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Chapter 1: Gates of Haarwatch
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The road to Haarwatch stretched before Darian Ashworth like a promise of salvation, its cobblestones worn smooth by countless travelers seeking the same refuge he desperately craved. After three months wandering the cursed wasteland known as the Void, where reality bent and twisted into impossible geometries, the sight of civilization’s edge should have filled him with relief. Instead, dread coiled in his stomach like a living thing.

Something was wrong.

The first sign came from the gates themselves. Where once the proud banners of House Valorian had fluttered in crimson and gold, now stark black standards bearing the silver hammer and flame of the Inquisition snapped in the autumn wind. The second sign was the queue—a line of refugees, merchants, and travelers that stretched nearly a quarter-mile from the city’s entrance, all waiting under the watchful eyes of armored guards whose faces were hidden behind polished steel masks.

Darian pulled his weathered cloak tighter around his shoulders and joined the back of the line, keeping his head down. The coarse fabric concealed the worst of his scars—the twisted marks the Void had left on his flesh—but it couldn’t hide the deeper changes. Those lurked beneath his skin, in the spaces between his ribs where something that wasn’t quite him had taken residence.

The Primordial Maw.

Even thinking its name made the entity stir within his soul, a cold presence that whispered of hunger and ancient power. Darian gritted his teeth and forced his breathing to remain steady. Control. Everything depended on control.

“Next!”

The voice cut through his concentration like a blade. Ahead, a woman in merchant’s robes approached the inspection station, her hands trembling as she presented her papers to a figure that made Darian’s blood run cold.

The Inquisitor stood seven feet tall in his black plate armor, every inch of metal inscribed with wards against corruption. His helmet bore the visage of a weeping angel, tears of molten silver frozen in eternal grief. But it was the weapon at his side that truly terrified—a sword whose blade seemed to drink in the light around it, leaving a shadow-shaped void in the air.

A Null Blade. Darian had heard whispers of such weapons in the darker corners of the world, artifacts capable of severing the connection between a soul and its magical essence. In the hands of the Inquisition, they were instruments of absolute judgment.

“State your name and business in Haarwatch,” the Inquisitor commanded, his voice echoing from within his helm like the tolling of funeral bells.

“M-Marta Greenhill,” the merchant stammered. “I’m here to sell grain from the eastern provinces. I have documents, trade permits—”

“Extend your hands.”

The woman obeyed, and the Inquisitor produced a sphere of polished obsidian from his belt. The moment it touched her skin, the sphere began to glow with a soft blue light. Darian’s heart hammered against his ribs. A detection artifact—one designed to sense magical corruption.

The sphere remained blue. Clean. The Inquisitor waved the merchant through with barely a glance.

“Next!”

As the line moved forward, Darian watched the same ritual repeated again and again. Most passed the test easily—the sphere maintaining its blue glow before they were allowed into the city. But not all.

When a young man with the callused hands of a blacksmith approached, the sphere flared angry red the moment it touched his palm. The Inquisitor’s hand moved to his sword.

“Sorcery detected. Submit to purification or face judgment.”

“Please, I—I don’t understand,” the man pleaded. “I’m just a metalworker. I don’t know anything about magic!”

“Ignorance is no excuse for corruption.” The Null Blade whispered from its sheath, a sound like dying breath. “Choose.”

The blacksmith looked around wildly, his eyes finding no sympathy among the other travelers. Some looked away in shame, others nodded approval. All had made the same calculation—better one stranger’s fate than their own safety.

“I... I submit to purification,” the man whispered.

Two more Inquisitors emerged from a guardhouse beside the gate, their armor bearing the red chevrons of the Purification Corps. They flanked the blacksmith and led him away toward a black wagon waiting in the shadow of the city walls. Darian caught a glimpse of the man’s face as he passed—eyes wide with the terrible understanding that he would not be seen again.

The Primordial Maw writhed within Darian’s chest, feeding on his anger and fear. Let me taste them, it whispered in a voice like grinding stone. Let me show them true hunger.

“Not now,” Darian breathed through clenched teeth. “Not ever.”

Soon, the entity promised. When your control breaks, when your friends abandon you, when you have nothing left to lose—you will call upon me. They always do.

“Next!”

Darian stepped forward, his legs steady despite the earthquake happening inside his soul. The Inquisitor towered over him, and for a moment, Darian wondered if those hidden eyes could see through his disguise, pierce the carefully constructed facade of a simple traveler and glimpse the monster beneath.

“Name and business.”

“Darian Ashworth,” he said, grateful his voice didn’t crack. “I’m returning home after... after traveling in the eastern reaches. I have family in the merchant district.”

It wasn’t entirely a lie. He had traveled far, though not to any place that appeared on mortal maps. And there were people in Haarwatch who mattered to him, even if they weren’t blood relations.

The Inquisitor’s helmeted head tilted slightly. “The eastern reaches are dangerous territory. Void storms, reality fractures, things that should not exist. What business did you have in such places?”

Darian’s mouth went dry. How much did they know? How much did they suspect?

“I was hired as a guide,” he said carefully. “There was a merchant expedition seeking rare minerals. It... didn’t end well. I was the only survivor.”

Again, not entirely false. There had been an expedition, though it had been seeking something far more dangerous than precious stones. And Darian had indeed been the only one to return, though not unchanged.

The Inquisitor studied him for a long moment, then produced the obsidian sphere. “Extend your hands.”

This was it. The moment that would determine whether Darian saw another sunrise or joined the blacksmith in that black wagon. He forced his hands forward, fighting every instinct that screamed at him to run.

The sphere touched his palm.

For a heartbeat that lasted an eternity, nothing happened. Then the obsidian began to glow—not the clean blue of the innocent, but not the damning red of corruption either. Instead, it pulsed with a deep violet light that seemed to shift and swirl like oil on water.

The Inquisitor stared at the sphere, his helmeted head tilting in what might have been confusion. Darian held his breath, the Maw coiling tighter within his chest as if preparing to strike.

“Curious,” the Inquisitor murmured. “Void exposure. You were in the deep reaches, weren’t you?”

Darian nodded, not trusting his voice.

“The corruption is... unusual. Old. But contained.” The sphere’s light faded back to neutral gray. “You bear the scars of the Void, but they have not claimed your soul. The Throne’s mercy is vast indeed.”

The Inquisitor stepped aside, waving Darian through the gate. “Welcome to Haarwatch, survivor. May you find the peace that has eluded you in the waste.”

Darian walked through the massive iron portcullis on legs that felt like water, every step taking him deeper into the city that had once been his sanctuary. Behind him, he heard the Inquisitor call for the next traveler, the terrible ritual beginning anew.

The streets of Haarwatch spread before him, but they were not the streets he remembered. Banners hung from every window—not the colorful pennants of merchant houses or the proud standards of noble families, but the stark black and silver of the Inquisition. Patrol groups moved through the crowds like schools of predators, their armor gleaming in the afternoon sun.

And everywhere, the smell of smoke. Not the comforting scent of hearth fires or forge work, but something darker, more acrid. The smell of books burning. Of dreams turning to ash.

They fear you, the Maw whispered, and for once its voice carried something almost like sympathy. They all fear what they cannot control, what they cannot understand. In the end, fear will make them your enemies no matter what face you wear.

Darian pulled his cloak tighter and disappeared into the crowd, just another face among thousands. But as he walked deeper into the city that no longer felt like home, he couldn’t shake the feeling that his true trials were only beginning.

The Void had tested his body and mind, twisted his flesh and marked his soul. But Haarwatch—with its watching eyes and hidden hunters—would test something far more precious.

His humanity.

High above the city streets, in the obsidian spire that now dominated Haarwatch’s skyline, a figure in pristine white robes stood at a window overlooking the gate. High Inquisitor Valerius Grimm had watched the entire exchange through a crystal that showed him what his subordinates saw, heard every word spoken at the checkpoint.

The violet light had not escaped his notice.

“Interesting,” he murmured, his fingers tracing the leather binding of an ancient tome. “After all these years, another one returns to us. The Throne provides, indeed.”

He turned from the window and walked to a wall covered in portraits—faces of the corrupt, the tainted, the irredeemably lost. His finger stopped on an empty frame, waiting for its occupant.

“Welcome home, Darian Ashworth,” he whispered. “I do hope you’ll be more cooperative than the last one.”

The last portrait on the wall stared out with dead eyes, a face that bore an unsettling resemblance to Darian’s own. Beneath it, a brass nameplate read: Valdris Ashworth, the Soul-Eater. Executed for Crimes Against Creation, Third Age, Year 847.

The same surname was no coincidence.

History, Grimm knew, had a way of repeating itself.

But this time, he would be ready.
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Chapter 2: The Purge Begins
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The first scream shattered the morning calm like glass against stone.

Darian jolted awake in the cramped room above Hendrick’s Bakery, his hand instinctively reaching for the knife at his belt before consciousness fully returned. The second scream followed immediately after—higher pitched, desperate, cut short with terrible finality.

Through the grimy window, he could see crowds gathering in Judgment Square, their faces turned upward toward the obsidian platform that had been erected overnight. Black-robed figures moved with practiced efficiency, arranging items on the platform: a block of dark stone, restraints forged from blessed silver, and a brazier that burned with flames that gave no warmth.

An execution, the Primordial Maw whispered with something approaching hunger. Fresh souls ripe for the taking. Let me feed, and I will show you such power—

“Silence,” Darian hissed under his breath, pressing his palm against his chest where the entity coiled behind his ribs. The touch of his own flesh helped ground him, reminded him where he ended and the Maw began. The boundary had grown thinner during his restless sleep.

He dressed quickly in the rough-spun clothes he’d purchased the evening before—the garb of a common laborer, unremarkable and invisible. The persona of Darian Ashworth, survivor of the eastern reaches, needed to be maintained. More importantly, he needed to understand what the Inquisition was capable of, what he was truly up against.

The streets leading to Judgment Square buzzed with a mixture of excitement and dread. Vendors hawked meat pies and ale to the gathering crowd, turning execution into festival. Children climbed onto their fathers’ shoulders for a better view, while their mothers whispered prayers and clutched holy symbols.

Darian kept to the edges of the crowd, his hood pulled low as he worked his way closer to the platform. The smell hit him first—the acrid stench of fear-sweat mixed with something else, something that made the Maw writhe with anticipation. Magic. Raw, desperate magic from someone fighting for their life.

“Citizens of Haarwatch!”

The voice cut through the crowd’s murmur like a blade through silk. On the platform, a figure in pristine white robes stood beside the brazier, his arms raised to command attention. High Inquisitor Valerius Grimm cut an imposing figure even without armor—tall and lean, with silver hair that caught the morning light and eyes the color of winter sky.

“Today marks a new chapter in our city’s history,” Grimm continued, his voice carrying easily across the square. “For too long, we have tolerated the cancer of corruption in our midst. We have allowed the tainted to walk among the righteous, spreading their poison through word and deed.”

The crowd murmured agreement, some shouting their approval. Darian felt sick. These were the same people who had cheered during harvest festivals, who had helped their neighbors during the harsh winters. Fear had transformed them into something uglier.

“But no more!” Grimm’s voice rose to a crescendo. “Today we begin the Great Purification. Today we show the forces of darkness that Haarwatch will not bow to corruption!”

A side gate opened, and six Inquisitors emerged dragging three prisoners between them. Darian’s blood turned to ice as he recognized two of the faces.

The first was Meredith Clearwater, an herbalist who had treated half the city’s children with her gentle remedies. Her gray hair hung in limp strands around a face marked by bruises, and her healer’s hands were bound behind her back with chains that glowed with suppressive enchantments.

The second was Thomas the Scribe, a scholarly man who had taught letters to anyone willing to learn. His usually neat appearance was disheveled, his robes torn and stained. But it was his eyes that hurt Darian the most—the look of a man who had lost all hope.

The third prisoner was a stranger, a young woman who couldn’t be more than eighteen. She fought against her restraints with desperate fury, her mouth moving in what looked like spells or prayers. Each time she tried to speak, one of the Inquisitors struck her with a rod that crackled with Null energy.

“Behold the face of corruption!” Grimm gestured toward the prisoners with theatrical disgust. “Meredith Clearwater, who poisoned the minds of children with her hedge magic and false remedies. Thomas Aldwin, who spread seditious texts questioning the divine authority of the Throne. And Vera Nightshade, caught practicing blood magic in the lower districts.”

Lies. Darian knew they were lies. Meredith had never used anything more complex than herbal knowledge passed down through generations. Thomas was guilty only of curiosity and a love of learning. As for the young woman—Vera—the terror in her eyes spoke of innocence, not malice.

But the crowd believed. They wanted to believe. It was easier than questioning whether the Inquisition might be wrong, easier than facing the possibility that they lived under tyranny.

The Inquisitors forced Meredith onto the execution block first. She tried to speak, to offer some final words, but Grimm silenced her with a gesture.

“The corrupted forfeit their right to final words when they choose darkness over light,” he declared. “Let their silence serve as testament to the emptiness of their cause.”

The executioner stepped forward—a massive figure in black armor whose face was hidden behind a mask wrought in the shape of a skull. The weapon he carried wasn’t a traditional headsman’s axe but something far more sinister: a blade that seemed to be forged from crystallized void, its edge rippling with energies that made reality bend around it.

A Soul Cleaver. Darian had heard whispers of such weapons but never seen one. They didn’t just kill the body—they obliterated the soul itself, ensuring no possibility of resurrection or communion with spirits.

“No,” he whispered, taking a step forward before catching himself. What could he do? Reveal himself? Allow the Maw to manifest and slaughter everyone in the square? Save three lives by dooming hundreds?

Yes, the Primordial Maw hissed with growing excitement. Let me feast. Let me show them the true meaning of fear. Their souls will taste so sweet—

Darian clenched his fists, his nails digging deep enough into his palms to draw blood. The pain helped him focus, helped him push the entity’s influence back. But it was getting stronger. Each moment of emotional turmoil fed it, made it harder to contain.

The Soul Cleaver fell.

There was no dramatic spray of blood, no final scream. Meredith simply... ceased. Her body collapsed onto the platform while wisps of silver light—the remnants of her soul—were drawn into the blade like smoke into a chimney. The crowd erupted in cheers.

Darian turned away, bile rising in his throat. But Grimm’s voice followed him.

“Let this be a warning to any who harbor corruption in their hearts,” the High Inquisitor declared. “The Inquisition sees all. We know the guilty by their fruits, and we shall not rest until every tainted soul has been cleansed from our city.”

Thomas was dragged to the block next. The elderly scribe looked directly at Grimm as the restraints were tightened around his arms.

“History will remember your name, Valerius Grimm,” Thomas said, his voice somehow carrying across the square despite its quiet tone. “But not as a hero.”

The Soul Cleaver fell again. Another cheer from the crowd. Another soul devoured.

When they brought Vera forward, she was weeping openly. “Please,” she begged, her voice breaking. “I have a daughter. She’s only five years old. Please, someone has to take care of her—”

The blade cut off her words and her life with equal finality.

The Maw roared within Darian’s chest, feeding on his rage and despair. For a moment, his vision went red, and he felt power unlike anything he’d known in the Void surge through his limbs. The crowd around him stepped back unconsciously, sensing the sudden predatory aura that emanated from his seemingly ordinary form.

NOW! the entity shrieked. While your anger burns bright! Let me have them all!

“No,” Darian breathed through gritted teeth. He forced himself to turn and walk away, each step an act of supreme willpower. Behind him, Grimm began addressing the crowd again, promising more executions, more purifications, more death.

As Darian pushed through the dispersing crowd, he heard fragments of conversation that made his stomach churn.

“—about time someone dealt with the corruption—” “—my neighbor’s been acting strange lately, maybe I should report—” “—the High Inquisitor says they have ways of detecting magic we can’t even see—”

Fear and paranoia were spreading like wildfire. Soon, no one would be safe. Old grudges would become accusations of witchcraft. Jealousy would transform into reports of corruption. The city would tear itself apart in an orgy of suspicion and betrayal.

Darian found himself in an alley behind the Square of Seven Fountains, gasping for breath as the Maw’s influence slowly receded. His hands shook with suppressed power, and he had to lean against a wall to stay upright.

“You should have let me feast,” the entity whispered, its voice now sullen rather than hungry. “Those three souls could have been saved. The crowd could have learned the price of complicity. Instead, you chose weakness.”

“I chose control,” Darian replied quietly. “Something you’ll never understand.”

Control? The Maw’s laughter was like breaking glass. You think walking away was control? Your friends are still out there, hunted and afraid. How long before their names are called from that platform? How long before you watch them die because you were too afraid to act?

The words hit home because they carried truth. Lyanna and Bastian were somewhere in this city, probably hiding, probably terrified. How long before the Inquisition’s net closed around them? How long before Darian found himself watching their executions, paralyzed by the same fear that had stopped him today?

He pushed off from the wall and began walking deeper into the city’s maze of alleys and side streets. He needed to find his friends, needed to warn them if it wasn’t already too late. But he also needed information—about the Inquisition’s methods, their weaknesses, their plans.

Most importantly, he needed to find someone who could help him remove the Primordial Maw before its hunger overwhelmed his will entirely. Because the entity was right about one thing: his control was slipping. Each atrocity he witnessed fed it, made it stronger, brought the moment of total possession closer.

As he walked, Darian didn’t notice the figure following him from the shadows—a slight woman in Inquisitor’s robes whose face was hidden beneath a deep hood. She moved with the fluid grace of a predator, her hand never straying far from the Null Blade at her side.

Confessor Seraphina Morgeth had been hunting corrupted souls for fifteen years, and she could smell the taint on Darian like blood in the water. The violet light from yesterday’s detection sphere had been noted, filed, and cross-referenced with similar readings from the archives.

She knew what he was. More importantly, she knew what he could become.

The hunt had begun.
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Chapter 3: Old Haunts
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The Twisted Chalice had been more than just a tavern—it had been sanctuary, neutral ground, the one place in Haarwatch where questions weren’t asked and secrets were currency more valuable than gold. Now, as Darian stood in the mouth of Threadneedle Alley staring at its transformed facade, he felt another piece of his old life crumble to ash.

Where weathered oak and brass had once welcomed the desperate and the hunted, polished steel and black marble now proclaimed the authority of the Inquisition. The building’s bones remained the same, but its soul had been ripped out and replaced with something cold and sterile. Above the entrance, where Madame Corvina’s hand-painted sign had swung for thirty years, a new inscription was carved into the stone:

DISTRICT SEVEN PURIFICATION CENTER REPORT CORRUPTION - SERVE THE THRONE

“Bloody hell,” Darian breathed, his heart sinking into his boots.

The Twisted Chalice had been their meeting place, the spot where he, Lyanna, and Bastian had planned a hundred schemes and shared a thousand drinks. More than that—it had been Lyanna’s home. She’d rented the small room above the kitchens, claiming the noise and chaos helped her sleep. If the Inquisition had taken over the building...

She could be dead, the Primordial Maw whispered with something approaching sympathy. Your precious fire-witch could be nothing but ash and memory. How does it feel, knowing your caution may have cost you everything that mattered?

Darian ignored the entity’s taunts, though they cut deeper than he cared to admit. He needed information, not speculation. Moving with the careful casualness of someone who belonged, he approached the building’s entrance.

Two Inquisitors flanked the doorway—not the towering figures in black plate from the gates, but younger initiates in gray robes who carried ceremonial blades rather than Soul Cleavers. Their faces were visible beneath simple hoods, and Darian was surprised to recognize one of them.

Marcus Hale. They’d attended the same temple school as children, before Marcus had been selected for advanced theological training. The boy had been earnest then, genuinely faithful, with a smile that could light up a room. Now his face was a mask of grim determination, his eyes constantly scanning the street for signs of corruption.

“Citizens,” Marcus called out as a small group approached the entrance. “State your business at the Purification Center.”

An elderly woman stepped forward, clutching a piece of parchment with shaking hands. “Please, Brother Inquisitor, I wish to report suspicious activity in my building. My neighbor, she... she talks to herself at night. In words that don’t sound natural. And sometimes I smell sulfur coming from her room.”

Marcus accepted the report with a solemn nod. “The Throne rewards the vigilant, Sister. Your name will be recorded among the faithful. Brother Kellion will take your full statement inside.”

The second Inquisitor—Kellion—guided the woman through the entrance. As the door opened, Darian caught a glimpse of the interior and felt his stomach turn. The warm common room where he’d shared so many evenings had been transformed into a stark administrative space. Desks arranged in rigid rows, filing cabinets filled with reports and accusations, maps of the city marked with pins indicating suspected corruption.

But it was the wall that made his blood run cold. Portraits covered every inch of available space—hundreds of faces staring out with dead eyes. Men, women, even children, all bearing the same notation beneath their images: PURIFIED. A monument to the Inquisition’s efficiency.

Marcus was still accepting reports when Darian approached, doing his best to project the nervous energy of a concerned citizen.

“Brother Inquisitor,” he said, offering a respectful bow. “I’ve just returned to the city after traveling abroad. I heard there was some kind of... incident... involving the tavern that used to be here? The Twisted Chalice?”

Marcus’s expression darkened. “A den of corruption and sedition,” he said with obvious disgust. “The proprietress was trafficking in forbidden knowledge, providing sanctuary to enemies of the Throne. The establishment was cleansed three weeks ago.”

“Cleansed?” Darian kept his voice carefully neutral despite the ice forming in his veins.

“The woman—Corvina—resisted purification. She was granted the Emperor’s mercy.” Marcus gestured toward the wall of portraits visible through the open door. “As were several of her... customers... who were present during the raid.”

Darian followed his gaze and felt the world tilt sideways. There, in the third row, was Madame Corvina’s face—the woman who had been like a grandmother to half the street orphans in the district. Her portrait bore the same dead-eyed stare as all the others, but beneath it was an additional notation that made Darian’s hands clench into fists:

RESISTED PURIFICATION - ADDITIONAL MEASURES REQUIRED

“What about the residents?” Darian asked, fighting to keep his voice steady. “There were people living above the tavern.”

“Most fled when the raids began,” Marcus replied. “Cowards and collaborators, no doubt. But the Inquisition is patient. They will be found and brought to justice in time.”

She escaped, Darian thought with a mixture of relief and terror. Lyanna got out. But where would she go?

The answer came to him immediately—the same place any of them would go when their primary safe house was compromised. The Warrens, the maze of abandoned tunnels and forgotten chambers that honeycomb the oldest part of Haarwatch. It was dangerous territory, haunted by things that should have been dead and filled with traps left by ancient builders, but it was also invisible to the Inquisition’s systematic sweeps.

“Thank you for the information, Brother,” Darian said, backing away from the entrance. “The Throne’s justice is... thorough.”

“Indeed it is,” Marcus replied, his attention already turning to the next citizen approaching with a report. “May you walk in the light, Brother.”

“And you as well.”

Darian walked away with measured steps, every instinct screaming at him to run. But running would draw attention, and attention was the last thing he needed. Instead, he forced himself to maintain the pace of a concerned citizen who had received satisfactory answers to reasonable questions.

It wasn’t until he was three blocks away that he allowed himself to duck into an alley and lean against a wall, his whole body shaking with suppressed emotion. Madame Corvina was dead. The Twisted Chalice was gone. His friends were scattered to the winds, hunted like animals for the crime of existing outside the Inquisition’s narrow definition of purity.

Now do you see? the Maw whispered, its voice silky with false comfort. This is what your restraint has bought you. Death for the innocent, triumph for the corrupt. How many more will die while you cling to your precious principles?

“She escaped,” Darian said aloud, as much to remind himself as to answer the entity. “Lyanna escaped. They both did.”

For now. But how long can they run? How long before fear and exhaustion make them careless? How long before you find their faces on that wall, staring out with empty eyes?

The words hit like physical blows because Darian knew they contained truth. The Inquisition was systematic, thorough, patient. They had resources, manpower, and the backing of a population terrified into compliance. His friends were skilled, but they were only two people against an entire organization.

He pushed off from the wall and began walking toward the Old Quarter, where the entrances to the Warrens were hidden among the crumbling foundations of buildings older than the Empire itself. If Lyanna and Bastian had gone to ground, that’s where he would find them.

But as he walked, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched. Not the casual observation of street patrols or the suspicious glances of frightened citizens, but something more focused. More predatory.

Behind him, staying just at the edge of perception, Confessor Seraphina Morgeth smiled beneath her hood. Her quarry was leading her exactly where she wanted to go—toward the other members of his cell. Three corrupted souls for the price of one investigation.

The Throne was generous indeed.

As Darian navigated the increasingly narrow streets of the Old Quarter, he tried to remember the signs and signals they’d established for emergency contact. Lyanna had always been paranoid about security, insisting on multiple fallback positions and coded messages. At the time, her precautions had seemed excessive. Now they might be all that stood between his friends and the Soul Cleaver’s edge.

The entrance to the Warrens was hidden behind a false wall in the basement of Tobias the Ragman’s shop. Tobias himself had been ancient when Darian was a child, sustained by some combination of stubbornness and spite that seemed to defy natural law. If anyone could survive the Inquisition’s purges through sheer cantankerous determination, it would be him.

The shop looked the same as always—a chaotic maze of discarded clothing, broken furniture, and items of questionable origin. The scent of dust and old wool was so familiar it made Darian’s chest tight with nostalgia.

“Help you with something?” a gravelly voice called from the back of the shop.

Darian made his way through the maze toward the voice, stepping carefully around piles of merchandise. He found Tobias exactly where he’d always been—hunched over a workbench in the rear of the shop, mending tears in clothing with stitches so fine they were barely visible.

The old man looked up as Darian approached, his rheumy eyes scanning the newcomer with surprising sharpness. For a moment, there was no recognition. Then Tobias’s weathered face split into a gap-toothed grin.

“Well, I’ll be thrice-damned,” he wheezed. “Little Darian, back from the dead. Heard you’d gone exploring places that don’t appear on proper maps.”

“Something like that,” Darian replied carefully. Even here, in this haven of neutrality, caution was necessary. “I’m looking for some old friends. Thought you might have heard something.”

Tobias’s grin faded, replaced by something warier. “Friends are dangerous things to have these days, boy. Might be better to make new ones. Safer ones.”

“Some friendships are worth the risk.”

The old man studied him for a long moment, then set down his needle and thread. “Wait here,” he said, shuffling toward a curtained doorway Darian had never noticed before. “And don’t touch anything. Half the stuff in here will bite, and the other half will explode.”

Tobias disappeared through the curtain, leaving Darian alone among the shop’s eclectic collection. Minutes passed in silence, broken only by the distant sounds of the city above. Then footsteps—multiple sets, moving with the careful quiet of people who’d learned to fear discovery.

The curtain parted, and Tobias emerged followed by two figures in dark cloaks. For a heartbeat, Darian didn’t recognize them. Then the taller figure pushed back her hood, revealing a face that was achingly familiar despite the new lines of stress and exhaustion around the eyes.

“Hello, Darian,” Lyanna Thorne said quietly. “Welcome to the end of the world.”
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Chapter 4: The Underground Network
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The descent into the Warrens felt like traveling backward through time itself. Stone steps worn smooth by centuries of passage led down into darkness that seemed to swallow their torchlight whole. The air grew thick and stale, carrying the scent of old water and something else—something that made the Primordial Maw stir uneasily within Darian’s chest.

“Ancient magic,” Lyanna explained quietly as they navigated a narrow corridor lined with crumbling murals. “The builders of this place weren’t entirely human. That’s why the Inquisition’s detection methods don’t work down here—too much interference from the old enchantments.”

Behind her, Bastian Crow moved like a living shadow, his footsteps making no sound on the stone floor. When he’d pushed back his hood in Tobias’s shop, Darian had been shocked by the changes in his friend’s appearance. The lean, sardonic thief he remembered had been replaced by someone harder, more desperate. New scars marked Bastian’s hands, and his dark eyes held the constant alertness of prey that knew it was being hunted.

“How many?” Darian asked as they paused at an intersection where three tunnels branched off into the darkness.

“How many what?” Lyanna replied, though her tone suggested she knew exactly what he meant.

“How many are hiding down here? How many escaped the purges?”

Lyanna and Bastian exchanged a look that spoke of conversations Darian hadn’t been part of, decisions made in desperation during the long weeks of his absence.

“Forty-three,” Bastian said finally. “That we know of. There might be others in different parts of the system, but communication is... difficult.”

“Forty-three people hiding in these tunnels from an entire army of Inquisitors,” Darian said, the hopelessness of their situation settling over him like a shroud.

“Forty-four, now that you’re here,” Lyanna corrected with a bitter smile. “Welcome to the resistance, such as it is.”

They took the left tunnel, following a path that seemed to wind deeper into the earth. The walls here were covered with symbols that hurt to look at directly—not because they were bright, but because they seemed to exist in more dimensions than human eyes were meant to perceive. The Maw recoiled from them like a cat from fire.

Old bindings, the entity whispered uneasily. Wards against things like me. The ancients knew what they were about.

“Tell me what happened,” Darian said as they walked. “Everything. From the beginning.”

Lyanna was quiet for so long that he thought she might not answer. When she finally spoke, her voice was flat, emotionless—the tone of someone who had been forced to recount trauma too many times.

“It started three months ago, right after you left for the eastern reaches. Small things at first—new regulations about magical practice, requirements for registration with the city authorities. Then the Inquisition arrived, claiming they were investigating reports of ‘unnatural activities’ in the outer districts.”

“They moved fast,” Bastian added. “Faster than anyone expected. By the time we realized this wasn’t just another religious crackdown, they already had lists. Names, addresses, known associates. Someone had been watching us for months, maybe years.”

“The raids began a week later,” Lyanna continued. “They hit twelve locations simultaneously—safe houses, meeting places, anywhere magical folk gathered. The Twisted Chalice wasn’t even the worst of it. They burned down the Scriptorium with half the city’s scholars still inside.”

Darian’s stomach clenched. The Scriptorium had been a repository of knowledge, home to texts on everything from agricultural techniques to astronomical observations. To destroy it was to burn away centuries of accumulated learning.

“Why?” he asked. “What’s their endgame? This isn’t just about controlling magic users—this is systematic destruction of knowledge itself.”

“That’s what we’ve been trying to figure out,” Bastian said. “But information is hard to come by when you’re living in a hole in the ground.”

They emerged into a larger chamber carved from the living rock. Torches in iron sconces provided flickering light that revealed the scope of their hidden refuge. Dozens of people huddled in small groups around makeshift camps—families clutching their few remaining possessions, scholars mourning lost libraries, hedge witches sharing the last of their herb stores.

But it was the children that hit Darian hardest. Dirty faces peered out from behind their parents’ skirts, eyes wide with the kind of fear that should never touch the young. A girl who couldn’t be more than
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