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CHAPTER 1
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The air in Uriel’s workshop was a living entity, a dense, ancient creature breathing in the shadows. It wasn’t just the smell, though that was imposing with the arrogance of a decadent king: the pine resin, thick as dark honey, mingled with the soot from the lamps, that black dust that clung to the lungs like an unconfessed sin. Then there was the ink, the cartographer’s blood, with its metallic aroma that cut through the air like a cold knife, reminding Uriel that every stroke he made was a pact with the unseen.

The workshop was a prison of wood and paper, a labyrinth of shelves that drooped under the weight of its secrets. The parchment rolls, yellowed by time and damp, whispered tales of distant lands whenever the wind slipped through the cracks. The jars of pigments, lined up like soldiers in a lost battle, held the colors stolen from the world: the green of jungles that devour men, the red of deserts where the sun drinks madness, the blue of seas that keep silent more than they reveal.

The light of the setting sun was a capricious intruder. It streamed in through the only window, a scar in the wall, and spread like a river of gold across the worktable, illuminating Uriel’s hands. His fingers, stained with a blue so deep it bordered on darkness, held the goose quill pen with the devotion of a priest offering communion. There was no place in his world for vulgar passions. For him, love was a perfect line, truth lay in the precision of a scale, and faith was measured by the patience with which the ink dried on the paper.

However, that afternoon, the universe conspired. Uriel was working on the map of the Beach of Lost Echoes, a place where the cliffs were sharp teeth and the mists, veils of lies; where the sea whispered ancient secrets and the breeze caressed the soul with infinite tenderness. A landscape where the waves carried the murmurs of bygone eras, where every step on the sand seemed to awaken forgotten memories. His movements were ritualistic, mechanical, until the parchment breathed.

It was not a tremor in his hand, nor the distant echo of a carriage. The map itself shuddered, as if something slumbering beneath its surface was now awakening. Uriel stopped his pen in midair, his heart pounding beneath his ribs. The line of fresh ink, still wet and gleaming in the dying sunlight, shifted.

The coast curved.

It was a minimal gesture, almost obscene in its naturalness, like the arching of a back in ecstasy or the cowering of a wounded animal. Uriel closed his eyes, rubbing his eyelids with his knuckles, searching for an explanation in his fatigue. He had spent entire nights awake, feeding on bitter tea and the obsession that gnawed at his insides.

He gazed at the parchment with a mixture of fascination and unease. The still-wet ink shimmered in the oil lamp’s light, but something had changed. The bay, which just moments before had curved in a flawless crescent, now displayed an unexpected cleft, a bend that did not belong there. A natural harbor, as if the earth itself had decided to open up in a breath, defying the precision of his hand and the memory of the explorers who had charted it before him.

A shiver ran down his spine, a tremor that did not come from the night’s chill or the dancing shadows in the room. It was something deeper, as if the map were breathing, as if the black lines on the white paper could twist of their own accord.

With slow, almost ceremonial movements, he placed the pen in its bronze holder, feeling the weight of the decision. The cold metal struck the wood with a subtle tinkling sound, like a whisper of warning. As he stood up, his bones protested with a dry creak, reminding him of the hours spent motionless, absorbed in a task that now seemed to mock him.

He moved away from the table, but the image of that shifting bay haunted him, etched in his mind like an enigma he could not solve. Had it been a mistake? A slip of the tongue? Worse, was the map correcting him?

The silence in the room became oppressive. Uriel knew that maps were not just lines on paper; they were echoes of the earth, voices that spoke in ancient tongues. That night, his own had answered him. He went to the window and looked toward the horizon, toward where the true Beach of Lost Echoes must be, hundreds of leagues away, a place that invited introspection, where the horizon merged with the sky in an eternal embrace, and where the heart found refuge in the stillness of the sea.

––––––––
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THE SEA WAS NOT THERE, but its presence was palpable, like a ghost lurking at the edge of the Kingdom of Ink and Silence. Uriel did not need to see it to feel it; the air itself betrayed him. It was heavy, saturated with salt and foreboding, as if the sky, that endless ceiling of gray clouds, were about to collapse under the weight of his own indecision. Every breath was an effort, every movement a struggle against an atmosphere that seemed to conspire to keep him motionless.

Nevertheless, Uriel could not stay still. An insidious curiosity, which had begun as a spark in his mind, now burned with the intensity of a ravenous flame. Like every flame, it brought fear with it, that silent companion that stalked through the shadows of his workshop. He returned to his table, shuffling his feet on the worn wooden floor, as if each step were a battle against an invisible force.

He took the bottle of black ink, that dark liquid he had carefully prepared himself. Oak charcoal, to give it depth, and a pinch of magnetite, to infuse it with an almost mystical magnetism. He held it between his fingers, feeling the cold of the glass against his skin, and then, with a decisive gesture, he let a drop fall into the center of a blank space on the map.

The sound was muffled, almost organic, like the beating of a heart that did not belong to any living being. The drop did not behave, as it should. It did not dry; it was not absorbed into the parchment fibers. Instead, it began to expand, as if it had a life of its own. It was not a perfect circle, but a network of black branches that spread with a disturbing voracity. They resembled the roots of an ancient tree, or the capillaries of a giant lung, devouring everything in their path.

Uriel watched, mesmerized, as the stain grew, erasing the names of the nearby villages, those words that had taken him so long to trace with surgical precision. Each letter disappeared beneath the ink, as if it had never existed. Then, the crash.

A distant, yet impossible-to-ignore sound shook the city. It was not thunder, nor the crack of an explosion. It was something deeper, visceral, as if the earth itself were being torn apart. Uriel ran to the window, his heart pounding in his chest like a desperate drum.

In the weavers’ district, a column of dust rose into the sky, obscuring the light of the setting sun. Where the clock tower had once stood, there was now only emptiness, a stain of darkness that seemed to have been torn from reality itself. Panic erupted in his chest, bubbling like a fountain of black water. The ink stain on the paper matched exactly, in scale and position, the disaster he had just witnessed in the city.

Uriel’s hands began to tremble, as if the very air had infected them with an invisible vibration. The idea taking hold in his mind was absurd, a madness that defied not only logic, but also the laws of physics he had studied with devotion for years. How could a piece of treated lambskin, an inert parchment, and a bit of pigment dictate the shape of the physical world? How could something so mundane, so fragile, have the power to alter reality itself?

He tried to blot the stain with a piece of felt, but the material disintegrated on contact with the ink, as if it had touched acid. It was not a slow process, but an instantaneous disintegration, as if the ink were something more than a liquid, something more than a pigment. It was voracious, insatiable, and it was not just altering the map; it was consuming matter, devouring it with an avidity that seemed almost conscious.

He slumped onto his stool, feeling the weight of his body as if it belonged to a much older man. His mind spun in a vortex that swallowed his thoughts, its frenetic rhythm echoing in his ears like a war drum. He remembered then the stories his grandfather had told him about the First Charters, those legendary men who not only recorded the world but also dreamed it. He had always considered them metaphors, allegories about the power of knowledge and the responsibility it entailed. Now, faced with the evidence of a vanished tower and a map bleeding darkness, the metaphor had become a death sentence.

If every line he drew changed the landscape, how many lives had he unknowingly altered? How many mountains had sprung up from his miscalculations? How many rivers had changed their course because of a poorly drawn stroke? Guilt flooded him, a cold torrent that froze his soul. The silence in the studio became oppressive, as if the walls themselves were watching him with reproach. Everyday objects—the compass, the ruler, the inkwell—seemed to have come alive, looking at him with a new hostility. They were no longer tools; they were loaded weapons, ready to turn against him.

Uriel felt an overwhelming urge to flee, to escape his own creation before the map decided he, too, was a dispensable element in its geography. He rose clumsily, as if his body no longer belonged to him, and searched for an old leather satchel he kept tucked away in a corner. He packed a few provisions, his personal notebook, and, after a hesitation that seemed to last forever, rolled up the cursed map with trembling hands and placed it in a metal tube. He could not leave it there; if someone else found it, the damage could be irreversible. The metal tube weighed heavily in his hands as if it contained the fate of the world.

––––––––
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URIEL CLOSED THE DISTANCE to the threshold, determined to find answers on the other side of the wood. However, before his fingers could reach the cold metal of the doorknob, a sharp, resounding sound, almost funereal in its cadence, froze him in his tracks. Someone, or something, was calling for him from outside. It wasn’t the light, everyday touch of the guild’s messengers, those boys who always arrived panting, their sandals covered in dust; this was a heavy knock, imbued with an ancient urgency, as if each impact sought not only to open the door, but to awaken the dead.

He froze, as a statue of flesh and doubt. In the absolute silence that followed the crash, he perceived, through the dense grain of the wood, a subtle but terrifying change in the atmosphere. The air, which until a moment ago had been heavy and stale, seemed to contract. The stone passageway he knew by heart—that corridor guarded by oil torches that always sputtered with a rancid smell and threadbare carpets that had seen generations of cartographers pass by—no longer pulsed on the other side. The familiarity of his world had vanished in the blink of an eye.

With a tremor gripping his hand, a tremor that arose from the depths of his soul, he turned the key. The iron groaned with a squeak that sounded like a lament. Opening it just a few centimeters, what entered was not the stale aroma of the archive nor the dust of old chronicles; it was a gust of ancient, icy air, carrying with it the metallic scent of ozone and the gloomy dampness of paper soaked in oblivion.

What his eyes beheld stopped his heart in his chest. The corridor, his refuge of rock and shadows, had dissolved into nothingness. In its place, an infinite void opened up, an absolute and voracious blackness spattered with wandering fragments: pieces of maps never finished, worlds discarded by the pen of a capricious god, floating like ships adrift on an ocean of shadows. There was no floor beneath his feet, no roof above his head; only a dichromatic abyss, throbbing with an electric energy, where the echo of a thousand feathers scratching invisible surfaces composed a symphony of madness.

There, suspended over absolute nothingness, imperturbable as a sentence pronounced by fate, a figure awaited him. It was neither a man nor a shadow; it was the very presence of the end, waiting with the patience of one who knows that, sooner or later, all souls eventually cross the threshold of the collector.

Uriel recoiled violently, the air escaping his lungs in a scream that was stifled before it could be heard, reduced to a death rattle of pure terror. His heels stumbled against a stack of ancient tomes that, as they crumbled, crashed to the floor with a clatter of shattered pages, as if the words themselves were protesting the fall. In the doorway, the figure remained unmoved, static as a stone idol sculpted by time.
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She was a woman. Her leather garment, tanned by the harshness of an unrelenting sun and the salt air of distant seas, spoke of leagues traveled alone. Her brown hair was tied back in a pragmatic braid, though the disheveled loose strands betrayed the violence of the winds she had faced. However, her eyes stopped the blood in its tracks. They had the patina of old parchment, a deep amber hue that seemed to guard centuries of silent observation. She was not part of the abyss of darkness that throbbed behind her; on the contrary, she stood there like a wrought-iron anchor in the midst of a chaos that threatened to devour everything.

“Who are you?” Uriel managed to articulate, his voice breaking, torn to shreds by the terror that gripped his throat.

His hand, driven by an instinct older than his profession, desperately searched for the metal tube where he kept the map, clutching it to his chest as if that brass cylinder could serve as a shield against the inexplicable.

Without a word, without asking the permission that courtesy demands, the woman entered the workshop. Her advance forced Uriel to retreat inch-by-inch, feeling as if the walls of his own refuge were closing in on him. As she crossed the threshold, the abyss outside seemed to seal itself with a sigh of shadows, returning the stone passageway to its place. Uriel, however, suspected that this was nothing more than a pious deception of his senses, a layer of fresh paint hastily applied over a crack that was already infinite.

“My name is Silvia,” she said. Her voice was not human; it sounded like the creaking of dry wood under the weight of a long winter. “And you are the man who erased my home with a careless stroke of his left hand.”

Uriel felt the ground betray him again, swaying beneath his feet. This time it was not the abyss that made him lose his balance, but the weight of guilt that fell upon his shoulders like a leaden cloak.

“I’m not...” he stammered, seeking refuge in the logic of his profession. “I’m just a cartographer. I make maps on commission. I don’t choose what exists in the world, I only record it.”

Silvia approached the worktable, that altar where so many realities had been traced. She ran her rough, determined fingers over the ink-stained wood, like someone caressing the scar of an old wound.

“That’s what everyone thinks,” she said, with a bitterness that cut to the bone. “That they’re just passing observers. But ink has memory, Uriel. And you have a way of holding the pen that makes reality bend before you, subject to your will. My village, The Refuge of the Wild Oaks, no longer exists on the coast.”

––––––––
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THE ROAD, A SCAR OF dry, red earth that snaked through the undergrowth, finally led to The Refuge of the Wild Oaks. It was not a village announced by bells or fanfare; it appeared suddenly, nestled in the protective shade of colossal trees whose trunks, twisted by centuries of relentless winds, resembled columns of a cathedral of wood and oblivion.

There, the air felt different, denser, heavy with the stale scent of damp leaves and the echo of axes that had once tried, unsuccessfully, to tame that place. The houses, built with river stone and adobe weathered by a thousand afternoons, clustered around the plaza as old people huddled together for shelter from the cold. The oaks, centuries-old giants with gnarled branches that scraped the leaden sky, enveloped the place in perpetual twilight, a refuge that was a blessing for the weary traveler, but which felt like a cage of shadows for one fleeing their guilt.

In The Refuge, time was not measured by clocks, but by the creaking of the wood and the movement of the shadows the oak trees cast on the whitewashed facades. It was a corner of the world where destiny seemed to have taken deep root. A place of absolute silence broken only by the whisper of the leaves, which, according to the elders, was nothing other than the voice of the earth telling the stories of those who arrived seeking refuge and ended up becoming part of the very same root.

“Where the sea once crashed against the docks,” Silvia continued, “now there is only a cliff of black glass cutting through the sky. And the people... the people simply ceased to be there, vanished into the whiteness of your oblivion.”

Uriel slumped onto his old wooden stool, feeling the air in the room thicken, becoming an amalgam of archival dust and foreboding that made it difficult for him even breathe. His hands, stained with an ink that now seemed like black blood, trembled on the wood.

“I saw it with my own eyes,” he murmured, his voice lost in a labyrinth of disbelief. “I saw the clock tower, the one that has marked the rhythm of our lives for generations; vanish into thin air just a few minutes ago. I only drew a smudge, a careless blot of my pen... and the tower was gone, erased from existence as if it had never been more than a dream of stone.”

Silvia remained unmoved. She stood with the severity of a sentence handed down in an ancient court, fixing him with that parchment-colored gaze that seemed to read the lines of his destiny before he himself drew them.

“So you know, Uriel,” she declared, her words falling with the weight of gravestones. “The world isn’t as solid as you thought; it’s unraveling at the seams, losing its shape at the edges of the map, and you’re the one holding the cursed thread. I haven’t crossed leagues of desolation to kill you, though a part of my soul, wounded by your neglect, demands that sacrifice. I’ve come because my compass no longer recognizes north. It has forgotten the pull of iron and earth; now it points only to this workshop. It points to you, as if you were the eye of a storm that’s just beginning.”

With a slow, deliberate movement, Silvia pulled a bronze compass from her pocket, apiece worn smooth by years of use and the sweat of anguish. The needle did not oscillate, searching for the world’s magnetic field; it spun with a frenzied madness, an erratic dance that only stopped, vibrating with a silent violence, when it pointed directly at Uriel’s chest. He felt a physical pull, a painful stab that arose in the very core of his being, as if an invisible rope, stretched to its limit, bound him irrevocably to that metallic object.

“We have to leave here, and we have to do it before time turns to ash,” Silvia urged, closing the distance between them. “Lazarus already knows you’ve awakened, that your pen has once again torn the veil of reality. His trackers, those creatures born of ink and resentment, will be here before the moon reaches its zenith and pours its cold light upon these walls.”

“Lazarus?” Uriel asked, and the name sent an instinctive shiver down his spine, an ancestral fear that seemed inherited from his forebears. “Who is that man?”

“Someone who understands the power of the map far better than you do,” she replied, and for the first time, there was a trace of fear in her dry, wooden voice. “Someone who isn’t content with merely recording geography, but wants to redraw the entire world in his own image, ruthlessly erasing everything he considers a mistake, an imperfection in his design. And in his new world, Uriel, you are the biggest mistake of all.”

Uriel did not have time to process the magnitude of that revelation. Silvia grabbed his arm with surprising strength, a determination born of survival, and dragged him toward the exit. As he crossed the threshold and stepped into the hallway, Uriel felt a terrible vertigo. The stonewalls, which had always seemed to him the epitome of solidity, now rippled like wet paper in the rain; they wrinkled and deformed under their weight, as if the architecture itself were an illusion about to dissolve.

––––––––
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THEY RUSHED DOWN THE stairs in a desperate flight, ignoring the shouts of other archivists running around in blind confusion, while the tremors—those heartbeats of an earth that was beginning to doubt its own existence—continued to shake the foundations of the building to its deepest roots.

As he crossed the threshold and stepped onto the street, Uriel felt the world he knew vanish, giving way to a delirium of shadows and sickly light. The Kingdom of Ink and Silence, once a bastion of logic and record-keeping, was now a battlefield of distorted realities. The sky had lost its identity; it was neither the deep blue of October mornings nor the leaden gray of storms, but an unnatural ochre, a patina of rust covering the firmament, crisscrossed by grid lines that appeared and disappeared like the scars of a wound that refuses to heal.

Uriel desperately sought solace in reason. He pulled his own travel compass from his armor, a Swiss precision instrument of cold steel and flawless glass, which had guided him through the most rugged terrain and had never failed him, not even on the darkest nights in the mountains. However, as he gazed at the dial, terror gripped his insides. The needle was possessed by a feverish madness; it leaped violently from east to west, vibrating with a metallic buzzing so sharp and piercing it seemed to wound his eardrums, like the cry of a mortally wounded animal.

“The north is dead, Uriel” Silvia murmured in a voice that carried the ash of lost homes. “It has ceased to exist because the earth itself has forgotten its center.”

She led him with a firm step through alleyways that Uriel, despite having drawn up the plans of that city a thousand times, did not remember existing. They were passageways that seemed to sprout from the ground as they advanced; damp and narrow like the throat of a giant.

“Now the world is no longer governed by the laws of iron and stone,” she continued, without looking back, “but by the power of intention. If we have any hope of escaping this nightmare, you must stop thinking about where your feet stand and start imagining, with the strength of the desperate, the place you want to reach.”

“That’s delusional!” Uriel protested, instinctively dodging a piece of quarry stone cornice that broke off from above and shattered on the ground like a gunshot. “Geography is static, Silvia. It’s the only truth we have left. Mountains don’t move, nor do rivers change their course simply because a man wishes it in his death throes.”

“In this moment of total eclipse, Uriel, nothing is static,” she replied, her amber eyes flashing with a stern warning. “Everything is as malleable as wax under a fire.”

––––––––
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THEY STOPPED DEAD IN their tracks before what, according to all the maps, should have been the great city gate, that portal of sturdy oak leaves reinforced with wrought iron that separated civilization from the desert. Nevertheless, the oak and the iron were gone. In their place rose a wall of vegetation that grew with an obscene, unnatural speed, as if time itself had accelerated in a frenzy of growth. They were willows, but their leaves were not made of living matter; they were of a translucent, sharp crystal that captured the torchlight and reflected it back with a blinding, piercing intensity. The glass branches intertwined, forming an impassable barrier, and the sound they made as they clashed was not the whisper of the wind, but the clatter of a thousand crystal glasses shattering at once, a constant tinkling that sounded like tragedy.

Uriel felt a bitter lump in his throat that prevented him from swallowing. That crystal forest was not a random occurrence in the chaos; it was a phantom he himself had summoned. He remembered, with painful clarity, a sketch he had made years before, on one of those nights of utter melancholy when liquor and solitude dictated his pen. He had imagined a place where the silence was so heavy and so absolute that it would eventually turn to stone, into something that could cut your hands if you tried to touch it.

That thought, buried under layers of oblivion and duty, had come to life, and fueled by the dark power of the ink and the map that he now carried like a curse.

“It’s my fault...” Uriel whispered, dropping to his knees on the cold earth, facing the barrier of murderous reflections. “I put this horror here. I created this silence.”

Silvia stood beside him, observing the forest with a mixture of awe and the horror of someone who sees an open wound in reality.

“Then you are the only one with the right to clear the way for us,” she said, placing a firm hand on his shoulder. “But don’t use your hands, Uriel; flesh will only find the edge of the glass. Use your mind. Draw a path in the air, convince yourself with the faith of the damned that this glass is nothing more than dried ink, and that all ink can become liquid again if the author so decides.”

Uriel closed his eyes, squeezing his eyelids shut until he saw sparks of light in the darkness of his mind. He tried to visualize the very structure of the crystal, not as solid matter, but as a suspended idea. He imagined the bonds breaking, flowing, and losing their rigidity. He reached out, his fingers trembling, expecting to feel the glass’s relentless cut, and touched one of the sharp branches.
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