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      The profaned capital city of Kelcarosa rose from the fetid, black fluids of the Myates Sea to eclipse the crimson moon as it shone blood red on snow-speckled peaks. The high chapel and palace of the fallen king cast a too-wide shadow on the sprawling, gaudy city. Kelcarosa had been sculpted at that eternity’s dawn; an amalgam of precious metals, marbles, glass, and countless secret things made manifest as the sinewy lattice and gossamer-thin membranes that secured the glorious capital atop those ruins of things that had come before.

      The wailing of the weary, contaminated wretches as they clawed their way up the many steps, or pounded gnarled and bloody fists against the towering, gilded gates, resounded through the necrotic city. So long unopened, the pilgrim’s gateway had melted together. The metal was fused, and the hinges lost amidst the glittering finery. 

      The bodies piled ever higher over those many years, but the weathered husks, corroding so quickly to dust, could not even climb the mounds of the broken forms of those who had come before to reach the gate’s fang-crowned summit.

      In those last days, before Kelcarosa sank back into the black waters that had birthed it, the forsaken masses receded from the high gates, their cries fallen silent at last. The last flame of hope had long since faded. So it was that quiet accompanied the death that swept through the profaned capital city.

      A feast for maggots, craven all, that fed on the flesh of the dying where they sank amidst the ashes.

      It is in this desolate sprawl, this beautiful horror, this dying city of immortal things, that our story begins. 

      “This is a tale that time hath lost,” proclaimed the first scribes, whose minds were made undone by these insights that they glimpsed. “This is a tale from the far beyond and from great before. Another tale of dread and desolation set to play out beneath the North Star of Bhalan.”

      This is the legend of the fall of a primeval world which had existed long before the endless void had enfolded our fledgling star. 

      It was a time of change in the lands of Amelbaran. Those things that would have been gods unto us had tasted exotic ephemerality. The cycles of the heavens turned as ever, but inside the bones of their world, there lurked a disease spread by the first transients’ blood. 

      Within the high chapel, the last of Kelcarosa’s decadent Lords and Ladies interred themselves. The way to the palace was sealed, and so these proud and mighty Nobles indulged in an ignorant disregard for the crumbling city below, and they kept themselves deaf to the wailing prayers of the wasting husks that languished therein.

      Enter the New King, our champion, and the most tragic hero of our tale; he who had usurped his father and master in a time long past, all to seize the fetid throne. Solemnity etched into every motion, the ruler of Kelcarosa set his gauntleted hands to the heavy, rusted doors that led to the great balcony, which looked out over the waning city. He himself had ordered that those doors be sealed. He pressed forward, and the groan of tortured metal resounded around him, a protest from neglected hinges. It had been too long. This landing was forbidden by his command, but such laws did not apply to the one who issued them.  

      Withered air, squalid and cold, billowed through the widening gap, carrying ash and sleet inside. Pale light burned away the heavy shadows that clung to the walls behind him. The shades writhed and hissed in outrage. Serpentine and slick, the palace’s darkness squirmed backwards, deeper into the depths, exposing in the process another figure in the hall. This was a lowly, shrouded thing, hunched over to creep and scurry through the inky blackness, but now astounded by the harsh grey light.

      The King did not turn back. His attention was focused ahead of him. He approached the edge. The King’s eyes were sharper than any other, able to scour the distant ruins of his domain with ease. He peered down from the balcony, past the ranks of steeples and statues adorning the lower levels of the palace and the high chapel, past the winding steps of the pilgrim’s road, past mountainous desolation and faded ritual sites still scarred by rite and adorned with reliquaries. It was at the very base of the primordial mountain, which bore their high chapel, that the King arrested his gaze.

      There festered a craterous grave, bones jutting from scarred stone, bursting from faded and fraying fabrics drifting through the dry breeze like ink swirling and twisting in a saucer of blood. Gold and gems still clung to the many enormous bones and fangs arranged there. This surprised the King. Still, none had dared to strip the finery from the great corpse? Ah, but of course, none of those abandoned below had any need of riches.

      The King studied the candles arranged around the sprawling grave, left as offerings by the withering wretches that he had so long ago forsaken.

      A rasping sound came from behind him. The King turned to regard the figure as it clawed its way onto the balcony. The Lord Ire bowed, rows of metal-sheathed arms clinking and scraping as the hunched and shambling figure paid his respects.

      “May a lowly one such as I join thee, my liege?” Lord Ire pleaded; his head bowed as he shuffled onto the ash-dappled balcony before the King could answer. Lord Ire gestured to the decaying city. “Sometimes, this is too difficult to believe,” he murmured, a dissonant sound like too many disagreeing voices sounding together, “and yet, thou canst accept the strangest fact: that thou wast wrong.”

      “Ah … if it were but deniable, I might have undertaken to do just so …” lamented the King in answer, and his voice was as honey and silk and any rich luxury that our lives might know. His was a voice of true power, of grandeur and solemnity. His were words of sorrow and defeat. “But nay,” continued he, the mightiest of them all, “so confronted with mine failure, no escape from this damning truth is left to me.”

      “You believe us doomed when the others still do not,” rasped Lord Ire.

      The King brushed his gauntleted fingers along the banister—metal scraping against stone. Lord Ire craned his neck with a series of sinewy clacks and clicks, his mildewed eyes squinting to glimpse a hint of emotion from behind the ruler’s ornate ceremonial visor. But there was not one gap in the metal this time. The shell was fitted as if a molten stream had been applied to the King’s features and left to harden once encasing him.

      The ruler of Kelcarosa continued to stare down over the edge, down to where the corpse of the Old King festered. The New King recalled his act of treason, drawing the blade as he snatched free the crown, thrusting the weapon in deep and casting the ailing, decaying, immortal monarch down to the rocky depths.

      “What dost thou intend to do, my liege?” asked Lord Ire. “A fire might consume itself, as is the way of heat and hunger, but this sickness perseveres; a parasite that prospers in spite of the decaying host. Again, thine efforts hath failed …”

      The King tightened his fist and the metal enrobing his hands screeched an answer. He did not reply, studying the eternal city and the many wraiths that stalked the shadowed streets, and the starving beasts that clawed at every door, and the wretched remnants who languished still, doomed to join the beasts they hunted or the ghosts that haunted them all.

      “Thy city is lost. Would it not be best to leave it to fester? Leave it to die?” asked Lord Ire, deathly voice penetrating the King’s thoughts.

      “Nay, do not think thus—such thoughts are stagnation,” the King replied in regal airs. “That wouldst be no different indeed from what we have been doing thus far.”

      “If thou shalt not relinquish thy wretches and leave thy city to die, then what, my liege, dost our King on High intend to do?” Lord Ire was demanding now, his desperation plain to see and hear.

      The King’s deep and silken voice quivered from behind his mask. “We shall help it die,” answered he, turning his back on his kingdom.
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      Beyond the gates …  Beyond the gates …

      Outside the palace, outside the chapel, far past the bounds of the capital city, and beyond the towering, gilded gates of Kelcarosa’s bastioned walls, there roamed such horrors of myriad shapes and forms that not even the Old King in his prime could eradicate their blighting presence. When his crusade failed, and the conquerors were made to become the conquered, he had sealed away his city’s fragile grandeur.

      Beyond the gates of Kelcarosa, there roamed beasts of different blood—scavengers that still hunted through the ruins of the primordial cities that came before. These vicious, spiteful things waded through stagnated, embryonic fluids to pick clean the bones of old Gelesia. They still glutted themselves on the rotting offal of once-eminent Yharjova, defiling the corpse of that holy city too. As for Joratuhm, the bilious den which had bred and birthed these horrors, the foundations of that expansive ruin had long since crumbled, sinking down on the far shore of the Myates Sea and drowning all its steeples and towers within the black waters.

      The distant gates which led to those forsaken wastes had gone so long unopened. Gazing upon them from the high tower, the King’s merciless plot was inspired. Even his keen eyes, afforded the vantage of the soaring palace, could barely discern their forms. Thirteen gates; thirteen seams in Kelcarosa’s nigh impenetrable armor, their mighty gears and mountainous counterweights kept dormant for eons, ready at last to be
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