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It was said that in the depths of the Ashen Roads, where the last remnants of light
struggled to penetrate the eternal gloom, there existed a place where silence itself
became a palpable force. They called it the Hush, a natural amphitheater carved by
the winds and darkness, where the whispers of countless travelers blended into an
almost-soundless hum. It was here that I found myself, lost in the shadow of the Black
Rose Order's reach, with a debt to settle.

My eyes watered from the stench as I descended into the Hush, my hand on the hilt of
my sword. The air reeked of damp earth and charred wood. I'd been tracking this one
for weeks, following the trail of subtle betrayals and calculated silences that only Kael
Varn would recognize. 'Kael walks where armies cannot—into hearts, into secrets, into
judgment unspoken.' His specialty was correction, the whispered truth in the
darkness.

A faint scratching echoed from deeper within the Hush. My footsteps were silent on
the damp stone as I navigated the narrow path, but even my breathing seemed loud
to my own ears. Shadows danced upon the walls like living things, each one a
potential ambush. The Nightforge's light above us cast eerie silhouettes, a cold
comfort in this darkness.

I approached a flickering torch, its flame dancing with an otherworldly energy – a
hallmark of the Ashen Roads' twisted magic. A figure huddled near it, hands bound
behind their back by the twisted silver wire I'd seen the Knights use. My gut told me
I'd found my mark: one of House Veylan's envoys, caught up in a silent war. The
envoy raised its head, recognizing me with a look of cold calculation. We both knew
what was at stake – the balance between Order and chaos.

"Kael sent you," it said, voice barely audible over the distant hum.

I sheathed my sword, my hand still hovering near the hilt. "You know I've come to
correct a debt."

The envoy's eyes darted around the Hush, as if searching for an escape that didn't
exist here. "I've walked the Ashen Roads, seen things that should remain unspoken.
They're watching me now." Its gaze returned to mine, pleading. "What will you do with
me?"



I hesitated. The Order's codes were clear: justice without spectacle, mercy with limits.
The cost of loyalty and restraint weighed heavy on my heart. In the end, it was a
choice between silence or the whispered truth in the darkness.

With a deep breath, I spoke low and clear, "You will be silent now. Your secrets are
safe from me." I bound their hands tighter, feeling the familiar weight of the silver
wire against my skin. In that moment, I balanced the scales of justice with mercy.

The darkness closed in around us as I led the envoy deeper into the Hush, the torch's
faint light casting eerie shadows on the walls. We navigated the winding path in
silence, my footsteps echoing off the stone in a stark reminder of the absence of
sound. The air was heavy with the scent of damp earth and decay, and I could taste
the metallic tang of ash on my tongue. Every step seemed to draw me further into the
heart of this forsaken place.

As we walked, the envoy's words echoed in my mind: 'I've walked the Ashen Roads,
seen things that should remain unspoken.' What secrets had it uncovered? And who
was watching now? I pushed aside these questions, focusing on the task at hand. My
duty was clear: to silence the envoy and keep its secrets buried.

We reached a small chamber carved into the living rock, the walls rough-hewn and
unadorned. A single, flickering flame cast an otherworldly glow over the space,
illuminating a collection of peculiar objects on a makeshift altar. The envoy's eyes
widened as it took in the array: a silver chalice, a small crystal vial filled with a viscous
liquid, and a leather-bound book adorned with intricate symbols that seemed to writhe
like living things.

The envoy's gaze snapped back to mine, its eyes pleading for clemency. "You can't
silence me now," it whispered. "I've seen the truth. Kael will know I spoke out of turn."
I raised an eyebrow, intrigued by the mention of Kael Varn. Was this a threat or a
plea? The weight of my duty settled heavier on my shoulders, and I knew that silence
was no longer a simple option.

The air in the chamber seemed to thicken, heavy with tension, as I reached for the
silver wire to bind the envoy's hands tighter. But just as my fingers closed around the
wire, a faint rustling echoed from deeper within the Hush. It was a low, deliberate
sound, like the quiet stirring of leaves or the soft creaking of worn leather. The
envoy's eyes flickered towards the noise, its face pale in the dim light.

"You're not alone," I said, my hand instinctively drifting to the hilt of my sword. "What
are you expecting?" The envoy's gaze snapped back to mine, a glimmer of fear
dancing in its eyes, as if it expected some dark presence to emerge from the shadows
and claim it.



The rustling grew louder, a soft scratching that seemed to emanate from the very
walls themselves. I drew my sword, its familiar weight a comfort in this oppressive
darkness. The envoy's eyes darted wildly around the chamber, as if searching for an
escape that was as elusive as a moonlit dream. "What is it?" I asked, trying to keep
my voice steady.

The envoy's words tumbled out in a rush, barely audible over the growing din. "It's the
Scourge. They've found me. Kael...he didn't tell me you'd be here." My grip on my
sword tightened as the sound coalesced into a soft creaking, like worn leather or dry
wood. A figure began to take shape in the dim light, its presence seeming to draw the
air from the chamber.

The Scourge's appearance was unlike anything I'd seen before – a gaunt, emaciated
creature with skin that seemed to shift and writhe like living shadow. Its eyes burned
with an otherworldly energy, as if they held the very essence of the Ashen Roads
within them. The air around it rippled, as if reality itself was being warped by its
presence. The envoy's words hung in my mind – 'They're watching me now' – and I
realized that this creature was their silent guardian.

The Scourge moved closer, its gaze fixed on the envoy, and I felt a shiver run down
my spine. This was no simple beast; it was a thing of darkness, forged from the very
fabric of the Ashen Roads. The envoy's pleas for mercy died in its throat as the
Scourge raised a skeletal hand, its bony fingers extended towards us like grasping
claws.

I readied my sword, bracing for impact, but the Scourge halted just short of our
position, its gaze flicking to me instead. I felt a jolt run through my body, a sudden
lurch of fear as it locked eyes with me. For an instant, I was lost in their depths – a
swirling vortex of darkness and light, ancient power and twisted magic. The Scourge's
presence seared itself into my mind like a branding iron, leaving an imprint that made
my skin crawl.

The envoy took advantage of the distraction to break free from its restraints, dashing
towards me with a wild cry. I raised my sword in defense, but it didn't aim for me –
instead, it lunged at the Scourge, as if driven by a mad hope. The two clashed, the
envoy's frantic blows echoing off the stone walls, while I watched in stunned silence.
What was this creature to them? And why did they think that striking it would be their
salvation?

The commotion drew my attention from the Scourge's piercing gaze, but its presence
lingered within me like a burning ember. I knew that I'd just been given a glimpse into
a world beyond my comprehension – a realm where darkness and light were not
mutually exclusive, but intertwined in ways both sinister and terrible.



The envoy's frenzy was a blur of sweat-drenched skin and frenzied blows, its sword
slicing through the air in wild arcs as it attacked the Scourge. I watched, transfixed, as
the two combatants clashed in the flickering light of the torch, the only sound the
heavy thud of steel on stone and the envoy's ragged gasps for breath. My own sword
remained raised, hesitantly prepared to intervene if needed, but a part of me
wondered if it would even be effective against this twisted creature.

The Scourge, however, did not seem deterred by the envoy's ferocity. It parried each
blow with an unnerving precision, its bony fingers weaving intricate patterns in the air
as it countered every strike. Its eyes still locked onto mine, a piercing glare that
seemed to strip away my very defenses. I felt my grip on my sword falter, my hand
trembling under the weight of its gaze. What was this creature's purpose here? And
why did it seem so intent on claiming me?

As if summoned by my thoughts, the Scourge's gaze released its hold on mine,
shifting instead to the envoy. The combatant stumbled back, its chest heaving as it
desperately tried to parry another blow. I took a cautious step forward, still wary of
the Scourge's unyielding presence. But as our gazes met once more, a strange notion
formed in my mind – if this creature was the Scourge, and if it stood guard over the
envoy...then what role did Kael Varn play in all this? Was he a puppeteer or merely a
pawn in a game far larger than I'd ever imagined?

The thought sparked a fresh wave of questions within me, but my attention snapped
back to the fight. The envoy's strength was waning, its blows growing wilder and less
precise as the Scourge continued to counter with cold, calculating efficiency. I knew I
had to intervene soon; this could go on for hours, or worse – until one combatant lay
dying, exhausted, or utterly broken.

I tightened my grip on my sword, mentally preparing myself for what might come
next. The Scourge's presence seemed to have awakened something within me – a
deep unease that threatened to spill over into fear. I pushed the feeling aside,
focusing instead on the task at hand. It was time to end this fight, no matter the cost.

The envoy stumbled backward, its eyes wide with desperation, as the Scourge seized
the initiative. Its bony fingers closed around its wrist, pinning it in place. The creature
leaned forward, its face a twisted mockery of human features, as if it had once been
something else entirely – and now was consumed by the shadows.

I took a step forward, my sword raised in a swift arc, but the Scourge's gaze checked
me. "Do not," it whispered, its voice a dry wind rustling through dry leaves, as if
warning me of an impending doom that had no return.

I froze, my sword poised in mid-air as I stared at the Scourge. The envoy's eyes darted
towards me, a flash of hope flickering to life in its gaze, but I shook my head, trying to
convey that this was far from over. The Scourge's grip on its wrist tightened, its bony



fingers digging deep into the envoy's skin.

"What do you want?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady, though my words
seemed hollow against the oppressive presence of this creature. The Scourge didn't
respond, its focus still locked onto me as if it expected something from me, something
more than mere resistance or defiance. Its grip on the envoy's wrist relaxed slightly,
and I took a cautious step forward.

The envoy seized the opportunity, wrenching its arm free with a cry of pain. It
stumbled back, gasping for breath as the Scourge turned its attention to it once more.
The creature's gaze seemed to hold some deep sorrow, or perhaps even regret, but I
knew better than to read too much into its expression. I charged forward, sword
flashing in the dim light, and the Scourge raised a bony hand in response.

The air around us shuddered as our blades met, sparks flying as steel clashed against
shadowy energy. The envoy watched from a safe distance, its chest heaving with
exertion. This was no ordinary fight; I could feel the weight of the Ashen Roads
pressing down upon me, threatening to crush me beneath its unforgiving power. My
sword bit deep into the Scourge's defenses, but it seemed to absorb the impact, its
presence warping and flowing like dark water around the blade.

I stumbled back, disoriented by the sheer force of our collision. The envoy took
advantage of my momentary lapse, launching itself at the Scourge with a desperate
cry. This time, however, its blows were met with brutal efficiency; the Scourge
knocked it to the ground with an unyielding swipe of its bony arm. I regained my
footing, steeling myself for another strike as the Scourge turned back to me.

In that moment, something changed within me. The Ashen Roads' power surged
through me once more, a familiar yet terrifying force that I could barely contain. My
sword seemed to grow heavier in my hand, its weight a tangible manifestation of the
dark energy coursing through me. I felt myself becoming one with it, as if our blades
had become an extension of each other, forged from the same unyielding material.

The Scourge raised an eyebrow at this newfound ferocity within me, its gaze flickering
with interest. The envoy, on the other hand, scrambled to escape, leaving us facing
off in a stark silence. My heart pounded in my chest, as if trying to break free from the
constraints I'd placed upon it. For a moment, I forgot about Kael Varn, the Broken
Writ, and everything else that had brought me here; all that mattered was this twisted
creature and the primal force coursing through me.

"You're stronger than you think," the Scourge whispered, its voice an unsettling echo
in my mind. The words were a warning, or perhaps a statement of fact – I couldn't be
certain. My grip on my sword tightened, and I knew I was ready to unleash this new
power upon it, no matter the cost.



The Scourge's words hung in the air like a challenge, its gaze locked onto mine with
an unnerving intensity. I could feel the weight of its presence, a crushing force that
threatened to consume me whole. My grip on my sword tightened, the metal
trembling in my hand as the Ashen Roads' power coursed through me. It was a
sensation unlike anything I'd experienced before – a fusion of strength and speed, a
blurring of lines between myself and the blade.

I charged forward, the Scourge meeting me with an equal ferocity. Our blades clashed
in a blur of steel and shadow, sparks flying as we exchanged blow for blow. The air
around us seemed to ripple, as if the very fabric of reality was being torn apart by our
struggle. I couldn't feel my own footsteps, couldn't hear anything except the pounding
of my heart and the Scourge's dry whispering in my mind.

"You will break," it warned, its words a low hum in the back of my mind. "You will
shatter beneath the weight of your own darkness."

I gritted my teeth, refusing to yield. The Ashen Roads' power surged through me once
more, and I felt myself becoming one with the blade, the two of us moving as a single
entity. My strikes grew faster, more precise – each one biting deep into the Scourge's
defenses. For an instant, I thought I saw a flicker of fear in its eyes, a hint that it was
not as invulnerable as I'd assumed.

The envoy watched from a distance, its eyes wide with a mix of horror and
fascination. It seemed to be waiting for something – or someone – but what, I couldn't
tell. The air around us thickened, heavy with tension, as if the very outcome of this
fight hung in the balance. My breath came in ragged gasps, my body straining under
the force of our battle.

In a burst of fury, the Scourge unleashed a counterattack that sent me stumbling
back. I regained my footing quickly, but the Scourge's blow had left its mark – a deep
gash on my left arm, burning with a fire that seemed to sear my very skin. The pain
was nothing compared to the weight of the Ashen Roads' power coursing through me.
My vision blurred for an instant, and when it cleared, I saw the Scourge standing
closer, its eyes blazing with a fierce light.

"You should not have come here," it growled, its voice low and menacing. "You should
never have touched the Writ."

The air seemed to crackle with energy as our gazes met once more. I raised my
sword, ready for the final blow – but something held me back. A memory, perhaps, or
a glimmer of something else entirely. For an instant, I remembered Kael Varn's words:
"You have a choice to make, Brother."

I hesitated, my sword poised in mid-air as the Scourge's words echoed through my
mind. A choice? What choice was left to make? We were at an impasse, our blades



locked in a dance of death. I thought back to Kael Varn's words, trying to recall the
context, but it slipped away from me like sand between fingers.

The Scourge took advantage of my momentary lapse, its bony fist connecting with my
jaw in a jarring impact that sent my head spinning. I stumbled back, my vision blurring
as the world around me grew darker. The Scourge advanced, its eyes blazing with an
otherworldly light, and for a moment, I thought it would deliver the killing blow. But
something held it back – perhaps the same spark of recognition in our gazes, or
maybe the faint flicker of uncertainty in my own mind.

I shook my head, trying to clear the cobwebs. The Scourge's words echoed through
me: "You should not have come here... You should never have touched the Writ." I
remembered Kael Varn's cryptic warning now – the choice he spoke of was tied to the
Broken Writ. What did it mean? Was I supposed to make a choice between two paths,
like the branching roads that seemed to lead nowhere and everywhere at once?

The Scourge raised its hand again, but this time I was ready. My sword flashed up,
deflecting its blow with a shower of sparks. The air around us rippled and churned as
we clashed, our blades entwined in a dance of steel and shadow. I stumbled back, the
pain from my injured arm still radiating through me like a burning ember. The
Scourge's blows were relentless, each one landing with precision, but I refused to
yield.

For every blow it struck, I countered with one of my own, our blades weaving a deadly
pattern across the darkness. My heart pounded in time with the clash of steel on
shadow, our movements a blur as we exchanged blow for blow. The air grew thick
with tension, heavy with the weight of our struggle. I couldn't feel anything except the
Ashen Roads' power coursing through me, and the Scourge's unyielding ferocity.

In a moment of clarity, I saw it – the choice Kael Varn spoke of, etched like a thread in
the darkness. It was a decision that would tear me apart, leaving fragments of myself
scattered across the Ashen Roads. But for now, there was no time to think, only react.
The Scourge unleashed a maelstrom of blows, each one landing with deadly precision.
I parried and riposted, our blades locked in a frenzied dance of steel and shadow.

The air around us seemed to distort, as if reality itself was bending beneath the force
of our struggle. The envoy watched from a distance, its face twisted with concern, but
also something else – a glimmer of hope? I didn't have time to ponder it; the
Scourge's next blow sent me crashing to the ground. My vision blurred, and for an
instant, I felt myself slipping away, lost in the darkness of my own mind.
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