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The old world did not die quickly.

It did not fall in a single night beneath dragon fire or vanish beneath storms called down by angry gods. Kingdoms did not collapse with glory. There were no final heroic stands remembered in songs and no noble kings who died with swords in their hands while their people wept around them.

The world rotted slowly.

First came the famines. Then the plagues. Then the wars that lasted so long nobody remembered why they had begun in the first place. Men marched beneath banners that had belonged to their grandfathers, fighting enemies whose names meant nothing anymore. Cities burned and were rebuilt only to burn again. Roads became lined with corpses hanging from iron hooks while starving children picked through battlefields searching for boots small enough to wear.

Then the witches appeared openly.

Before that age they had existed only in whispers. Small covens hidden in forests. Women burned quietly in villages while frightened peasants spat prayers into the dirt. But when the old gods abandoned mankind and the skies turned black for an entire year, humanity became desperate enough to seek monsters for salvation.

And the witches answered.

They came from caves beneath mountains and ruined towers swallowed by forests older than history itself. They emerged from plague pits untouched by disease. Some looked human. Others barely resembled humanity at all. They brought impossible powers with them. Rivers flowed again where they walked. Crops returned to dead soil. Armies vanished beneath storms of screaming darkness. Entire kingdoms bent the knee within a decade.

But every miracle carried a price.

Children disappeared during the harvest seasons. Prisoners were dragged screaming into underground temples. Villages woke to find entire graveyards empty by dawn. Men returned from war with black eyes and voices that no longer sounded human. Creatures stitched together from corpses guarded the roads outside the growing witch kingdoms.

Humanity survived because the witches demanded survival.

That was the great horror of the age.

The witches did not conquer mankind out of hatred. They conquered because they believed only fear and suffering could preserve the world from something far worse waiting beneath it.

Now centuries have passed since the rise of the Witch Lords.

The continent of Malgrim lies broken beneath their rule.

The western kingdoms are ash covered wastelands where armored fanatics burn entire towns searching for hidden covens. In the frozen north, pale armies patrol forests filled with creatures that wear human faces stolen from the dead. Along the southern coast, black ships drift through fog carrying chained prisoners toward islands that do not appear on any map.

Every nation kneels before one of the Thirteen Witch Lords.

Each rules differently.

Some govern through terror and slaughter. Others hide behind religion and false kindness while feeding thousands into secret pits beneath their cities. Entire bloodlines serve them like obedient animals. Kings and queens exist only as puppets while true power sits hidden behind cathedral walls and black stone fortresses.

Above them all stands the Black Altar.

No one truly knows when it was built.

The structure rises from the center of the continent like the spine of some gigantic buried beast. Black towers stretch toward the clouds while endless stairs descend deep beneath the earth where ancient fires burn night and day. The air around the fortress smells of ash and blood. Pilgrims who travel too close often vanish without explanation. Some return weeks later without their eyes, wandering silently until they collapse dead in the streets.

It is said the Witch Lords gather there once every decade.

It is said they speak to something imprisoned beneath it.

Most people pray those stories are not true.

Far to the east beyond the poisoned kingdoms lies the fortress city of Karth Vale, where the walls are built from dark volcanic stone and the streets remain stained from executions carried out generations earlier. The city survives through brutality alone. Public hangings occur every week. Thieves lose their hands beneath rusted blades while starving crowds cheer simply because another man suffers more than they do.

Mercenaries drift constantly through Karth Vale.

Killers. Deserters. Former soldiers too broken to remember what they once fought for.

Among them walks a man named Garrick Vale.

Nobody remembers where he was born. Even Garrick himself barely recalls it anymore. War stripped those memories from him years ago. He remembers fire. Snow soaked with blood. His mother screaming somewhere in the dark while armored men dragged bodies through the village streets.

After that came battlefields.

He had fought for kings, rebels, priests, slavers, and warlords. He had buried knives in men for coins barely worth the effort. He had watched entire villages burn because commanders feared disease spreading among civilians. He had survived things that should have killed him a dozen times over.

And somewhere along the road he stopped believing there was any difference between monsters and men.

Now he survives however he can.

Sometimes he escorts caravans through corpse filled roads haunted by scavengers and starving deserters. Sometimes he kills for money. Sometimes he drinks himself unconscious beside harbor fires while listening to old soldiers speak about kingdoms that no longer exist.

But lately strange dreams have begun following him.

Dreams of black towers beneath dead skies.

Dreams of women with burned faces whispering his name from deep beneath the earth.

Dreams of a child standing alone inside a field of corpses while something enormous moves behind her in the darkness.

Every morning he wakes tasting blood in his mouth.

Every morning the dreams feel more real.

Beyond Karth Vale, hidden deep within the mountains known as the Broken Teeth, another figure waits beneath the ruins of an ancient monastery swallowed by ice and shadow.

Her name is Seraphine.

The old women who raised her never told her where she came from. They taught her silence before speech and death before mercy. Beneath the monastery she learned forbidden things. How to read bones burned black by ancient fire. How to hear whispers from corpses before the soul fully leaves the body. How to cut symbols into flesh that could stop a human heart instantly.

She learned because she had no choice.

The coven living beneath the mountain believed she carried something inside her that should never have survived birth.

And they feared her for it.

Seraphine has spent most of her life watched constantly by witches who smile kindly while hiding knives beneath their robes. The oldest among them refuse to touch her skin directly. Some cannot even meet her eyes for long before making protective signs against evil.

Because when Seraphine was born the fires beneath the monastery died for the first time in nearly four hundred years.

And far below the mountain, something ancient awakened briefly from sleep.

Now the coven prepares to send her away.

Not for freedom.

For sacrifice.

Neither Garrick nor Seraphine yet understands the truth binding them together.

Far beneath the Black Altar something is stirring once more.

Something older than the Witch Lords. Older than mankind itself. Older perhaps than the world.

And the witches who rule the continent are terrified.
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Rain hammered against the rooftops of Karth Vale hard enough to drown conversation beneath its endless roar.

Water spilled from broken gutters and flooded the narrow streets between leaning buildings blackened by smoke and age. The city always smelled foul after heavy rain. Rotting refuse washed from alleyways into the roads while sewage overflowed from stone drains built centuries earlier by rulers long forgotten. The scent mixed with smoke from furnace chimneys and the copper stink of fresh blood drifting from the execution square near the southern gate.

Nobody in Karth Vale looked upward anymore.

People kept their heads lowered and moved quickly through the rain with shoulders bent against the cold. Merchants covered their stalls with stained canvas sheets while beggars crowded beneath archways hoping soldiers would ignore them for another night. Somewhere deeper in the city a woman screamed briefly before the sound vanished beneath thunder.

Garrick Vale sat alone near the back of a tavern called The Hollow Lantern with one hand wrapped around a chipped cup of bitter spirits that tasted like burned roots. The tavern was crowded despite the storm outside. Mercenaries, grave robbers, smugglers, and exhausted laborers filled the room with muttered conversations while smoke drifted thick beneath the ceiling beams. Nobody laughed much. Karth Vale was not a city where people wasted energy on joy.

A pair of prostitutes stood near the entrance trying unsuccessfully to lure drunken soldiers upstairs. One of them had a bruise spread dark beneath her eye like spilled ink. The other looked barely old enough to be standing there at all. Neither woman bothered approaching Garrick. Men sitting alone usually meant trouble.

He preferred it that way.

The scar stretching from his forehead down across his jaw made most strangers uneasy before he even spoke. The injury had happened years earlier during the siege of Drenhold Keep when boiling oil rained from the walls onto the attackers below. Garrick had survived because another soldier fell on top of him and burned alive instead.

Sometimes he still remembered the screaming.

Across the tavern an old man coughed wetly into a rag already stained dark with blood. Nobody paid attention. Illness spread constantly through the lower districts and most people learned quickly not to involve themselves in another person’s suffering unless coin was involved.

Garrick drank slowly while staring into the fire beside the far wall.

The dreams had returned again the night before.

He could still remember fragments of them clearly enough to make his skin crawl. Endless stairs descending beneath the earth. Black stone towers rising beneath a dead sky without stars. Women standing motionless in long robes made from stitched human skin while something huge moved in darkness behind them.

Then came the whispering.

Always the whispering.

Not words exactly. More like distant voices speaking from underwater.

But this time one sentence had reached him clearly before he woke.

She is waking.

The memory lingered unpleasantly inside his skull.

Garrick rubbed his eyes hard and swallowed another mouthful of liquor. Lack of sleep was beginning to wear him down. Even his hands shook faintly now when he held a cup too long. He had seen soldiers driven mad by less.

The tavern door suddenly burst open beneath a gust of rain and cold wind.

Conversations quieted immediately.

Three men entered wearing dark cloaks soaked from the storm outside. Their armor beneath the wet fabric carried no insignia, but everyone in the tavern recognized what they were anyway. Collectors.

Tax enforcers working for the governor.

Cruel men always traveled in groups because too many desperate citizens had started killing officials during the past year. Hunger made rebellion grow quickly in cities like Karth Vale. Entire districts had nearly rioted last winter after grain shipments vanished along the northern roads.

The lead collector removed his hood slowly.

His face looked almost corpse like beneath the lantern light. Thin lips. Bald scalp covered in faded ritual scars. One blind eye clouded white from some old injury.

He scanned the tavern silently while rainwater dripped from his cloak onto the floorboards.

Nobody spoke.

The collector finally pointed toward the tavern keeper behind the counter.

“You missed your payment.”

The tavern keeper stiffened immediately. He was a heavy man with graying hair and thick arms from years hauling barrels through the cellar beneath the building. Garrick had known him casually for months. The man’s name was Brannoc and he rarely caused trouble.

But fear spread visibly across his face now.

“I paid last month,” Brannoc answered carefully.

“You paid part of last month.”

The collector stepped forward.

“You still owe for protection.”

A bitter silence settled over the room.

Protection.

That word again.

The governor’s men used it constantly now. Protection from thieves. Protection from raiders. Protection from witch cults hiding beyond the walls. In truth it meant surrendering coin until there was nothing left to take.

Brannoc swallowed hard.

“Business has been poor.”

“That sounds unfortunate.”

The collector’s expression never changed.

“But unfortunate circumstances do not alter the law.”

One of the other collectors moved toward the counter and began casually shoving bottles into a sack. Another grabbed a serving girl by the wrist when she tried backing away.

The girl cried out sharply.

Something shifted inside Garrick then.

Not anger exactly.

Just exhaustion.

He was tired of watching frightened people dragged apart by men pretending cruelty was duty. Tired of cities ruled by cowards hiding behind hired blades and starving laws.

The collector holding the girl noticed Garrick standing.

“Sit back down.”

Garrick ignored him.

The room had gone completely silent now except for rain hammering against the tavern roof overhead.

The collector released the girl and reached slowly toward the sword hanging at his hip.

“You deaf, mercenary?”

Garrick stepped closer.

Up near the man the smell of wet leather and steel became stronger. He could see old blood dried beneath the collector’s fingernails.

“You should leave,” Garrick said quietly.

For a moment nobody moved.

Then the collector laughed once.

It sounded forced.

“You planning to stop us yourself?”

Garrick did not answer.

The collector drew his sword halfway from its sheath.

That was enough.

Garrick moved before the blade fully cleared leather.

Years of war had taught his body to react faster than thought itself. His hand closed around the collector’s wrist violently and twisted hard enough to snap bone. The crack echoed through the tavern.

The man screamed.

Before the others reacted Garrick slammed the collector’s face into the edge of the counter. Teeth shattered across the wood. Blood sprayed over nearby bottles.

One of the other collectors lunged forward with a dagger.

Garrick seized a chair and smashed it into the attacker’s knees. Wood exploded apart while the man collapsed screaming beside the fire.

Then steel hissed through the air behind him.

The blind collector.

Garrick turned barely in time. The sword sliced across his coat instead of his throat. Pain flared along his ribs. Garrick grabbed the man’s arm and drove a knife upward beneath his jaw.

The collector collapsed instantly.

Blood spread across the tavern floorboards in dark rivers.

Nobody moved.

The surviving collector crawled toward the door clutching his ruined leg while sobbing curses beneath his breath.

Garrick stood breathing heavily among the wreckage.

He looked around slowly at the terrified faces surrounding him.

Nobody thanked him.

Nobody spoke at all.

Because everyone inside understood exactly what came next.

The governor’s men would return.

And they would not return alone.

Brannoc stared at the dead collector lying beside the counter.

“You fool,” he whispered.

Garrick wiped blood from his knife.

“He drew first.”

“That won’t matter.”

The tavern keeper’s voice shook now.

“You should run.”

Outside thunder rolled across the city again.

Garrick suddenly felt the strange sensation returning. That same feeling from the dreams. Like unseen eyes watching him from somewhere far away.

Then the tavern candles flickered violently.

Every flame bent sideways at once.

Several patrons gasped.

The room became unnaturally cold.

Garrick turned slowly toward the rain covered windows.

For a brief moment he saw a figure standing outside across the street.

A woman.

Tall and motionless beneath the storm.

Her face hidden beneath a dark hood.

Then lightning flashed across the sky.

And she was gone.
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The rain stopped shortly before dawn.

Karth Vale looked worse afterward.

Mud and filth coated the streets while pale morning light revealed the true condition of the city beneath the darkness that usually concealed it. Corpses lay half covered beside alleyways where the cold had taken them during the night. Thin dogs prowled near the gutters tearing at refuse while exhausted workers dragged carts through flooded roads toward the market districts. Smoke rolled endlessly from factory chimneys near the river where prisoners labored inside iron foundries owned by the governor’s merchants.

The bells of the execution square began ringing just after sunrise.

Slow. Heavy. Deliberate.

Garrick heard them from the upper room Brannoc had reluctantly allowed him to use after the fight. He had not slept. Blood from the wound across his ribs had soaked through the bandages twice already and his thoughts remained fixed on the woman he had seen standing outside the tavern.

If she had truly been there at all.

Part of him wondered whether exhaustion was finally beginning to destroy his mind.

He sat on the edge of the narrow bed sharpening his knife while pale light crept through cracks in the shutters. The room smelled of mildew and stale smoke. Somewhere below he could hear Brannoc arguing quietly with someone in the tavern.

Then came heavy knocking at the door downstairs.

Not the careless pounding of drunk patrons.

Soldiers.

Garrick stood immediately.

The voices below became sharper. Brannoc sounded frightened now. Garrick crossed the room silently and looked through the shutters toward the street.

More than twenty armed men surrounded the tavern.

Black armor. Crossbows. Execution hoods hanging from belts.

Governor’s Guard.

At their center sat a mounted officer wearing a dark crimson cloak over polished breastplate armor. Unlike the others his equipment looked expensive and well maintained. A silver chain circled one gloved hand several times and at the end of it walked something Garrick recognized instantly.

A corpse hound.

The creature looked vaguely canine from a distance but closer inspection revealed too many joints in its limbs and patches of pale human skin stitched visibly beneath sparse black fur. Its jaw hung unnaturally wide while strands of saliva dripped from needlelike teeth. One cloudy eye rolled constantly inside its socket as though searching for something hidden beneath the world itself.

Necromancer bred.

The Witch Lords used creatures like that during the border wars years earlier.

Garrick stepped away from the window slowly.

The governor must have panicked badly to unleash corpse hounds inside the city walls.

Below him the tavern door burst open violently.

Boots thundered across floorboards.

Brannoc shouted something before a fist silenced him with a sickening crack.

“Search the building!”

Garrick grabbed his coat and weapons quickly.

The room had only one exit besides the door.

A narrow window overlooking the alley behind the tavern.

He crossed toward it just as footsteps began climbing the stairs outside.

The first soldier reached the landing.

Garrick drove his shoulder into the window shutters hard enough to splinter wood outward into the alley below. Cold air flooded the room instantly.

“Up here!”

He heard the shout behind him as he climbed through the broken opening.

Crossbow bolts smashed into the wall beside his head.

Then he dropped.

Pain exploded through his ribs when he hit the alley stones below but instinct forced him upright immediately. He sprinted through the narrow passage between buildings while shouting erupted from the street nearby.

The city was already waking fully around him.

Market workers turned in confusion as armored guards burst from intersections searching for him. Garrick shoved through crowds and vaulted over flooded gutters while distant bells continued echoing overhead.

Behind him came the unmistakable sound of the corpse hound.

Its growl barely sounded alive.

The creature moved faster than any natural animal despite its twisted body. Garrick heard claws striking stone somewhere close behind while civilians screamed and scattered from the streets.

He turned sharply into another alley.

Dead end.

Rotting crates blocked one side while a brick wall rose behind them slick with rainwater.

The corpse hound appeared at the alley entrance seconds later.

It stared at Garrick silently.

Up close the thing looked even worse.

Human fingers protruded partially from beneath stretched skin along its ribs. Black stitches crossed its throat. Its teeth looked filed deliberately into jagged points. Worst of all were its eyes.

They looked painfully human.

The creature tilted its head strangely as though recognizing him.

Then it charged.

Garrick barely drew his sword in time.

The impact drove him backward against the wall hard enough to rattle his teeth. The corpse hound snapped wildly inches from his face while rotten breath poured from its jaws.

Garrick shoved the blade upward through the creature’s neck.

Black blood sprayed across the alley.

But the thing did not stop.

It kept clawing toward him even with steel buried deep inside its throat. Garrick twisted violently and threw the creature sideways into the crates before ripping the sword free.

The corpse hound hit the ground twitching.

Still alive.

Its ruined throat made wet choking noises while its limbs spasmed unnaturally against the stones.

Then soldiers appeared behind it.

Crossbows raised.

Garrick cursed and ran toward the wall.

He climbed the crates two at a time while bolts shattered wood beneath his boots. One sliced through his sleeve close enough for him to feel the wind from it.

At the top of the wall he threw himself upward and caught the roof edge above.

Pain ripped through his wounded ribs.

For one terrible second his grip slipped.

Then strong hands seized his arm suddenly from above.
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