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Chapter I: The Architecture of Rot
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[image: ]he heavy scent of damp earth and ancient, unwashed stone clung to the walls of the antechamber, thickening the air until it felt like a physical weight against Elias’s


lungs. He stood perfectly still, his fingers trembling slightly as he adjusted the frayed collar of his tunic, trying to suppress the instinctive urge to bolt. The silence here was not empty; it was a hungry, expectant thing that seemed to watch him from every shadow.

Every breath he took felt like a betrayal of his survival instincts, yet he forced himself to remain composed while the dim torch- light flickered across the vaulted ceiling above. He had spent years hearing whispered rumors about the Carrion King’s inner sanctum, but nothing had prepared him for the visceral sense of decay that permeated the very masonry. This was a place where hope went to be dismantled, piece by agonizing piece.

The rhythmic thumping of his own heart sounded like a drum in the oppressive quiet, a constant reminder of his vulnerability in a court that thrived on the weakness of others. He looked down at his boots, noting the thin layer of grey dust that had already begun to settle over the leather, as if the castle itself were trying to claim him. Fear was a cold stone in his gut.


A low, grating sound echoed from behind the massive iron-
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bound doors, signaling that the audience was finally about to begin, and Elias felt a sudden, sharp spike of pure adrenaline. He gripped the scroll in his hand so tightly that the parchment crinkled, a small but definitive sound that felt dangerously loud in the stillness. There was no turning back now; the gates of the court were finally opening.

The doors groaned on rusted hinges, revealing a long hall lined with figures who stood as motionless as statues, their faces obscured by hoods of tattered, soot-colored silk and heavy wool. These were the courtiers, the scavengers of the King’s will, and their collective gaze felt like a thousand needles pricking at his skin. He stepped forward, his pulse racing with a mixture of terror and grim determination.

As he walked, the temperature seemed to drop, the warmth of the outer world stripped away by the sheer coldness of the stone floors that stretched out before his weary feet. The hall was longer than it appeared from the threshold, a trick of the architecture designed to make any visitor feel insignificant and small. He focused on a single point ahead, refusing to let his eyes wander.

The Carrion King sat upon a throne constructed entirely of bleached wood and blackened iron, his posture unnervingly slumped as if he were a puppet whose strings had been partially cut. He did not move as Elias approached, yet the aura of power emanating from the dais was suffocating, a silent pressure that demanded total submission. Elias stopped at the designated mark, his knees nearly buckling from the psychological weight. “Speak,” a voice rasped, though the King’s lips did not appear to move, the sound echoing through the hall like the dry rustle of dead leaves caught in a winter wind. Elias swallowed hard, finding his voice buried deep beneath a layer of paralyzing
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anxiety that threatened to choke him entirely. He cleared his throat, the sound small and pathetic against the vastness of the King’s silent, waiting court.

Elias tightened his grip on the scroll, the parchment slick with the cold sweat of his palms as he forced his lungs to expand against the crushing pressure of the chamber. He knew that any sign of hesitation would be interpreted as a fatal flaw by the Carrion King’s silent, predatory attendants. The words he had practiced for weeks felt suddenly fragile.

“I bring word from the Outer Marches, Your Grace,” Elias began, his voice cracking slightly before he steadied it with a desperate, iron-willed effort. He felt the collective gaze of the court shift, a physical sensation like a cold tide rising around his ankles and threatening to pull him under. The King remained perfectly still, a shadow among shadows.

The King’s eyes, visible only as two dull glints beneath the deep cowl of his robe, seemed to bore into Elias’s soul with a terrifying, ancient indifference. There was no warmth in that gaze, only a hunger that had long since surpassed the need for flesh and now feasted on the very concept of hope. Elias felt his knees tremble.

“The Marches are quiet,” the King replied, his voice a dry rasp that seemed to emanate from the stones themselves rather than his throat. It was a sound stripped of all humanity, a vibration that resonated in Elias’s teeth and made his skin crawl with a primal, instinctive dread. The courtiers shifted in unison, their robes rustling like dead leaves.

Elias felt a surge of cold anxiety as he realized the King already knew the contents of his message, rendering his dangerous journey across the blighted wastes seemingly pointless. The realization was a physical blow to his chest, stealing his breath
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and replacing it with a hollow, aching sense of futility that threatened to break his resolve entirely.

“The silence is not peace, Your Grace,” Elias countered, the boldness of his own words surprising him even as his heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribs. He saw a flicker of movement from the King’s hand, a skeletal finger tapping rhythmically against the arm of the blighted throne. The air in the room grew noticeably colder.

A low murmur rippled through the gathered courtiers, a sound of suppressed anticipation that made the hair on the back of Elias’s neck stand up in warning. He knew he was walking a razor-thin line between serving the crown and becoming another soul discarded in the pits beneath the floor. Fear was a bitter taste in his mouth.

The King leaned forward, the movement slow and agonizingly deliberate, until the dim light of the tallow candles caught the edge of a jawline that looked more like polished ivory than skin. He seemed to be weighing Elias’s life against the value of the information provided. The silence stretched until it became a suffocating shroud around them both.

“Tell me of the rot,” the King commanded, his voice dropping to a whisper that carried more weight than a scream ever could in this hollow place. Elias felt the weight of the scroll in his hand become heavier, as if the secrets written upon it were physically manifesting into the very decay they sought to describe.

He began to speak, detailing the black veins creeping through the soil and the way the livestock had begun to wail in voices that sounded disturbingly like grieving men. As he spoke, the joy he had once felt for his homeland felt like a distant, fading dream, replaced by the grim reality of the King’s decaying court. The King listened with a stillness that was more terrifying
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than any outburst of rage could have been, his head tilted slightly to the side as if he were catching the faint frequency of a dying world. Elias felt his own voice thinning, the words of the report tasting like ash and iron on his tongue. The decay was no longer a distant threat.

Around the perimeter of the dais, the hooded courtiers leaned inward, their collective breath hitching in a synchronized rhythm that made the flickering torchlight dance erratically against the damp stones. Elias sensed their hunger, a predatory curiosity that feasted on the tragedy he described with such reluctant, vivid detail. He felt like a carcass being picked clean by sightless, patient crows.

“The crops do not merely wither,” Elias whispered, his hands shaking as he unrolled the scroll to reference the blighted maps etched in charcoal and bile. “They scream when the scythe touches them, a sound that lingers in the soil long after the harvest is burned.” He looked up, searching for a flicker of humanity in the King’s shadow.

A low, guttural chuckle vibrated through the King’s chest, a sound devoid of any mirth or warmth, echoing like a landslide in a deep, forgotten canyon. It was the sound of a ruler who found a twisted sort of comfort in the inevitable progression of the rot. Elias felt a wave of nausea roll through his stomach.

“The earth is simply reclaiming what was borrowed,” the King remarked, his skeletal fingers tracing the intricate carvings of his throne with a delicate, haunting precision. “Why does the shepherd fear the return of the dust?” The question was a trap, a philosophical snare designed to reveal the cracks in Elias’s crumbling, terrified resolve.

Elias struggled to find an answer that would not seal his fate, his mind racing through the tenets of the old faith that now
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seemed like children’s fables in this grim reality. He thought of his sister’s face, pale and drawn, as she watched the grey mold climb the walls of their family home.

“Because we are not dust yet, Your Grace,” Elias replied, his voice regaining a fraction of its former strength despite the cold dread that sat like lead in his chest. He saw a courtier to his left stiffen, the movement sharp and aggressive, but the King raised a hand to signal for silence.

The King stood up, his tall, gaunt frame unfolding like a rusted blade being drawn from a leather sheath, casting a shadow that stretched across the entire length of the hall. He stepped down from the dais, the sound of his slippers on the stone like the dry sloughing of a snake’s skin.

Elias held his breath as the monarch approached, the air around the King smelling of dried lavender and ancient, stag- nant water that had never seen the sun. He felt a desperate urge to kneel, not out of respect, but out of a crushing need to make himself smaller. The King stopped inches away.

“You have the eyes of a man who still believes in the dawn,” the King whispered, leaning down until Elias could see the faint, pulsing veins beneath the translucent skin of his forehead. “That is a heavy burden to carry into a court that has forgotten the sun entirely.” He smiled.

The smile was a jagged, unpleasant thing that did not reach the King’s hollow eyes, leaving Elias feeling exposed
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