars
themselves, capable of granting the dearest wishes as well as unleashing the worst
plagues.

"The Crown of Stars has been lost for centuries, vanished into the labyrinth of history,"”
Darius continued, his dark and piercing gaze scanning the faces of his listeners. "But |
have reason to believe it has resurfaced, and that our enemies are on its trail."”

"And what is the connection to Aric?" Elara asked, her voice betraying no emotion, but
her blue eyes shining with a new light, a blend of curiosity and apprehension. "Why kill
him for a lost artifact?"

"Aric had discovered the location of the Crown of Stars,” Darius replied in a grave voice.
"He had found a clue, a piece of the puzzle that our enemies desperately sought."

"What kind of clue?" Aldo inquired, unable to suppress his growing curiosity.

Darius turned to him, a slight, cold smile stretching his lips. "The clue that Aric
discovered, young man, is a secret he took to the grave," he replied in an enigmatic tone.
"A secret that only those who knew its significance can hope to recover.”

He turned back to Elara, his black eyes locking onto hers with renewed intensity. "Aric
contacted me shortly before his death, Elara," he continued. "He knew he was in danger,
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that he couldn't trust anyone else. He asked me to join him, to help him protect the secret
of the Crown of Stars.”

"But you arrived too late,” Elara murmured, finally understanding where Darius was
going with this.

"I arrived too late,” Darius confirmed in a somber voice. "l found Aric dead, murdered by
those who were hunting him. But before he died, he had time to pass on a message, a
message intended for the one who would take his place."

He approached Elara, stopping a few steps from her. His black eyes, intense and piercing,
seemed to probe the very soul of the elf. "That message, Elara, is for you."

A heavy silence descended upon the group, broken only by the howling wind and the
crashing waves against the rocks. Aldo, his heart pounding in his chest, watched the
scene with growing apprehension. Fate, it seemed, had played its hand. The future, now,
rested in Elara's hands.
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Chapter 9: The Behemoth's Lullaby

The air hung heavy, saturated with a cloying humidity that clung to the skin like an
invisible spiderweb. The silence, usually peaceful and reassuring in this secluded corner
of the world, had become a leaden shroud, an ominous premonition weighing heavily on
Aldo's shoulders. He observed Elara, his friend, his companion in misfortune,
scrutinizing her impassive face for a clue, an emotion that would betray her thoughts. But
the elf's face, usually so expressive, remained indecipherable, a mask of cold, smooth
porcelain.

The message from Aric, conveyed through Darius, had sown discord within their ranks.
A secret, buried in the meanders of the past, was resurfacing, threatening to draw them
into a whirlwind of danger and revelation. Aldo, despite his carefree and mocking
temperament, felt his stomach knot at the thought of what this message might contain. He
had learned the hard way that secrets, especially those kept for centuries, often came at an
exorbitant price.

"Elara,”" Borin began, his deep, gravelly voice breaking the heavy silence like an axe
blow. "What are we going to do?"

The question, seemingly simple, hung in the electrically charged air, heavy with meaning
and uncertainty. Aldo held his breath, awaiting Elara's response with an unusual anxiety.
The elf's decision would seal their fate, leading them down the path of vengeance or the
path of prudence.

Elara finally raised her eyes, her steel blue gaze, usually gentle and benevolent,
shimmering with a new light, a cold, determined gleam that sent a shiver down Aldo's
spine.

"We will honor Aric's memory," she replied in a voice devoid of emotion, sharp as a steel
blade. "We will uncover the truth about his death, and we will avenge his betrayal."

Her words, spoken with an icy conviction, left no room for doubt. Aldo, despite the
apprehension gnawing at him, felt a thrill of admiration course through him. Elara,
beneath her fragile and reserved exterior, possessed unwavering strength of character and
determination.

"But how?" Lirelle asked, her usually gentle voice tinged with a hint of concern. "We
don't even know where to begin."
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"Darius claims to know what Aric wanted to tell me,"” Elara replied, her gaze falling upon
the man in question, who stood motionless, shrouded in his long black cloak like an ill
omen. "He says he holds the key to the mystery of Aric's death and the Crown of Stars.”

"And you think you can trust him?" Borin exclaimed, his weathered face twisting in
anger. "This man is a serpent, Elara! He thrives on lies and betrayal!"

Elara raised her hand, silencing him with a gesture. "I know, Borin," she replied calmly,
yet firmly. "I'm not a child. | don't trust Darius, at least not entirely. But he's the only one
who can help us understand what happened. We must play his game, at least for now."

She turned to Darius, her piercing gaze penetrating his as if to probe his soul. "Speak,
Darius," she commanded in a voice that brooked no reply. "Tell me what you know. Tell
me what Aric wanted to tell me."

Darius, under Elara's scrutinizing gaze, did not flinch. A faint smile, cold and calculating,
stretched his thin lips, revealing a row of white, perfectly aligned teeth.

"As you wish, princess," he replied in a soft, caressing voice, which contrasted strangely
with the harsh expression in his black eyes. "But | warn you, the truth comes at a price.
Are you prepared to pay it?"

The air turned icy, as if Darius's smile had sucked the warmth from the atmosphere. Aldo
felt a wave of unease run down his spine, a chill that had nothing to do with the storm
raging around them. Darius's gaze, though fixed on Elara, seemed to sweep across the
entire group, scrutinizing every reaction, every micro-expression with an almost
predatory attention.

"The price, Darius," Elara replied, her voice betraying no hesitation, "will be paid once |
have heard what | need to hear. Don't play games with me."

"Impatient, aren't you?" Darius chuckled, never taking his eyes off the elf. "A quality that
can prove to be both a strength and a weakness. But let us not dally under this threatening
rain. Shall we seek shelter to discuss confidential matters?"

Without waiting for a response, Darius turned and strode with a confident step towards a
steep path that snaked through the rocks. Lyana, after a hesitant last glance at Elara,
followed close behind Darius.

"Wait!" Borin exclaimed, stepping forward, his hand resting on the hilt of his axe. "We
haven't..."

"Let him, Borin," Elara interrupted, placing a hand on the warrior's arm. "We will follow
them. | need to know what Aric wanted to tell me."
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Borin's gaze betrayed his disagreement, but he yielded to Elara's determination. Aldo,
torn between curiosity and apprehension, followed the group with a hesitant step.

The path, narrow and winding, led them through a maze of jagged rocks and stunted
vegetation. The wind, even more violent at the heights, howled in their ears, as if urging
them to turn back. Aldo, shivering despite his thick travel cloak, wondered where Darius
could possibly be leading them.

The path eventually opened onto a rocky plateau, battered by the wind. In the center
stood a gray stone structure, both rudimentary and imposing, which seemed to rise from
the ground like a natural outgrowth of the landscape. A single opening, low and narrow,
pierced the stone wall, leading into an interior shrouded in shadow.

"My abode," Darius announced with a theatrical gesture, pointing to the gaping opening
of the building. "Modest, | admit, but it offers shelter from the elements and indiscreet
ears."

Without waiting for an invitation, he crossed the threshold and vanished into the
darkness. Lyana followed silently, her impassive face illuminated for a moment by a
flash of lightning that streaked across the sky.

"Are we going in?" Lirelle asked in a hesitant voice, her gaze divided between Elara and
the entrance of the building.

"We have no choice," Elara replied in a neutral tone.

She adjusted the hood of her cloak and stepped into the opening. Borin, after a last dark
look inside, followed close behind, his expression menacing. Aldo, bringing up the rear,
felt a weight settle in his chest, as if a bad omen had fallen upon him.

The interior of the building was dark and damp, lit only by the pale light filtering through
the entrance. A smell of damp earth and wood smoke hung in the air, mingling with a
more subtle and ancient fragrance that reminded Aldo of forgotten crypts and ruined
temples.

In the center of the room, a wood fire crackled in a rudimentary hearth, casting flickering
shadows on the bare stone walls. Darius sat on the ground, his back against a rock, his
eyes closed. Lyana stood beside him, motionless as a statue, her face lost in the shadows.

As the group approached, Darius opened his eyes. His gaze, deep black and
unfathomable, seemed to devour the flickering light of the hearth.

"At last,” he said in a soft, drawn-out voice, that contrasted with the oppressive
atmosphere of the place. "Please, take a seat. We have much to discuss."
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He gestured nonchalantly towards the floor, littered with scattered animal skins around
the hearth. The atmosphere, heavy and silent, seemed to vibrate with palpable tension, as
if the stone walls themselves were holding their breath. Elara, ignoring the unspoken
invitation, remained planted in the center of the room, her chin raised in a defiant gesture.
Her gaze, fixed on Darius, was as hard and cold as the steel of her blades.

"Enough games, Darius,"” she declared in a voice devoid of emotion, which echoed in the
silence of the room like the ringing of a drawn sword. "Where is Aric's message?"

Darius, far from appearing offended by the elf's abrupt tone, let out a dry chuckle, more
akin to a snake's hiss than an expression of amusement.

"Still as direct as ever, | see,” he remarked, his Olympian calm unwavering. "An
admirable quality, no doubt. But patience, my dear Elara, is a virtue even the greatest
warriors must cultivate.”

Rising slowly, he approached the hearth, his fluid and graceful movements contrasting
with the martial rigidity of Borin, who had not moved an inch since their entrance into
the building. The dancing flames cast shifting shadows on his emaciated face,
accentuating the sharp features of his countenance and making his piercing black eyes
gleam with an unsettling light.

"Aric's message, as | mentioned, is linked to the Crown of Stars," he continued, his voice
soft and measured, betraying a hint of cold calculation. "An artifact of immeasurable
power, capable of reshaping the destiny of the world. Do you believe, Princess Elara, that
your friend would have entrusted you with such a secret lightly?"

Elara did not flinch, her face remaining impassible. Only her eyes, two steel-blue beacons
amidst the storm raging within her chest, betrayed the tension that gnawed at her.

"Aric would never have concealed information of such importance from me,"” she retorted
in a glacial tone. "If he chose to entrust me with this secret, it is because he had his
reasons. Reasons that you, no doubt, are unaware of."

A flash of lightning illuminated the doorway, followed by a rumble of thunder that shook
the walls of the building. The storm, which had been brewing since their arrival on the
island, finally broke loose, unleashing torrents of water upon the parched earth.

"Impatience is a flaw that will undo you, Elara,” Darius sighed, a flicker of
disappointment crossing his black eyes. "But so be it. If you are so eager to know Aric's
message, | shall deliver it to you."

He turned to Lyana, who had not uttered a word since their arrival, and gestured with his
hand.
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"Lyana, my dear,” he said in a soft, caressing voice, which stood in strange contrast to the
hard look he was giving her. "Show our guests what Aric entrusted to you."

The dark elf hesitated for a moment, her uncertain gaze flitting between Darius and Elara.
Then, as if moved by an unseen force, she plunged a hand into the depths of her tunic and
retrieved a small object wrapped in a piece of black silk. She approached Elara and
offered the object to her with a bow.

"Take it, Elara,” she said in a barely audible voice. "It is yours to claim.”

Elara took the object carefully, the cold, smooth fabric slipping between her fingers. Her
heart pounded in her chest, a mixture of apprehension and hope washing over her. Aric's
message was there, within her grasp. All that remained was to unravel the mystery it held.

With a trembling hand, Elara delicately removed the silken cloth that enveloped the
object. A silver pendant emerged, its polished metal reflecting the faint glow of the
hearth. It depicted a stylized dragon, its outstretched wings forming a circle around a
single cabochon sapphire, cut in the shape of a star. The stone, a deep and intense blue,
seemed to capture the flickering light of the flames, shimmering with a hypnotic
brilliance.

A tense silence fell upon the room, broken only by the crackling fire and the low rumble
of the raging storm outside. Aldo, observing the scene with feverish attention, felt his
heart beat faster. The pendant, seemingly simple, emanated a peculiar aura, a subtle
magnetism that seemed to draw all eyes.

Elara turned the pendant between her slender fingers, her impassive face betraying no
emotion. Her blue eyes, fixed on the scintillating stone, seemed to probe the
unfathomable depths of the sapphire, as if to decipher a secret buried for centuries.

"What does this all mean, Darius?" she finally asked, her voice neutral and composed,
contrasting with the palpable tension that hung in the air. "What is the connection
between this pendant and Aric's message?"

An enigmatic smile played on Darius's thin lips. "Patience, Princess Elara," he replied in
a honeyed tone that rang false in Aldo's ears. "All will be revealed in due time. But first, |
need to ensure your... cooperation.”

He took a step forward, approaching Elara with a calculated slowness that made the hairs
on Aldo's arms stand on end. Borin, his muscles taut beneath his leather tunic, tightened
his grip on the axe he held firmly in his hand. The atmosphere, already heavy and
oppressive, became suffocating, charged with a menacing electricity.
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"What do you mean?" Elara asked, her body remaining motionless, but her hand moving
imperceptibly closer to the dagger concealed beneath her cloak.

"What | mean, my dear Elara,” Darius replied, his smile widening a notch, "is that you
possess something that belongs to me. Something | have come to claim.”

His gaze, black as the ink-dark night that had descended upon the island, fell upon the
pendant Elara clutched tightly. The hearth's flame, as if obeying a silent order, wavered,
casting shifting shadows across Darius's face, highlighting the harsh, almost cruel lines of
his features.

A long silence settled over the assembly. Aldo, breathing shallowly, felt his heart
hammer against his ribs. The atmosphere, already heavy and tense, had just been charged
with a new threat, as palpable as a lightning bolt poised to strike.

"You are mistaken, Darius,” Elara said in a calm, steady voice that cut through the
contained violence emanating from Darius. "This pendant was never yours. Aric
entrusted it to me, to me alone. And I have no intention of handing it over to you."

A flash of lightning streaked across the sky, a blinding streak of fire, followed by a
rumble of thunder that shook the walls of the building. The storm, as if responding to an
invisible signal, intensified, unleashing torrents of water upon the island, whipped by the
winds.

"You dare defy me, Elara?" Darius hissed, his voice, once smooth and honeyed, having
given way to a glacial, menacing tone. "You forget to whom you speak. | am Darius, and
what | desire, | obtain, no matter the cost.”

He took a step forward, closing in on Elara with a feline grace, his eyes gleaming with a
dangerous light. Lyana, who had remained silent and immobile until now, took a step
back, as if fearing she might be caught in the conflagration that was brewing.

"| fear you not, Darius," Elara retorted, her body remaining straight and proud in the face
of the threat looming over her. "You betrayed Aric, you killed him in cold blood, and you
dare claim to act in his name? You are nothing but an impostor, a power-hungry
charlatan!"

"Enough!" Darius boomed, his face contorting with rage. "You will hand me that
pendant, here and now, or you will face the consequences!”

A heavy, menacing silence descended upon the room once more, only the crackling fire
and the roar of the storm breaking the palpable tension. Aldo, sensing the imminent
danger, gritted his teeth and braced himself for the worst. He had no illusions: the
situation had crossed a point of no return.
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Boren, no longer able to simply observe the scene that was becoming increasingly
charged with tension, let out a guttural growl and brandished his axe. “You won’t lay a
finger on Elara, you vermin!” he roared, his voice resonating in the cramped room like a
battle cry.

With the speed of lightning, he positioned himself between Elara and Darius, his axe
describing a menacing arc in the air. The blade, sharp as a razor, reflected the glow of the
hearth, promising violence on the polished surface of the metal.

Darius, far from being intimidated by the warrior’s fury, dodged the attack with a supple
movement and let out a mocking chuckle. “Always so quick to anger, Boren,” he sneered,
his tone laced with glacial disdain. “Do you truly believe that such a rudimentary weapon
could make me tremble?”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Boren growled, his face flushed with rage.

He raised his axe again, ready to pounce on Darius, but Elara stopped him with a wave of
her hand.

“Boren, wait!” she implored, her firm tone revealing a hint of worry. “This isn’t the time
to fight.”

“But he’s threatening you, Elara!” exclaimed Boren, incredulous. “Can’t you see he’s
trying to deceive us?”

“I’m not being deceived, Boren,” Elara retorted, her steel-blue gaze fixed on Darius. “But
you won’t resolve this conflict through force. Step back, please. Let me handle this.”

Boren, torn between his protective instincts and his loyalty to Elara, hesitated for a
moment, his clenched jaw betraying his contained frustration. Then, with a final dark
look at Darius, he took a step back, letting his axe fall to his side.

“Be careful, Elara,” he murmured, his grave tone revealing palpable concern. “This man
is dangerous. Don’t underestimate him.”

“I won’t,” Elara assured him, never taking her eyes off Darius. “But we need answers,
and he’s the only one who can provide them.”

She turned to Lirelle and Aldo, who had remained at a distance, watching the scene
unfold with growing apprehension.

“Lirelle, stay close to Boren. Aldo, you and I are going to talk to Darius. In private.”

Lirelle, pale and silent, nodded, seeking reassuring support from Boren. Aldo, though his
instinct screamed at him to flee this cursed place, forced himself to offer a forced smile.
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“Of course, Elara,” he replied in a voice he tried to make sound as natural as possible,
even though a nervous tremor shook his fingers. “A little chat amongst friends, that’s
what we need.”

He cast a furtive glance at Darius, whose face remained impassive, but whose eyes
gleamed with an amused light, as if he was relishing the palpable tension in the room.
Aldo, feeling his stomach knot, wondered if he hadn’t made a terrible mistake by
following Elara into this lair of cold, damp stone.

Elara, ignoring the growing unease of her companions, addressed Darius again in a
neutral voice. “Take us somewhere where we can talk without being disturbed,” she
ordered. “It’s time you told us everything you know.”

Darius, a predatory smile stretching his thin lips, bowed slightly. “As you wish, Princess
Elara,” he replied, his soft, honeyed voice sounding like a poisoned caress to Aldo’s ears.
“Follow me.”

He turned and, with a confident stride, walked towards the back of the room. The
shadows seemed to thicken in his wake, as if they obeyed a silent command. Elara,
without hesitation, followed after him, her body straight and proud, betraying unwavering
determination. Aldo, his heart pounding furiously, took a deep breath and followed them
into the darkness.

A narrow corridor opened behind a tapestry depicting a spectral hunting scene, where
ghostly wolves chased a silver-antlered stag under a blood moon. Darius pushed the
tapestry aside with a brusque gesture, revealing a dark and damp passage that smelled of
mildew and cold stone.

"After you," he said smoothly, a mocking smile stretching his thin lips.

Elara, without hesitation, stepped into the passage, her lithe body blending into the
darkness like a forest panther. Aldo, shivering despite the thick cloak he wore, followed
the elf hesitantly, inwardly cursing his tendency to find himself in such incongruous and
dangerous situations.

The corridor, low-ceilinged and winding, led them through the bowels of the building.
The air, heavy and stagnant, reeked of dampness, mold, and a sharper, almost metallic
odor that reminded Aldo of dried blood. Cobwebs, thick as funeral shrouds, barred the
passage, catching icy beads of water on their clothes.

Aldo, thinking of the lively conversation they had left behind, wondered what Darius was
trying to achieve. What was this message so important that Aric had entrusted to Elara?
And how could this pendant, seemingly innocuous, be linked to the Crown of Stars, a
legendary artifact that had disappeared centuries ago?
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The silence, broken only by the sound of their footsteps echoing on the damp stone,
weighed heavily on Aldo's shoulders, amplifying his sense of apprehension. He could
sense Elara's presence in front of him, a ghostly silhouette standing out in the faint glow
filtering from the entrance of the corridor. The elf's lithe and silent movements, her way
of navigating this hostile environment with disconcerting ease, inspired in Aldo a mixture
of admiration and unease.

The corridor finally opened into a small circular room, dimly lit by a lantern hanging
from a rusty iron hook. Dusty shelves, laden with leather-bound books and vials
containing liquids of suspicious colors, covered the stone walls. In the center of the room,
a massive dark oak desk, covered with maps, parchments, and miscellaneous objects,
spoke of intense activity.

Darius, after theatrically closing the corridor door behind them, turned to his guests, a
satisfied smile stretching his thin lips.

"Welcome to my sanctuary,” he announced in a soft, drawn-out voice that resonated in
the cramped room like a poisoned caress. "Here, away from prying ears, we can speak
freely."

He moved towards the desk and gestured for his guests to approach. Elara, without
hesitation, complied, her steel-blue gaze fixed on Darius'. Aldo, torn between curiosity
and apprehension, followed the elf with a cautious step, observing the room out of the
corner of his eye.

"Please, have a seat,” Darius offered, indicating two chairs placed in front of the desk.

Elara ignored the invitation and remained standing, her arms crossed over her chest, her
impassive expression betraying no emotion. Aldo, unsure of what attitude to take, opted
for a cautious compromise: he sat on the edge of the chair, ready to spring at the slightest
sign of danger.

"Let's get straight to the point, Darius,” Elara said in a neutral voice. "What is Aric's
message? And how is this pendant connected to the Crown of Stars?"

Darius, a playful smile on his lips, leaned nonchalantly against the desk, his long, slender
fingers playing with a strange obsidian medallion hanging from his neck.

"Impatience is a poor advisor, Princess Elara,” he replied in a honeyed tone. "But very
well, if you're so eager to know the truth, I shall unveil it to you."”

He stood up and with a sweeping gesture, pointed a gloved hand at a yellowed map that
lay on the center of the desk, half obscured by a jumbled mass of parchments and writing
instruments. The map, drawn on a piece of vellum with an almost translucent appearance,
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depicted an archipelago of islands with a tormented topography, swept by capricious
winds and surrounded by menacing reefs. At the center of the archipelago, an island
larger than the others, shaped like a crescent moon, drew the eye like a magnet.

“This map, Princess Elara, represents the Archipelago of Astral Tears,” announced
Darius, his voice soft and steady, contrasting with the dark expression that clouded his
features. “A place forgotten by gods and men, where the boundaries between worlds thin
until they break.”

He pointed a finger at the crescent moon-shaped island. “This is where the tomb of
Ariandros, the last guardian of the Crown of Stars, is located.”

Elara leaned over the map, her blue eyes scanning the details with an almost feverish
attention. “And you think Aric’s message is linked to this tomb?” she asked, her voice
betraying no emotion.

“Aric was obsessed with the Crown of Stars,” replied Darius, a flicker of sadness
crossing his dark eyes. “He was convinced that this artifact was the key to defeating our
enemies, to restoring the balance of the world. He spent years searching for the slightest
clue, the slightest rumor that could lead him to the Crown’s trail.”

He paused, letting his words seep into the heavy silence of the room. Aldo, captivated by
the atmosphere of mystery that seemed to emanate from the yellowed map, felt his heart
beat faster. The tomb of an ancient guardian, a legendary artifact, unknown enemies... all
of this seemed straight out of one of those legends that bards told in smoky taverns,
stories meant to make simple souls shiver and fuel the dreams of glory-hungry
adventurers.

“Shortly before his death,” Darius continued, his voice taking on a graver tone, “Aric
contacted me. He was convinced he had found a new clue, a piece of the puzzle that had
eluded him until then.”

He pointed at the map again. “He gave me a rendezvous on this island, at the heart of the
Archipelago of Astral Tears. He was convinced that this was where the key to finding the
Crown of Stars was located.”

“And you think this pendant is the key Aric was talking about?” Elara asked, pointing to
the object she was still clutching in her hand.

“I don’t know,” Darius admitted with disconcerting candor. “Aric didn’t tell me anything
about it. He simply told me that only you, Elara, could understand the meaning of his
message.”
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He straightened up and approached Elara, his dark eyes gleaming with an intense light.
“This is why I propose a deal to you, Princess Elara,” he declared, his voice soft and
persuasive, taking on conspiratorial undertones. “Help me find the Crown of Stars, and I
will help you avenge Aric’s death.”

Elara hesitated for a moment, her impassive face betraying none of the conflicting
emotions that must have been stirring within her. Aldo, observing the scene with growing
apprehension, felt his stomach churn. Darius’ offer, tempting as it was, was full of
unspoken words and ulterior motives. Could he really trust this man, his troubled
motivations, his past shrouded in mystery?

“I need time to think about your proposal, Darius,” Elara finally replied, her voice
betraying no weakness.

“I understand,” Darius said with a understanding smile. “But don’t forget, Princess Elara:
time is our worst enemy. The longer we wait, the closer our enemies will get to their
goal.”

He turned to Aldo, a predatory smile stretching his lips. “Isn’t that right, young bard?”

Aldo, caught off guard, jumped and stammered an incomprehensible response. Darius’
piercing gaze made him uncomfortable, as if he could read his deepest thoughts. He felt
something was wrong, that behind Darius’ flattering words and tempting promises lay a
much darker truth.

“It’s getting late,” Darius announced, ending a silence that was becoming heavy. “I
propose that we resume our discussions tomorrow morning. You will then have had time
to think about my proposal, and we can decide on the course of events.”

Without waiting for a response, he walked towards the door and indicated it with a
theatrical gesture. “After you, please.”

Elara took one last look at the yellowed map, as if to engrave every detail in her memory,
then turned to Aldo. “Let’s go,” she murmured, her weary voice betraying the weight of
the revelations that had just come crashing down on her.

Aldo got up eagerly, relieved to leave this narrow, cluttered room where the air seemed to
be lacking. He followed Elara down the damp, dark corridor, his heart heavy with
foreboding and uncertainties. The storm, as if to emphasize the gravity of the situation,
redoubled in violence, pouring torrents of water down on the windswept island.
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Chapter 10: The Coda of Chaos

Night descended upon the island like a funeral shroud, enveloping Darius's dwelling in a
thick, menacing darkness. The wind, whipped by the driving rain, howled through the
cracks in the walls, causing the windowpanes to vibrate like the membranes of a death
drum. Aldo, huddled in a corner of the frigid room that Darius had graciously offered
them for the night, shivered from the cold and apprehension.

Their host, after serving them a meager meal in a dimly lit dining hall, had retreated to
his quarters, leaving Elara and her companions to their thoughts and uncertainties. The
silence that now reigned in the dwelling was broken only by the crackling of the fireplace
and the low rumble of the storm, which seemed intent on sweeping everything away in its
path.

Unable to find sleep, Aldo let his gaze wander over the walls of the room, searching in
vain for any sign of comfort in the dancing shadows cast by the flickering flames. Earlier,
Elara had informed them of Darius's proposal, each word echoing like a hammer blow in
the heavy silence of the room.

Borin, his face hardened and impassive, had received the news with contained fury, his
clenched fists betraying his anger. The distrust he had harbored toward Darius since their
arrival had only intensified, transforming into barely veiled hostility. Finding the Crown
of Stars, avenging Aric... It all seemed too convenient, too good to be true.

Maiwenn, more reserved, hadn't concealed her anxiety. Her green eyes, usually sparkling
with mischief, reflected palpable apprehension. The prospect of venturing into the
Archipelago of Astral Tears, a place shrouded in mystery and danger, did not leave her
indifferent.

As for Aldo, torn between fascination and fear, he didn't know what to think. The idea of
holding in his hands an artifact as powerful as the Crown of Stars, of walking in the
footsteps of an ancient guardian, both intoxicated and frightened him.

Elara, her face impassive, had remained silent for a long moment, her blue eyes lost in
the flickering flames of the fireplace. Aldo sensed the storm that must be raging within
her, the internal struggle between her desire for revenge, her duty to her people, and the
fear of being blinded by anger.

"I'm going to accept his proposal,” she finally declared in a voice betraying no emotion.
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Her words, uttered with calm determination, broke the silence that had gripped the room.
Borin, his features drawn with anger, sprang to his feet, his hands slamming onto the
table with a crash that made the candles tremble.

"Are you insane?" he thundered, his voice hoarse with concern. "You can't trust this man!
He's hiding something, I'm sure of it!"

"I know, Borin," Elara replied in a calm, measured voice. "But we have no choice. Darius
is the only one who can lead us to the Crown of Stars, and it's our only chance to avenge
Aric and save our people.”

"There's always another choice, Elara,” Borin retorted, his voice lower but no less
intense. "Don't let yourself be blinded by vengeance.”

Elara turned to him, her blue eyes gleaming with a strange light. "I'm not seeking
vengeance, Borin, but justice. Aric was murdered, and those responsible for his death
must pay. The Crown of Stars is our only hope of stopping them and preventing them
from causing further harm."

The determination in her voice silenced any further protest. Borin, defeated, slumped
back into silence, his face closed, his jaw clenched. Maiwenn, after casting an anxious
look at Elara, placed a hand on her arm in a gesture of silent support.

Aldo, an impotent witness to this scene, felt a shiver run down his spine. He knew that
their journey would lead them down dangerous paths, and he couldn't help but think that
the worst was yet to come.

Sleep eventually claimed him, filled with confused dreams where the unsettling faces of
Darius and Aric mingled, the yellowed map of the Tears of Astra archipelago, and the
mournful chords of a forgotten melody. He awoke with a start, his heart pounding, cold
sweat beading on his forehead. The tempest had subsided, leaving behind a heavy silence
and an almost complete darkness.

The fire in the hearth had dwindled to a bed of glowing embers, casting a faint, flickering
light on the walls of the room. Aldo sat up on his makeshift bed, a wave of unease
washing over him. Something was amiss. A deep, visceral instinct warned him.

He rose and approached the door, his muscles taut, every creak of the floorboards under
his feet seeming like a clap of thunder. He pressed his ear against the thick wood,
listening intently. Faint, indistinct murmurs reached him from the other side.

He recognized Darius's soft, measured voice, but the words eluded him. Another voice,
deeper and guttural, responded in snatches, the words spoken in a language Aldo did not
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understand. Intrigued and worried, he pressed his ear harder against the door, trying in
vain to make out the words.

Suddenly, a sinister creak echoed down the corridor, making him jump. He took a step
back, his heart pounding in his chest. Someone was coming. He had no time to react. The
door swung open abruptly, slamming against the wall. Borin, his face grim, a menacing
glint in his eyes, stood in the doorway, a gleaming axe in his hand.

"Borin! What...?" exclaimed Aldo, his voice choked with surprise and fear.

Borin didn't give him a chance to finish his sentence. With a swift, precise motion, he
grabbed Aldo's arm and pulled him out of bed. "No time to explain,” he hissed. "We need
to leave, and quickly!"

The hallway, dimly lit by a flickering candle held by Borin, resembled the gaping maw of
a monster poised to devour them. Propelled into this labyrinth of shadows and cold stone,
Aldo stumbled over his own feet, his heart pounding in his chest. Borin's axe, reflecting
the trembling glow of the flame, drew menacing arabesques on the damp walls.

"What's happening? Where is Elara?" Aldo hissed, struggling to catch his breath.

"No time to explain,” Borin growled, his raspy voice echoing eerily in the oppressive
silence of the manor. "Darius lied to us. He set a trap."

A shiver of ice ran down Aldo's spine. Borin's words, spoken with icy conviction,
confirmed his worst fears. The atmosphere of the manor, already heavy with mystery and
unspoken truths, had become charged with palpable tension, an imminent danger that
seemed to vibrate in the very air.

"A trap? But why?" Aldo exclaimed, his voice betraying his disbelief and mounting fear.
"And Elara? Where is she?"

"I don't know," admitted Borin, his jaw clenched, betraying his own anxiety. "She wasn't
in her room when | went to warn her. | heard suspicious noises coming from Darius's
study, and..."

He stopped abruptly, straining his ears, his gaze scanning the dancing shadows of the
hallway.

"Do you hear that?" he whispered, his breath short and ragged.

Aldo held his breath, listening intently. A faint, steady sound, like muffled footsteps, rose
from the end of the hallway, approaching inexorably.

"We need to hide," hissed Borin, his eyes darting around frantically. "Quickly!"
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He pulled Aldo towards a dark alcove concealed behind a tapestry depicting a macabre
hunting scene. The cramped space reeked of dust and mildew, but they had no choice.
They huddled in the shadows, their hearts beating in unison.

The footsteps drew closer, now distinctly echoing in the hallway. Aldo held his breath,
fearing that the frantic beat of his heart would betray their presence. He glanced at Borin.
The warrior, his face tense, held his axe with a firm grip, ready to confront whatever lay
ahead.

A fleeting shadow materialized at the end of the hallway, illuminated by a faint glow
from an unseen source. A tall man, shrouded in a long, dark cloak, emerged, his face
concealed by the shadow of his hood. He moved with feline grace, his steps silent and
precise.

A chill coursed down Aldo's spine. He couldn't discern the stranger's features, but an aura
of danger, a predator's aura, emanated from him, chilling him to the bone.

The man stopped before the door to Darius's study and rapped three sharp knocks. A
heavy silence descended once more, broken only by the crackling of the candle Borin
held and the short breaths of the two men hidden in the shadows.

"Enter," a soft, composed voice said, which Aldo instantly recognized. Darius's voice.

The study door opened soundlessly, and the cloaked man disappeared inside. The door
closed behind him, plunging them back into near-total darkness.

"Who was that?" Aldo whispered, his voice barely audible.

"I don't know," replied Borin, his gaze fixed on the closed door. "But | don't think he's
here to recite poetry."

Borin wasted no time. He strode out of the alcove, axe raised. His face, illuminated by a
cold rage, was unrecognizable. Aldo's fear turned into icy terror. He knew the situation
was dire, but something in Borin's resolute demeanor instilled a semblance of courage in
him.

"Borin, wait!" he hissed, rushing after the warrior. "We can't fight blindly!"

Borin ignored him, his heavy steps carrying him towards Darius's office. The candle he
held cast flickering shadows on the walls, transforming the corridor into a menacing
labyrinth. Aldo trailed close behind, his lute bouncing on his back like a derisory shield.

At the closed door of the office, Borin halted. He placed the candle on a dusty console,
plunging the corridor into semi-darkness. With a swift movement, he pulled on the door
handle.
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It creaked open with an ominous groan, revealing a room dimly lit by an oil lamp perched
on a corner of the desk. Darius sat behind his desk, his back to the door, his face obscured
by the shadow of the hood of a heavy black velvet cloak. Opposite him stood the man in
the dark cloak, immobile as a statue.

"Darius!" Borin thundered, his voice echoing in the silent room.

Darius turned slowly, a cold smile stretching across his thin lips. His black eyes,
gleaming with a chilling light, fixed on Borin, then on Aldo, who stood behind him,
petrified.

"Ah, Borin, my dear friend," he said in a smooth, honeyed voice that contrasted strangely
with the menace emanating from him. "'l see you've made the acquaintance of my guest.”

Borin clenched his fists, his muscles taut with tension. "Who is he? What do you want?"
he growled, fury shaking his voice.

Darius let out a dry, mirthless laugh. "Impatient as ever, Borin," he said, rising from his
seat. "Don't worry, all your questions will be answered soon enough.™

He turned to the man in the dark cloak. "Don't you think, Master Corvus, that our friends
are sorely lacking in manners?"

The cloaked man took a step forward, emerging from the shadows. Aldo's breath hitched
in his throat. The face that was revealed beneath the hood was repulsively ugly, scarred
by grotesque wounds that seemed to defy the laws of anatomy. His eyes, ink-black,
gleamed with an unhealthy light, like those of a serpent poised to strike.

"Where is Elara?" Borin asked, ignoring Darius's question. His voice, though still
menacing, betrayed a hint of concern.

"Elara is safe," Darius replied nonchalantly. "For now, at least.”

He gestured towards the cloaked man. "Master Corvus and | have a little matter to attend
to, and your charming princess is of great use to us in this endeavor."

"What do you want from her?" Borin hissed, his hand tightening around his axe.

Darius smiled, a cruel, triumphant smile. "Let's just say that Princess Elara possesses
something that rightfully belongs to us,” he said in a soft, icy voice. "And we've come to
reclaim it."

"That pendant?”" Aldo exclaimed, unable to contain the torrent of questions that
overwhelmed him any longer. "What is so important about it?"
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Darius cast him a weary look, as if addressing a foolish child. "You talk too much, little
bard,” he hissed, his honeyed tone giving way to a menacing coldness.

"Let him speak,” Master Corvus intervened, his voice hoarse and guttural, breaking the
silence like the creak of a tombstone. "I'd like to hear what he has to say."”

His black, piercing gaze settled upon Aldo, piercing him like a blade of ice. The young
bard felt a shiver run down his spine. He had never encountered a being so profoundly
devoid of humanity, a creature whose soul seemed gnawed by a millenary darkness.

"This pendant,” Darius resumed in a patient tone, "is the key that will allow us to seize
the Crown of Stars."

He paused, savoring the effect of his words on his two prisoners. Aldo felt his heart
clench in his chest. The Crown of Stars, this legendary artifact of which he had only
heard in songs and legends, was real after all. And Darius, this enigmatic man who had
welcomed them into his abode with such courtesy, was nothing more than a vile usurper,
a power-hungry monster.

"But how?" Borin exclaimed, unable to hide his disbelief. "It's just a simple pendant!"

"A simple pendant?" Darius repeated with a cold smile. "You are mistaken, my dear
Borin. This pendant, bequeathed to Princess Elara by her father, King Alaric, is nothing
less than a map. A map that leads to the Crown of Stars."

Aldo felt a shiver run down his spine. He remembered Elara's words, the promise she had
made to her dying father to find the Crown and use it to save their people. All of this was
a web of lies, a manipulation orchestrated by Darius and his sinister accomplice.

"Where is Elara?" Borin repeated, his hoarse voice betraying his growing anxiety.

Darius ignored his question, turning to Master Corvus. "Show them," he ordered in a
glacial tone.

Master Corvus stepped forward. With a slow, calculated movement, he removed his
cloak, revealing a skeletal figure clad in a black tunic and a worn leather breastplate. On
his left arm, a tattoo depicting a hideous spider with multiple eyes glowed with a greenish
light.

He raised his right hand, his skeletal fingers spread apart, and a sphere of dark energy
materialized in his palm. The air suddenly turned cold, and a stench of rot and decay
filled the room. Aldo, feeling nauseous, averted his gaze.

The image of Elara, bound and unconscious, appeared at the heart of the energy sphere.
She lay on a cold stone altar, in a room dimly lit by flickering torches. Around her,
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esoteric symbols glowed with an unhealthy light, etched into the stone with macabre
precision.

"Elara!” Borin cried out, fury and worry battling in his voice. He lunged towards the
energy sphere, but Darius intercepted him with a swift gesture.

"No need to exert yourself, my friend,” he said in a soft, mocking voice. "This image is
merely an illusion. Elara is out of reach, at least for now."

He turned to Aldo, a cruel smile illuminating his face. "But you, little bard, will be useful
to us. You will lead us to the Crown of Stars. And if you refuse...”

He left his sentence hanging, his gaze resting on the image of Elara, unconscious and
vulnerable. Aldo understood the implicit threat, the weight of responsibility that now
rested on his shoulders. He had no choice. He had to play Darius' game, buy time, find a
way to save Elara and get them out of this nightmare.

The sphere of dark energy dissipated, leaving behind an oppressive silence and the
nauseating stench of decay. Aldo, his legs trembling, stumbled backward until he was
pressed against the cold, damp wall. The vision of Elara, captive and unconscious, had
rekindled the terror that gnawed at him, but it had also ignited a spark of defiance within.
He could not, would not, let fear consume him.

Borin, fists clenched, jaw taut, seemed poised to leap at Darius and tear him limb from
limb. The fury radiating from him was palpable, a tempest on the verge of unleashing.
Aldo sensed the internal struggle tearing at the warrior, caught between his protective
instinct towards Elara and the stark awareness of their helplessness.

"Let her go!" Borin growled, his raspy voice echoing unnaturally in the hushed room.
"She has no part in this!"

Darius let out a mocking chuckle. "Don't be a fool, Borin,” he retorted with weary
disdain. "Princess Elara is the key to our seizing the Star Crown. Without her, we are
nothing."

He turned to Aldo, a cold smile stretching his thin lips. "Isn't that right, my dear bard?"

Aldo straightened, his back rigid against the wall. He didn't understand much about this
Crown or the magical pendant, but he knew that Elara's fate, and perhaps even that of the
kingdom, now rested in his hands.

"What do you want me to do?" he asked, striving to maintain a neutral voice.
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Darius gave him a calculating look, scrutinizing every tremor of his lips, every flicker of
fear in his eyes. "It's quite simple, my dear Aldo," he replied in a honeyed tone that rang
as false as a counterfeit coin. "You will lead us to the Star Crown."

"But... but I don't even know what this Crown is!" exclaimed Aldo, feigning surprise and
bewilderment.

Darius sighed, impatient. "It doesn't matter,” he said, waving his hand dismissively.
"Princess Elara’s pendant will guide you. You simply need to follow it."

He gestured nonchalantly towards a leather bag resting on a corner of the desk. "Take this
bag," he commanded. "It contains everything you will need for your journey."

Aldo hesitated for a moment, his heart pounding in his chest. He glanced at Borin,
seeking support, a shred of guidance, but the warrior kept his eyes fixed on Darius, his
face impassive. He was alone.

With a hesitant step, he approached the desk and took the leather bag. It was heavy, and
Aldo guessed it held more than mere travel provisions. He shot a questioning look at
Darius.

"Don't worry, my dear Aldo,"” said the latter with a sardonic smile. "It's just a few little
things that might prove helpful along the way. Tools, you might say."

Aldo felt a shiver run down his spine. He didn't like the sound of Darius's voice, nor the
cruel glint that shone in his dark eyes. He had the feeling of being a pawn in a game
whose rules he didn't know, a game whose stakes were beyond his comprehension.

"What if | refuse?" he asked, his voice trembling despite his efforts to sound brave.

Darius let out a dry chuckle. "My dear Aldo," he replied in a voice that was both gentle
and menacing, "you are not in a position to negotiate. The fate of Princess Elara, and
perhaps even the kingdom, rests on your shoulders. Don't disappoint me."

He gestured towards Master Corvus. "Escort our friend the bard to the exit,” he ordered.
"And make sure he doesn't stray from the path."

Master Corvus approached Aldo, his looming shadow enveloping him like a shroud. The
young bard stumbled back, bumping against the wall behind him. He was trapped.

"Let's go, bard,” growled Master Corvus, his raspy voice echoing like a death knell.

Aldo cast one last desperate glance at Borin, a look that pleaded for impossible aid. The
warrior, his face shuttered, jaw clenched, didn't budge. He was a prisoner of his own

Page | 105



Sphere A.l. Books

helplessness, condemned to watch as his friend was abducted, as darkness enjoyed its
fleeting triumph.

The night air whipped against Aldo's face as he was violently shoved out of the dwelling,
the leather satchel weighing heavily on his shoulder like a cannonball. The door slammed
shut behind him with a resounding thud, severing him from Borin's vacant gaze and the
stifling atmosphere of the office. He found himself alone, facing the impenetrable
darkness of the night and the weighty silence of the island, broken only by the howling of
the wind in the trees and the distant rumble of the sea.

The pale glimmer of a veiled moon filtered through the clouds, casting shifting and
unsettling shadows on the stone path that snaked through the wild gardens surrounding
the dwelling. Aldo hesitated for a moment, his heart pounding in his chest, torn between
the wild urge to flee and the acute awareness of the danger threatening Elara.

A bony, icy hand landed on his shoulder, pulling him violently back. Aldo reared up,
ready to defend himself, but the raspy voice of Master Corvus, glacial as a steel blade,
froze him in place.

"Don't play coy, little bard,” hissed the creature, his fetid breath burning the back of his
neck. "Follow the path. And don't dare stray."

Aldo swallowed his fear and stepped onto the path, each footfall echoing like a death
knell in the silence of the night. He harbored no illusions about his chances of escape.
Master Corvus, with his aura of menace and supernatural strength, was an implacable
jailer. And where could he possibly go? The island was a prison, surrounded on all sides
by the raging ocean.

The path plunged into a dense, dark forest, gnarled and twisted trees rising on either side
like menacing specters. The moon disappeared at times behind thick, black clouds,
plunging the path into utter darkness. Aldo stumbled forward blindly, tripping over
gnarled roots, his heart pounding with every snap of a twig, every hoot of an owl.

He could feel Master Corvus's gaze on his back, an invisible weight pushing him
forward, preventing him from slowing down, from thinking. He had to find a way out, to
save Elara, but his mind, clouded by fear and exhaustion, seemed incapable of
formulating even a coherent thought.

The path suddenly opened onto a small clearing bathed in the silver glow of the moon. In
the center of the clearing, a circle of standing stones stood out against the gloom,
shrouded in a strange and unsettling aura. Aldo felt a shiver run down his spine. He had
seen similar stone circles in his travels, places imbued with ancient and powerful magic,
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places where the boundaries between worlds blurred, allowing dark and uncontrollable
forces to seep through.

Master Corvus shoved him violently towards the center of the circle. Aldo stumbled and
fell to his knees on the cold, damp ground. He raised his head, his gaze sweeping over the
standing stones, searching for an escape, a sign, a glimmer of hope in this spectral setting.

"Rise, bard,” commanded Master Corvus, his raspy voice echoing like thunder in the
silence of the clearing. "The time has come."

Aldo slowly rose to his feet, his heart pounding in his chest. He didn't understand what
was happening, but he felt he was about to experience something terrible, something
final.

Master Corvus raised his arms to the sky, his bony fingers spread wide, and a series of
guttural words, uttered in an ancient and forgotten tongue, erupted from his cracked lips.
The air crackled with a strange energy, an energy that vibrated in Aldo's chest, pulling
him from within.

The ground beneath his feet began to tremble. A greenish glow, similar to the malevolent
gleam he had glimpsed in Master Corvus's eyes, erupted from the center of the stone
circle, rising towards the sky like a spectral geyser. Aldo recoiled, blinded by the intense
light, his ears ringing.

When he opened his eyes again, his heart hammering in his chest, he understood that
something irreversible had just happened.
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