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​Chapter I: Fever Of The Short-Lived
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In the vast, anatomical theater of Malfuria, no infection is as virulent, as frantic, or as tragically short-lived as the race of Man. To the Elves, who drift through centuries like autumn leaves on a slow stream, and to the Dwarves, who anchor their souls in the immutable silence of the god’s marrow, the human lifespan is a mere spark. It is a brief, stuttering flame in the endless dark that gutters out before the first page of a true history can be turned.

But it is this brevity, this frantic ticking of a biological clock, that breeds the human disease: Ambition.

Where the elder races found a stagnant, weary peace in their longevity, Humanity found a panicked, insatiable greed. They looked upon the mountains of ivory and the seas of ichor not as a sacred corpse to be stewarded with reverence, but as a resource to be plundered before their own hearts stopped beating. They coveted the Elves' magic, a birthright stolen from them by time itself, and they envied the Dwarves their eons, a luxury more precious than any gem. And in the crucible of that envy, a darkness was born that threatened to eclipse the ancient shadows of the Endless Chasm itself.

Ravensguard was a minor kingdom, a jagged scab on the wind-swept moors of the central plains, its borders defined by crumbling stone and the wary gaze of its neighbors. It was ruled by King Arhan, a man of iron and earth, his hands calloused equally by the hilt of a sword and the shaft of a plow. He was content with small borders so long as his grain-stores were full and his people knew the simple, brutal peace of a full belly. He had learned on his throne that the world did not reward those who reached beyond their grasp. The world rewarded those who knew when to hold still.

But his firstborn son, Prince Abduhazim, was a creature of a different, more profound hunger.

From the age of six, Abduhazim had no interest in wooden swords. He craved real steel. He would sneak into the armory at night, running his small fingers along the edges of his father's blades, pressing just hard enough to draw blood. He would watch the crimson bead form on his skin, fascinated, and then lick it clean.

"One day," he would whisper to the swords, his voice too young for the weight of the words, "I will own the world. And everyone in it."

His mother, Queen Ashara, was the only one who saw the darkness in him clearly. A woman of quiet faith, her hands were always busy with embroidery or prayer, her eyes carrying a sorrow she could not name. She would find him in the armory, or in the kennels where he tormented the hounds for hours, teaching them to fear his voice more than hunger itself.

"What do you want, my son?" she asked him once, when he was nine. She had found him in the courtyard, standing over a rat he had pinned to the stone with an iron spike. The rat was still alive, twitching, its eyes wild with pain. Abduhazim watched it with the rapt attention of a scholar studying a rare text.

He looked up at her, his eyes—his father's eyes, blue and clear as a winter sky—holding no shame. Only curiosity.

"I want to know how long it takes to die," he said. "And what it feels like."

Queen Ashara had the rat put out of its misery. That night, she tried to pray for her son, but the words would not come. She saw something in his eyes that no prayer could wash away.

King Arhan was a patient man, but even he could not ignore the reports that trailed his son like a shadow. Servants whispered. Guards exchanged glances. The boy was not cruel in the way of other boys—he did not lash out in anger or frustration. His cruelty was colder, more deliberate. It was the cruelty of a scientist dissecting a specimen, of an artist studying the anatomy of pain.

At ten, Abduhazim broke a servant's hand with a heavy brass candlestick for bringing him the wrong wine. He did not stop when the servant screamed. He stopped only when the bone was visible, white and wet beneath the torn skin. Then he sat and drank the correct wine, his expression untroubled.

At twelve, he cornered a stable boy and beat him unconscious with a riding crop. The boy had done nothing; the servants whispered this in terrified tones. Abduhazim had simply wanted to know the sound a human rib made when it cracked. He reported his findings to his father at dinner with the enthusiasm a normal boy might reserve for a new puppy.

"It sounds like stepping on a dry branch," he said, chewing his venison. "But wetter."

King Arhan sent the stable boy's family a purse of silver and ordered the boy to leave Ravensguard. He did not punish his son. He told himself Abduhazim was the heir, that he was young, that boys did foolish things. He told himself the chill in his son’s gaze was the fire of ambition, not the ice of madness. He told himself the years would soften him, that the weight of the crown would teach him what his mother's prayers could not.

He was wrong.

The libraries of Ravensguard were modest: a single round tower with three floors of shelves, mostly filled with the dull records of grain taxes and border disputes. But on the highest floor, in a locked chest only the king could open, were the old books. Histories of fallen empires, maps of continents that no longer existed, and fragments of forbidden texts—pages torn from grimoires, stolen from greater kingdoms by Arhan's grandfather, who believed knowledge was a weapon worth hoarding.

Abduhazim found the key when he was ten. He had watched his father open the chest a dozen times, memorizing the key's place on the king's belt, the twist of the wrist, the way his father’s body shielded the contents from view. He waited for the anniversary of his grandfather's death, a night for heavy wine and heavier silence, when Arhan drank himself into a stupor.

Slumped in his chair in the great hall, the king’s snoring echoed off the stone walls. Abduhazim slipped the key from his father's belt. He climbed the tower stairs, bare feet silent on the cold stone, and opened the chest.

The books smelled of age and secrets. He read by candlelight until dawn, and when the sun rose over the moors, he was not the same boy who had climbed the stairs. He learned of Elves who lived three thousand years, of Dwarves who carved histories so deep no conqueror could erase them, of empires now dust beneath the world’s rot. And he learned of the artifacts they left behind, sleeping in the deep places, waiting for hands strong enough to claim them.

He was twelve when he voiced his ambition to his father.

"Why should I be dust in sixty years?" he demanded before the throne, his voice ringing with chilling certainty. "The Elves live for millennia. The Dwarves remember empires that crumbled before we crawled from the mud. Why should we settle for crumbs, Father? Why should any man?"

King Arhan looked at his son and saw the light in the boy's eyes—not the warm glow of wonder, but the cold, hard light of a gem cut too many times, polished until it had no flaw and no warmth.

"Contentment is our only shield against the madness of this world," Arhan said, his voice heavy with mortality. "We are guests on a corpse, my son. Do not try to wake the host."

Abduhazim's face did not change, but something behind his eyes closed like a door that would never open again.

"You are weak," he said, not with anger or disappointment, but as a simple statement of fact. "You have always been weak."

He turned and walked out. King Arhan did not call him back. He sat on his throne, hands trembling, and wondered if he had just watched his son become something he could no longer name.

The "Stars of Aethel" were three massive gems, royal heirlooms rumored to hold the captured light of a star that died before Malfurian's fall. They were the kingdom’s final reserve, a last resort in a world that did not bargain kindly with the weak. Abduhazim had coveted them since he was six.

He took them on the night of his sixteenth birthday. The plan was months in the making: the guard rotations, the weak point in the treasury wall, the forgotten route through the castle that avoided all eyes. He moved through the dark like a creature born to it, his heart steady, his hands sure. He was merely doing what he had always known he would do.

The chest opened with a whisper. The gems lay on black velvet, their light almost imperceptible—until his fingers closed around the largest. It flared with a cold, blue light that filled the treasury, casting his shadow against the wall in sharp, hungry angles.

He smiled, a genuine smile, the first in years.

He left not through the gates, but a sealed postern in the eastern wall, opened with a key he had forged from a diagram in his father’s library. As dawn touched the sky, he stepped onto the moors, the gems in a pouch against his chest. He did not look back.

Behind him, Ravensguard slept. His father dreamed of full granaries. His mother dreamed of a son she had lost years ago. Neither knew the boy they had raised was gone, and that something else now walked in his place.

The black markets of the coastal cities were another world. Here, in the sprawling docks that stank of fish and brine, the currency was not gold but secrets. Men traded in stolen grimoires, the teeth of sea-beasts, and the bones of saints. They asked no questions when a boy of sixteen offered three gems that glowed with the light of a dead star.

Abduhazim traded them for a suit of blackened plate armor forged in the style of the northern warlords—heavy, angular, designed to intimidate. He traded them for a horse—a gaunt, half-mad mare with eyes that saw things no horse should. He traded the last gem for men.

Drax was the first, a giant with a face a ruin of scars and hands the size of a man’s head. A former pit fighter, he was drinking something that smelled like lamp oil in a dockside tavern when Abduhazim sat across from him. Drax looked at the boy in the ill-fitting armor and laughed. "You lost, boy? The nursery is that way."

Abduhazim did not laugh. He placed a lesser gem on the table, still valuable enough to buy a ship. "I am going to conquer the world," he said, his voice calm, measured, utterly devoid of humor. "You will help me. In return, I will give you lands that never wither and enemies that never end."

Drax stopped laughing. He looked at the gem, then into the boy's eyes, which were blue and clear and held nothing that resembled sanity.

"I'm in," he said.

The others followed. He found Lyra, an archer blinded by a curse who now saw through the weeping sores on her arms, and promised her new eyes. He saw the exiled general Kael, disgraced and broken, and offered him not a battle, but a war he could not lose. To Vorn, a pyromancer expelled for his love of flame, he promised a world to burn. To the boy Silas, selling his body in the taverns to survive, he offered the one thing the boy had never known: worth.

When they rode out, Abduhazim commanded fifty souls—thieves, murderers, exiles, and the desperate. In their mismatched armor, they looked at their young leader with the hollow, hungry eyes of wolves who had finally found a pack. Abduhazim looked back at the gray sky hanging over the world like a shroud. The gems' power was spent. He had nothing left but his will and his hunger.

He smiled. It was enough.

They rode into the "Dead Spaces," where the god's flesh had soured into toxic bogs and the air smelled of ancient rot. For half a year, they lived as ghosts, robbing caravans and burning villages that refused his tribute. They learned to kill without hesitation, without conscience. Abduhazim was always at the front, his black armor streaked with blood. He was learning that the world was a corpse, and the only law was that of the thing that ate first.

His bandits grew sleek and dangerous. They whispered about their leader, who never tired, never doubted, who seemed to feel neither the biting cold nor the sweltering heat. He was not one of them. He was something else, something they had no name for.

In the height of summer, while slogging through the Great Sullen Swamps—said to be the decayed viscera of Malfurian himself—they found it.

For three nights, a voice had whispered to Abduhazim in his dreams. It spoke in a language he did not know but understood perfectly, telling of a place where the flesh of the world was thin, where a great secret waited. He did not tell the others. He simply rode onward, his eyes fixed on a point none of them could see.

The entrance appeared suddenly: a half-submerged orifice in the earth, framed by the moss-covered ribs of some nameless, fallen celestial. The water around it was black and still. The air that rose from it was so cold their breath plumed white.

"Nothing here but mud and toads, Captain," Drax muttered, his hand on his axe. Even the giant seemed diminished by the weight of the place.

Abduhazim dismounted and walked to the dark hole. The voice in his dreams became a roar in his mind.

"We go down," he said.

The descent was a journey into the belly of a stone beast. The walls were wet with a clear, viscous fluid that tasted of salt and electricity. The torchlight shrank, swallowed by the oppressive dark. They fought swarms of pale, blind things that swarmed in the water and giant toads whose croaks could shatter bone. Men were pulled under the black surface by unseen horrors, and the survivors learned not to look at the shadows that danced at the edge of their vision. Abduhazim led from the front, his sword a silver arc in the gloom. He moved forward, and his men followed, because the alternative was to be left alone in the dark.

After two days, they reached the deepest chamber: a dead end, a wall of slick, black basalt. The men muttered about turning back. Abduhazim ignored them. He stared at the shallow pool before the wall, where the faintest ripple disturbed the water.

"It's a door," he said.

Drax squinted at the solid stone. "That's a wall, boy. A very thick wall."

"It's a door," Abduhazim repeated, his voice quiet but absolute. "Break it."

The sledgehammers rang out, the percussive beat echoing through the passages. The first stones fell, and a breath of air that hadn't moved in an epoch rushed out, smelling of ancient spice, dried skin, and something else—something that made their eyes water and their throats close. Torchlight spilled into the chamber beyond, and the men fell silent.

It was a vault from a forgotten age. Gold coins from dead empires lay in drifts like fallen leaves. Silver chalices stood on tables of fossilized wood. Swords that hummed with a dormant light leaned against the walls. The men surged forward, their hands greedy, stuffing their packs with glittering spoils. They laughed and shouted, blind to their leader standing in the center of the room, his eyes fixed on the pedestal made of human vertebrae.

Abduhazim did not see the gold. He walked toward the pedestal, his steps slow, deliberate. Upon it sat a book bound in a material his mind refused to name. It was skin—not of any beast, but the flayed, cured skin of a man. A face was still visible on the cover, its features stretched, its eyes stitched shut with silver wire, its mouth pinned in a silent scream.

As he approached, the book moved. The skin rippled, a slow, rhythmic contraction, as if the tome itself drew a shallow, eternal breath.

He reached out, his hand steady, and touched the cover.

It was warm, pulsing with a life that was both terrifying and seductive. The silver threads over the eyes snapped with a faint, musical ping. The book opened.

The pages were not paper but the flattened, translucent nerves of some forgotten sorcerer, still glowing with a faint light. The text was not ink; it was a living, shifting script that crawled across the pages, rewriting itself to shape his hunger, to match the dark thing that had lived in his chest since the first time he drew blood and did not look away.

Visions flooded his mind, bypassing flesh and burning themselves into the architecture of his soul. He saw himself on a throne of stars, a continent bowing before him. He saw the secrets of the god-marrow, the alchemical equations for severing soul from meat, the terrible ritual for turning a planet's rot into a fountain of eternal life. He saw the Elven Council kneeling, their millennia of memory worthless against the weight of his will.

The book whispered to him in a language of clicking teeth and tectonic shifts, a voice that vibrated in his marrow.

You were always mine, it said. From the first crack of bone. From the first scream you did not answer. I have been waiting for you, little prince. I have been waiting for the hands that would not shake.

Abduhazim closed the book. His hands did not shake.

He tucked it under his shirt. It felt like a second heart, beating in frantic syncopation with his own. He knew he had found it—the key to a world that was a corpse, and his destiny as its inheritor.

He turned to his men. Weighed down with gold, their eyes bright with greed, he looked at them with a clarity that was almost pity. They did not understand that the gold was dust, the swords were toys. The only true treasure in this place was pressed against his chest, pulsing.

"Listen to me," he said. His voice was different now, imbued with a resonance that vibrated in the very gold in their pockets. "I am not a bandit. I am Abduhazim, first son of Arhan, heir to the Kingdom of Ravensguard. Follow me, help me claim what is mine, and I will not give you gold. I will give you the world. I will knight you in the blood of kings and grant you lands that will never wither."

They stared at him. They saw how the shadows leaned toward him, how the torchlight seemed to bend around his armor. They saw his eyes, now lit with a cold, violet fire. They saw the book beneath his shirt, pulsing with a light not born of any flame. They understood, in that moment, that they were no longer following a boy. They were following a storm.

"Lead us, King," Drax whispered. He dropped to one knee in the mud and the gold, his massive head bowed, his voice trembling with a faith he did not understand.

The others followed. One by one, they knelt amid the treasure of a dead empire and swore themselves to the thing that had been their leader.

Abduhazim smiled. It was the last time he would smile as a man.

"We go home," he said, his voice echoing in the dead silence. "The era of the maggot is over. The era of the Architect has begun."

He walked out of the chamber, the book warm against his chest, his new host rising behind him. He did not look back at the gold. He did not need it. He had found the only treasure that had ever mattered.
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​Chapter II: The Carrion Prince and the Shadow’s Inquiry
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The return to Ravensguard was no joyous homecoming, but a grim, deliberate march—a pilgrimage of the damned. Abduhazim led the column, his armor blackened and scored, newly streaked with the dried blood of forgotten skirmishes, his features obscured by a helm that seemed to absorb all light. He offered no word to his men; the tome pressed against his chest spoke for them all.

It spoke in the chilling dialect of the grave, a sound of clicking teeth and shifting earth that bypassed the ears to settle deep in the marrow. As he rode, it fed him certainties, not dreams: the sight of Ravensguard’s granite walls cracking under an unbearable strain; the spectral blue fire already burning in the eyes of his future undead generals; the venerable Elven Council bowing, their three millennia of wisdom rendered null by the sheer force of his emerging will.

The book was his tutor, prophet, and co-conspirator. And Abduhazim was its most zealous student.

Each night, while his men gorged on stolen cattle and counted their plunder by firelight, Abduhazim retreated. He sought the absolute darkness beyond the flames, the places the twin moons scorned, and there, he opened the skin-bound volume.

The pages were not paper, but the flattened, shimmering nerves of some long-dead sorcerer, faintly phosphorescent. The text was not ink; it was a living script that writhed across the surface, self-correcting to mirror the hunger burning within him. The grim face stitched onto the cover seemed to turn toward him as he read, its wire-bound eyes fixed, its perpetually screaming mouth trembling with silent articulation.

The book offered him appetizers of the shadow-arts: spells to mute a footstep, to curdle blood with a glance, to eavesdrop on fear from a distance. The feast awaits, it whispered.

Yet, it also forced visions upon him he hadn't sought. He saw his mother's face from the day he departed—the sorrow in her eyes, the burden of the darkness she sensed in him. He saw her in the courtyard where he’d spiked the rat, hands clasped, lips moving in an unfamiliar tongue. He saw her before the chapel altar, lighting candles for a son already beyond saving.

He tried to close the tome, but the pages resisted. The face on the cover tilted its stitched gaze toward him, and he heard a sound—was it laughter or weeping, he could not discern.

You are mine now, the book breathed. Always. From the first broken bone. From the first cry you ignored. I waited for you, little prince. I waited for the hands that wouldn't tremble.

Abduhazim shut the book. His hands were steady. They had been steady since he was nine, watching the rat expire on the spike.

But that night, he dreamed of his mother.

In the dream, she was young, walking through Ravensguard’s gardens, her fingers brushing the brief, northern wildflowers. She laughed—a sound utterly foreign to his waking memory. He, a small, nascent child, held her hand, feeling a momentary, impossible warmth, the essence of unconditional love.

Then, the garden turned rancid.

The blooms blackened and crumbled to ash. The twin moons bled red and blue across a sudden, suffocating sky. His mother turned, and her face was the book’s—eyes sewn shut, mouth locked in a silent scream.

What have you become? Her voice, identical to the book’s dry rasp, scraped against his soul. What have I wrought?

He awoke with the scream lodged in his throat. The book lay warm against his chest, its pulse thrumming in sync with his frantic heart. He remained in the dark, his palm flat against the cover, listening as the voice within assured him that weakness—his mother’s, his father’s—was the world’s true disease, and the only law was that of the predator.

He believed it. He always had.

It was the night of the new moon—the sky an absolute void, the wind smelling of distant mountain rain—that the Voidling arrived.

Abduhazim had found a clearing ringed by ancient stones, perhaps a barrow or an altar; he didn't care to know. He was immersed in the book, fingers tracing the crawling symbols on the nerve-flesh, his tongue thick and aching as he mouthed the forbidden language.

The air chilled instantly. This was not the northern cold; it was an invasive, internal frost, leaching warmth from his blood and dimming the light in his eyes. The book went utterly still in his hands, its pages ceasing their movement, its faint glow dying to a sullen ember. For the first time since he claimed it from the pedestal of bone, Abduhazim felt the book fear.

The darkness in the clearing's edge began to move.

It was not a shadow—shadows adhere to light. This was a presence with mass and intention, a concentration of void that had been tracking him since the first time his fingers brushed the tome.

The Voidling coalesced, a bruise forming on the fabric of reality. It was a swirling, vaporous shape, pulsing with an internal, violet luminescence that seemed to devour ambient light. It possessed no face, yet Abduhazim felt its gaze—a cold, surgical pressure probing the very framework of his soul.

He knew the name the book had hissed to him in the dark hours, a promise and a threat:

Eather Wrathbringer.

The Voidling hadn't come to negotiate. It had come to assess.

You carry a scent, its psychic voice rasped in his skull, a dry chorus of a thousand rustling leaves. A flavor of power I have not tasted since the Great Malfurian shrieked his last. What treasure have you unearthed, little man?
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