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PROLOGUE
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*"The road to redemption is paved with the bones of those who believed themselves saviors. Every hero begins with noble intentions. Every monster ends the same way."*

— The Chronicles of the Obsidian Church, Book VII
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CHAPTER 1: The City of Thorns
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Three days of walking through the wilderness left you both exhausted and hollow. Evelyn's strength returned slowly, in fits and starts. Sometimes she walked beside you with almost her old energy, laughing at something you said, reaching for your hand. Other times, she would stop suddenly, staring at nothing, her eyes distant and haunted by memories you couldn't reach.

You hold your questions. Pressing her won't heal anything. Some wounds demand patience.

Azrathiel remained mostly quiet during the journey, speaking only to warn you of dangers. Once, he pointed out a bear's territory, and another time, he directed you away from bandits camped by the road. His silence felt like judgment; you couldn't tell if he was disappointed in your choices or simply conserving his strength.

On the evening of the third day, you crested a hill and saw it.

Thornhaven.

The city sprawled across a river valley like a living organism. Twisted streets and cramped buildings climbed the hillsides in chaotic terraces. Smoke rose from ten thousand chimneys. Even from this distance, you could hear it—the endless murmur of humanity packed together, the clang of smiths, the calls of merchants, the rumble of cart wheels on cobblestones.

**Evelyn:** "It's beautiful."

You glanced at her, surprised. Beautiful wasn't the word you'd have chosen. Thornhaven was known as one of the rougher cities in the northern kingdoms. Here, laws were suggestions, and coins spoke louder than morality.

But you see her point. After Wraithspire’s cold stone and horrors, anything alive—no matter how dirty—feels like a blessing. Salvation isn’t always clean.

**You:** "It's dangerous. We'll need to be careful."

**Azrathiel:** "Careful is putting it mildly. Thornhaven is crawling with informants for every major faction. The Bloodbound have agents here. The Silver Order has a chapterhouse. The Obsidian Church has... well, let's just say they have eyes everywhere."

**You (internally):** *Can't we go anywhere without walking into a trap?*

**Azrathiel:** "Welcome to life as a wanted man. No, there are no safe havens. Only places where the dangers are more predictable."

You start for the gates as the sun drops, sky streaked blood-red. Appropriate. You flinch at the thought—how quickly beauty turns to omen.

The gates were guarded, but lazily. Two men in mismatched armour sat playing dice, barely glancing at the travellers passing through. You kept your head down, Evelyn close beside you. Just two more refugees seeking shelter in the city's sprawl.

No one stopped you. No one questioned you. In moments, you were swallowed by Thornhaven's streets. The press of bodies was overwhelming after days in the wilderness. People jostled past—merchants hauling goods, children running through the crowds, beggars calling from doorways, prostitutes advertising their wares. The smell hit you like a wall: unwashed humanity, cooking food, horse dung, smoke. Underneath it all, the sweet rot of garbage and worse things festering in the alleys lingered.

Evelyn pressed closer to you, her wide eyes showing how overwhelmed she felt by the noise and crowds. You noticed her fingers trembling and reached out in silent support, unsure whether she wanted comfort or just your steady presence.

**Evelyn:** "Where do we go?"

**You:** "We need an inn. Somewhere cheap enough not to draw attention, but safe enough we won't get robbed in the night."

**Azrathiel:** "Try the Broken Wheel. Three streets east, then north. It's run by a woman named Marta who asks no questions and keeps her rooms clean. More importantly, she has an arrangement with the local thieves' guild—anyone who causes trouble in her establishment answers to them."

You followed his directions through the maze of streets. Thornhaven's layout made no sense—roads twisted back on themselves or dead-ended without warning. Sometimes, they suddenly opened into small squares where markets operated, even this late in the evening.

Finally, you found it. The Broken Wheel sat on a corner, a three-story building that had seen better days. Its sign—a wagon wheel split in half—hung crooked over the door. But the windows were clean, light spilled warm from inside, and you could smell cooking food that made your stomach growl.

Inside, the common room was half-full. Travellers and locals occupied the tables, eating and drinking and engaged in the low murmur of evening conversation. A few glanced up as you entered, then returned to their business. No one seemed particularly interested.

Behind the bar stood a woman in her fifties, grey-haired and broad-shouldered, with the look of someone who'd thrown more than a few drunks out of her establishment.

**Marta:** "Help you?"

**You:** "A room. Two beds. And food, if you have it."She looked you over, taking in your travel-stained clothes, the barely-concealed weapons, Evelyn's thin frame and haunted eyes. Her expression softened slightly .

**Marta:** "Ten silver for the room, five for meals. Three days paid in advance. House rules—no fighting, no stealing, no burning the place down. Break the rules, and you'll wish you hadn't."

You count the coins and feel the weight—most of what you have left. Security costs more than silver, but tonight it isn’t negotiable.

**Marta:** "Third floor, last door on the right. Dinner's in an hour. Bath is extra—two copper if you want hot water."

**Evelyn:** "Please. Hot water. For both of us."

Marta nodded and called to a boy lounging by the kitchen door. He scampered off, presumably to heat the water.

The room was small but clean, exactly as Azrathiel had promised. Two narrow beds stood on either side of a small table beneath a window overlooking the street. There were no luxuries, but after sleeping in caves and on cold ground, it felt like paradise.

Evelyn collapsed onto one of the beds with a sigh that seemed to come from her soul.

**Evelyn:** "A real bed. I'd almost forgotten what that felt like."

You sit, exhaustion pounding through you. Every muscle aches. The journey, the battles, the vigilance—they press you down, heavy and unrelenting.

**Azrathiel:** "Rest. You've earned it. I'll keep watch."

**You (internally):** *You never sleep?*

**Azrathiel:** "Demons don't sleep. We... drift. Experience time differently. But I can maintain awareness while you rest. It's one of the few benefits of our arrangement."

The boy returned with buckets of steaming water, filling a large wooden tub behind a screen in the corner. He made two trips, then left without meeting your eyes.

**You:** "You first. I'll keep watch."

Evelyn looked like she wanted to argue, then simply nodded. She was too tired to protest.

You heard her undress behind the screen, then the soft splash as she settled into the water. A sound followed that broke your heart, quiet sobs, muffled but painfully real. Each one forced you to confront your own helplessness, the guilt of being safe when she still suffered. It was a raw, honest pain, and you ached to comfort her but feared making it worse .

You turned away, giving her privacy. Stared out the window at the darkening street below. People hurried home. Lamplighters worked their way through the district. The city's nightlife was beginning—you could hear music starting up from somewhere, laughter from a nearby tavern.
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