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The bells of Pinecrest did not ring.

They melted.

High above the city, where iron tongues should have tolled alarm across the valley, the great bell slumped in its frame like soft wax. Its once-proud curve sagged inward, glowing a dull, sickly orange before collapsing into a shapeless mass that dripped slowly through the tower’s stone ribs.

No sound marked its death.

Only the quiet, obscene sloughing of metal surrendering to heat that had no right to exist.

Sir Kevin stood on the western ramparts, his gauntlets already slick with a greasy film of soot that clung to everything—stone, steel, skin. It smeared instead of being brushed away, as if the castle itself were bleeding something foul into the air.

The sky was wrong.

It should have been twilight—soft, forgiving, painted in fading gold and violet. Instead, it churned like a living bruise. Vast swaths of pulsing purple and black rolled over one another, as though something enormous pressed against the world from the other side.

There was no wind.

No distant birds.

No insects.

Even the ever-present creak of banners and armour had died.

The heat replaced it all—thick, sulphurous, pressing into the lungs like wet wool. Breathing felt like theft.

“Steady!” Kevin shouted. His voice cracked against the stillness and seemed to fall apart before it could travel. It sounded thin. Fragile. As though the air itself rejected sound. He turned, scanning the line.

Men stood shoulder to shoulder along the battlements, but discipline had frayed into something brittle. Helmets tilted upward. Crossbows wavered. Fingers flexed uselessly against hilts gone slick with sweat.

Beside Kevin, a young guardsman struggled to hold his weapon steady. The crossbow was too heavy for him—not in weight, but in consequence. He couldn’t have been more than nineteen. His leather jerkin clung to him, darkened by sweat that no longer cooled. A bead ran down his temple, cutting a clean line through the soot on his face.

“What do you see?” Kevin asked, quieter now.

The boy didn’t answer immediately. His eyes were locked on the horizon. “Sir...” he whispered, voice cracking. “The clouds...”

Kevin followed his gaze.

The horizon was bleeding. Not metaphor. Not imagination.

Thin veins of incandescent white spread through the purple mass, branching like fractures in glass. Light pulsed within them—too bright, too alive—and with every pulse, the sky seemed to... strain. Like something behind it was pushing through.

Then—the world shifted.

At first, Kevin thought it was his footing. The stone beneath his boots trembled, subtle as a heartbeat. Then his teeth began to buzz.

A low vibration filled the air—not heard, but felt. It crept into bone, into marrow, setting his nerves on edge.

The boy gasped. “What is that—?”

The sound deepened.

Expanded.

It wasn’t a roar.

A roar was honest. Animal. Understandable.

This was something else entirely. It was the sound of pressure splitting mountains. Of continents grinding. Of something vast and ancient moving after an eternity of stillness.

Men dropped their weapons, clutching at their ears. One knight fell to his knees, screaming, though no sound seemed to leave his mouth.

“Hold the line!” Kevin roared, forcing strength into his voice. The command shattered against panic.

Then the fog rolled in.

It came from nowhere—no wind to carry it, no origin to trace. A bank of grey, smokeless haze poured over the horizon like a living tide. It swallowed trees, hills, and road alike, erasing them without resistance.

And from within it—something moved.

At first, Kevin could not comprehend it. His mind rejected the scale, refused to assemble what his eyes insisted on seeing.

A shape. Too large. Too wrong. Then the dragon broke free of the fog.

The Ash-Blight.

It did not fly. It tore through the sky. Its wings did not beat—they dragged reality behind them, vast membranes of bone and tattered flesh stretching wider than the city itself. Each movement distorted the air, bending light, warping distance.

Its body was a cathedral of ruin. Obsidian plates jutted at impossible angles, layered over structures that looked less like anatomy and more like growths—tumorous, asymmetrical, wrong. Between them, pale ribbons of flesh—or something pretending to be flesh—hung in strips, trailing like smoke yet moving with intention.

Where its eyes should have been—there were only two hollow pits. Burning. Weeping. White phosphorus tears streamed from them, hissing into nothing before they could fall.

Kevin’s breath caught. “Loose!” he bellowed. The command ripped itself free of his chest, raw and desperate.

Ballistae thundered.

Great iron bolts screamed across the distance, their shafts thick as tree trunks. They struck the creature’s chest with bone-cracking force.

For a heartbeat—hope.

Then the bolts sank in. Not into flesh, but into something that absorbed them. No blood flowed. Instead, a viscous, tar-like substance bubbled outward, sluggish and black, as though the wounds themselves resisted existing. It dripped down the creature’s body, sizzling faintly as it touched the air. The Ash-Blight did not react.

It did not slow.

It turned and its shadow passed over the Western Wall.

Men vanished.

Not burned. Not struck. Unmade.

Kevin saw it happen—truly saw it—and wished he hadn’t. One moment they stood beside him, armoured, breathing, alive. Then, the next—their forms collapsed inward.

Skin blackened instantly, peeling away in wet, soundless sheets. armour flared white-hot, glowing from within before sagging like softened wax. Beneath it, bone charred and split, collapsing into itself as if the very idea of structure had been revoked.

There were no screams. There was no time.

The heat was absolute—so complete it erased reaction itself.

Kevin staggered back, dragging the young guardsman with him as the stone beneath their feet began to warp. “Move!” he shouted.

The rampart sagged. Not crumbled—softened.

Boots sank half an inch into stone that should have been unyielding. The parapet bulged outward, as if the castle were beginning to melt from the inside. The two men ran.

Down spiralling stairs that radiated heat like a furnace throat. The air thickened with ash—fine, choking, invasive. It coated the tongue, clung to the lungs, turned every breath into a labour.

They burst into the inner courtyard.

And found hell waiting.

Knights stumbled blindly, their armour betraying them. Steel glowed dull red, then brighter, then white. Visors fused shut, sealing men inside their own helmets.

Kevin heard them. Gods, he heard them.

Muffled screams, frantic pounding from within iron coffins as flesh cooked against metal.

One man tore at his helm until his gauntlets fused to it.

Another collapsed, twitching, smoke curling from the seams of his armour.

Above it all—the Ash-Blight descended.

The beast landed upon the Great Keep with the inevitability of a falling star. Stone shattered beneath its weight, ancient masonry collapsing as though it had been waiting centuries for this moment. The towers groaned.

Kevin shoved the boy behind him. “Stay close—!”

The creature lowered its head. It did not open its jaws. It did not roar. It simply...exhaled.

A cloud of grey ash spilled outward.

Not drifting. Hunting. It flowed low across the courtyard, curling around legs, rising in delicate tendrils that sought out every opening—every seam, every breath.

Kevin watched a veteran knight inhale.

Just once.

The man froze. His sword slipped from his fingers. His skin greyed—fast, too fast—hardening, tightening, transforming into something brittle and lifeless. Within seconds he was stone.

Perfectly preserved in terror.

The ash moved on.

Kevin’s heart hammered. This was no beast. No predator. No force of hunger or instinct. This was something else entirely.

The dragon turned its burning, hollow gaze toward him.

And in that moment, Kevin understood. It wasn’t here to conquer. It wasn’t here to feed. It was here to correct. To silence. To reduce the noise of life into stillness.

The Ash-Blight opened its mouth. Inside wasn't flesh. Not a throat. It was the opening to a furnace. A collapsing star. White-hot and endless.

“Don’t look,” Kevin whispered.

But the boy already had. His eyes reflected it. Glassy. Gone.

The dragon exhaled again. This time—fire.

Not flame as men knew it, but a torrent of liquid white radiance that devoured everything it touched.

Kevin raised his shield.

It melted.

He felt it run between his fingers. His armour tightened around him, turning from protection into prison. Heat consumed nerve, thought, memory—and as the world burned away—he saw the Ash-Blight rise once more, leaving behind a castle reduced to salt, ash, and silence beneath a sky that would never be blue again.
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The silence it left behind was not empty.

It was full—dense, suffocating, as though the world itself had been packed with the residue of everything that had just ceased to exist.

For a long while, nothing moved.

The courtyard of Pinecrest stood frozen in its final moment: a graveyard sculpted in shades of grey. Men knelt where they had begged. Others stood mid-strike, swords half-raised, now fused into their own petrified limbs. The great banners that once snapped proudly in the wind had stiffened into brittle sheets, their colours erased, their fabric turned to flaking ash that disintegrated at the faintest disturbance.

Then there was a sound. Small. Wet. From beneath a collapsed archway near the inner court, something shifted. A fragment of stone cracked, slid, and fell away.

A hand pushed through the powder.

Sir Kevin dragged in a breath that felt like swallowing ground glass. His lungs seized, convulsing as they tried to remember how to work. Each inhale scraped against something ruined inside him, each exhale came out as a thin, whistling rasp. His armour—what remained of it—had cooled into jagged plates fused to his body. Where the metal had melted, it had bonded with flesh.

He did not scream.

He couldn’t. Instead, he pulled. It took a long time for him to free himself from the rubble. Minutes. Maybe hours. Time had lost its meaning in the aftermath. When he finally collapsed onto the ashen ground, he lay there, staring up at the sky.

It was still wrong.

The violet bruise remained, pulsing faintly, like something alive behind a membrane. No stars. No moon. Just that sick, luminous wound stretching from horizon to horizon.

Kevin coughed.

Something brittle broke loose in his throat, and he spat. The substance that hit the ground wasn’t blood—it was dark, granular...like soot mixed with fragments of bone. He pushed himself upright.

Every movement was agony, but it was distant, dulled—like pain remembered rather than felt. His gauntlet—half-melted into his hand—scraped against the ground as he steadied himself. “...Anyone,” he tried to say. The word came out as a rasping ghost.

He staggered past the statues. Past the melted remains of the ballistae, their great iron limbs warped into grotesque shapes. Past the place where the young guardsman had stood—

Kevin stopped.

The boy was still there. Not as ash. Not entirely. He stood upright, crossbow still clutched in rigid hands, his body transformed into that same volcanic stone—but his face...his face was untouched.

Perfect.

Frozen in that final moment of terror, eyes wide, reflecting something that no longer stood before him.

Kevin reached out. His fingers hovered inches from the boy’s cheek. Then he pulled back. Because the stone...was warm. Not cooling. Not dead. Warm.

A tremor passed through the ground.

Kevin stiffened, head snapping upward.

The sky pulsed again—stronger this time.

And somewhere, far beyond the broken silhouette of Pinecrest’s walls, that same impossible sound returned: Not a roar. Not a cry. But the grinding of something vast...turning.

Kevin’s breath hitched. “No...” he rasped, the word tearing his throat apart. “No, it’s gone...it left...” But even as he said it, he knew.

The Ash-Blight had not come to
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