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Chapter 1 : The Exile’s Prayer
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The wind that swept across the Ashen Plains carried no scent of life, only the dry, grating whisper of dust against bone. It was a wind that had forgotten the smell of rain or the touch of living leaves, a sterile current in a world where death had lost its finality and become a stagnant, unending state of being. Here, in this grey expanse of forgotten souls and crumbling earth, the exiled priest Aramis Khaal knelt, not in prayer, but in a ritual of remembrance that had long ago replaced faith. His fingers, calloused and stained with the grime of centuries, traced the faded inscription on a flat, obsidian stone—the only marker for a grave that held nothing.

His exile was a self-imposed penance, a sentence he had been serving for longer than most empires stood. He had once been a high priest of the Luminous Order, a man whose voice could calm kings and whose hands were said to channel the divine. But that was before the Schism, before the world fractured and the very concept of an afterlife was torn asunder. Now, death was merely a transition into a silent, conscious limbo, where souls lingered like smoke, unable to ascend or descend, their essence slowly eroding into the same grey dust that now coated his worn leather boots.

He had built this small, desolate sanctuary with his own hands, a crude shelter of petrified wood and stone, miles from any of the decaying settlements where the undying husks of humanity still congregated. It was a place of solitude, designed not for peace, but for the relentless torment of his own memory. Every sunrise, its light as thin and weak as watered-down milk, illuminated the obsidian stone and the name carved upon it: Liora. It was a name that had become both his prayer and his curse, the anchor of his guilt in an ocean of timeless despair.

Her face was a phantom that walked beside him in the grey twilight, her laughter a ghost on the sterile wind. He remembered the warmth of her hand in his, a stark, painful contrast to the perpetual chill that now seeped into his bones. He had promised her an eternity of light, a place beside the gods, but his ambition, his pride, and his role in the calamitous Schism had instead damned her to this—an eternity of silent, conscious decay. Her soul, he knew, was out there somewhere on the plains, a voiceless wisp of what she once was, and the knowledge was a fire that had burned away everything in him but regret.

His days were a monotonous cycle of survival and sorrow. He hunted the mutated, dust-choked creatures that roamed the plains, their meat tough and tasteless, but enough to sustain a body that could no longer truly die. He filtered brackish water from deep, hidden wells and spent his nights staring at the starless, ink-black sky, a canvas as empty as the promises of his former faith. He was a relic, a man out of time, his extended, unnatural life a testament to the world’s broken covenant with the divine, a curse he bore with a stoic, agonizing resolve.

It was during one of his rare scavenging trips into the ruins of a pre-Schism monastery that his stagnant existence was shattered. The library, a cavernous hall of collapsed shelves and petrified scrolls, had long been picked clean by other desperate souls. But Aramis, guided by a flicker of intuition he hadn’t felt in centuries, felt drawn to a hidden alcove behind a tapestry depicting the First Creation. There, buried beneath rubble and the fossilized remains of a long-dead scribe, was a chest of ironwood, bound not with locks, but with seals of forgotten magic.

He spent days breaking the seals, his hands bleeding and his tools snapping against their ancient power. When the chest finally creaked open, it revealed not gold or jewels, but a single, bound codex. Its cover was made of a material he did not recognize, something that felt like cooled lava and aged leather, and it was inscribed with a single, stark symbol: a downward-pointing spiral with nine concentric circles. The air around it hummed with a latent, dangerous energy, a power that felt both holy and heretical, a combination that resonated with the schism that had occurred within his own soul.

He took the book back to his hovel, his heart pounding with a mixture of terror and a nascent, unfamiliar hope. As he opened its pages, the vellum felt unnaturally warm to the touch, and the script, written in a long-dead dialect of the Old Tongue, seemed to shift and writhe before his eyes. It was a forbidden text, a scripture of the Damned, what the Luminous Order had called the Codex Infernus. It spoke not of heavens or divine grace, but of the architecture of damnation itself—the nine distinct realms of Hell, and the gates that connected them.

Each chapter was a descent, a detailed cartography of a different hellish landscape. The First Gate, it described, lay in the Obsidian Wastes, a realm of volcanic glass and rivers of fire, guarded by a being of living flame. The Second Gate was in the Sunken City of Sorrows, a place of perpetual, freezing rain where the drowned souls of the forgotten wailed in an endless chorus. Each gate was a trial, each realm a personification of a specific sin or fear, and each guardian a forgotten god or a primeval horror from a time before creation.
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