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Chapter 1

The Nightmare Lady

Nox leaped and crawled across the Telurian Band, and the Nightmare Lady followed.

At first she staggered after him on instinct. Exhausted, bereft, her mind a wasteland of grief and self-loathing, she fought to simply place one taloned foot before the other, her skeletal form weaving and occasionally crashing down to her knees.

Always Nox would stop, half-waddle around to glance back at her with his eyeless hoods, and wait till she summoned the strength to rise shakily once more.

He led her to a pool of brackish water that tasted like bronze and oily smoke. She half-fell into it, arms sinking into the warm liquid to the elbows, talons cutting into silt. Like a beast she lowered her visage to the water and drank, gasping and gulping as a primal part of her awoke to her own terrible thirst.

When finished, her stomach bulging, she collapsed onto her side and there slept, not caring what her fate might be.

At one point she awoke to see Nox’s bulk silhouetted against the night sky, the sun having lowered to its nadir above the plains. Immovable, seemingly carved from jet, the fiendish toad gazed out over the sands. Only his throat gave away that he was alive, swelling and shrinking over and over till she lapsed back into sleep.

When she awoke again, she once more rolled down to the pool to drink deeply, but this time when she looked up, mouth tasting like iron filings and oil, she saw Nox clambering away, heading south.

“Hey!” she croaked. But it was all she could muster. And she didn’t want to talk. To explain. So instead she watched him go.

In that moment her existence hung in the balance.

She could just remain there.

Alone at the bank of this silty, brackish pool, watching Nox diminish into the south, until at last some other predator happened across her and decided to be less merciful.

He was almost half a mile gone when she levered herself back to standing and followed.

For a giant, ungainly toad, he made good time. Nox alternated between his athletic crawl with the occasional prodigious leap that sent him through the sky to land a good sixty or more yards in the distance.

Each time he’d settle, breathe a little, and just when the Nightmare Lady thought she’d catch up he’d start his crawling again, his brawny, purposeful clamber.

The sun rose, the sun sank. Hunger gnawed at the Nightmare Lady’s gut like a starving rat at the rind of a rotten gourd. She ignored the pain, but grew increasingly lightheaded.

Nox led her past another brackish pool. This one was filmed over with copper that she dashed apart with her tail. What did Nox know of potable water? This might kill her.

The Nightmare Lady didn’t care.

Movement was its own reward. To place one foot in front of the other, to climb over knolls and rough ridges, to leap over clefts and ravines. Her mind was blank, smoothed over, devoid of introspection.

But she could sense it.

Always.

A howling madness awaiting in the wings, a great apparition of lashing tails and bulging eyes, slavering fangs and grasping claws. Just waiting for her to relax her guard, to allow her thoughts to stray, for memories to resurface.

To claim her in madness, and never let her go.

So the Nightmare Lady forced herself to not think. Nox became her north and her south, her east and her west, an endlessly movable locus for her attention. Once he leaped over a high ridge, suddenly energized, and when she climbed over she saw him crouched beside a great serpentine lizard as long as she was, which thrashed and bucked against his huge tongue.

She crouched and watched Nox draw the smaller fiend into his gullet. For an hour his stomach revealed the muffled struggles of the dying fiend, and when it fell still, Nox vomited it forth, its scaled length now wreathed in thick ropes of spit.

“Eat,” was all Nox said.

The Nightmare Lady knew no qualms. Cared not for niceties. The sight didn’t even disgust her. She was beyond hunger, but Nox’s command was sufficient. She flensed the lizard with the tip of her tail then feasted on its rubbery muscled flesh.

Day followed day. They crossed the Telurian Band without conversation. Slowly, by degrees, her mind roused itself from its catatonic blankness. Strength stole back into her body as she ate one fiendish prey after another, as she drank from the pools that littered the Telurian Band, as she did little more than sleep and walk.

Nox was always either ahead of her, leading her on, or watching over her as she slept. Placid, inscrutable, and as solid as a mountain, he was content to be a silent companion, and that alone was what kept her going.

Questions would have driven her mad.

The Telurian Band’s alien beauty was a balm. Its wild sunsets as the sun smoldered just above the horizon. The rough ridges of the raw rocks. The different fiends that populated the wasteland. Flocks of insects, roving herds of strange quadrupeds, the occasional massive predator that Nox sensed from a distance and bid them hide from.

Their path went wide of the Bone Plains, of the great boulder wall that eventually terminated in LastRock. She was glad to lose sight of it early on, though she found herself searching the eastern horizon occasionally for some sign of its looming presence.

One evening they rested in a steep depression, rocks like fangs ringing the edge of the bowl, the dark and blood-washed evening sky turbulent overhead. Well fed, having drank her fill of the rust-colored water that pooled at the bowl’s bottom, the Nightmare Lady sat back against a flat rock and allowed her Heart to gutter.

Her tail receded, black carapace faded away to reveal skin, and her mane of greasy hair grew longer, thicker, her form shrinking, becoming weak, febrile, soft.

Naomi shivered and wrapped her arms around her shins, the torn remnants of her robes barely holding together.

Nox shifted toward her, shifted away. His throat swelled out pensively, deflated.

“Where…” Her voice was a raw rasp, an abused crackle. Cupping her hand to the pool, she raised the poisonous water to her lips and sipped. Tried again. “Where… where are we going?”

Again Nox shifted his weight. There was a subtle sucking sound each time his broad digits pulled free from the rock. He considered her, massive in the darkness at the base of the bowl. “Nox take favorite friend Naomi to Radiant Pools of Gold.”

Noami exhaled, glanced down at her filthy and torn hands. Was that the faintest pulse of incredulity, of amusement that she felt? If so, it felt like an eternity since she’d felt anything like it. “To your… your spawning pools? Where you’ll…”

She couldn’t say it.

The word alone roused memories.

Dangerous memories.

“Much sporting to be had. Nox Emperor Wraith Toad now. Nox magnificent. Wondrous females shall find Nox bold and boisterous. Nox becoming legendary quantics master. But Nox not take favorite friend Naomi to Radiant Pools of Gold for mating. Nox bring Naomi to elder toads.”

“Elder toads.”

“Sovereign Death Toads may be at Radiant Pools of Gold. Possibly Maharajah Void Toad. They understand Naomi. They understand Nightmare Lady. They explain how to fix.”

Naomi’s breath stilled in her chest like a little bird espying a cat.

Nox shifted his weight, seemed to consider, then bobbed his great head. “Nox very wise. Nox very handsome. Nox understand many things, but not understand what happening inside Naomi. Not like other Great Souls. Naomi big mess.”

Her laughter burst from her lips and became a sob. She clamped a hand over her mouth and fought the hysterical urge to let her amusement become a scream. An arc of blood flew through the air, and Alain’s head…

Naomi bit hard on her knuckle and bowed her head. She tasted blood, felt a flash of pain, and the memory disappeared.

For a moment she didn’t dare move. Movement might dislodge other memories. But finally, warily, she removed her bleeding hand from her mouth and glanced again at the toad.

Who waited patiently, his alien face betraying nothing.

“I don’t… I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Nox not understand either. But Nox sense wrongness in Naomi. Nox very good senser. Something bad happened, yes, favorite friend Naomi?”

“Yes,” whispered Naomi. “Something… something bad happened.”

“Naomi did bad thing, or Nightmare Lady?”

Naomi stilled. Could it be that simple? Could she separate herself from her terrible self so easily?

Of course not. Idiot. You’re as pathetic on the inside as without. Weak and murderous, bitter and stupid. You did it. You did it. You.

Naomi curled her arms around her head as the Nightmare Lady whispered directly into her mind. “It was me. It was me that did it.”

Nox quirked his head to one side. “You Naomi, or you Nightmare Lady?”

“Me… in my Nightmare Lady form.”

“Hmm,” rumbled Nox in satisfaction. “Much wrongness. Much bad. But elder toads help. They understand. Glorious exemplars of ultimate mating prowess. Very magnificent. They understand Naomi, explain what wrong.”

“What’s wrong…” She bit off the words. What’s wrong is that I’m a monster, a broken, hideous thing that should never have left the ruins. Never have let him—him—

Tears welled up in her eyes as she squeezed them shut and pressed her brow against her knees. She couldn’t say his name. Don’t. Don’t even think of. Of him. Just…

“Nox very wise.” The toad’s rumble remained placid. “He call Naomi favorite friend because Naomi is Nox’s favorite friend. Naomi trust Nox. Nox care for clutchmate. Nox take you to Radiant Pools of Gold. And while Nox bring new age of glory to female toads, Naomi speak to elder toads.”

“Great Souls… we’re born with these powers.” She felt so broken that she could barely protest. “We all of us can do these things. Change. Transform. You’ve seen… you’ve seen what others can do. The Nightmare Lady… she’s… I named her. It’s just a name. She’s me. She’s what I can do.”

Nox rumbled again, but this time it sounded disapproving. “Naomi not understand. Naomi not like other Great Souls. When we reach Radiant Pools of Gold, then Naomi learn truth. If any can explain, it is Maharajah Void Toad.”

“Fine.” She was too tired to argue. And what else was she going to do? Where else could she go? In her heart she knew that if she left Nox, that if she turned away from him, she’d wither away and die, curled up and wasting away while the Nightmare Lady laughed.

A faint impulse arose within her. To thank Nox. But no. That might elicit kindness from him, and more than he’d done she couldn’t take. It’d break her. So instead she shifted down onto her side, curled up into a small ball, and rested her temple on her forearm.

She couldn’t stop shivering even as she felt like she was burning up. But she didn’t care. Her flesh was weak. She was weak. Whatever happened, happened. If she reached these Radiant Pools of Gold in the Lustrous Maria, then she’d hear what the toads had to say. If not? That was fine, too.

But that was a problem for another day.

For now, she’d sleep.

As Naomi.

And so she closed her eyes, and with Nox positioned protectively over her, she let the world and its horrors slip away.


Chapter 2

Scorio

An arid wind blew off the metallic desert to the south and moaned through the gaps in the wall. The light was dark and murderous, the sky gradating from amber to burgundy as the sun descended toward the scorched horizon. Evening in the Telurian Band, as dark as it ever got.

Scorio watched the sunset from his window with anticipatory nostalgia.

It was to be his last evening in LastRock.

Time to penetrate deeper into hell. Time to explore the shifting wastes of the Silver Unfathom. To peel back the mysteries that had obfuscated the Herdsmen for countless centuries, and finally seize the truth by the throat.

Whatever that truth might be.

Restless, eager, he wished he could go for a walk, to grow his wings and explore the ruddy heavens above the city. But his companions had promised to drop by for a celebratory drink, and so he was trapped, pinned in place within his ruined hovel, left to pace and stare out the window, or pick up one of Bravurn’s few remaining diaries and thumb through its coded script. He found himself wishing, to his own amusement, that he had cases to pack, countless items to put away in anticipation of his journey.

But few things from his past had survived his journey thus far.

Xandera Sextus sat cross-legged within a cylinder of superheated air which rose from the smoldering stone beneath her. It had gradually softened and grown molten as she’d focused, bathing her in its faintly crimson light. She eyed him with amusement, her expression too adult for her childlike face. “Just meditate already. They’ll be here soon enough.”

“I’ll meditate soon. Any day now. Tomorrow, even.” Scorio offered her a distracted smile, then turned back to peer out at the desolate street.

“You told me you need to work on your Pyre Lord powers. So why don’t you?”

“Why?” A turbulent storm of emotions arose within him. His gaze lost focus as he stared into the middle distance. Memories rose before his eyes. The dunerunner beetles coursing out over the Bone Plains, himself riding high on one of the mounted benches. Leonis’ and Lianshi’s gravesites by the Chasm in the Rascor Plains. The wild rise and fall of the sloop whale ship, his hands upon the wheel as he manipulated the streams of mana. Queen Xandera’s head lying on its side within her royal chambers, Bravurn cleaning his blade as he watched Scorio, expression sly. His own looping runs around the ruins of Bastion. Naomi. Naomi in her Nightmare Lady form, standing before Amity and Valdun—

Xandera Sextus watched him patiently, waiting, head cocked to one side so that her orange hair flowed like a glowing honeyed waterfall to the heated ground.

“I will.” He tore his mind back from the past and forced a smile. “Just… eager to be gone.”

“Hmm.” While her mouth was curved into its constant slight smile, her eyes of pure glowing orange were inscrutable. How much did she see? How much did she understand? More and more, it felt like, than she should. “I suppose it’s good to be excited.”

Scorio laughed. “Excited? Sure. More like… I just want to close my hands around the neck of whoever sent the Shadow Petal after me.” Another memory: Krantar bent over Bravurn’s books, unaware that he had hours left to live. “I want…” Xandera’s gaze was kind, thoughtful, patient. Scorio forced a smile again. “I’m just ready to go.”

“Hmm,” said Xandera again, then closed her eyes. The air around her shimmered as it grew even hotter, bathing her pure ebon form so that she shimmered.

Waiting had become an insufferable pastime. Waiting invited introspection, inactivity summoned a panicky need to run. If he stayed still, if he remained unoccupied, then it was too easy for the past to come stealing back into his thoughts.

Forget about meditating. That was an invitation to relive hell.

Scorio tapped his fingers against his leg and glanced out the window again. Movement. Kelona, Nyrix, and Lianshi had rounded the far corner and were approaching. Finally. Their voices were a subdued murmur. He allowed his gaze to linger on Lianshi. It felt like a lifetime ago since he’d hauled her out of that sunken tomb of copper from the Academy’s first Gauntlet, Leonis huge and ursine by his side. The sight of her steadied him, and he felt his shoulders relax just a fraction.

He knew she wasn’t the same Lianshi. Obviously. In many ways, she was a stranger, but in others, it was her. She’d come back for him after Naomi… had left. When he’d been numbed out and lost in the Fury Spires, unable to process what had happened. Unable to wake up and keep moving. She’d come back. That meant more than he could express. It affirmed something, an instinct, a sense of rightness, of continuity in the world. Plus it didn’t hurt that Xandera loved her.

Lianshi.

Scorio allowed himself a quick smile, then decided to not just stand there like a dope watching them traverse the entire length of the street. He turned to his scant belongings. He’d already packed them once, only to shake them out again onto his bed for lack of things to do. Now he took them up, one by one, and with a wry smile returned them to his pack.

His nubbin of chalk and the miniature bridge he’d found on Radert’s corpse, years ago in the caverns beneath Bastion. He turned the tiny arched bridge about in his hands, smiling fondly at the memories. When had he even used this last? Perhaps it was time to gift it to someone else. And his prized chalk, so nearly used up. How many times had it saved his life? His only means of trapping the Nightmare Lady when she’d accepted his challenge to come hunt and kill him, out in the ruins.

His smile faded, and he put both items away.

Then he took up the small rosewood box they’d found in Bravurn’s horde, inside of which the rose quartz carving rested. Scorio ran his thumb over the complex inlaid pattern of gold on the lid that they hoped was a map, and put that away as well. A couple of Bravurn’s diaries. Charnel Duke Plassus’ belt buckle. A small sack containing what pills and elixirs from Bravurn’s treasure vault had survived the Shadow Petal’s fire. Enough travel rations for a week, three large waterskins, an oiled cloak, a bedroll, and a couple of extra robes.

And that was it.

The pack was so light it felt as if he were going out for a morning walk rather than a deep sojourn into hell.

“I found some wine!” Kelona appeared in the doorway, bottle raised triumphantly. “Trust me, this is a minor miracle. Nobody brings wine out to LastRock, apparently. I think they assume alcohol magically just appears here? I don’t know if it’s any good, but it’s better than nothing, right?”

“Sure,” agreed Scorio, matching her smile. But something was off. The Flame Vault glanced sidelong at Lianshi, whose own expression was… nervous?

“We’ll take care of the wine,” said Nyrix. He returned Xandera’s little wave as he entered the ruined home. “While you guys…”

“Scorio?” Lianshi took a deep breath. “Can we step outside?”

Scorio tried to keep his mind from leaping to conclusions, but something within him went still. “Sure. Of course.”

Nyrix clapped him on the shoulder as he passed, and Kelona’s smile grew shadowed.

They stepped outside into the burnished gloom. The sun had dipped below the edge of the mesa, so that all was now velvety shadow, all but the solitary top of Jova’s new tower in the city center, which yet burned with crimson light. The sound of voices and industry came from a distance, echoing and notable for how silent most of the ruined city was.

Lianshi was biting her lower lip, her gaze darting about till at last she dragged it to Scorio, and he could sense her anticipatory wince.

“You’re not coming.”

Her expression crumpled into guilt. “No. I’ve been debating it all day with Juniper. But it’s not her that convinced me! She was more than understanding about my initial decision to travel… with you.”

Scorio allowed the news to sink in. It felt as if he were somehow sinking into the stone street, his body growing numb, a rushing sound filling his ears. Why, for some terrible reason, was he not surprised?

She was watching him, waiting, brows raised. So he forced out a sound, something to prompt her to keep going. “Oh?”

“The Lost Library.” Lianshi’s eyes lit up. “You won’t believe what I’ve been reading down there. Ancient texts. I mean, many, many centuries old. Hundreds of books about our past, records of what took place during some of the lost periods in our history. But more than just ancient history, Scorio, this library—it’s, it’s an incredible resource. Lists of fiends I’ve never even heard of, descriptions of ecologies from deep hell—I read this one treatise from the first generation of Great Souls, Scorio, the first generation! Where they discussed the trials as some manner of novelty, as if it were part of a great debate on how we should ascend through the ranks as if the very concept were novel—!”

Lianshi caught herself, hand to her temple, and then smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry. I’m just… I’ve been ranting at Juniper all day. I was going on and on about how so much of what I’m discovering begs to be cross-referenced with the books back home in Bastion. And she… well.”

Scorio felt cold. He forced himself to respond. “She asked why you weren’t going back?”

“And offered to go with me, even. Which is amazing, because that’ll slow her advancement, but… yes.” Lianshi’s shoulders slumped. “But I’ve been torn up about not going on with you. It feels like I’m abandoning your quest to uncover vital truths. But what if there’s more information to be had in the Lost Library than we realize? I’ve read perhaps a hundredth of what’s there. So I thought: I could catch a whale ship back to Bastion, speak with the scholars and historians, tease apart the lies and half-truths, and then update you on what I discover as I go.”

“Through Moira?”

“Through Moira,” agreed Lianshi reluctantly. “I can’t think of a better conduit. And… she’s been an ally to you, hasn’t she?”

Scorio nodded cautiously.

“Or… we could find another means, if you prefer. Though I haven’t thought of one yet. But… I can’t leave all this knowledge behind, Scorio. It’s… my very soul is alive with the thought of uncovering forgotten truths. What if the reason we were cut off from Eterra is down there? What if there’s more information on the Herdsmen?”

“I understand.” She was staring at him with a look that was at once forlorn and guilty. So he forced himself to smile. “And I can’t say I’m really surprised.”

“No?”

“The Lianshi I knew? She’d loved nothing more than learning about hell from a bunch of incredibly secret books.”

“I’m so sorry. I wish…” Lianshi inhaled deeply, then sighed. “I wish I could split myself in two. But I think, on the balance, the chances of my helping you are greater if I dedicate myself to learning what’s been lost.”

“Right, yeah. Of course. You need to do what feels right.”

She peered at him. “You sure? I can’t tell you how much I’ve been dreading this moment.”

“It’s fine.” He widened his smile. “Seriously. Go ahead and join the others. I’ll be there in a moment.”

“Alright.” She took a half-step away, then stopped. But Scorio didn’t want to hear another apology, to drag out this moment any longer. So he gave her an affirming nod, stepped past her, and began to walk.

He didn’t look where he was going. The ruins in the gloom all looked the same, a testament to the violence of the Blood Ox’s occupation. Everywhere Scorio saw demolished buildings, cracked roads, partially collapsed walls. Had Jova not built the city to last a millennium, it would no doubt have been flattened.

It almost felt like walking through the ruins back in Bastion. The same desolate abandon. Almost, but not quite. For the ruins back home had been alive with fiendish activity, and these narrow streets were dead and cold and still.

All the excitement of going deeper into the Silver Unfathom had sluiced right out of him, but he didn’t understand why. Yes, losing Lianshi was a blow, but he still had Xandera, Kelona, Nyrix. His desire to reveal and destroy the Herdsmen was as potent as ever. Wasn’t it? So why did he suddenly feel… adrift?

LastRock wasn’t that big, so he had to take some care to not stray accidentally into occupied areas as he looped the perimeter, walking just within the broken curtain wall. He picked his way reflexively around toppled boulders, collapsed buildings, or along cleared paths. The sky began to gradate toward umber and seared orange. The colors made him feel as if the sun-wire stretched overhead, but it was just a coincidence.

This wasn’t Bastion.

And Lianshi wasn’t coming with him.

Eventually he grew tired of just walking, so he scaled the side of a three-story building, not bothering to grow his wings. Just climbed up easily, handholds aplenty, and found amidst the ruins of the fourth floor a tumbled mess of rocks and stone slabs that faced the rising sun in the form of a rough bench.

He sat on the cold rock and gazed out over LastRock. Out over the far wall, to where the mesa ended and the last stretches of the Telurian Band extended to the Silver Unfathom.

The others would be worried. Lianshi must have become really upset, seeing as how he’d reacted. He probably should have stayed, apologized and said he was tired, that he needed to go to bed so that nobody would be concerned.

But Scorio couldn’t find it within himself to care.

Lianshi wasn’t coming.

But it wasn’t even really Lianshi, was it? Not the woman he’d known, so why was he so… upset? Was he upset? He didn’t feel much of anything. But he concluded that logically the very numbness indicated something was wrong. Even though that was a new Lianshi. One he’d just started forging a friendship with. Her coming to find him at the Fury Spires had meant something. Had felt like the beginning of something. A return. Or had he been reading too much into it?

Did it matter?

No, it didn’t. Because while he was heading deeper into hell, she was returning to Bastion to do what she believed was most important. And she was right. He couldn’t fault her reasoning. Lianshi was uniquely positioned to make the most of the forgotten texts’ revelations. If she journeyed with him, she’d be just another fighter in the group.

Then?

Scorio lowered his chin and stared at nothing.

Inhaled deeply, held his breath, then exhaled.

It was fine.

It was fine.

He’d journey on alone.

Not alone. Xandera Sextus was with him. Nyrix and Kelona.

But somehow, on some deep level he didn’t quite understand, they didn’t count. Not in the emotional calculus he was attempting to puzzle out.

Time stretched out. The sky grew lighter. He knew he should get up, return, grab their belongings, bid goodbye to Moira and Ravenna, and then depart.

But he felt glued to the bench. His limbs ponderous, his body lethargic.

The Herdsmen were out there. Dameon was out there. The truth awaited him.

But all he felt was an echoing stillness within his soul.

And then, from nowhere, a jagged searing bolt of pain tore itself free from the prison he’d built in his heart, and he thought of Naomi, gone, gone like everyone else, fled from him in her Nightmare Lady form, out there somewhere if she was even still alive.

Scorio sank forward and buried his face in his hands.

“Coming up,” called a familiar voice from below.

Scorio blew out his cheeks and rubbed his eyes. Took a moment to come back to himself, then sat up straight. Moira clambered into view, considered him, then smoothed down her black robes and sat a few yards down on the same bench to gaze out at the sunrise.

Scorio studied her, suspicious. She was at ease, calm, collected. If she’d noticed his emotional state she gave no sign. The amber morning light played across her freckled face, brought out the depths in her green eyes. She sat back, crossed her legs, hands in her lap, and only after the silence had stretched out for what seemed like forever did she finally glance sidelong at him.

Scorio held her gaze. When she didn’t speak, irritation stirred within him. “What?”

“Your friends are concerned. Lianshi is beside herself. Have you been up here all night?”

“No.” Scorio looked away, then finally admitted, “I spent some of the night walking.”

“I see.” Moira smoothed her robes over her thigh. “You only recently made Pyre Lord, didn’t you? Yes, I know that’s a rhetorical question. But I mention that because your entire education thus far has been solely focused on helping you reach this precise moment. I doubt anybody’s spoken at length as to what comes next. The second half of your journey, now that you’re a true Great Soul.”

“True Great Soul?” He couldn’t help but stare at her again. “What?”

“Oh, it’s not shared with the lower ranks, but yes. The general sentiment is that everything up to Pyre Lord is effectively a warmup. You’re not fully yourself until you’ve had your epiphany and manifested your true sense of self. Become a Pyre Lord. Or Lady. Flame Vaults, Emberlings, even Dread Blazes are, in a sense, incomplete. Not yet the people they once were when the Archmagus recruited them.”

Scorio frowned. “Everyone was a Pyre Lord before coming to Acherzua?”

“Acherzua. I love how you use that term. But yes. So it’s believed. After all, the Archmagus recruited us from across Eterra’s storied past. Some of us were alive during the demonic invasion, but the majority were plucked from a millennia’s worth of history. Do you think the Archmagus would have selected anyone for his war that wasn’t at the height of their power? When he had all of Eterra’s greatest heroes and villains to choose from?”

“I… I never thought of it.”

“Of course not. Few do. They’re all too busy trying to rank up. But that’s why there’s this perception amongst the higher ranks. That until you’ve made Pyre Lord, you’ve not yet truly become yourself. As you have finally done. But your education is incomplete.” She considered him, eyes gleaming. “Have you even been instructed in how to use your vortices?”

“No.”

“Hmm.” Her gaze sharpened. “Do you even want to learn?”

“I… of course.”

“That was remarkably halfhearted of you.”

Scorio looked away.

“Which brings me to my original point. Your education is incomplete, and I don’t just mean in regard to your new powers. You were told, I assume, what it took to make Pyre Lord?”

Scorio nodded reluctantly. “Ambition that couldn’t be satisfied.”

“Correct. You still have that ambition, don’t you? To reveal the truth about hell, to expose the Herdsmen, and everything else you’ve shared with me over the past few years?”

Again Scorio nodded.

“And yet here you sit, disconsolate.” Moira’s tone lost its clinical edge and turned gentle. “I’m not surprised. You’re facing one of the greatest perils our kind are subjected to.”

Scorio reined in his impatience. “That so?”

“Yes. Haven’t you wondered why some people remain at Pyre Lord despite having achieved their epiphanies and come into their own? What’s to stop everyone from racing all the way to Imperator?”

“I’m guessing it’s not a lack of ambition?”

“No. At least, not at first. Everyone who makes Pyre Lord at first burns bright with goals and dreams and desires. What stops us, you see, what halts so many in their tracks, is pain.”

“I’ve dealt with pain before.”

“I know you have. But not like this.” She shifted a fraction closer. “What stops Pyre Lords and Blood Barons, even Charnel Dukes and Crimson Earls from rising to Imperator isn’t a lack of ambition. It’s loss. It’s grief. Ambition, for some, can become academic if the people they were fighting for are no longer around. Solitude, Scorio, is our kind’s greatest enemy.”

Scorio felt her words echo within him, but he shook his head. “I’m not alone. You’re here, aren’t you? Kelona, Nyrix. Xandera Sextus.”

“You know what I mean.” Her voice deepened with sorrow. “I’ve lost most of my own original companions. And with each loss, we lose not just their company, their friendship, but the shared memories. The self we were with them.”

“So you’re saying I’m sad and that’s going to hold me back,” said Scorio. “That’s great. Thanks for the incredible insight.”

Moira smiled. “It’s true though. We’re social creatures. We need friends and lovers to keep us alive. People who know us, the real us, not our public facade or warped reputation. People who can call us out when we cross the line, who can keep our egos in check, who can ground us when we begin to lose track of who we really are. Some more than others, true, but in the end, only the most self-sufficient and misanthropic Great Souls can continue growing and striving without their friends, peers, and companions.”

Scorio felt his eyes prickle and leaned forward to stare out over LastRock’s ruins once more. “Alright. Got it. Thanks for the wisdom.”

“I’ve been worried about you ever since Naomi’s departure.” Moira’s voice remained soft. “You’ve burned so brightly. You’ve done so much. But always for others. For the people of Bastion. For your friends. For your own kind. Your ambition is to protect by revealing the truth. But whom are you protecting now that your companions are all gone?”

Scorio lurched to his feet and strode to the edge of the roof, his heart pounding in his chest. He crossed his arms tightly and thought of just flying away, leaving Moira and her infuriating pity behind.

But something held him tethered.

“I’m being candid with you because, for better or worse, I’m one of the few original friends you have left.” A note of irony entered her voice. “At least, I consider myself a friend, though I know you’re far more ambivalent. But I was there at the Fiery Shoals when you first spoke with the White Queen, ablaze with righteous compassion for the people of Bastion. I was there when you crawled out of the Crucible to seek vengeance on Manticore. I was there when you arrived at the Fury Spires, and when you traveled to Plassus’ war camp.”

Scorio bowed his head.

“You’re in a dangerous place.” Her voice grew firmer. “It’s a well-known trajectory. A Great Soul loses their friends and loved ones, but pushes on. They grow hardened, callous, and willing to take more risks. Some become suicidally reckless without realizing that’s what they’re doing. Others try to strangle their emotions and eventually stop for a variety of reasons, either taking a post somewhere deeper in hell or returning to Bastion to teach, or the Rascor Plains for guard duty, or accept a station on the Red Road. Others sacrifice their own causes for those of more established and powerful Great Souls, those who yet retain their confidence and drive like Endergrast and his Golden Star.”

Scorio smiled bitterly. “I doubt that’ll be my fate.”

“Perhaps not. But why do you think there aren’t a hundred Seamstresses, a thousand Endergrasts? Because everyone else inevitably suffers so much they’re happy to lean on another’s strength, confidence, and purpose. Hell is littered with broken people, Scorio. Other Great Souls who lost too much along the way.”

He wheeled about. “So what are you trying to tell me? That I should…” He tried to think of a solution, and came up blank. “That I’m destined to join the ranks of these broken people, and that’s it?”

“Hardly.” Moira remained where she was, head canted to one side. “What you need now is something you’re unfortunately liable to reject. You need to be compassionate with yourself. Accept your pain and loss. You need to be gentle with your trauma, and loving with your weakness. You need to allow yourself to grieve, by acknowledging the losses you’ve suffered. This isn’t a battle you can win through willpower, denial, and strength.”

Scorio stared at her. Her words washed over him, but he suddenly felt as if he were a dozen yards behind his own body, watching the scene, and her words, as pretty as they were, couldn’t reach him.

“Alright.” His voice sounded wooden. “I’ll be nice and kind to myself. Thanks.”

She smiled a slight, crooked smile. “Warriors hate being told to be gentle. They much prefer to handle pain by brutalizing themselves, laughing at their own pain, numbing it with drink or violence or abusing others. But we Great Souls have been fighting this war for almost a thousand years. We’ve been forced to accept the reality of our condition. The deeper we go into hell the less of us there are. Everyone from hereon out has lost loved ones, treasured friends, boon companions. We’ve observed and been forced to acknowledge the toll this loss takes, and to name it: it’s called the Winnowing, Scorio, and it’s a truth universally acknowledged—if rarely accepted—that the only way to combat the Winnowing is with gentleness, compassion, and love for one’s self.”

Scorio nodded. “Sure. No, really, I understand. That sounds really… wise. Thanks.”

“Oh, well. You can’t blame me for trying.” Moira’s subtle smile remained unabashed. “Consider this my planting a seed. One day, perhaps, it’ll flower. But for now, you need to find another way to keep moving forward. Without Lianshi, you’re liable to grow cold, merciless, maybe even cruel. Neither Kelona nor Nyrix have the temperament to contradict you, and Xandera? Well. She’s still in many ways just a child. Thus you’re in sore need of someone to balance out your temperament.”

“Wait. You’re planning to come with me?”

“Hardly. But I do have someone in mind.”

“That so?” Scorio crossed his arms. “Ravenna?”

Moira rose to her feet and stepped to the edge of the ragged rooftop. “Not Ravenna, no. I recognize that it’s a contentious choice on my part, but this person is the only candidate that can not only keep up with you, but match you for intensity and drive. Oh, and she knows you from your very first days back at the Academy.”

Scorio stilled. “You’re kidding.”

“You should know better.” Moira stepped down onto a hidden ledge, then glanced back with feigned innocence. “Come on. We really shouldn’t keep Jova Spike waiting.”


Chapter 3

Scorio

“Wait, what?” Scorio rushed to the edge of the roof just in time to see Moira land on the ruptured sidewalk and dust off her hands. “Jova? You want me to team up with Jova?”

Moira pretended to consider, then nodded. “Yes. I told her to wait in my office. Let’s go.” And she strode off down the street.

Scorio gaped. For a moment his anger and melancholy were overwhelmed by sheer disbelief. Then he clenched his jaw, bit back the urge to curse the skies, and simply leaped off the roof as he Ignited and extruded his wings to glide down the block, wheel sharply, and landed before Moira, cutting off her path.

“You can grow your wings without entering your scaled form?” Moira raised a brow. “Very nice.”

“I—what?” Scorio glanced over his shoulder to realize she was correct. His wings furled behind his back, their tops arching up over his head, and he realized that this was the first time he’d ever manifested them while still looking human. “Oh. Huh.”

“You really should look into all of the benefits of being a Pyre Lord.” And then she stepped smartly around him and continued down the street.

“Wait!” He dismissed his wings and rushed to cut her off again. “Wait. Stop. Jova? Are you mad?”

“Mad? No. Why?”

“Because…” How to cram the madness of her suggestion into words? “She tried to kill me. She followed Dameon’s orders for two years after his betrayal. She… I don’t trust her. I can’t trust her. You know this!”

Moira sighed and crossed her arms. “Do you honestly think she’s an evil person?”

“Evil?” Scorio threw up his arms. “That’s too simplistic.”

“So that’s a ‘no’. What she is, Scorio, is one of the most formidable Great Souls that ever lived with the greatest potential for changing the course of this war. She’s as fierce as she is driven, but also limited in a curious way, as strangely unaware of her own interior workings as you are of your impact on others and your growing reputation.”

“That’s great. I don’t care. She saw Leonis’ and Lianshi’s graves and chose to prioritize her own growth. She tried to kill me over accepting that Dameon duped her. I won’t travel with her. I can’t trust her.”

“She wouldn’t be my first choice for your traveling companion if everyone else wasn’t dead.” Moira stepped in closer, and her authority, her power, suddenly charged the air. “But they are dead, Scorio. And you are teetering on the brink of self-destructive grief. Better you angry than numb. Better you wary than uncaring. Jova will not only be an incredible asset in the Silver Unfathom, but she’s one of the few living people who knows you from your Academy days, who has made a mark in your life, and who can match you for strength of will. Think of her as a necessary evil, if you must, but with her in your group your chances of success will explode.”

Scorio spluttered as he fought to find the right words, to convey just how outrageous this suggestion was.

But Moira didn’t give him the chance. “If you were more focused and balanced and ready to take care of those who will follow you, I’d not make the suggestion. But Kelona and Nyrix and Xandera all need you at your best. The Silver Unfathom is perilous, Scorio, more perilous than any previous band of hell you’ve seen. Kelona is a Flame Vault, Nyrix a Dread Blaze, and Xandera a child. You know nothing about what you face, and flying into the world of the Silverines with grief blinding your senses will doom you all. And we can’t lose you, Scorio.”

“We?”

“We Great Souls. From the most recent reborn Char to the Imperators in the Twilight Cradle, we, as a race, need you.”

Scorio turned away, scoffing.

“I’m serious!” Moira’s voice was a whipcrack. “We’ve a handful of years left to win this war and so far? I’ve not much confidence that we will. But in only three years, you’ve upturned all the accepted norms of upper hell, have revealed Bravurn to be a traitor and Herdsman both, forged an allegiance with the blazeborns, helped destroy the Blood Ox, and more! You’re clearly Whispered, but even that doesn’t explain your extraordinary capacity for bringing change to hell.”

She took a breath, settling herself. “So, yes. If I deem it necessary that you travel with Jova so as to weather your grief, then I’ll do everything in my power to make that happen.” She stepped in closer. “Make up your mind, Scorio. Are you capable of grieving for your friends and feeling all those awful emotions, or are you an inhuman construct that wants to drive itself to its very limits only so as to hide from its pain? Because if you refuse to take care of yourself, you need to stop complaining about Jova’s past mistakes and accept her for the lifeline she really is.”

Moira’s eyes flashed, and Scorio realized she’d come within arm’s reach of where he stood. Which was dangerous. She had but to lift her hand and she could touch him.

But he felt rooted to the spot, held in place by her blazing stare, her impatience, her anger.

Never had he seen Moira like this. She was still controlled, still poised, but furious at his… what? Stupidity? Inadequacy? Limitations?

Scorio took a deep breath. Strangely, her own raw emotion helped calm his. “I understand where you’re coming from. But some things, some betrayals, simply can’t be forgiven.”

“I’m not asking you to forgive her.” Moira’s tone softened a fraction. “Just recognize that right now she’s a sovereign remedy for what ails you. Even if her presence serves only to keep your anger alive, that’s better than being numb.”

“Until she betrays me again.”

“She won’t. Did you know Charoth asked her to accompany him to the Emerald Reach and there serve the Seamstress directly?”

“I… no.”

“She refused. Obviously. Why?”

“Why?” Scorio’s thoughts spun.

“You will recall, of course, that it was she who approached Aezryna and Charoth with her plan to steal away the fiends from the Blood Ox. Why was she so willing to work with them then, but now, no longer?”

“I… I don’t know.”

“No. You don’t.” She arched a brow. “Might it not be worth asking her?”

Scorio licked his lower lip. “You’re saying she wants to travel with me?”

Moira laughed. “She doesn’t know I’m setting this up. She’s as liable to walk out when we arrive as you are to not even show. But how about this: just ask her. Ask why she refused Charoth’s offer. If her answer fails to move you, I’ll stop pressing for you to travel together.”

Scorio took a step back and rubbed at his jaw. This felt like a trap. An ambush. But he couldn’t see Moira’s angle. What could Jova reveal that would cause him to trust her again?

Nothing.

“Good,” said Moira, not waiting for him to respond. “Now, let’s go. I’d hate for this entire situation to be rendered moot because we spent too much time yapping in the street.”

Scorio watched Moira stride past him again, then, reluctantly, followed. His thoughts continued to whirl like leaves. Jova had refused Charoth? That invitation was a true honor. Charoth was a lauded Blood Baron and one of the Seamstress’ key lieutenants. The Seamstress herself was a Crimson Countess, just one step shy of becoming an Imperator. Why would Jova refuse such an obvious path to power?

Why would she remain at LastRock?

He couldn’t come up with an answer.

Moira swept through the shattered streets and some aspect of her attitude kept other Great Souls from approaching. Scorio followed in her wake, bemused, uncertain, curious despite himself, and all too soon they reached the city’s center. The massive pile of rubble was a testament to just how huge Jova’s previous seat of power had been, and under which Xandera had discovered the Lost Library. From its center now rose a new tower, slender and improbable, to a stunning height of some forty yards. Its top swelled to encompass the solitary chamber Jova had created for herself, its architecture as brutal and plain as the rest of the buildings in town.

But Moira led him to the administration hall from which she and Ravenna orchestrated upper hell’s affairs. She strode through the large archway without hesitation. Scorio lingered for a moment outside, knowing that he should just turn away, not bother with any of this, but at the last he followed after.

He was curious.

That was all.

Jova stood at the far end of the hall, arms crossed and staring moodily into a dead hearth. Ravenna and a couple of other Great Souls were working at the long table that ran down the chamber’s center, and from their glances and tight expressions it was clear the silence had been awkward.

“Jova. Excellent. Thank you for your patience.” Moira’s pace relaxed to a casual saunter. Ravenna and the other Great Souls rose to leave, though Ravenna caught Scorio’s eyes with a look that might have been one of warning.

Jova turned to watch them approach. She was clad, as ever, in her faded, utilitarian black robes, belted tightly at the waist with a black sash. Half her scalp was shorn to a black fuzz, the other grown out long and combed over to fall to one shoulder. Her stare was somewhere between fierce and sullen, her heavy-lidded eyes lined with black kohl. Her black painted lips were pursed, her arms crossed, and she waited in silence for them to reach her.

“Well now.” Moira’s tone had grown amiable, her manner relaxed. “The moment’s here at last. I have a proposal that I know you’ll both find objectionable, but there is a reason to my madness. Please. I insist. Let’s sit.”

Jova’s gaze flicked from Moira to Scorio like a lash. Moira hadn’t been lying about keeping her in the dark. A single vertical line marred her brow, but she complied, like a panther slowly settling back upon its branch while waiting for prey to draw a little closer.

Scorio sat, but remained poised at the edge of the chair.

“Jova, as you know, Scorio leaves for the Silver Unfathom today. Flame Vault Kelona and Dread Blaze Nyrix intend to accompany him, along with the blazeborn, Xandera Sextus.”

Jova nodded a fraction of an inch.

“It’s my belief that Scorio’s quest to uncover the truth about the Herdsmen will have massive repercussions across hell. As you know, Bravurn himself was revealed to be an agent in league with the Blood Ox. Who knows how deep the corruption goes, or who else might be complicit?”

“I know of his quest,” said Jova quietly.

“Then you’ll not be surprised when I say it’s of the greatest importance that he succeed in the Silver Unfathom. Toward that end, I’ve invited you here so that you both may talk, and, perhaps, find a means of working together.”

Jova’s lip curled into a sneer. “You want me to work for him?”

“Hardly. Yes, you’re a Dread Blaze, but in raw potential I believe you to be his equal.” Moira’s tone had turned dry. “It’s my hope you find it in you to work together as such.”

“Ha.” Jova stood. “You’re wasting my time. Scorio and I…” She trailed off, glanced at him, then shook her head. “He’s made his position clear.”

“But if he were to change his mind?”

“I haven’t,” said Scorio.

“See?” Jova’s smile was flat and utterly without humor. “So much for that. Good luck on your travels, Scorio.”

“Before you leave.” Moira’s voice became sharp and commanding, sufficiently so that it arrested Jova as she turned to leave. “Answer one question.”

Jova slowly turned back, gaze narrowed anew. “And why should I do that?”

Moira gestured to Scorio and sat back.

Great.

But he did want to know. Curiosity, nothing more. So, voice steady, he met her smoldering gaze. “Why didn’t you accept Charoth’s offer?”

Jova considered him. “Why do you care?”

“Who said I did? But it’s not like you. Turning down the easiest road to power.”

“Heh.” Now Jova did smile, as if appreciating the blow. “I’ll see you both around.”

“Jova.” Moira’s voice was no longer a whipcrack, but softer now, an entreaty. “You agreed to meet with us. You came for a reason. Whatever that reason was, it’s worth just sharing that much. Why? Why didn’t you leave LastRock?”

Jova remained standing, but now she raised her chin to gaze down upon Moira and Scorio both, considering. Scorio met her stare full-on. Either she’d leave, or she wouldn’t. But he’d not chase after her.

“I don’t know.” Jova’s words, when they finally came, had a raw edge to them that seemed to surprise even her. “I don’t know why I’ve been hanging around this place. But.” Her tone grew sharp as if in anticipation of Moira’s next line of argument. “It wasn’t in the hopes of being invited to follow Scorio to greater glory. I’m just trying to decide my own next move. That’s all.”

“Unless your path takes you back to Bastion, you’ll need to travel through the Silver Unfathom. Is it so unreasonable to suggest that you do so together?” Moira glanced at Scorio, gauging, clearly aware of how precarious the moment was. “Nobody’s asking you to be friends. But travel companions—willing to fight off fiends and go just a certain distance together—that’s not unreasonable, is it?”

The air grew turgid with tension as Scorio and Jova locked eyes. He thought of her chasing him and Naomi as they fled toward the Rain Wall, how she’d plunged into the maelstrom after him, intent on his death. Thought of that moment in Praximar’s study, later, with the chancellor dead at their feet, when she’d tentatively, hesitantly, told him that she was traveling to LastRock, insinuating, offering perhaps… but no.

Another memory returned to him. Two pathetic little gravestones growing amidst the weeds, the terminal points for both his friends, and the sign of when everything had begun to fall apart.

“I don’t think so,” they both said simultaneously.

Moira laughed. “Well. You can’t blame me for trying. Very well. I’ve no authority over you, and doubt I ever had. Thank you for your time, Jova.”

Who stepped out from the little knot of armchairs, ready to depart, till Scorio startled her. “Jova, wait.”

She frowned and looked back.

“Here.” He dug into his robes and pulled out a battered leather journal. It was so old that the leather was cracked, the pages within yellowed. “This is yours. We found it in the Lost Library a few days back. Been meaning to give it to you.”

Jova hesitated, clearly wrong-footed, then took the journal and cracked it open. One dark brow rose. “It’s my writing. Fine. Thank you.” And she slid it inside her robes.

“Safe travels,” said Scorio, suddenly aware, almost painfully so, that he might never see her again. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

She considered him, tonguing the inside of her cheek, then gave him an upnod. “Same to you. Moira.”

And with that, she strode down the length of the hall and out into the brightening morning light.

“I guess that didn’t go how you’d hoped,” said Scorio.

“No. But like I said, you can’t fault me for trying. On paper it seemed the smart, logical move. Two talented, hard-headed Great Souls with a shared past and uncertain future. Both at a loss, both in need of guidance, both of whom would be sharpened by having someone to contend with. This is a mistake, Scorio. Your chances of success have just dropped.”

“Not the first time I’ve heard that.”

“No, but this time there are younger, more vulnerable people depending on you.”

Scorio stared resentfully at her. “They’re adults, Moira. You make them sound like children.”

“You know what I mean,” she said distractedly. “Then my second suggestion. Stay in LastRock and give them enough training to rank them up. Nyrix might be close to Pyre Lord, and Kelona could stand to make Dread Blaze. You know enough about the process—and I would be willing to help—that with a few months you could leave here with vastly more powerful allies.”

“No.” The word burst out of his lips before he could think. “I… I can’t stay. I can’t just… no. I have to keep going.”

Moira sighed. “Very well. Do you intend to leave today?”

Even though it was what he wanted, the prospect gave Scorio no joy. Like a cloud sliding before the sun, the thought of winging his way into the Silver Unfathom dulled his emotions and darkened his mood. He sat back in the chair. “Sure.”

Moira just watched him.

Annoyed, Scorio summoned some spirit. “I mean, yes. I’ll say my goodbyes, then we’ll fly south toward the Crimson Keep.”

“Take my advice, in this if nothing else: stay one more night. You should be well rested when you depart, and right now you’re anything but. That, and we should all sit down to review what you’re going to be facing in the Silver Unfathom. The Silverines are like nothing you’ve yet encountered.”

Scorio nodded, and his gratitude for being delayed surprised him.

“That, and it’s time you started working on your Pyre Lord powers. Can you send forth your vortices yet?”

“I… no.”

Moira raised a brow. “Have you tried?”

Scorio flushed and looked down at his hands. “I just made Pyre Lord. I did by accident while fighting Bravurn, but… I mean, I just ascended after having made Dread Blaze a few weeks before that. After rising from Flame Vault a few months before that.”

“Oh, really?” Her tone affected false surprise. “This must be the first time I’ve ever heard you arguing for a break.”

Scorio thumbed the calluses on his palm. They were hard ridges, earned by months of backbreaking work with Naomi while shattering rocks under Dameon’s eyes. And made permanent when he’d tempered his body Gold. They’d balked at nothing back then to advance. Now, looking back at those memories, he couldn’t even remember the reason why.

Huh.

Scorio sank deeper into the memories. Those long nights lying awake in the bunkhouse, too sore and exhausted to sleep. The way he and Naomi had slowly drifted away from their friends, purposefully separated by the nature of their brutal toil as the others had gone into the Chasm to meditate in Bronze. How they’d tackle each boulder, haul each sledge, over and over again, cleansing their bodies of Coal.

Now?

With his current drive he didn’t think he’d have lasted a week.

Scorio exhaled bitterly.

“Your Pyre Lord powers are numerous and varied,” said Moira softly. “You should be able to read other Great Souls’ Hearts and determine their rank. You should be able to send forth vortices to some distance and siphon mana directly into your reservoir. Your darkvision should now be perfected, and your mastery of your own powers increased. You should even, should you practice or have the talent for it, be able to imprint your mana with your essence, marking it as irrevocably yours in a way that sets the stage for your later powers.”

Scorio nodded, numbness setting in again.

“But none of that will manifest if you don’t work on it.” Moira was peering at him, no doubt seeking to draw his gaze, but he stared steadfastly at his hands. “I can, however, teach you the theory behind these new abilities. I’ll make it quick, if that’s your concern.”

“Yeah.” He inhaled deeply and sat up. “Thank you. I would appreciate that.” To say anything less would be to further underscore the validity of her concerns.

Moira nodded gravely. “It would be my pleasure. And don’t worry. I won’t nag. I’ve said my piece, and will trust that you remember my words when you’re ready to truly hear them.”

Scorio snorted. “Much appreciated.”

“Well.” Moira stood. “Why don’t you go set your companions’ worries to rest, and inform them of the plans. Sleep, eat, rest, and I’ll come find you this afternoon so that we may practice and prepare for what lies in wait in the Silver Unfathom.”

Scorio rose. Fatigue washed over him as if summoned by Moira’s words. But… it wasn’t really physical exhaustion. His Gold-tempered body was capable of withstanding a night without sleep. This was… what?

It didn’t matter. He’d rest, eat, and no doubt feel better soon.

“Thank you, Moira.” Scorio met her green gaze and inclined his head in a half-bow, maintaining eye contact as he did so. “You said earlier that you weren’t sure if I considered you a friend. Don’t doubt it.”

Her smile was small and quiet and pleased, but she inclined her head in turn and when she straightened it was gone. “I’m happy to hear that. Rest well, Scorio. I’ll come visit soon.”

Scorio stood tall, forced a smile, then exited the hall. He followed the same path Jova had taken just a few moments before. Thought of her stern stare, her imperious poise, her intolerant manner.

No. It was far better to travel without her.

Better alone than with a traitor.

So thinking, Scorio stepped out into the dawn light, and set off in search of his friends.


Chapter 4

Jova

Jova quit Moira’s administration hall, Ignited her Heart, and rose on a slab of stone to the top of her tower. The sounds of LastRock awakening grew thin and distant as she landed on a ledge and stepped into the great chamber.

Frustration burned within her, that familiar companion, and a face hovered in her mind’s eye. Hard-jawed, piercing dark eyes beneath striking brows, his hair a ragged dark mane, his gaze steady and unyielding.

Scorio.

So what if today he left for the Silver Unfathom? If she never saw him again? Her lip curled into a sneer. She’d not see him off. This morning’s ridiculous meeting would suffice. What more was there to say? Why seek further opportunities to embarrass herself?

Jova closed her eyes but the face didn’t go away. What did she have to do to banish his presence from her mind?

Impatient, she began her morning exercise routine. It was one of the few moments during which she could escape her doubts. But each day required greater exertions to achieve the same blankness of mind.

She’d never been afraid of pushing herself, however, and soon she was bathed in sweat despite the chill air, muscles burning, her breath coming in sharp, controlled gasps.

The air lightened as the Telurian sun began its return to the sky’s meridian.

But even the most punishing of exercise routines had to come to an end. Shoulders heaving, she stepped through the archway, back onto the great ledge that served as her balcony, and gazed out over LastRock.

Its ruination lay spread below her, concentric circles of shattered buildings and rubble, all of it a testament to her previous self’s follies. The mesa extended beyond the once mighty walls, dusty gray in the early morning light, and beyond its edges, the Telurian Band itself, an endless rippling infinity that stretched toward the horizon in every direction.

Sweat ran down her temple, soaked into her light robes. With a flexion of her will, she Ignited her Heart and caused the slab to rise once more. She stepped lightly onto its broad surface and willed it forward, leaned into the wind as it picked up speed. Flight had ceased to be a novelty years ago, but it could still serve other purposes.

In this case, a dull satisfaction in going as fast as she could, a futile attempt to outrun her thoughts.

She dropped down in a great swooping arc over the city and skimmed over the rooftops, pushing the great stone to its utmost speed. The wind whipped by, causing her robes to fibrillate, and she leaned into the gale, eyes slitted. A moment later, she burst out over the great wall and lowered down to the mesa itself, flying only a foot or so above the pounded stone, leaving a great cloud of dust to unfurl furiously in her wake.

Her Heart thrummed with power. It could fuel her flight for hours now. One day, she knew, maybe once she hit Pyre Lady, flight might become eternal.

The mesa abruptly ended and she shot out into the great void of the sky, a flung speck hundreds of yards above the distant dunes.

Only to descend once more, frightening a flock of firebirds who exploded into startled chaos, their wingbeats unleashing spasms of flame and sparks as they panicked.

Down she went, indifferent to the fiends’ outrage, and for a while simply leaned into the speed again. The dunes blurred past her, the wind cutting like an endless storm of knives, and still she felt that dull, insipid fury.

She began to carve her path across the sand, leaning back and forth so that the great platform of stone veered to and fro, sending up huge waves of sand. But it was idle work, only momentarily enjoyable, and a pale shadow of the glee she’d once felt as she exulted in her power.

Now?

She knew it for what it was.

A delaying tactic.

Finally, abruptly, she stopped and leaped down onto the sands. The mesa was a couple of miles away, and she refused to look back, to search the skies for some sign of Scorio’s departing dragon form.

Let him leave when he wished. It mattered nothing to her.

For a long, aching moment she stood thus, fists on her hips, staring blankly out over the desert, her sweat dried, her robes dusty, and then she sighed, stepped back, and sat to cup her hands over her head and squeeze her eyes shut.

What was wrong with her?

Where had that old surety gone? The fire and confidence that had guided her every step? No matter how far back she looked into her sparsely written journals, the tone was always the same: impatient, curt, driven, confident.

Now she felt like a wisp. Febrile, weak, pathetic.

Scorio’s face appeared before her again. It was his lack of mockery that drove her mad. How he didn’t sneer at her, nor throw his successes in her face.

Just rightly disdained her for her weaknesses, her poor choices, her former blindness.

It only boiled her blood more.

With a cry of rage, she hurled forth her hand, and a great swathe of sand blasted up before her, responding but dimly to her power and flying forth in a stinging veil.

Only to be caught by the wind and drawn away.

Jova stared, livid, and then just as quickly her fury drained away.

Pathetic.

She had to get herself together. This… this wallowing, this self-indulgent petulance, it was a complete waste of time. She was Jova Spike, once an Imperator, courted by even the Seamstress. She had but to indicate her interest and any House would claim her, any independent outfit. She could at this moment leap aboard her plinth and fly directly down to the Emerald Reach and there lend her strength to the struggle against the Viridian Heart.

All would be glad to see her.

Like that, with a snap of her fingers, she could be in the thick of it, lauded and valued once more.

Instead?

Jova’s lip curled into a sneer.

Instead, she was here in the Telurian Band, idling, insecure, confusing those who expected the best of her, pouting like a spurned child.

There was no good reason. She’d never been one to reject the consequences of her own actions. She was here, sitting on this slab, because of every choice she’d made since awakening once more in the Academy. Her choice to reject Praximar’s offer after coming in second during the Gauntlet run. To accept Manticore’s invitation to join their outfit, then doubling down and accepting Dameon’s explanation for Leonis’ and Lianshi’s deaths when she’d emerged from the Chasm.

I can’t believe it, he’d said, tone grave, shocked. They knew about Scorio’s plan. Can you believe he’d intended all along to help Kraken steal that Gold mana? He’d rubbed his temples and grimaced. And me a blind idiot, thinking he was taking our offer to join seriously. But yeah—Lianshi and Leonis were in on it. They probably didn’t tell you because you’d refuse to go along with that kind of amateur madness. But once we found out—once we realized what was going on—we tried to get more information out of them. They weren’t… compliant. His gaze had grown hollow with regret. At least, that’s what she’d wanted to believe at the time, but now she now knew it had just been consummate acting. We were… too forceful in interrogating them. Getting them to admit something we could use to help Bastion against this attack. I fear we pushed too hard, and they… well. They died laughing at us.

Jova lowered her head and massaged her temples. Lies. Lies compounded by lies, and Dameon had pointed out the evidence, and she? She’d been too shocked, too unsure what to believe, and so furious at Scorio for his insults, his weakness, his idiocy, that she’d… frozen up.

And then word of his attack on The Celestial Coffer had reached them, corroborating everything Dameon had said. Scorio had died. Naomi had disappeared into the Chasm, hissing and spitting.

And… inaction became its own decision. She’d not known what to believe, and sheer inertia kept her with Manticore. And then time spent with them became its own argument, until…

Again she saw Dameon’s rueful grin, always edged with self-mockery, his eyes alight with devilish provocation.

How easy it was to summon back his whispered words. Only you see true, Jova. Not even my friends here in Manticore compare to your brilliance, because they—well—even Davelos can be clouded by sentiment. Not you. There’s not an ounce of weakness in you. You’re a blade, a gleaming weapon. I don’t need to tell you this. Your record says it all. You truly understand the overwhelming necessity of having power. That the only measure of value in a Great Soul lies in their ability to change the course of the war. And who has the potential to make a bigger impact than you?

For two years he’d led her on, granting her responsibility within their organization, making her his lieutenant, promising that at any moment they’d be ready to dive deeper into hell, filling her head with glory and inflating her ego until…

… until it had all come crashing down.

What a purblind idiot she’d been.

A willing idiot.

A useful tool.

Jova dug her thumbs into her eyes and massaged till stars danced in her vision.

Damn it.

And who had torn the scales away from her eyes? Scorio. Sure, she’d played a part in helping him defeat Praximar, but she’d been incidental. Too little, too late.

Not that she hadn’t tried to make good thereafter. When he’d… well, not rejected her offer to travel to LastRock, because it wasn’t like she’d even asked—not really—she’d doubled down on her strengths. Teamed up with Aezryna, hatched a plan to defeat the Blood Ox, leverage her past contracts with the fiends, and for a glorious few months, everything had felt…

Jova sighed and dropped her hands.

Everything had felt right once more.

Till Scorio somehow stole the show, again, by first fighting Plassus to a draw in a ridiculous duel, then surviving the Blood Ox’s attack on the Bone Plains, followed by revealing Bravurn to be a traitor, somehow killing the Blood Baron, and then forging a… a what? A relationship? An alliance with the blazeborn that allowed them to draw out the Blood Ox so that the Imperators could kill him?

And what had Jova been doing? Dying and being resurrected alongside Aezryna.

In the annals of history, if anyone were to write about these final years, she’d be… a footnote.

Jova stared bleakly at nothing.

All her work. Her unrelenting effort. Her training, her talent, her prodigious powers and astounding Heart. The fact that she’d made Dread Blaze in record time. None of it mattered.

A footnote.

Jova grimaced and swallowed the urge to hurl something.

For a long time she just sat thus, still and silent, waves of self-loathing and anger coursing through her.

He was probably gone now. To chase those Herdsmen, who, given his track record, would probably prove instrumental in ultimately defeating the Pit—somehow—and in the process he’d upend the Red Keep, or unite all the symbiotes in the Lustrous Maria to his banner, or something equally ridiculous.

Damn it.

Everyone said he was Whispered. And it was probably true. But what did that mean for her?

Where did she go from here?

How did she escape his shadow?

She cupped her hands over her mouth and nose and closed her eyes. Focused on her breath, forced herself to meditate until the dark feelings subsided, and only once she felt a modicum of calm did she drop her hands.

Only then did she draw out the old journal Scorio had given her that morning.

It was slender and bound in the same leather as the other copies she’d kept. There was no doubting it was hers. She flipped to the first page.

Year: 648.

Location: Personal Library, LastRock.

Rank: Blood Baroness

Development of LastRock continues apace. The walls are finished and as strong as I can make them. I have sunk this shaft under my fortress, and here shall keep what documents and books Illina has found and stolen and purchased over the course of her obsessive life. She claims many of these texts are dangerous, but concedes I can keep them safe. I shall verify her claims as to the heretical nature of these works soon. For now it is enough that I lock them away.

Erecting these walls has proven the simplest part of establishing a place of strength. The line of lobbyists, petitioners, and so-called allies extends across the mesa. All clamoring, crying, demanding. They state I am obligated to lend them my strength by virtue of being strong; their weakness is claim enough on my time. But I cannot simply dismiss them. Having stepped upon this greater stage in hell, it is now necessary that I integrate myself into the web of power. I knew this would be the case when I decided to make LastRock mine. Would, however, that the process were less aggravating.

Blood Baron Barazo desires to formalize relationships between myself and the Red Keep. The Lyre-King asks that I keep his delegate at hand so that he may relay his wisdom. Perhaps I shall be the first to tell him his songs grate on the ear. Delegates from the Fiery Shoals propose that we join forces to clear out the blazeborns from the Iron Weald. The Forge Heart is said to be rumbling, and there is word that a Silverine sun may soon go nova in the Silver Unfathom.

This was not a mistake.

This was not a mistake.

I shall see this through, one day at a time.

Jova pursed her lips. It seemed her intolerance of fools had been in full effect, even over a couple of centuries ago. She skipped forward a dozen pages.

Year: 654

Location: Personal Library, LastRock

Rank: Charnel Duchess

I have claimed only LastRock as my domain, yet fools for a thousand miles in every direction believe I am responsible for everything from the politics of Bastion to every occurrence in the Telurian Band. Was it a mistake to aid Chimera in ensuring the sanctity of the Violate Tower? At the time it seemed expedient, but it seems I’ve signaled to every lazy and fearful idiot that I have no preoccupations of my own, and am available to handle every problem that plagues them.

I am tempted to be quit of this place and go deeper into hell. At least in the Azure Expanse I would be amongst equals, wouldn’t I? Perhaps not. Idiocy knows no limits.

But no. Patience, Jova. You are making headway. This mystery will soon reveal itself. The quickest path between two dots isn’t always a straight line. Sometimes a detour, frustrating as it feels, is the most efficient means of accomplishing your goals.

Jova frowned. What mystery? Something had held her back in LastRock? The Herdsmen? 654. That would have been…

She lowered her journal to her knees. Scorio had visited her in the year 643. That was when he’d left his warning to his future self. That was when…

Jova frowned and dismissed the thought. That meant these journal entries were from that same reincarnation. The same life when she’d written down his warning to not trust anybody, from the Imperators to the Houses to the Herdsmen.

Was this mystery she mentioned connected to him?

Jova scanned the next few entries, but they all dealt with frustrations and politics from two centuries ago. Impatient, she continued skimming until she came to the last entry from that life.

Year: 661

Location: Personal Library, LastRock

Rank: Charnel Duchess

Something interesting at last. Charnel Duke Massamach revealed that the Silverine fiends give wide berth to a partially collapsed mountain several hundred miles inside the Silver Unfathom that lies close to one of their Suns. A Great Soul ruin lies hidden beneath the endless rubble. Aware of my interest in such matters, he pressed the fiends to explain why they stay away. They would only reply that they respect an ancient pact with the Shepherds of Goodwill. The name meant nothing to Massamach, but my heart leaped. I pressed him for details, and he revealed that the mountain rises to unnatural height, with towers of black metal emerging from its core. The Silverines call it The Tomb of Sadness, and grow agitated if anyone attempts to approach.

His directions were fanciful, no doubt because he received them from the Silverines, who refused to let him investigate. He said, “Follow the rivers of lightning trapped in stone to where they flow into the lake that bleeds. Don’t drink the water, as it is a wound in the land. On the lake’s far side stand three silver trees. Head directly west from them till you see the clawed hand, whose little finger points the way to The Tomb of Sadness.”

The rivers of lightning trapped in stone are obviously the Phosphor Veins. The rest I’ll have to determine as I travel.

At last. A chance to penetrate the mysteries that claimed Scorio’s life almost two decades ago. Perhaps, after all these years of calling others fools, it is I that shall prove the biggest idiot. But I shall not pass up this opportunity. I leave tomorrow for The Tomb, and shall discover the truth behind Scorio’s claims once and for all.

Jova stared at these last words, then flipped the page.

Year: 857

Location: Personal Library, LastRock

Rank: Pyre Lady

Once more I’m sitting in this chair and writing in this journal from almost two centuries ago. My former preoccupations are fascinating, for they show even my clarity of mind can become muddied by obsessions with tall stories and nonsense. I apparently died while seeking out The Tomb of Sadness. A lesson well learned. Even if I were still interested in ruins today, the state of LastRock is enough to keep me busy for years. It is but a shadow of what it had clearly once been under my first rule, and I feel invigorated by the challenge of restoring it to its former relevance.

In time, perhaps, I shall reread some of these old texts, but for now, my priority lies in dominating the fiends who wage constant war with the mesa. I shall bring order to this chaos. Fortunately, my efforts are paralleled by Pyre Lord Bravurn’s efforts to quell the blazeborns in the Iron Weald. Together we stand a chance of bringing peace and dominion to these layers of hell, and ensuring our chances of sealing the Pit once and for all.

“Huh.” Jova flipped through the remaining pages. The entries spanned almost two decades, and often skipped years at a time. It seemed she rarely descended to her private library. She hadn’t the luxury. The first decade was spent bringing harmony to the Telurian Band, or her portion of it, and the second spent seeking with increasing desperation to retain it as the Blood Ox riled up the fiends and pressed her forces.

The last entry was in 876. The Blood Ox was at the mesa, his forces extending to the horizon.

Year: 876

Location: Personal Library, LastRock

Rank: Charnel Duchess

Time is short. Imperator Sarana has spurned my request for aid. Imperator Sol has likewise declined to attend. Bravurn can barely restrain his gloating. I have sent word of our peril to every ally who once spouted words of loyalty, but all are too hard-pressed to fulfill their vows.

It seems the paranoid delusions I laughed at from my previous incarnation weren’t so paranoid after all. Perhaps if I’d devoted time to teasing out those frustrating threads, following up on those hints, then matters would not be as they stand today.

No matter. I’ll defeat this true fiend myself if I must. His forces bay at the gates. The mesa is completely cut off. This may be my final hour, but I shall bring down such fury upon their heads that they shall remember my name for all of eternity.

Next time, I shall be stronger.

And if you are reading this, Jova of tomorrow, then know this: the only explanation for all my betrayals is that Scorio was right.

Jova felt a chill, as if a great icy snake was flexing its coils within her spirit. The writing was her own. The words were stark upon the page. Wonder, horror, and disbelief arose within her. It felt as if her previous self were mocking her, reaching across time to clasp a fist in her guts and squeeze.

She snapped the journal shut and dropped it on the plinth. Rose and stepped away, chest tight.

To find this now. After all her trials. All her shortcomings. All her futile efforts. To read this warning as she stood poised, furious and trembling upon a precipice—had some greater agency planned this? No. Coincidence, surely. And yet.

A shudder passed through Jova. She palmed one eye, clenched her jaw, and then with inexorable force dominated her emotions until she stood, if not calm, then still once more.

Had Scorio left yet? Her gaze shot to the distant mesa. There was no sign of a great winged form in the sky. Even if he had, she could give chase, could show him what she’d discovered, could—what?

Plead to be of use? Apologize for her past mistakes, for wanting to believe Dameon, for not avenging his friends?

Her shoulders slumped.

For a long aching moment she genuinely considered that course of action. What would happen? Would he…?

No.

He’d never accept her again as a companion.

And… she didn’t want to run back to him, journal in hand. Jova frowned at the imagined scene. She… even if it was… the right thing to do? That wasn’t… she wanted to… on her own terms. Yes. She needed to take control of this current life. This iteration of herself. She had to strike out in a decisive manner and accomplish her own deeds.

Didn’t she?

And if, down the road, her path crossed with Scorio’s once more? Then perhaps she would meet him as an equal, having discovered truths of her own, and in so doing, earned… what exactly?

What did she want from him?

Respect?

“Damn it,” she hissed as she realized that was it. How had things come to this? She could barely voice that need in the very depths of her mind. That somehow, despite everything that had happened, despite all the years she’d scorned his weakness, his lack of focus, his inability to put his own growth over everything else, that he was the one person she wanted to—no, needed to—measure up against.

If not outshine.

Jova stared out unseeing over the desert.

This was a critical moment. A pivot point. She could feel in her bones how her life teetered in the balance. Whatever she decided now would determine everything that was to come.

Pensive, she stowed the journal in her robes, Ignited her Heart, and willed the plinth to rise from the sands. She leaned into a great curve until she was pointed back at the mesa, and then willed the plinth to climb to a comfortable cruising height and return at a sedate pace.

What to do?

Seek out The Tomb of Sadness and best Scorio at his own game? A destination that had claimed her life when she was but two steps shy of being an Imperator? Or return to him, journal in hand, and reveal what she had learned?

Still the thought of seeking him out galled her.

And yet what else could she do? Head out into the Silver Unfathom alone?

Jova scowled. She felt paralyzed, indecisive.

She checked the angle of the Telurian sun. Leonis would be at the broken arena, ready to train.

The wind began to pick up as she accelerated, blowing her hair behind her. Her thoughts wandered, and then finally she made her decision.

If there was anyone in this wide hell as suspicious of Scorio as she, it was this new Leonis.

And for all that he’d been a buffoon in his last life, this current iteration was far easier to take seriously.

She’d check her instincts against his skepticism. Sound out his thoughts. And in so doing, perhaps, realize what she needed to do.


Chapter 5

Leonis

A dull ache awoke Leonis from his stupor. For a moment he just lay beneath the tousled sheets, blinking up at the cracked stone ceiling. His body was sore. His back, his legs, his left shoulder. For all his sleep he still felt worn out.

Perhaps he’d overdone the exercise yesterday.

Movement by his side.

Merideva awakening, her long brown hair free of its braids and spread out across the threadbare pillow. She blinked her long-lashed eyes, focused on his face, and smiled. “Hey, you.”

Leonis couldn’t help but smile back. By the gods she was beautiful. A warrior born, a Dread Blaze. She slid her hand over his chest, curling her fingers in his hair, and then bit her lower lip and pushed her knee over his leg.

For a moment he was tempted.

His hand stole down of its own accord over her muscled thigh. In the depths of her eyes he saw a laughing challenge, a provocative dare. “Was last night too much for you? Or is there a drop left in the bucket?”

Leonis snorted and with immense effort pulled himself back from the brink. He sat up and turned away from her. It felt like tearing himself free of waist-deep mud. His every instinct urged him to stay, to lean in and kiss those lips, to pull her in close.

But that was the weakness talking.

That was the indolence that had undone him so many times.

Merideva sat up behind him and ran a hand over his broad back. “What’s so urgent you can’t spare a moment? Or an hour? There’s no enemy at the gates.”

“The enemy’s always at the gates.” He gathered his hair and began tying it back into a knot.

“Sure they are.” Merideva rose to her knees and kissed his shoulder. “You know, if it’s training you crave, we could make this a more rigorous workout.” She kissed the side of his neck. “I’m sure I could make you sweat.”

Leonis grunted and stood. Where were his robes? There, tossed on the floor. “Tempting.”

Merideva lay back down, head propped on one hand, and watched him dress. “Then why don’t you look tempted?”

He cinched his sash around his waist. “Because there’s more to training than just tempering the flesh.”

Merideva grinned. “Is that what you call what we did last night?”

Leonis stepped over to his basin, cupped water in his hands, and splashed it over his face. He scrubbed at his beard, rubbed his eyes till he saw stars, then ran his wet hands over his drawn-back hair. There. Better. “You’re welcome to stay. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

“How sweet. You think I’ll just lie here all day, pining for your big-muscled body?”

Leonis smirked. She was making no attempt to hide herself under the sheet, and for a moment temptation arose within him again. A desire to dive into the bed, to sweep her into his arms, to relax, for just a moment, and laugh and drown his cares in her kisses, her embrace, her mocking smile.

As if sensing his hesitation, Merideva pulled back the sheet just a fraction, revealing more of herself.

Leonis snorted and shook his head. “Sorry. Got to go.”

“Fine.” She dropped the playful pout and sat up to gather her own hair with both hands. “Oh. Is it because you’re seeing Scorio off today? I heard his team’s leaving for the Silver Unfathom.”

Leonis stared at her. “Why would I care?”

She paused, hair half-twisted into a rope. “Because… weren’t you friends? I heard something about you and Lianshi being…?”

“My past self might have been his friend. But that was to my detriment.”

“Oh.” She studied him. “There’s clearly more to this story than I’ve been told. Sorry.”

“It’s nothing. I don’t care.” Leonis moved to the doorway and stepped into his sandals. “I respect the man. But everyone that gets pulled into his orbit gets ruined by his ambition.”

Out of the corners of his eyes he saw Merideva pause again. “Wait. Scorio? Are we talking about the same person? The man who revealed Bravurn to be a traitor? And helped kill the Blood Ox?”

Leonis turned to grin at her. “Oh, yeah. The very same. It all sounds really impressive until you look at the price everyone around him pays. Innocent people getting ground up for his glory.”

Merideva watched him as she slowly got dressed. “You mean in the war? The one we all fought to protect the upper bands of hell?”

“In all things. Look, it doesn’t matter. Go ahead and hero worship him if you want. Just don’t get too close. You’ll get pulled under like everyone else.”

Merideva frowned as she tied off her own sash. “First, I don’t hero worship him. And even if I did, I think he’s earned our gratitude. His list of accomplishments is outrageous.”

Leonis tongued the inside of his cheek as he nodded. Of course. Of course she’d feel that way. Because she didn’t know any better. Almost he asked why she’d bedded him if she was so in love with Scorio, but that would be petty and immature. So he just inclined his head. “You’re entitled to your opinion. You fought with him under Plassus, right?”

“Yes.” Her words had grown pointed, her gaze hard. “I did.”

“For, what? A month? My past incarnation was reborn with him in the Gauntlet. Helped bring him out of the ruins and redeem him from being a Red Lister. I sacrificed my own advancement for him, and then was murdered along with Lianshi while he was off helping Kraken take the Fiery Shoals.”

Merideva gave a sharp shake of her head. “He was cleared of that. Praximar was at fault.”

“Who knows?” Leonis stepped close to loom over her. “I was already dead by that point. What I’m saying is I know the man better than you do, and that everyone who fights alongside him gets killed or driven mad. Those traveling with him to the Silver Unfathom are doomed.”

Merideva met his gaze with unabashed directness. “You’re jealous of him.”

“Ha!” Leonis turned away, grinning widely. “Jealous.” He looked back. “The man ruined my education at the Academy. He poisoned my relationship with Lianshi. And that’s after I sacrificed everything to help him advance. You call that jealousy? No.” He narrowed his eyes, feeling his anger cool, his certainty return. “I call that hard-earned wisdom.”

Merideva shook her head in mock wonder. “Wow. Who even are you? Where’s the big-hearted man I decided to tumble last night?”

“That was my mistake.” He pushed open his door and stared out into the bleak morning sunlight. His pulse was pounding in his ears. “I let my guard down. It won’t happen again.”

“Oh, I don’t care. Because this won’t be happening again, either.”

“Sure. Whatever. See you around.” And he stepped outside. Dull anger thrummed in his temples. He strode down the street, not seeing the people going about their business, not seeing the buildings, just glaring fixedly ahead.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

It was his fault. His fault for having a few drinks, for thinking he’d earned a reprieve after the grueling training session he’d put himself through after his bout with Jova.

Despite himself, he saw Merideva again in the soft mana light of the sole building that functioned as LastRock’s tavern. The way she’d smiled slyly at him as she’d twirled a slender braid around her finger, then obviously looked him up and down. The warmth that had suffused him as he’d moved to her table, the drinks they’d shared as they laughed and swapped stories.

It had felt so damned good.

It had felt… right, somehow. To be at ease and celebrate an evening with a beautiful stranger.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

What had he thought would come of it? Of course she was enamored with Scorio. Everyone was. The hero who’d killed the Blood Ox. Who’d toppled the Fury Spires. Who’d blah blah blah. Sure. There was no denying how impressive it all was, but did anybody care for Naomi, who’d gone mad in his company and murdered Alain? Did anybody ask Scorio’s role in her horrific fall from grace? Did nobody notice how he preferred the company of fiends to Great Souls? That all his accomplishments were in service of his personal quest to find these Herdsmen, and he cared nothing for sealing the Pit?

Leonis all but growled as he stalked through LastRock. His fatigue and soreness were gone. He felt light and lethal and ready to train. Because the only appropriate response to all this was to get stronger. To force the weakness out of his mind, his heart, his body, his soul. And he’d been doing so well. Had been on track.

Right up till he’d decided to visit the tavern.

Weakness.

He’d not be going there again.

Not while he was still a damned Flame Vault. Part of the thrill of being with Merideva had been that she was a Dread Blaze. His mind wanted to turn away from the truth, but he stopped and stared out above the rooftops and dragged his thoughts to the fact: his interest in her had only doubled when he’d learned her rank. How pathetic could you get? He shook his head and smiled darkly. That was him at his core: still weak, still grasping for approval, still hungry for validation.

Even after all his supposed growth and hard work.

Still smiling, hands on his hips, he lowered his gaze to the stone ground and chuckled. Could he be any more pathetic?

“Leonis?” The voice came from the near distance, half-surprised, mostly unsure. A voice so familiar it slid into his heart like a wickedly sharp knife, and immediately his amusement sluiced away into a chasm of regret and despair.

“Hey, Lianshi.” He forced himself to look up. She was approaching slowly, gauging him, gauging his temper. As if he’d start roaring and punching the wall out here in the street. Didn’t she know he was harmless? He forced a smile and linked his hands behind his back. “You headed out today?”

“Yes, actually. Um. I wasn’t sure if I should come find you, if you’d want to hear from me, but…”

“Hey.” His anger faded away to leave nothing behind but tender regret. “Of course I’d want to hear from you. I mean, no matter what happened, or what happens, you’ll always… you know.”

She stopped a good four or five yards away, and crossed one arm over her chest to grip the other elbow. She looked sad and tired and something was clearly wrong, even though she was trying to hide it.

“What happened?” he asked.

“We’re… I’ve decided to head back to Bastion.”

“Bastion?” He frowned at her. “You mean, you and Juniper?” Her expression darkened, and he rushed to clarify. “Sorry, I meant, as in without Scorio?”

“Right. Yes.” She bit her lower lip, stared off into the distance, then looked back at him with a broken smile. “It’s the books we found in the Lost Library. This ancient repository of knowledge Jova accumulated during her past lives. Originally, we were just looking for one specific book that had information on the Herdsmen, but the more I browsed the other tomes, the more I realized what an incredible opportunity it was to learn more about our past, about hell, about… well, everything.”

Despite everything, Leonis found himself smiling. “Well, that was it for you.”

“Right?” Lianshi laughed weakly. “But it’s not as if I could travel into the Silver Unfathom with hundreds of ancient books that are all but falling apart, so…”

“So you told Scorio you couldn’t go.”

“Yeah.” Her voice softened. “He didn’t take it well.”

Leonis bit back on his immediate instinct to say something cutting, and instead offered a restrained nod.

Lianshi eyed him dubiously, clearly expecting the worst, but then looked away again. “I don’t blame him. He’s lost everybody. Well, everybody that mattered to him. Even though I don’t know him all that well in this life, he clearly felt an attachment through me to my past self, and—well—I made an effort to help him after the Blood Ox, and…”

“You have your own path to walk,” said Leonis firmly. It felt easy to be assuring and understanding. “You’re not the Lianshi from his past. You’re your own self.” In a burst of magnanimity, he even managed, “And you and Juniper need to do what’s best for you.”

Lianshi’s smile was genuine and grateful and pained all at once. “Thanks. I know. It’s just that… anyway.” She gave a sharp shake of her head that was so familiar that it caused a fresh spasm of pain to lance into his heart. “I’m sorry. I know all this isn’t exactly what you like to discuss. But, yes. Juniper and I are heading back to Bastion within the next few days with all the books. I want to share what we’ve found with a couple of the librarians—remember Gelegos?”

A vague memory returned, that of a tall and slender man, leonine and bemused, with hair like pale gold. “The House Chimera recruiter?”

“Yes.” Lianshi smiled fondly. “That was technically his job, but he knew more about the Academy library and its contents than even the full-time staff. And we—never mind. I just want his opinion on these texts.”

Leonis nodded. “Sure. Well.” He suddenly didn’t know what to say. To see her just standing there before him in the stark morning light, tired and in need of a hug, it just tore at him. To know that he could never just casually hold her close again, feel her cheek on his chest.

Lianshi must have seen something in his expression, because she curled a strand of dark hair behind one ear and stepped back. “So, ah, what are you going to do?”

“Me?” He dragged his thoughts back to the present. “Train, mostly. I want to make Dread Blaze soon. Have to. Jova’s been sparring with me. It’s my best opportunity to advance.”

“Sure.” She peered at him, and he knew that she was seeing far more than he wished to let on. “You’re looking… good.” That wasn’t what she’d been about to say, but her catching herself at the last moment had become a familiar and infuriating habit from their final months together. “But I meant, more, like what are you going to do from here in general? Sign up with a House, or press into the Silver Unfathom, or…?”

Leonis looked off down the street, eyes narrowing against the sunlight. “You know, I’m not sure.” It felt hard to admit, but if there was anybody he could be honest with, it was her. “I… I’ve got a good thing going with Jova. She… I mean, she sees the world in the way I want to. Need to. So perhaps… maybe I’ll ask her. Today.” He glanced back. “I was on my way to train with her. I’ve been avoiding the question, but perhaps it’s time, what with everyone else leaving.”

Lianshi nodded, but her expression, other than being concerned, was mostly inscrutable. But he could almost hear what she wanted to say, the leading questions, the tentative suggestions that he be kinder to himself, that he eat more, that he sleep more, that he train less.

“Well.” She drew herself up and forced a bright smile. “I’m sure you two will accomplish incredible things.”

He couldn’t help but smile darkly. “You mean, don’t let her push me into doing things I don’t want to do, and be a man that I’m not, and all that?”

Her bright smile faltered and became sad, the very smile that had wounded him to the quick whenever he saw it. Not quite pitying, but resigned. The smile she’d only begun to show when she’d finally given up on changing him. “No, that’s not what I mean. You’re going to be whomever you want. I know that. I just—I mean, I…” She took a deep breath and then took the plunge. “I hope what you’re doing right now makes you happy. That’s all.”

Leonis bit back his retort, his anger, and instead forced a slow nod, his lips pursed. For a long moment they simply met each other’s eyes, and though she was the most familiar harbor, his greatest friend, his truest love, he knew, he knew that the gulf between them had never been wider, and would never be crossed.

“Safe travels, Lianshi. I wish you and Juniper all the best.”

“Thank you.” She gave a helpless little shrug, and her eyes teared up. “Safe travels, Leonis. I hope you achieve everything you desire.”

His smile grew pained. “Unlikely. But. You know.”

Lianshi realized only too late her mistake, and took a step back. “Ha, yes, we’ll none of us make Imperator anytime soon.”

“Goodbye,” he said, ending the conversation more for her sake than his own. Sadness arose within him as he walked away, his whole body remained attuned to where she stood behind him, his every fiber resonating to her diminishing presence. He’d never see her again. In the very depths of his soul he knew, he absolutely knew that they would never meet again in this life.

And the pain made him glad. The pain made him smile even as the tears filled his eyes.

Good.

It was best this way.

One less distraction from what really mattered.

He crossed the rest of the city without seeing much of anything. Nobody spoke to him. Eventually, he left the inhabited part of town behind and reached the shattered arena, forged by Jova a week or so ago from the ruins of a mess of buildings into a clearing in which they could train.

Leonis passed through a huge archway, entering the cool shadows, and stopped just shy of stepping out into the open central space that was littered with Jova’s rocks and boulders. Everything beyond this shadowed corridor was lit by the Telurian sun’s ruddy light, and for once the sight of the training grounds filled Leonis with nothing but despair.

He crossed his arms over his chest, bowed his head, and leaned against the wall. It felt as if a leaden cloak was draped over his shoulders, and a deep fatigue arose within him, overwhelming his Iron-tempered body.

In a moment. In just a moment he’d start warming up. He’d run a few laps and then begin stretching. But not yet.

He closed his eyes. His insides felt jellied, his stomach tremulous, and he realized he was holding himself tight, as if his torso might fall apart were he to let it go. His throat tightened and he squeezed his eyes shut, but still the tears brimmed and ran down his cheeks.

A tight, coughing sound tore itself free from his throat, and his shoulders shook. Leonis fought the emotions. Squeezed tighter, clenched his will around himself like a fist.

But all it took was summoning Lianshi’s face, her hesitant smile, the way she’d stepped back from him, and then he moaned again, his whole body shivering.

More memories. Summoned from the depths just to torment him. To test him. Lianshi looking up from a thick book, unaware of how the tip of her nose was smudged with ink. That day in the market when he’d surprised her with the golden necklace she’d been secretly admiring for weeks, and how she’d looked up at him, eyes alive with wonder and delight as she’d fastened it about her neck. Her soft cries as they made love, and how she’d sometimes be so overcome with emotion, after, that she’d press her face against his neck and weep, and how he’d hold her tight, feeling so protective, so fiercely loving, so determined to shield her from hell and all its evils.

Leonis dug his chin into his chest and coughed up another sob, then another.

Stupid.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

All those months spent laughing and drinking, celebrating and strutting about Bastion like a brainless cockerel. Telling the world that he would be great without realizing he was being used as a lure, as bait, that everyone was laughing at his ignorance.

Dameon and Praximar. They’d used him just to get at Scorio.

With great effort, Leonis reined in his emotions and gasped, lifting his head and wiping away the tears.

Yes.

If it hadn’t been for Scorio, then they really would have seen his value, would have taken him seriously. Because they hadn’t been wrong about his potential. They’d just been blinded by their hate of his former friend.

Leonis inhaled raggedly.

But he’d let their praise go to his head. He’d believed himself already arrived when he’d barely set out on his journey. Years wasted. Years when he could have been fighting with all his soul to become strong.

Maybe if he had earned that strength he’d have been enough for Lianshi. He’d not have turned sour and pathetic when Scorio arrived, all glorious and lauded by the luminaries of hell.

Leonis exhaled sharply and blinked away the last of the tears. It was his own fault. He’d not been equal to the moment. He’d realized his own weakness too late, and his shock and anger had cost him everything. He’d reacted like a petulant child, and now he had to live with the consequences.

Well.

He was still the Golden King. No matter if there had been missteps, he could still walk the highest path.

He’d make his hundred and twenty-first reincarnation count.

With effort, Leonis squared his shoulders and stepped out into the sunlight. The future was wide open. It was never too late to do better.

To be better.

A shadow slid over the rocks and began to grow in size. Squinting, Leonis looked up to see Jova hove into view, her plinth lowering silently into the center of their training arena.

“Right on time,” he called, forcing his voice to sound bold and confident.

But something was off. It seemed he wasn’t the only one having strange thoughts this morning, for Jova was frowning at him, her black-painted lips pursed, her manner intent.

Leonis waited, hands on his hips. When the plinth alighted on the ground, Jova stepped off and approached.

Was she… did she actually look uncertain about something?

“Leonis.” Her voice was curt as always, but then she stopped, as if unsure about how to continue.

“What happened?” Fear pulsed through him. Was she looking for a way to say goodbye? No. Jova wasn’t afraid of hurting feelings. “Something wrong?”

She reached into her robes and drew out a slender leather-bound journal. Considered it, tapped it against her other palm, then looked up at him from under lowered brows. “I’m… at a crossroads.”

“Alright.” He shrugged. “Can I help?”

“I don’t know. Possibly.” She sat on the edge of the plinth, elbows on her knees, and stared at the journal. “I… Scorio leaves LastRock today.”

“Oh.” Leonis felt his stomach sink. “I see. You plan to leave with him.”

Her glance was sharp. “No. At least, I’m not sure. Moira tried to set us up. Called us both into a meeting. I turned down her request without any hesitation.”

Leonis doubted that, but simply crossed his arms over his chest. “Alright.”

“But he—Scorio—found this in my library. A library I secreted away under the city.” She tapped her journal against her palm again. “And when I read it, I found…”

Leonis raised an eyebrow. “You found what?”

She sat up straight. “That my previous incarnations had reason to trust Scorio’s warnings. I left a warning to my future self to trust him, and to believe that his paranoid delusions about hell were accurate.”

Leonis took a moment to absorb this. “Scorio’s only been reincarnated something like five times. And you met him?”

“That’s right. You don’t know.” Her dark gaze became opaque. “I did, yes. Two centuries ago. He came and found me here in LastRock so that I could convey a message to his future self. He trusted me when he trusted nobody else. All of hell was suspect.”

“The Herdsmen.”

“The Herdsmen,” she agreed. “After he died, that incarnation of mine remained alert to future revelations. The location of a Great Soul ruin in the Silver Unfathom was the last thing she wrote about. The Silverines apparently had sworn a vow to the Good Shepherds to defend it. I set off in search of those ruins, and never returned.”

“And now…? You’re saying you want to… go find this ruin?”

“I don’t know.” Her frown was fierce. “I’ve made it no secret that Scorio and I are… well. Not rivals. But definitely not friends.”

“True enough.” It had been, in fact, one of the initial reasons they’d been able to bond. “Has that changed?”

Her upper lip curled into a sneer. “Hardly. He thinks me a power-mad traitor who’d murder him the second he turned his back. But.” Again she stared down at her journal.

Leonis waited.

“But.” Her words grew clipped. “I… I’ve followed a simple philosophy that has always made the utmost sense: to pursue power single-mindedly so that nobody may control me, and so that I may make the greatest difference in our ineptly run war against the Pit.”

Leonis grunted. “Right. It’s why you and I have gotten along so well of late.”

“Indeed. But. That being said.” She frowned at the journal. “For all my work and talent, I’ve failed to accomplish much of anything. For all my…” She shook her head in disgust. “vaunted self-sufficiency, I fell like an idiot to Dameon’s charm. It was Scorio that revealed his manipulation, and killed Praximar for his plotting.”

“I know.” Leonis’ tone was dry. “Trust me. I’m well aware of all the wondrous deeds he’s performed. We can skip them.”

Jova’s glance was rich with dark amusement. “Fair. My point being, there’s no denying his success. Some say he’s Whispered, but I think… and my selves clearly believed—that he’s on to something.”

“Luck has played as much a role in his success as anything else.” Leonis fought to keep his tone steady. “He’s clearly Whispered, and willing besides that to sacrifice anyone to achieve his goals.”

“No,” said Jova softly, staring off to one side. “That’s not true. He’s willing to risk his life for his friends.” Her gaze sharpened and she looked up at him. “He tore Manticore apart and upended all of Bastion to avenge you and Lianshi.”

Leonis raised both hands as much to forestall his own angry words as to placate Jova. “What’s your point?”

“Like I said. I’m at a crossroads.” Jova’s tone grew soft again. “When I left Bastion to search out Aezryna and Charoth, to serve the Seamstress and lead the effort against the Blood Ox, I thought I was being smart. But in the end I accomplished nothing. I’m again afforded the opportunity to be smart, and head down to the Emerald Reach to serve the Seamstress directly.”

“But… you think you’ll accomplish nothing again?”

“Yes. As irrational as it sounds.” Jova rubbed at her temples, then abruptly shot to her feet. “Yet wherever Scorio goes he effects change, starts revolutions, and tears away the lies that brought my past selves to their knees. I don’t know how he does it.” She began to pace. “He’s sentimental and unfocused, he cares about others more than is rational, and his stupidity in challenging foes far beyond his ability should be outright suicidal. Yet here he is, alive and well, and about to continue his…” She sought the right word then gave up and turned to glare at Leonis as if it were his fault. “It’s ridiculous. It’s absurd. But even my dead selves argue in his favor.”

Leonis’ thoughts were scrambling. “So you think working with him is your ticket to making a difference.”

“No. I mean, yes. As much as I hate it, I…” She stared at her journal one last time, then threw it down upon the plinth. “I don’t know. And this uncertainty is driving me mad.” She pressed the base of her palms into her eyes for a moment, then dropped into a crouch. “I’m no longer confident about anything other than Scorio’s unerring instinct to change all of hell.”

Leonis studied her and then looked away. She was convincing herself to join forces with Scorio. That much was obvious. Perhaps, even, seeking his permission or encouragement to do so. Which was ridiculous. But then again, who else would give her advice free of that hero worship that infected everyone else?

He exhaled deeply, expelling the last of his shuddery emotions as he considered. “Lianshi heads for Bastion.”

“So I was told.” Jova’s tone had become lifeless. “Scorio hasn’t taken it well. His depression is what prompted Moira to enlist me as his travel companion.”

“Moira’s no fool.”

“No. She’s not.”

“But though you refused him, you’re now considering it.”

Jova’s eyes flashed. “As if I have a choice on the matter! I told you, he thinks me a murderous idiot. And…” She glared at the ground. “He might be right.”

“Cut the self-pity.” Leonis met her angry glare with his own implacable gaze. “You’re Jova fucking Spike. Stand up.”

She rose.

“What’s most important in all this? Hmm? You want a central role in the greatest events to come. Correct?”

Jova nodded reluctantly.

“And Scorio has an unerring instinct for being at the center of those events. So it’s simple. Travel with him.”

She studied him. “Just like that.”

He grinned. “Just like that. And now you have a priceless piece of information. Barter it in exchange for coming along.”

She considered him. “And you?”

“I don’t matter.” He pretended to consider, then shook his head. “I’m just a no-account Flame Vault. We’re not talking about me.”

She continued to study him.

“Find Moira. Or better yet, go to Lianshi. Have her intercede on your behalf. She’ll do it. But go quickly, or you’ll miss your opportunity.”

Jova nodded reluctantly, but still didn’t move away. “You’ve changed.”

Leonis narrowed his eyes.

“I never took you seriously before. Even now, these past few weeks of training. I thought you… brittle.” She said the word as if testing it. “But now? You sound like a warrior.”

Leonis fought to keep his expression stern even as his heart expanded.

“Come with us.” Jova seemed to reach a sudden decision. “I know that I can trust you.”

“Come with you?” Leonis sneered. “Travel with Scorio so that I can make him tea and set up his tent?”

“Cut the self-pity,” she said, but it was with a smile. “You’ve told me you want to ascend to your best self. True?”

“True,” he allowed.

“The best way to do so is through combat and adventure. Training?” She gestured around at their arena. “It’ll only take you so far, and that slowly. Come with me. Where we’re going will make you a Dread Blaze or kill you outright.”

Again Leonis fought to hide his excitement. Jova Spike was taking him seriously. Wanted him to come along. He forced a frown, and realized he’d already made up his mind.

“Very well.” He fought to sound reluctant. “Though if anyone asks me to make tea I’ll take off their head with Nezzar.”

Jova’s smile was pure dark malice. “You mean you’ll try to take off their head.”

Leonis matched her grin. “Sure. For now. But, yes. I’ll come if it means I gain power more quickly. Make no mistake. That’s my only concern.”

Jova shrugged one shoulder. “As it should be. Come. Let’s go find Lianshi.”

Leonis hesitated. “I… we just said our goodbyes.” Was he messing up? Should he hide any sign of weakness? But the thought of meeting her gaze again was too much. “Go ahead. I’ll wait for you outside Moira’s building. Find me there when you’re ready.”

Jova considered him, expression enigmatic, then nodded. “Sure.” She stepped back onto her plinth, and rose into the air. “I’ll see you there.”

A moment later, she was gone.

Leonis exhaled hugely, swung his arms in a couple of hugs, and then turned to the exit archway.

Well.

It seemed he was bound for the Silver Unfathom.

And in Scorio’s company.

He snorted in amusement and wondered how Merideva would take the news. She’d probably think him a hypocritical idiot.

No matter.

He let this new development hover in his mind like a glittering star. He considered it, turned it about, tried to decide how he felt, and decided he felt… good.

Yes.

Scorio had been the cause of his downfall before. It was… fitting that he be the source of his opportunity to grow.

And perhaps Scorio for once would be the one forced to sacrifice himself for another’s ascension.

Smiling savagely, Leonis turned and stepped into the shadows.


Chapter 6

Scorio

The light streaming through the windows was the burnished amber of midday. Scorio blinked, passed his hand over his face, then sat up. The threadbare sheet pooled about his waist.

“Hey, look who’s still alive.” Kelona sat in one of the windows. The wall was deep enough that each sill was akin to a bench. “You ready to tackle the rest of hell?”

“Hmm,” said Scorio, scratching at the back of his head and rising to move over to a wash basin. The air was cool on his bare chest, and the water refreshing on his face. He scrubbed vigorously, then cast about for a towel before remembering there wasn’t one.

It was a ruin he was sleeping in, after all.

Kelona watched him, chin resting on one raised knee, arm wrapped around her shin. “Seriously though. You doing alright?”

Scorio inhaled and considered. “Yeah. Better. Sorry to have worried you guys.”

“Don’t be. We understand. You’ve…” She trailed off, considering. “You’ve been through a lot. More than I can imagine, at any rate.”

Scorio wiped the water from his face and grinned at her over his shoulder. “You were there with me on the Bone Plains. I’m sure you have an idea.”

Kelona’s smile faded. “I mean, sure. To a degree. Some of it. But the really crazy stuff you went through only happened after my death.”

“What was that like, by the way?” He stepped closer. “Being dead? You remember anything?”

She tongued the inside of her cheek, stared off into the distance, then shook her head. “Not really. One moment we were in the thick of it, inside the wall, Tokalauths everywhere, the next I jumped… and then nothing. It was like falling asleep. Except I woke up on my back as one of the Imperators flew down the tunnel, reviving everyone who was still around. Or in enough pieces to be revived.”

“So no visions of the Archspire, or…? Because when I woke up, back in the Academy Gauntlet, I had this broken memory of violence, a fight…”

“Right, yeah. We were told about that in class. Apparently we get those same fragments each time we reincarnate. It’s the last memories, or moments, I guess, of our first life. The first time we died and were bound to the Archspire.”

“Oh.” Something else he’d missed while surviving in Bastion’s ruins. “So that happened a thousand years ago.”

“Right.” Kelona’s smile turned apologetic. “Sounds like we all ended that first life badly. My memories are of being smothered to death under sand.”

Scorio stared at her.

“Right?” She laughed. “Awful. I had nightmares about it for weeks.” She shuddered. “Trust me, you don’t want to die that way if you can help it.”

He grinned. “Duly noted.”

For a moment they just smiled at each other, but then Kelona peered at him a little closer. “Seriously though. How are you?”

“I’m…” He shrugged one shoulder. “Fine?”

“I mean, I feel way out of line here, asking you of all people how you’re doing, seeing as I’m just a Flame Vault, and—well—am I still your student? I don’t even know.” Kelona’s smile was nervous. “But we’re going to be traveling together, right? So… yeah. I just…”

“It’s fine,” said Scorio. “You’re not my student anymore, if you even ever were. And you’re right. We are going to be traveling together, which means you need to speak your mind and not hold back. And… yes. I’ve been through a lot, I guess.”

Kelona went to say something then bit her lower lip.

But Scorio could practically hear the name she’d been about to say.

Naomi.

He looked at the stone floor. “Moira was lecturing me about this challenge we upper-ranked Great Souls face. It’s no longer about having enough ambition, or discipline, or training or whatever. It becomes—”

“Keeping your heart intact,” said Kelona softly. “I know. She came by last night during the party to speak with you, found you asleep, and told us some when she realized what was going on.”

“Let me guess. She gave you advice on how to handle me?”

Kelona grinned. “No! Of course not. Absolutely not.” She paused. “Well. Maybe.”

“Great. What’s it involve? Encouraging me to be nice to myself?”

“Something like that.” Kelona’s smile was wry. “But mostly just trying to get you to talk. About things you don’t want to talk about. And being understanding if you get… like, remote, or… cold. Not take it personally.”

Scorio rubbed the base of his palm into his eye. “I’m not about to fall apart.”

“Nobody said you were!” Kelona sat up straight. “I’ve seen what you can do, Scorio. What you’ve survived. If there’s anybody in this town—ruin—that knows what you’re capable of, it might be me.”

“Yeah, well.” Why did her words make him feel tired? “It’s amazing what you can do when you don’t have a choice.”

Kelona nodded vigorously as if in complete agreement, then hesitated. “You didn’t have a choice?”

“No. Not really. Not if I wanted to continue being myself.”

“Oh, I see. Right. Your principles.” She nodded vigorously again. “Finding the truth about hell, helping the weak.”

Scorio went to protest, then snorted. “Fine. Yes. Something like that.”

“I just… I just want to say…” Even her tanned features couldn’t hide her flush. “That I’m—I mean, I really respect you. Is it weird that I keep wanting to call you ‘sir’? That is a bit weird. But no, seriously—” Her words were speeding up even as her expression became more panicked. “—what I saw you do in the tunnels, on the Bone Plains, how you looked out for Wesyd and Juna and me, and then, to know you helped bring down the Blood Ox, it’s beyond anything I can even—and I just want to say I’m honored to be coming with you—”

“Kelona.”

“—even if I’m just a Flame Vault, and I can’t believe I’ll get to help you, and if there’s anything I can do, anything at all… by the hells why can’t I stop talking—”

“Kelona!” Scorio raised both hands as she clamped her own over her mouth. “It’s fine. Honestly. I appreciate what you’re saying. Thank you.”

“I’m going to go die somewhere else now.”

“No!” He laughed. “Seriously. It’s fine. But…” How to convey the flat, heavy feeling that lay over his heart? The sense of preemptive exhaustion at striking into the Silver Unfathom? How her bright-eyed intensity made him feel old and worn and unequal to the task? “Just… take it down a notch. I’ve been lucky, and, well, determined. I’ve done some important things, but… just remember what you said before. We’re traveling partners now. You, me, Xandera, and Nyrix. This will only work if we’re… I don’t know. Relaxed with each other.”

“Relaxed, got it.” She was still blushing. “I’m totally going to relax. Any day now.”

“Great.”

“But, in regards to what Moira said last night, if you ever do want to talk to someone—even if they’re a blathering idiot—I’m here, alright? I’ll always—always—be happy to listen. I’ll even stay quiet and not offer any opinions if you prefer.”

“Got it.” Her stare had become intense again. “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”

She studied him as if checking the sincerity of his words, then smiled nervously. “Moira asked that we send word when you woke up, by the way. It seems she wants to tell us about the Silverine fiends in the Silver Unfathom? And do some Pyre Lady training with you. Shall I go tell her?”

“Yeah.” Scorio’s stomach rumbled. “And find Nyrix and Xandera. They should hear this, too.”

“They went to get lunch.” She swung her legs outside the window and hopped down so that she became visible only from the waist up. “Alright. I’m going to go tell her.”

“Great,” said Scorio, nodding encouragingly.

Kelona took a step, smiled back at him, then took off at a jog. The moment she was out of sight Scorio exhaled, blowing out his cheeks and moving to the window.

Objective number one: get Kelona to calm the hell down.

He leaned against the wall, arms crossed, and stared out into the shattered street. Though he’d been pretty nervous when he’d first met Druanna, hadn’t he? It was only after traveling with her and Naomi for a week or so in the Iron Weald that the awe had begun to fade.

Time, then.

Kelona just needed time to get to know the real him.

To stop thinking of him as her teacher, or superior.

He reluctantly acknowledged the way her eyes had traced the contours of his Gold-tempered upper body, and went for his robes.

Time would settle all that, he hoped.

A few moments later, Nyrix and Xandera trundled into view. The young blazeborn queen was hopping and skipping alongside Nyrix, her glowing orange hair swaying turgidly with each bounce, while Nyrix carried a broad wooden tray over which a simple hand towel had been draped. He listened attentively to whatever Xandera was saying with an air of bemusement.

“Ah!” Xandera caught sight of Scorio in the window. “He’s awake! At last!”

“Thought you might be hungry,” said Nyrix, moving up to the window and setting the tray down on its sill. “So we fetched you some rations. Apologies, though. Doesn’t seem like there’s anybody who knows how to cook willing to put in kitchen duty.”

“Smells great,” said Scorio, lifting the towel and casting it over his shoulder. Beneath were a set of plain clay bowls filled with steaming mush. It was hard to tell what they were, exactly, but one was brown mush, one was a pale, creamy mush, and the third was a pile of wilted green vegetable mush.

“Lianshi’s not coming!” wailed Xandera, who’d darted around and in through the main door to reach Scorio’s side. She clutched her hands beneath her chin and stared up at him with her burning eyes. “And you’re really sad!”

“I… yes.” Scorio turned and crouched before the young queen. Of course. Xandera and Lianshi had spent almost two weeks together on the journey here from the Fury Spires. In Xandera, Lianshi had found an eager audience for her every tale and theory about hell. And in Lianshi, Xandera had found an ideal friend, endlessly patient with her questions and as eager about the world as she. “I’m sorry. I wish she was coming, too.”

Xandera lowered her chin. “I’ve had all night to accept it, but I’m… it felt like we were building a mobile hive together. The three of us. I know that’s foolish, but my kind… we queens don’t spend time together.”

“One queen per hive?” prompted Scorio.

“And all blazeborns within it subject to her will. We become queens in truth. What we expect, happens. What we demand is done, and none are our equals. Here, in hell, with you Great Souls?” Xandera gestured past Nyrix who was listening with sober interest. “All is chaotic. Friends can come, and friends may go. None are truly subject to our will. It feels bewildering. My instincts aren’t serving me well.”

“It’s the same for me,” said Scorio softly. “Not that I’m planning to be obeyed, but that…” His throat tightened. “Friends come and go. And it’s never easy.”

“I liked Lianshi,” protested Xandera softly.

“Yeah. Me, too. Maybe we’ll see her again.”

“Maybe,” allowed Xandera, but she didn’t seem convinced. “I suppose… when you leave me, I’ll return to the Iron Weald to form my own hive at last.”

“I don’t intend to,” smiled Scorio sadly. “Unless something bad happens outside my control.”

Xandera nodded. “Such is the way of hell. I…” She reached out and took Scorio’s hand, her own dark skin smooth and dry and warm. “I’m glad we’re going to travel together for a while longer.”

“Yeah.” Scorio felt his chest swell with emotion, but he knew it wasn’t just because of Xandera’s words. “For as long as we can.”

“And Nyrix, too!” Xandera looked up to beam at the Dread Blaze. “He’s a good listener, but he doesn’t seem to have much to say.”

“How do you know?” Nyrix’s smile was enigmatic. “Perhaps I’m bursting with interesting stories but can’t get a word in edgewise.”

Xandera’s eyes widened. “You’re bursting with stories?”

“Ah,” Nyrix straightened. “It’s entirely possible, but I guess we’ll never know since you have so many interesting things of your own to share.”

“Oh, good!” Xandera clapped her hands together. “We’ll have lots of time to talk as we travel south. Lianshi would tell me stories about all the fiends and layers of hell. You can do the same!”

Nyrix gave Scorio a worried glance. “Sure. I can try. But Lianshi sounds like she was an expert.”

“You can do your best to copy her,” said Xandera dismissively. “I won’t hold you to her standard.”

“Oh,” said Nyrix. “That’s good. Thanks.”

Scorio rose and took up a wooden spoon. “I can’t wait to hear your stories, Nyrix. Count me in.”

Nyrix glared at Scorio. “Not helping.”

Scorio grinned then saw a group of newcomers round the distant corner. He inhaled slowly, deeply, and the other two immediately picked up on his tension. Xandera popped up to her feet and gripped the window’s ledge so that she could peer over it, orange eyes wide. Nyrix looked back over his shoulder, and then seeing who was coming, turned all the way around.

Moira, Kelona, Jova, and Leonis.

Scorio stepped out the front door, Xandera trailing behind, to stand beside Nyrix.

Leonis.

The sight of the big man brought a rush of emotions, an infusion of memories, and despite everything he knew, everything he’d been told, his breath caught in his chest.

Leonis. The very first person he’d met in this life. Once his jovial companion, his boon friend. An endless source of good cheer and resolve.

But it was clear that Leonis had been different from this man. The robes hung a little looser upon this Leonis’ powerful frame. His shoulders looked somehow broader, his chest wider, his middle trim. He’d been putting in the work. His dark brown hair was gathered back in a ponytail that hung down between his shoulder blades, and his beard was worn close to the jaw.

But it was in his stare that the real difference was manifest. His brows seemed permanently furrowed, his eyes slightly narrowed, his gaze sharp, piercing, skeptical.

If this was the very first time Scorio was meeting him, he’d be wary.

But he brought up the rear of the group. Before him strode Jova, her faded black robes dusty, her sash trailing down the side of one thigh. Her stare was as intense as ever, her lips pursed, but something was amiss. Scorio knew her well enough, this incarnation, that he could sense… hesitancy? A brittle kind of uptightness? Something was off, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

In comparison, Moira was self-contained and self-effacing, while Kelona was all wide-eyes and nerves.

“Scorio.” It was Jova who spoke first. Kelona hurried over to stand beside Nyrix. “I wanted to thank you again for my journal.”

Scorio kept his tone neutral. “You’re welcome.”

Leonis crossed his broad forearms over his chest, raised his chin, and leaned back on his heels.

“I read some key entries.” Jova was staring fiercely at him, as if watching for some sign of derision. “Discovered some new information.”

“What Jova’s working herself up to saying is that she wants to travel with you into the Silver Unfathom,” said Moira smoothly, hands linked behind her back. She weathered Jova’s furious glare with ease. “And Leonis has agreed to travel south with you all as well.”

Scorio’s heart started pounding. “That so?”

Leonis tongued the inside of his cheek, but was clearly content to let Jova do the talking.

Jova’s tone grew brisk. “You recall the Jova that your past self left his message with? From two centuries ago? The one who wrote your warning in her journal?”

Scorio nodded.

“She was… impacted by those warnings. She spent the rest of her life searching for signs of that truth. And uncovered a mysterious Great Soul ruin in the Silver Unfathom. Her last entry documented her intention to explore it.”

“A ruin?” Scorio couldn’t hide his curiosity. “The Herdsmen? The Lost Cube?”

“The Silverines called it The Tomb of Sadness. Beyond that, I don’t know, but my past self found it worth leaving LastRock to investigate.”

“She leave directions or a ways of finding it?”

“Yes. The directions are enigmatic, but yes. But there’s more. My most recent incarnation. Who fought the Blood Ox?”

Scorio nodded again, fascinated.

“She was betrayed at the end of her life. Stated in no uncertain terms that she should have listened to your warning. Urged me, should I ever return and reread those words, to heed your cause. Said that you were right.”

“Damn,” said Scorio, absorbing the implications.

Moira’s smile was slight. “Thus my previous suggestion that you join forces now makes even more sense. Leonis here was invited by Jova to accompany you all.”

“We’ve been training together,” rumbled Leonis, and Scorio still knew the man well enough to hear the tension in his voice. “It’s an opportunity for me to test myself, to grow stronger.”

“Sure,” allowed Scorio, and though that wasn’t what he’d wanted to hear, he wasn’t surprised. Lianshi had warned him of Leonis’ bitterness. “Trials and challenges are guaranteed.”

“Look, Scorio.” Jova took a step forward. “I know you don’t trust me. You have reason. I won’t contest that. I’ve been…” She considered, frown lines deepening. “Led astray, and made… poor judgment calls. I…” Her hesitation, or inability to find the right words, drew out awkwardly till Scorio raised both brows, at which point Jova flushed. “I’m sorry. For my past actions. For my… short-sightedness, and obsession with finding the quickest path to power. I recognize now that it was a mistake.”

“Jova,” began Scorio, but she cut him off.

“I don’t expect you to accept my apology. I don’t want nor need us to be friends. What’s done is done, and the only thing I can control now is how I act and behave from hereon out. Thus my desire to help you uncover the truth about whatever killed me twice in the past. I have here—” And she tapped her robes where no doubt her journal was stored, “directions to The Tomb of Sadness. We could travel there together. All of us. And see what we discover.”

Xandera rose to the balls of her feet and clasped her hands together. “Moira? You’re coming?”

“No,” smiled Moira, expression fond. “Alas, I’ve more than enough to keep me busy here till the Pit closes.”

Xandera sank back down. “Oh.”

Scorio studied Jova. She was all but glowering at him, ready for him to throw her apology back in her face. He glanced up and over at Leonis, who was doing his level best to pretend he had all the emotions of a granite cliff.

To travel with them both again.

Scorio inhaled raggedly.

Out beyond the realms of logic, rationality, and common sense, it felt… right. It felt good. Familiar faces. A shared past. The prospect of traveling together awakened his excitement for the journey.

“The Tomb of Sadness sounds promising,” he allowed. “My target is a mobile base, however. The Lost Cube. I’ve figured out the path it takes.”

Jova shrugged one shoulder. “The Tomb of Sadness was said to belong to the Good Shepherds. Your Herdsmen might have had more than one base. And this one, at least, we already know about.”

Scorio considered, then glanced at Moira, who nodded in encouragement.

“Travel companions.” He tested the words. There was no point in pretending either Leonis or Jova would be more than that. At least, not at first.

Fool, he heard Naomi hiss. How many times do you need this traitor to stab you in the back before you learn your lesson?

But she’d helped him kill Praximar. Had expressed her unerring confidence in him before his duel against Plassus. Had given her all to the war effort against the Blood Ox.

And there was no denying her power. How she would tilt the odds in their favor.

But more than that.

With her he felt himself. Not a mentor, not a big brother, not a battle-scarred hero.

Just Scorio.

And she had precious intelligence as to their foe.

“Sure,” he said at last, and a tremor of relief and satisfaction passed through him. “We can travel together.”

“Excellent,” said Moira, inclining her head in what might have been thanks. “I’ve no doubt as to the importance of your quest. Anything that raises the odds of your success is of the utmost value to all of us.”

Jova’s dark gaze glittered, and then she, too, inclined her head. “Travel companions.”

“Travel companions,” agreed Scorio. “Nothing less, nothing more.”

Leonis grunted. “When do we leave?”

“First,” cut in Moira, “you all need a little orientation on what’s awaiting you in the next layer of hell. The Silverines can be… overwhelming.”

And just like that it was done. Jova and Leonis would travel with them into the south. Their team had grown from four to six.

Incredible.

They entered Scorio’s stone house, everyone drifting to the benches that lined the wall. Leonis remained by the door, arms still crossed, to lean against the jamb. Moira moved to the back so that everyone could face her.

“I’ll try to be succinct,” she began. “The Silver Unfathom is a strange realm. Like its mana, its fiends and landscape are mercurial and difficult to pin down. It’s one and a half times as far to cross as the Telurian Band, but if you’re not careful, it can seem much, much farther than that.”

“Because of the Silverine Suns,” said Jova.

“Because of the Silverine Suns,” agreed Moira. “Which represent the ultimate evolution of the Silverine fiends. They’re a wondrous race. Or species. Or collection of species. In short, they evolve as they absorb mana, rising from mindless eel-like fiends that throng the many Silver pools to ultimately become, well, massive… monolithic entities that are too complex for us to converse with. Those, in turn, become or somehow join with the Suns that hang in the Silver Unfathom’s skies, which are literal spheres of incredible power that warp everything in their vicinity. If you stray too close, you’ll be pulled from your current plane of existence into a mirrored reflection, and that’s where you can truly get lost.”

“They create alternate planes of existence?” asked Scorio.

“Reflections, yes. Great Souls can wander through six or more versions of the Silver Unfathom without realizing they’ve gone astray, becoming separated from their companions, turned about, and lost within versions of hell that have completely different landmarks, denizens, everything. Fortunately, this multiplicity is limited to the Silver Unfathom, so that ultimately everyone either emerges back into the Telurian Band or the Lustrous Maria. The unwary, however, may lose months as they seek their lost companions, or travel in circles in alien landscapes.”

Scorio caught sight of Kelona’s worried glance, but ignored it. “So we stay away from the Suns?”

“That’s what Great Souls did before the Red Road was laid down,” agreed Moira, “but even then it was a chancy affair. It wasn’t until the Red Keep was established and the thirty way stations planted along the Red Road’s length that a safer route was created.” Moira spoke over Kelona’s question. “Because since its founding, a Charnel Duke or Duchess has always presided over the Red Keep, and maintained an unbroken chain of continuous dominion so that the Red Keep is an island of constancy in an ocean of change. Dominion that extends not outwards in a great circle, but along the length of the Red Road. Great Souls who stay on this ancient road will safely find their way.”

Scorio nodded slowly. “So if we keep to this road, we won’t have any difficulty?”

“Correct. Unfortunately, our strength in the Silver Unfathom has been massively reduced by the war against the Blood Ox. The Twilight Lady has remained at her post throughout, however, maintaining her dominion. If you stay on the Red Road, you’ll find safe passage through the Unfathom.”

“But our quest will take us all over the place,” protested Kelona.

“The Tomb of Sadness is not on the Red Road,” agreed Jova.

“Then you’ll need a guide.” Moira stated it as simple fact. “A Silverine fiend who can help you navigate the overlapping layers.”

“So they’re friendly?” asked Nyrix. “The fiends? I’d heard they were… unreliable.”

“To be sure. As mercurial as their realm. But Scorio here has a knack for befriending fiends, and our kind’s history is littered with tales of Silverines taking a fancy to us. They’re drawn to the way stations. In fact, the first way station on the border of the Telurian Band and the Silver Unfathom is usually thick with them, each angling for favor. You’ll not have much difficulty finding one who’ll agree to act as your guide. The trick lies in managing that partnership so that they prove… reliable.”

Xandera sniffed. “They shall do as they are told, or suffer the consequences.”

“What else?” asked Jova. “This Twilight Lady. Reliable?”

“Absolutely. Insofar as she’s ruled the Red Keep for over a century.” Moira raised a hand to forestall questions. “Lady Krula can slow time, and she’s no crone. I’ve never met her, but heard that she looks just a little over forty years old. The story is that she lost her identical twin a century ago, and refuses to go deeper into hell until she finds her. Regardless, she’s withstood all the politics and backstabbing that’s infested the Red Keep for over a hundred years. So she clearly takes her responsibilities in the Silver Unfathom seriously.”

“And these factions?” Scorio almost didn’t want to ask, his mind returning to the intrigue that had roiled the Fury Spires. “Anything we need to know?”

“Fortunately for you, the political game in the Silver Unfathom was decimated along with everything else. I’m sure it’s ramping back up again as everyone returns to their posts. As far as I can tell, the main faction that still operates against Lady Krula is a movement to siphon the Silverine Suns for their mana.”

“Siphon?” Xandera’s tone was rich with contempt. “You mean enslave?”

“No, siphon. The Suns…” Moira considered. “They’re fiends, in a sense, but no longer sentient. Not in the way we understand. They’re vast reservoirs of power that are said to detonate every couple of centuries or so, completely changing the landscape of the Silver Unfathom and causing all the Silverines close by to evolve. This political faction argues that even one Sun possesses enough Silver mana to empower every Great Soul from the Silver Unfathom all the way up to Bastion for years. It’s said that even Bravurn considered the scheme until he settled upon the blazeborns and the Gold trade as safer and more profitable.”

Scorio’s expression was sour. “And the reason it’s not done?”

“The Suns are akin to gods to the fiends of the Silver Unfathom,” said Moira simply. “Attempting to siphon one would begin a religious war.”

“Let me guess,” said Jova. “It’s not an option because we’d not win, not because it’s wrong.”

“Correct. Though the Unifiers, as the faction calls itself, argue that there are ways to accomplish it without bloodshed. Regardless. Just steer clear of them and their madness.”

“Done,” said Xandera promptly.

“Our path might take us into the Lustrous Maria,” said Scorio. “Anything we should know about that?”

Moira laughed. “It’s even bigger than the Silver Unfathom. If you’re going in that direction, ask the Twilight Lady for information. She’s become an expert over the years, seeing as she’s had to contend with the continuous disaster that the Lustrous Maria has been all these years.”

“Fair enough,” said Scorio. “Thanks for the advice.”

“Now, to bureaucracy. Scorio’s asked that I oversee the swearing of your Heart Oaths.” Moira smoothed her robes over her thighs. “To make sure you’re not beholden to the Herdsmen in any way, nor associated with them, nor hiding anything about them that you haven’t shared so far. Nyrix, Kelona? Are you willing to swear this Heart Oath?”

“Yes,” said Kelona, and then raised her chin. “As long as Scorio does the same.” She flushed and looked his way. “I’m sorry if this sounds rude, but if you’re this paranoid, then, well. Nyrix and I were talking it over. We deserve the same consideration.”

Scorio inclined his head. “That sounds fair.”

“Good. I mean, thank you.”

“Wait.” Jova’s stare was flat. “We have to swear Heart Oaths now? I wasn’t aware of this condition.”

“I’d appreciate it.” Scorio kept his tone mild. “Nothing elaborate. Just enough to make sure we’re all on the same team.”

“I’m not a Herdsman,” rumbled Leonis. “I’ve nothing to hide. I’ll swear that oath.”

Jova glanced at the big man, then sighed. “I’m obviously not one either. But fine. After what happened with Krantar and the Shadow Petal, I guess I understand.”

“Good.” Moira’s smile was all business. “Then let’s get this done so I can assist Scorio with his Pyre Lord abilities. Ready?”

Now it was Scorio’s turn to feel his face heat up as he steadfastly ignored Jova.

“Scorio needs help with his vortices?” Jova’s tone was, if not artless, then carefully neutral.

“I’m always open to pointers,” said Scorio, rising to his feet. “We’ll make it quick. I want to head into the Silver Unfathom today.”

Jova raised an eyebrow, and for the first time that day actually smiled.


Chapter 7

Scorio

After the Heart Oaths were sworn, Leonis and Jova departed to collect their packs, leaving Moira and Scorio to wander LastRock until they found a quiet square. They’d walked in silence the whole way, both sunk in thought. Scorio’s alternated between doubt and optimism, but he looked up when Moira turned to face him full-on. She didn’t speak, and after a moment he frowned at her pensive silence.

“What? Aren’t you going to tell me about my Pyre Lord powers?”

“Hmm. I’m curious.”

“About?”

“Why you’ve not been experimenting with your new powers by yourself.”

“I’ve been…” He shrugged, annoyed. “Busy.”

“Busy.”

Scorio thought on the journey from the Fury Spires to LastRock. The long afternoons he’d spent staring out at nothing, forearms resting on the railing ropes, the dunerunner endlessly coursing over the sands, and looked away.

“I fear you’re not ready for what’s to come,” said Moira softly. “What happened with Naomi near broke you, Scorio. Stop. I’m not looking for an argument. I’m stating facts. The young man who confronted me after his time in the Crucible was practically breathing fire. Now? You’re… withdrawn. Hardened. That fire’s banked to barely a glow.”

Scorio took a deep breath. “I appreciate the concern. But you’ve already convinced me to accept Jova and Leonis into my team. That’s an improvement, right? And regardless, I’m not going to stop.”

“I know that.” Moira allowed frustration to bleed into her words. “That’s the one unvarying constant about you. But look. What you’re attempting to do next will dwarf all that’s come before. Everything about the Silver Unfathom is bigger, more dangerous, and more complex than the Telurian Band. And then again for the Lustrous Maria. The Silverine fiends will be drawn to your pain like carrion birds to a carcass. Unless you can center, can find closure, can focus on what’s to come, you’ll not only fail to manifest your Pyre Lord powers, but you’ll be unequal to the task.”

“This has to be the worst inspirational speech I’ve ever heard.”

Moira smirked. “Pyre Lords don’t give each other inspirational speeches, Scorio. You’re a big boy now. You’ve earned the right to be taken seriously. But your own lack of interest in your new powers is cause for concern. If you go through the motions, you’ll not only fail yourself, you’ll fail those following your lead.”

“Jova can take care of herself.”

“I’m not talking about her. Could Kelona be any more naive and enthusiastic? There’s a dangerous amount of hero worship going on between her and you. Nyrix is more steady, but his temperament is that of a follower, and he’s never been beyond the Telurian Band.”

“And Xandera is a literal child,” agreed Scorio reluctantly. “Well. A child that can summon volcanoes.”

Moira raised her fist as if to bump his sternum, but held herself back. “You need to wake up. You need to rouse that fire. You need to find that outrage. And you’ll know you’ve done so when your thirst for power returns. Because right now? You look like you couldn’t care less about making Blood Baron.”

Because I don’t, he almost admitted, but caught himself. He wanted to argue out of sheer orneriness, but didn’t. She was right. “What do you suggest?”

“Well, I’ve got a gift for you.”

“Your touch?”

“I’m not an idiot. No. Something better. A sweet little present all wrapped in a bow and waiting for you at the Red Keep.”

Scorio raised a brow.

“Dameon. Remember him? A contact of mine tells me he’s working his influence at the Red Keep.”

A flickerflash of memories rushed through Scorio, and his hands curled into fists.

“There we go,” said Moira approvingly. “There’s no guarantee he’ll still be there when you arrive, especially if word reaches him that you’re coming, but I’d wager you’re looking forward to catching up.”

Scorio licked his dry lower lip and nodded ever so slowly.

“Good. Focus on that. Bring to mind your worst memories of what’s happened, what’s set you on this path, and let that propel you forward. Now. Are you in the right frame to focus on your growth?”

Scorio inhaled deeply and felt a smoldering anger that was more temperate than fury, steadier and more purposeful than mere rage. It was the deep burning core that had kept him going during his two years in the Crucible. That had remained after the white-hot heat of his vengeance had slaked itself on Evelyn’s and Davelos’ and Simeon’s and Ydrielle’s deaths.

Nothing could be right, nothing could be in joint and square while Dameon yet drew breath.

“I’m ready,” he rasped.

“Then listen well. One achieves Pyre Lord upon integrating your sense of self into a unified whole, drawing upon all prior revelations and developments. That unity of mind and heart is what allows us to begin our true mastery over mana. Before, we could only cajole what was immediately around us into our Hearts. Now? We can extend our will into the air, and siphon mana into our vortices which act as portals to our reservoirs.”

“Right,” said Scorio. “How do I summon them?”

“The technique depends on the mastery we developed when we transitioned from Flame Vault to Dread Blaze. The ability to finely control the rate and flow of mana into our Hearts. The vortices are an extension of that will. They are nothing in and of themselves; they’re just your attention cast out into the world.”

Scorio stared blankly at her.

“Alright, a practical example. Say, over there. At the entrance to that street across the plaza. Can you draw the mana that’s pooled just beyond it?”

“No. It’s too far away.”

“For your old technique, yes. No longer. All I need do is will a vortex to go there, and I can siphon the mana directly across the intervening distance without it needing to actually travel to me. Pay close attention.”

Scorio focused on Moira with his Heart sense, that intuitive sense that allowed him to visualize his own perfectly spherical Heart and detect the Bronze mana that swirled thickly about them.

From her chest flew forth a disturbance, a roiling complexity that was somehow recognizable as Moira’s, discernible in the same manner that a whirlpool is betrayed by the action of the water around it. It flitted across the plaza and stopped at the mouth of the far street, where it began to drain the Bronze swiftly into its spinning core.

“Now draw your attention back to my Heart. Can you sense the mana filling my reservoir?”

Scorio frowned and sought to see it. There. A hint of Moira’s Heart, large and craggy, black and gleaming like a shard of obsidian, vaguely rounded. And within? He squinted, as if that would help, and dimly, distantly, heard a rushing susurrus like a waterfall detected through a tract of woodland.

“Hmm.” Moira considered him. “You can see my Heart?”

“It’s… it comes and goes.” And in that moment he lost it.

“It seems you’ve exchanged finesse for brute force. I’m shocked. Really. It’s a sense that takes refinement, but… hmm. You ascended to Dread Blaze in only a couple of months. I thought at the time that reflected your supernatural mana-shaping talents. Now…?”

Had Scorio ever shared the secret of his Delightful Secret Marinating Technique with Moira? In all the chaos and movement, he wasn’t sure. No. He’d enjoyed her shock and surprise, and explained his ascension flippantly at the time.

“I cheated. Kind of. Used a fiendish technique that’s similar to a Pyre Lord’s Mana Manipulation power to leapfrog the lesson.”

“I… see.” She clearly didn’t. “A blazeborn technique?”

“Imperial Ghost Toad.”

“So you sidestepped the mana-control aspect of ascension. How finely can you control the rate of influx into your reservoir?”

Scorio grimaced. “About as well as when I was a Flame Vault.”

“Well. You’re going to have to work on that. Accomplished Pyre Lords can tell at a glance the rank of another Great Soul by examining the state of their Heart and reservoir. It’s an important ability. Those with talent can even tell what type of mana’s been stocked, and how much of it lies in another’s reservoir. It’s also foundational to wielding your vortices.”

“Great.” Hadn’t Naomi warned him about the possibility of something like this? Too bad. What was done was done. “Still, I can already drain local mana directly into my Heart. Maybe I don’t need to depend on the vortices so much.”

“An interesting technique, this toad ability of yours. But, no. You said you couldn’t touch the mana across the plaza. With my four vortices I can tap distant mana all around us. I could, if I wanted, triangulate my vortices around you so that the area was rapidly drained and left you without any to call on.”

“My reservoir’s pretty big. I’d probably gut you before that became a problem.”

Moira smiled. “So sweet. But that’s a weak argument. If you want to continue advancing at the same rate, you’re going to have to shore up your weaknesses. Which means refining your control. Perhaps… I don’t know, perhaps your toad technique will synergize with traditional Pyre Lord abilities in even more useful ways. But for now, you need to master the basic steps so that you can send forth vortices. Which, as I said, is but an extension of your will. Once your refinement is sufficiently exquisite, you can visualize them flying to where you need them to go. At higher ranks they’ll take on a life of their own, but for now they need active oversight.”

Scorio nodded glumly. “Fine. I’ll do the work.”

“Cheer up. Despite your shortcuts, you’re still at an advantage: your perfectly, impossibly spherical Heart will allow you to manifest many more vortices than anyone else.”

Scorio quirked a brow. “How so?”

“The number of vortices directly correlates with the perfection of your Heart. Do you recall how your Heart appeared when you first saw it?”

“Sure. Like a rough chunk of coal.”

“And if it had remained in that state, you’d have been lucky to summon a single vortex. But our ascension to Pyre Lord shapes and refines our Hearts as a byproduct of learning to manipulate our reservoirs and the mana around us. Most Great Souls smooth down the roughest edges, but no more. If you’ve glimpsed my Heart, you’ll see that I’ve only managed to sand it down into something approximating a very rough oval. But yours?”

“People keep calling it ridiculous.”

“Because it is. Your time in the Crucible continues to pay dividends. With such a perfect Heart, I wouldn’t be surprised if you can’t summon a dozen vortices when you come fully into your power, something that most have to wait until they’re a Crimson Countess or the like.”

“Huh.” Scorio perked up. “So, I’m still pretty incredible.”

Moira rolled her eyes. “I’d pat you on the head if that wouldn’t make you scream in horror. Yes, Scorio. You’re still pretty incredible.”

Scorio allowed her droll, withering tone to wash right off him. “What do I need to do now?”

“All the hard work you skipped. Mana Manipulation is essential to surviving deeper in hell. What seems a luxury here is critical to dealing with the more advanced fiends, or hell forfend, true fiends. What Plassus did to you in the duel was but a taste of what battles are like in the depths. You have to master these fundamentals.”

Scorio saw the Blood Ox’s dolorous face once more as he summoned a fleck of Noumenon, and felt himself grow sober. “Alright. Yes. I will.”

“Good. I’d recommend taking as much time as you can afford to work with mana, to control its rate of influx into your reservoir, and once you feel like your control is at its finest, begin externalizing that effort by pushing the gravitational pull a few inches or a foot outside your Heart. The sensation should be intuitive to you as a Pyre Lord, and is the first step in manifesting your vortices.”

Again Scorio could only nod.

“Also. You’re no doubt already aware, but neither Kelona nor Leonis can enter the Lustrous Maria without suffering from the Curse. I don’t know how close they are to making Dread Blaze, but they need to master the same technique if they’re to remain in your group. You could train together so as to help them along.”

“I’m not sure Leonis is going to be open to my help.”

“No.” Moira considered. “At least, not at first. But from what I’ve heard, he’s grown obsessive about his training. If he thinks he can use you to accomplish his goals, I’m sure he’ll come around.”

“Great.” Scorio went to press further, to ask her advice, or thoughts, on the events that had caused Leonis to sour, then thought better of it. “Thanks.”

“And I’ll urge you again: take your time getting to the Red Keep. Train. Try to help your companions rise through the ranks. Master your vortices. I know you want to find the Herdsmen yesterday, and kill them all the day before that, but you won’t be equal to the task, you or your team, if you all arrive at this Lost Cube as you are. You need to grow stronger. You need to train.”

“Right, right.” But Scorio brushed aside her words. “We’ll do our training at night as we head to the Red Keep. I kind of want to have a chat with Dameon.”

“You’re not listening to me.” To his surprise, Moira smiled. “But then few do until they’ve made a true mess and come asking me to rescue them. So, one more time: go slow. Train. You’re not ready for the Silverines and the entirety of the Silver Unfathom.”

Scorio took a steadying breath, forcing himself to nod patiently. “I hear you. We’ll train. Hard.”

“Fine. If there’s anything I can do to help, I will. And I’ll keep you abreast of developments.”

“You’ve been a real help, Moira.” Scorio struggled to find the words. Even now he couldn’t just lower his guard. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. I’ll keep you informed as I go.”

“That’s all I can ask for. Remember. The more I know, the more I can help.” Her gaze glittered. “We’re on the same side, Scorio.”

For now, he almost said, and she must have sensed it, because she snorted in amusement and shook her head.

“And…” His words caught in his throat. If you hear anything about Naomi. But he couldn’t make himself ask. And it wasn’t as if Moira didn’t already know.

“Sure.” She understood regardless. “I’ll keep an ear out.”

“Thank you.”

For a moment they stood thus, regarding each other, then Moira smiled. “I almost suggested Ravenna accompany you.”

“You did?” He couldn’t mask his surprise. “Why?”

“She needs to get out more.” Moira looked away. “She’s driven, whip smart, and talented. But her experiences in this incarnation have been… harsh. She’s internalized some bad lessons. For one, she believes she needs to attach herself to more powerful people so as to grow in power herself.” Moira pursed her lips, narrowing her eyes as she stared at some memory. “That’s not always a bad idea, but we all need experience in the field, relying on our judgments and instincts. Learning to trust our own intuition. But when I suggested she consider traveling with you, she refused.”

Scorio waited, listening.

“Ravenna believes she can grow powerful by association. As I become a locus of regional power, she will also rise. But that belief stems from pain and failure and loss of confidence, and it’ll only hold her back in the end.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Scorio.

“As am I.” Moira sighed. “Anyway, the reason here is because, like me, you’re a Pyre Lord now. Which means others will look to you for guidance. Flame Vaults, Dread Blazes. They’re all still so caught up in what they need to accomplish next to advance that they fail to consider what’s really best for them in the long run. They’re all tactics, no strategy. That’s where you can help them most.”

“Me?” Scorio tried for a mocking smile. “Have you forgotten whom you’re talking to?”

“You’ve changed.” She considered him. “Loss and time will do that to all of us. You’re not the man you once were, for better or worse. So I know you’ll look out for Kelona and Nyrix, possibly even Leonis and Xandera. When the time comes, you’ll have to decide what’s best for them, even if they don’t agree. That’s what it means to be a Pyre Lord. To take care of those beneath your command.”

Scorio nodded. “I hear you. I’ll do my best.”

She laughed. “You’ll do more than that, I wager. At least, you have so far. Well.” Moira smoothed down the front of her robes. “I’ll be heading back to my work. When do you intend to leave?”

“Honestly? Soon. I’m not sure how far I can fly in my dragon form while carrying people, so I want to play it safe. I’d love to reach the first way station before nightfall if possible.”

“Soon indeed, then. I’ll be there in an hour.”

“Alright.” Scorio took a step back, considered the Pyre Lady, then inclined his head respectfully. “See you then.”

* *

A small crowd turned out to watch them depart.

Lianshi and Juniper came, along with Taron, Fyrona, Merideva, and a handful of other familiar faces. Moira and Ravenna stood at the front of the group, and Scorio’s chest grew tight as he considered all these companions and friends he was leaving behind.

But the time had come.

The air grew sharp with tension and excitement. Leonis and Jova had arrived a short while ago, their traveling packs light. Kelona couldn’t stop grinning. Nyrix kept double checking the great long straps that bound their two heavy packs together, and Xandera was skipping about the plaza, singing something under her breath and leaving burning footprints in her wake.

“So you’re off?” asked Lianshi, drawing close, her expression a complex mix of false heartiness, good cheer, and guilt. “Everything ready?”

“Ready as we’ll ever be,” said Scorio, and forced a smile. “As much food as we could scrounge, some tents, enough water to bathe in. Nothing left to be done, I think?”

“Ready to go!” beamed Xandera, drawing close. “At least, I am. The Silver Unfathom! I can’t wait to see my first Silverine Sun.”

“I’m jealous,” smiled Lianshi. “We’re heading out tomorrow. There’s still a whale ship at the old army camp at the top of the Telurian Band. With a little luck, it’ll be there when we arrive, and carry us to the Fury Spires, where we’ll catch a ride back to the Fiery Shoals on The Celestial Coffer.”

“All the books are packed?” asked Scorio.

“Not nearly,” smiled Juniper. Tall and blonde, Juniper had grown tanned and strong in the years since he’d seen her last at Manticore’s Chasm camp. Settled, calm, but something in the depths of her gaze betrayed a haunted complexity. “She was up all night trying to decide what had to come, what could stay behind. She was convinced right till the end that we could simply take all of the several thousand books back with us.”

“They’re just so many—” began Lianshi, then visibly cut herself off. “I whittled it down to six medium-sized chests.”

“Huge chests,” said Juniper, tone fond as she slipped her arm through Lianshi’s.

“Moderately large chests,” allowed Lianshi.

“I’ll take a look at what you left behind,” said Ravenna, who’d drawn close. “Let you know if there’s anything of value.”

Lianshi’s eyes lit up. “Thank you.”

“Well.” Scorio took a deep breath. “The best of luck to you all. I don’t know when we’ll meet again, but take good care of yourselves till we do.”

“Our paths shall cross again,” said Moira quietly. “Whether in the Telurian Band, Bastion, or deeper in hell, I don’t know, but we shall see each other once more before the end comes.”

“In this life or the next,” said Nyrix.

For a moment they stood thus, heads bowed. Scorio felt the urge to embrace Lianshi, but it wasn’t her, not the Lianshi he wanted to hug. So instead he gave everyone a tight smile, a brisk nod, and walked away.

“Where’s he going?” he heard Juniper ask quietly.

“He needs room,” replied Lianshi. “Like, actual physical room.”

Scorio moved to the center of the plaza and cast about. This would do. He used his modified Delightful Secret Marinating Technique to begin pouring Bronze mana directly into his Heart, bypassing his reservoir, and it lit up with a great blaze as he simultaneously willed it to Ignite.

Power.

It suffused him, seemingly endless, effortlessly devoured by his huge and perfect Heart, which captured so much of the mana’s energy that almost none was lost.

For a moment, Scorio hung his head, bemused, at the memory of how cracked it had once been, and how he used to lose almost a third of everything he burned to fissures riven deep in his old Heart.

No longer.

A deep breath, and he willed himself to change.

Power blossomed within him, and he grew.

Flowed up into his mighty new form, wings growing to extend the size of sails out over the plaza. His tail thrust back, mighty and muscular, and he fell to all fours as great talons dug into the rock and splintered the stone.

Power. Fell, draconic might. The plaza shrunk around him as he swelled in size, as big as a dunerunner, but longer, more lithe and catlike than those giant bugs, his neck sinuous, his jaw powerful and reinforced, a wealth of horns sweeping back from the crest of his head. Black, scaled and plated, he inhaled deeply, his cart-sized chest expanding, and only then turned, mindful of not knocking over the plaza’s statue with his tail, to gaze at where everyone stood.

Juniper’s eyes were wide, her expression dazed, whereas Xandera looked ready to cheer. Jova’s face had gone hard and expressionless, while Leonis gaped. For a moment, everyone simply stared, and then Nyrix hefted one of the huge packs.

The young man’s sangfroid in the face of Scorio’s overwhelming might was welcome.

“Ready?” asked the Dread Blaze, and Scorio padded over, his bulk moving with feline grace as he prowled across the plaza to lower down to his belly.

Nyrix hesitated, suddenly tentative, and then placed a boot on the elbow of Scorio’s front leg and levered himself up. With a grunt he heaved the pack over Scorio’s back, and Kelona lifted the second one so that the straps lay between the great horns that ran down his spine.

Scorio adjusted his weight, shifting his shoulders from side to side so that the large packs hung comfortably, and then brought his head around to nod at Nyrix. “That works.”

“I can’t believe this is happening,” said Kelona, delighted, and then used but a fraction of her power to leap high and land on all fours atop Scorio’s back. “Between the wings? More by the shoulders?”

“Get comfortable,” Scorio replied, his voice magnified and deep, reverberating to fill the plaza. “We’ll figure it out as we fly.”

“How fast can you go?” asked Taron, tone hushed. The pale Pyre Lord and former unit leader was doing his level best not to look stunned. “Do you think you can reach the Red Keep in less than a week?”

“We’re going to find out,” replied Scorio. It was odd to feel Nyrix and Kelona finding a spot to sit athwart his shoulders and neck. Xandera laughed as she climbed with unabashed glee up his great back leg, and then lay down between his wings, her presence warm as a sunbaked stone.

He straightened his forelegs so that he was seated, and extended his wings out wide. “You might want to get back. The wind will be fierce.”

Jova had risen atop her plinth of stone, Leonis standing just behind, and with an inscrutable expression veered back and rose higher to peel away and ascend into the sky.

Everyone hurried into the mouth of the street, and then crowded close together but for Moira, who stood apart, hands on her hips, eyes shining as she gazed up at him.

“Hold on,” warned Scorio, and he sank deeper yet, than sprang up, hurling himself into the sky. His wings blasted downward, sending great drafts of dust and chipped stone flying.

For a moment, the world felt jealous of his flight, sucked at him like treacherous mud, and he strained to tear himself free, but then he was aloft, sloping up and forward, out over the rooftops, gaining height with each huge wingbeat, powering up higher and higher.

Laughs and whoops came from Kelona and Xandera, and he felt them wriggling and holding on tight as his great muscles worked and surged beneath his scaled hide.

Faces turned up to watch them go as they flew over the first streets, people shouting and pointing, but Scorio ignored them. Tried to deny the satisfaction he derived from their surprise and shock.

Jova led the way, skimming out over LastRock. Scorio drank greedily of the ambient mana, willing it to flow directly into his burning Heart as he surged forward. With each wingbeat he slid through the arid air, and then they were over the great ruined walls and crossing the mesa itself, his shadow a diffuse blob that coursed over rocks and ravines.

Jova swayed out wide, glancing occasionally in his direction as she calibrated her speed. Was he holding her back? Pushing her too fast? How much would carrying Leonis tire her? The weight on his own back was significant. Would he be able to fly all day with his passengers?

Already he felt himself straining to pour enough mana into his Heart, to maintain the equilibrium with the mana draw this massive form demanded.

Questions that would inevitably answer themselves.

Faster he went, his shoulder and chest muscles warming pleasantly, his tail undulating and long like a war banner behind, his eyes immune to the wind.

“Here we go!” shouted Kelona as they reached the mesa’s end, and then all land fell away and they were truly out and into the sky, high above the distant desert, spearing south, ever south, toward the horizon.

Raw, savage anticipation filled Scorio’s being at last. They were quit of LastRock. Done with friends who were now strangers, strangers who were now friends. Leaving behind the complexities and shadows that had been dragging him down, making him melancholic, filling him with doubt.

Beyond them lay all of hell, and he aimed to conquer it.


Chapter 8

Scorio

Flight.

Scorio never felt more free.

With his huge wings extended, he glided on the baking hot thermals that rose from the desert below, his body exhibiting a natural intuition as to how to angle his wings so as to flow smoothly over the rises and falls of air.

It reminded him of navigating mana densities while aboard a whale ship, knowing when to bank, when to climb, when to dive.

But now, as his own self, it was more graceful, more natural, and he took a deep and immense pleasure in simply sliding through the winds and navigating the columns of air. He was large enough that he could throw his weight around, power through drafts and only needing to adjust minutely to accommodate the more powerful gusts.

What would it be like to fly through the Wind Wall back on the Rascor Plains? An experience for another time, but one he relished.

The Telurian Band flowed by beneath them. The Bone Plains had been atypical of the Telurian Band as a whole, a great triangular wedge of white sands and undulating dunes. Here, beyond LastRock, the land was once more brackish and metallic, great lakes and scattered ponds reflecting the turmoil of the sky in hues of green, acid-wash yellow, deep umber, and miasmic blue. The land was uneasy, rising and falling in sharp, shattered hills, cleft by numerous ravines and canyons, and rarely covered by vegetation of any kind.

Fascinating. To see it from up on high. His shadow far below was diffuse but definite, and rippled over every obstacle, uncaring for depth or height.

This would have taken them forever to cross on foot.

Bronze mana flowed past them, and Scorio labored to maintain a constant siphon of the ambient power, pouring it directly into his great Heart so that his draconic form was maintained. Carrying his three companions and their packs easily doubled the effort, and to his chagrin he realized he’d not be able to remain aloft much longer without a rest.

But how wondrous. How magnificent he felt. Long and lethal, all sinuous grace sheathed in black scales and clothed in huge muscles. Wings and tail, claws and serpentine neck, his broad chest straining and relaxing with each beat of his wings, the vast muscles around his shoulders and down his back working in counterpoint.

His appearance in the sky startled herds of fiends into flight. A large band of Okoz below let out shrill warning hoots and fled to the west, hurling their gorilla-like forms into vast leaps as they cast terrified looks up in his direction. A flock of tentacled flying fiends arose from where they’d been lazing amidst copper pools to trail after them curiously, and Scorio hoped they would press him and give cause for battle. For he remembered well how they’d harried him on the Bone Plains, shrieking and snapping at him with their praying mantis claws, their fluid alien shapes diving after him and forcing him to fight for his life.

Now? He was curious how even a dozen would fare against his dragon fire.

But they clearly thought better of it, and Jova was flying too close to his side to be an easy target, so they peeled away to sink back down amidst toxic mudflats.

The relief from his riding companions was palpable. They’d been holding on tightly to his hide and spines, and only when the fiends were gone did they relax.

Lianshi had said it was a hundred miles to the Silver Unfathom, and that from even the highest vantage on LastRock you could only see some twenty miles to the horizon. A hundred miles to the Cinder Fields, where the Telurian sun descended to hover over the charcoal plain for a span of hours before rising once more into the sky.

Another wonder of hell, and Scorio found his curiosity rising, his gaze straining toward the horizon as he searched for sign of the blackening.

Flight was peaceful. Meditative, and his thoughts strayed to considering the many sources of light he’d observed across hell thus far. The sun-wire in Bastion proper. The tiny and rapidly shuttling sun of the Ash Belt. The general darkness of the Iron Weald, that was only lit by the Rascor Plains to the north and the Telurian Band to the south.

And now he observed the shimmering sun that descended as a ball of burgundy toward the horizon. There were a dozen of them, he’d learned, equally spaced out across the circumference of the Telurian Band. They rose, hovered in the sky for a few hours, then fell once more toward the Cinder Fields, a stretch of desert so blackened and seared by their eternal heat that nothing there grew. Passable only when the suns were at their greatest apogee, and then only for a few hours.

Who had set these suns in motion? Why was hell divided into its bands, and why was each band once and a half again as deep as the previous one before it, till one reached the equator of hell beyond which the pattern reversed itself? Was there a guiding intelligence behind Acherzua, or had it always simply been here, before the Great Souls emerged through the portal to Eterra to do battle with the fiends on their home turf?

Scorio allowed these idle thoughts to play through his mind. Jova skimmed above the desert below, Leonis having sat cross-legged at the base of the plinth, his eyes closed, hands resting on his knees as he meditated.

Scorio fought for as long as he could, but finally conceded and dipped his wings to begin a great circling descent. Jova caught sight of his maneuver and angled after. Around and around he flew, the others holding on tight, till at last the great rocky plain arose to greet them and he landed, racing a dozen steps as he banked his wings to finally come to a stop, his massive lungs heaving.

His Heart was on the verge of guttering.

“Are you alright?” called Xandera.

“Fine.” His voice was hoarse from effort. “Need to rest.”

Everyone dismounted just before his Heart went out, and Scorio shrank back to his human form to crouch, hands between his knees, heading hanging low.

Jova landed a few paces away, the plinth touching down and canting at an off angle on the rough stone. “Ran out of mana?”

“Yeah,” said Scorio, wiping the sweat from his brow. In his draconic form he only registered the muscle burn, but now that he was human again his actual heart was racing, his body feverish, his muscles turgid and hot. “It’s a lot of work, holding that form.”

“And carrying us,” agreed Nyrix, moving to check the broad straps. “It’s amazing that you were able to fly for so long.”

“What was that, you reckon?” Scorio glanced up at the others.

“An hour?” asked Kelona, unsure. “Maybe a little more?”

“Only an hour? Damn it.” LastRock had already disappeared from sight to the north, the mesa swallowed by the haze, and though the Telurian sun seemed larger to the south, the air marginally warmer, even, they’d not come nearly as far as he’d hoped.

“Well, we won’t be reaching the Red Keep in one go,” said Jova, digging out her waterskin. Scorio tried to parse her tone. Amusement? Contempt? Relief? He couldn’t sense much of anything. Perhaps she was just stating facts. “I remember you flew nonstop with… back when I was chasing you that one time. To Bastion.”

“That was in my scaled form,” he agreed. “Much easier to fuel. My dragon body requires immense amounts of mana.”

“Would it help if we walked?” asked Kelona, tone worried. “I don’t want to push you too hard, and—”

“No, we’ll make better time if we fly,” said Scorio firmly. “You alright, Xandera?”

The blazeborn queen had kneeled on the rocks, feeling no discomfort from their sharp edges, and placed her palms on the raw stone. Her skin had grown slightly ashen, and she’d closed her eyes.

“Hmm?” She seemed to return from a very distant place, blinking and turning to him. “Oh. I… being on your back, so far from Acherzua, it… I suppose it weakened me. I was beginning to feel light, insubstantial. I just need—just for a moment—to touch the ground, to feel…”

“Oh,” said Kelona, moving to kneel beside her. “Is this like some blazeborn connection to the ground?”

“I suppose?” Xandera sounded unsure. “I don’t think my kind has ever done much flying before.”

“Another good reason to take breaks,” said Jova firmly. “I think we’ve covered perhaps fifteen miles, maybe a little more. Scorio, how long do you need to recover?”

“I don’t know.” He tried to bite back his frustration, to again not read judgment in her words. “I’ll tell you when I’m good.”

Jova pursed her lips and raised both palms as if deflecting animosity, and turned away to stare south.

Scorio felt a pang of embarrassment. It had been a fair question. “I’m sorry. I just… I was hoping I’d last longer.”

“Don’t feel so bad,” said Nyrix, tone smug. “It happens to every Pyre Lord, now and again.”

“Wait,” said Kelona, grinning uncertainly. “Are you—?!”

Nyrix raised an eyebrow, his expression one of studied innocence.

“Ha!” Kelona beamed.

“Great,” muttered Scorio. “I really am traveling with children.”

“I’m growing fast!” protested Xandera.

“I mean, not you. You’re a child. I just—never mind.” Scorio accepted a waterskin from Nyrix who could no longer restrain his grin. “This is going to be a long trip.”

“Then hurry up and restore your reservoir,” said Leonis, tone cold. “And we can shorten it.”

The mood, which had begun to lighten, died.

Leonis gazed blankly at Scorio, as if daring him to protest, then walked away to sit on the far side of Jova’s plinth, waterskin in hand.

“Well, that was lovely,” said Kelona quietly.

“He’s right, though.” Scorio took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Just give me a moment. I’ll be ready soon.”

* * *

It was hard to tell time out on the Telurian Band, but the sun had sunk measurably lower when they were finally aloft once more. It was immediately apparent that they weren’t going to make the Cinder Fields in time to cross to the first way station, but Scorio had already made his peace with that. They’d probably get about halfway tonight, camp, travel a second day thereafter, camp one last time, then cross into the Silver Unfathom during the following midday.

Maybe it was even for the best. He wanted a moment with the whole crew before they entered the Silver Unfathom.

There were decisions to be made.

They managed two more bouts of flying before dusk fell, at which point Scorio landed for a final time. The chances of being attacked in the burgundy dark wasn’t something he was excited to risk, so they erected their tents in a rocky hollow and ate a cold dinner of dried out rations. Conversation was subdued, and everyone turned in early, eager, no doubt, to have morning come quicker so they could resume traveling.

Scorio watched the crew carefully and tried to gauge if tonight was the right night to raise his concerns.

No. He’d give them another day before speaking his piece.

They broke camp early the next morning and took to the skies. For the rest of that day they alternated soaring through the heavens toward the ever larger sun and taking rests on the rocky plain below. They fell into a rhythm, allowing Scorio’s mind to drift as he savored flight and fought to increase the rate with which he could draw on local mana with Nox’s technique.

Perhaps there was something to Moira’s wisdom, after all. Flight with vortices would have been another matter altogether.

The heavens darkened, became a roiling tapestry of crimson and salmon pinks, of curdled blood and dark smudges. This far south the Telurian sun didn’t sink nearly as close to the ground as it seemed to when viewed from LastRock. The air grew warmer as night fell, as they drew ever closer to the vast sphere’s magnificence, and soon the baking hot heat was a pressure in and of itself, a continuous sere wind blowing forth from the sun before them.

It had grown huge, a burning ball as massive as the mesa upon which LastRock sat, no—bigger. But not nearly as hot as Scorio had imagined. This close, where he could make out the texture of its surface, the bands of burgundy tiger-striped with sworls of vivid crimson, puddled here and there with vast lakes of orange, he’d have thought they’d be burned to a crisp. They had to be—what—only twenty miles away?

But instead it was the baking heat of an open oven, not the raging ferocity of a live bonfire.

Fascinated, wanting to draw closer, Scorio pushed against his limits and surged through the air, powering through the desiccating wind. The rest of the Telurian Band seemed to fade away before the malevolent glory of that burning sphere. But the sun hadn’t drawn nearly as close to the ground as he’d imagined. In the telling, he’d thought it would come to actually rest upon the black sands, or hover only a hundred yards above the blackened peaks, but instead from up close he saw that it remained high in the air, perhaps half a mile above the Cinder Fields.

It was awesome. Alien. Incredible.

It filled his vision. Its heat made him feel ever more alive. Was the mana flowing more easily into his Heart? The sun called him on, its siren song filling his mind and smoothing down his thoughts. That heat. That delicious heat. It warmed him to the bones, it made him feel supple and strong.

He understood now Xandera’s desire to sit in molten patches of rock. Found himself called closer, ever closer—

“Scorio!” Kelona’s voice pitched above the winds. “Too hot! Turn back!”

Scorio curved his neck to look at his passengers. Xandera had risen to her knees, one arm wrapped around a spinal horn, her orange hair streaming behind her as she grinned, the other arm outflung, but Kelona and Nyrix were hunched down, their faces red.

Damn it. Of course.

He immediately banked and began a great curve away from the beautiful heat of the sun. Jova followed suit.

The heat moved from baking his face and shoulders to warming his tail and hind legs, and he lamented the loss. Some mad part of him had wanted to fly right into its blazing core.

Down he flew, down to Jova’s level, and together they skimmed back over the coppery sand and burnished ridges of bronze. He’d fallen into a trance and kept flying far longer than he should have.

Half an hour saw them leave the sun a sufficient distance behind, and as they did so the strain on his Heart grew rapidly, so that when he finally landed, his wings beating powerfully, the sand beneath his claws was merely warm and not piping hot and his Heart guttering.

“Oh, man,” said Kelona, leaping down and staggering as she pulled out her waterskin. “Even the water is warm now.”

Jova landed lightly to one side. She’d been sweating so profusely that her make-up had run, and Leonis was red-faced as well, his robes drenched with sweat.

“I’m sorry,” said Scorio as he sank back down into his human form. “I don’t feel heat the same way in my dragon form. I completely lost track.”

“Not a problem,” snapped Jova, raising her waterskin.

Leonis sneered and simply shook his head.

Kelona chugged from her waterskin while Nyrix loosened his robes. Xandera, however, was beaming.

“That was amazing! It was like earth-heat but in the air, like diving into an ever more welcoming mountain heart!” She gripped Scorio’s hand in her own. “I’d begun to feel weak, to feel sick, but the heat, it revived me! Shall we leave them here and fly back? Let’s get closer!”

Scorio frowned back at the sun. The thought of returning both appealed and frightened him. “I need to rest, unfortunately. I pushed myself far too hard by accident.”

Leonis frowned. “And nearly flew us straight into the sun.”

“Yeah.” Scorio wanted to smack himself upside the head. “Again, I’m sorry. I fell into a trance there. The sun was just so…”

“Beautiful,” Xandera finished, then stepped to one side so she could stare at where it hung, huge and baleful in the sky.

“What’s done is done,” said Jova.

“You should have said something,” protested Scorio.

Jova eyed him. “I thought you were testing me.”

“Testing you?” Scorio blinked. “What? No!”

Jova arched a brow, shrugged, then turned away.

“This isn’t how I wanted the journey to begin.” Scorio fought for calm. Nyrix was sitting on a rock, head hanging low, waterskin in hand. Xandera was beaming at the distant sun. Kelona was eyeing him sympathetically. Jova and Leonis were stepping away as if to form their own camp.

“Listen, everyone.” He needed to recover lost ground, to bring them back together before they fragmented for the night. “We need to talk. I wanted to do this out here in the Telurian Band because I thought it would help us focus. Really understand how we’re going to need to depend on each other.”

Leonis’ stare was deadpan.

“None of us have been this far south into hell.” Scorio glanced at each member of his team. “We’re going to see and experience things we can’t yet imagine. If we’re to survive, if we’re to accomplish our goals, we’re going to need to work together. I sure as hell am not infallible, as you just saw, so if you see me making a mistake, I’m going to expect you guys to let me know.”

“Done,” grinned Kelona, and Scorio felt a burst of gratitude for her good cheer.

“I want to discuss two things. One, our destination and plans. Two, our capabilities and how we’re going to work together as a team. The dangers we’ll face in the Silver Unfathom are going to be categorically more lethal than anything we’ve fought yet—barring the Blood Ox’s gold-ranked fiends.”

Everybody nodded.

Good.

“So.” Scorio moved to sit on an outcrop. “Jova, Leonis, let me key you in to what we’ve discovered.” And he reached into his pack to draw out the rosewood box. He recounted to them both what they’d read and determined, and both Great Souls drew close to examine the lid, to study the rose quartz carving that the box protected.

“A map of the Lost Cube’s passage through hell?” Jova tilted the lid so that the inlaid lines of gold glimmered in the setting sun’s light. “That’s just a guess.”

“Sure,” said Scorio. “But one we plan to check out by having the Twilight Lady confirm if these little nodes along the lines correspond to important landmarks.”

Jova handed the lid to Leonis. “Even if you’re right, how are you going to determine where along this path the Lost Cube is?”

Leonis frowned at the map in turn. “Because you’re guessing the path wraps all the way around the Silver Unfathom and the Lustrous Maria, right? Wouldn’t that be many thousands of miles?”

“That, we don’t know how to do. Yet.” Scorio wished Lianshi were here for support. Kelona and Nyrix were listening intently, but this was clearly not their field of specialty. “But we have the rose compass. It should tell us which way to go. If we fly along the path, if we’re right, then we should eventually run into the Lost Cube.”

“Hmm.” Jova crossed her arms. “Which you say is also invisible?”

“It’s my hope the compass will help with that.”

Leonis handed him the lid. “If your assumptions are correct.”

Scorio tamped down his growing annoyance. An annoyance, he realized, that stemmed in part simply from their correctly pointing out the leaps of faith inherent in his plan. “Sure. But this Lost Cube, Blood Baroness Aezryna said it was supposed to be their factory, where the Herdsmen fashioned all the lost wonders we can no longer create ourselves. Krantar said it might contain a second Archspire. It’s worth hunting for.”

“Yes. I’m not debating its being a high value target.” Jova crossed her arms. “Merely pointing out that we could spend who knows how long following your map before we find it. Whereas my journal contains clear directions to The Tomb of Sadness.”

“Sure.” Scorio put the rosewood box back in his pack. “Why don’t you elaborate on that, then.”

Though it turned out there was little for Jova to share. She read the relevant passage aloud, then put the journal away.

Kelona raised her hand, caught herself, and lowered it quickly before speaking up. “So all we have is the fact that we know how to get to it? And that you never returned from that quest, despite being a Charnel Duchess?”

“Which argues for its importance,” said Jova. “We also don’t know if the threats I faced two centuries ago remain. What we do know is how to reach it.”

“I wonder if The Tomb of Sadness is one of the landmarks on the map,” said Scorio. “Impossible to say, I guess.”

“I’d prefer a definite target over chasing a theoretical invisible cube across all of hell,” said Leonis.

“Fair,” said Scorio. He was quickly realizing how deeply Leonis’ animosity ran.

“I’ve a thought.” Nyrix sat up straight, his face still flushed and bright with sweat. “What if we head to the Red Keep first and try to identify the landmarks on this map? Then, if Scorio’s theory is correct, we can figure out where on the lid’s map The Tomb of Sadness might be, and head there. If we need to follow the trail regardless, there’s no reason we can’t begin with The Tomb of Sadness.”

Jova frowned, considering.

“I like it,” said Scorio.

“If they have accurate maps,” rumbled Leonis. “And aren’t in league with the Herdsmen.”

“Always a danger,” said Kelona brightly.

“Jova?” Scorio watched her. Leonis would do whatever she said, after all. “What do you think? We set The Tomb of Sadness as our priority target after figuring out whether this map theory is correct?”

“More assumptions. In this case that the Twilight Lady will have a map accurate enough that we can figure out which of those golden dots is The Tomb of Sadness.”

“True. But it’s a happy compromise.”

“And,” interjected Kelona, “don’t we need a Silverine guide, regardless? What if your Charnel Duchess self got lost in the many planes of the Silver Unfathom?”

Jova turned to stare at Kelona. “I doubt that was my fate.”

Kelona drew back.

“I would say we put it to a vote,” said Leonis, smile cruel, “but obviously your group is larger than ours.”

“We’re one group, not two,” said Scorio. “How about this. Let’s take some time to think it over. We’re here for the night. How about we move on to my second point, that we should figure out how we can all best fight together?”

Nyrix grinned. “We should have brought Taron along. That’s his specialty.”

“I’m sure we can figure it out ourselves.” Scorio forced a smile. “Jova? Leonis? Shall we discuss what we can do?”

“That’s a logical suggestion,” said Jova. “So fine. I’m a Dread Blaze. My Emberling power allows me to take ever less damage the more I’m hurt. Which makes me hard to kill. My Tomb Spark power allows me to terrify my opponents. My Flame Vault power allows me to control stone. My Dread Blaze power allows me to coordinate all my attacks subconsciously across an entire field of battle.”

“Whoa,” said Kelona. “As in, you don’t even need to think about it?”

Jova’s smile was humorless. “Precisely. But I do need to be aware of what’s going on around me.”

“I’m just a Flame Vault,” said Leonis, staring hard at Scorio. “For now. I can summon my club, Nezzar, which is indestructible. I can cause it to make copies of itself and surround wherever I’m fighting so that I either drain my enemies or enhance my allies. And my Flame Vault power allows me to manifest a suit of golden armor and grow nearly twice as large as I am now.”

“Damn,” said Scorio, beaming with genuine appreciation. “How tough is your armor? I bet you can take a beating.”

Leonis grunted. “Tough enough for a Flame Vault.”

“Hey, we can be gold friends,” said Kelona. “Seeing as I’m Kelona the Gold.” And she Ignited so as to shift into her golden form, every aspect of her body, from her hair to her eyes to her teeth to her visible skin immediately taking on that aureate sheen. “I can leap as high as the sun, and my Queen Flare ability fills my opponents with awe and fear.”

Leonis smiled in appreciation. “Impressive. We should spar sometime.”

“Whenever you like,” said Kelona. “Just don’t go crying to Jova if you lose too badly.”

“Ha. How much damage can your golden form take before you’re in real trouble? Say I removed your head with Nezzar. Would that hurt?”

“Hello everyone,” cut in Nyrix. “I’m Nyrix, known as He Who Dislikes Arguments. Also a Dread Blaze. I can manifest a crossbow that lets me shoot bolts of power. I can also open portals wherever I shoot, allowing us to pass through them and appear there. Also, I’m immune to long range attacks.”

Jova just stared at him. “What do you mean, you’re immune?”

Nyrix’s smile grew abashed. “I just… they phase right through me. I can’t ever be completely sure what the right distance is, though. The more powerful the attack, the farther away it has to be. It’s definitely nerve wracking. I don’t take it for granted.”

“Sounds unfair, is what that sounds like,” protested Kelona.

Leonis was just shaking his head, and then he glanced over to Xandera, who was still looking at the distant sun. “What can she do? I assume we didn’t just bring a kid along for the idiocy of it?”

“Hmm?” Xandera turned to glance at him with her eyes of burning orange in the gloom. “What I can do? I’m not completely sure. My mother-self, Xandera Prime, she was born from Noumenon, and in time I think she will conquer all of Acherzua and become its eternal queen, but only some of her power was transferred to me. I was born in Gold.”

“Seems like a theme,” smiled Kelona.

“And I am choosing not to use all of my power so I don’t grow up too quickly.”

Jova frowned. “You’re purposefully holding yourself back?”

“Mmhmm. I like this outlook. Being young allows me to be more flexible, more open to adventure, to travel. If I age myself to become more powerful, I’ll begin yearning for my own hive, and lose interest in seeing the depths of hell.”

Even Jova looked nonplussed.

“But right now?” Xandera considered. “While it’s hard to be sure, but I can summon magma from Acherzua’s depths and can loose bolts of it from my hands. I think I could probably make the air hot enough to cook you where you stand, and perhaps sink into the stone itself if I needed to.” She frowned. “And I can sense what’s around us as long as my feet are on the ground.”

“Cook us where we stand?” repeated Kelona in amazement. “Um, don’t do that please.”

“Oh, I wasn’t planning to,” said Xandera, linking her hands behind her back. “Also, I’m not really a child. I’m a blazeborn queen. I enjoy being carefree, but only in the same way you might enjoy being happy. It’s a mood or an outlook that I can change at any time.”

“Oh,” said Leonis. “I… alright.”

Xandera beamed at him, then turned back to gaze upon the Telurian sun. Waves of heat caused the desert that stretched out to the south to undulate liquidly.

“And I’m a Pyre Lord, kind of.” Scorio grimaced. “I’ve yet to wrap my head around my new powers. Vortices and the like. But I can obviously change into a dragon, turn into living fire, then inhale that fire and breathe it out as a weapon. I have a pretty crude command ability that I really need to refine, as well as the ability to shift into a human-sized scaled form with wings.” Scorio considered. “Plus I’m tempered Gold and have what I’ve been told is a pretty huge reservoir.”

“Tempered Gold?” Leonis stared at him. “I’d heard rumors, but I thought it more of that worshipful nonsense.”

“Yeah. During my time in the Crucible. Took me two years, and that after Naomi and I cleansed our bodies of Coal.”

“Wait, how’d you cleanse the Coal?” asked Leonis, curious despite himself. “Is that something we could do?”

“Manticore ordered Naomi and I to smash rock for five months. No Igniting, ever.” Everyone was listening intently, Kelona leaning so far forward she was practically toppling off her perch. “It was… hard work. We had to wring all the Coal out of our systems while you—well, the old you—and the old Lianshi meditated with Jova in Bronze.”

“So you can re-temper?” Leonis rubbed at his beard, clearly intrigued.

“Five months,” repeated Scorio. “Not sure we have the time for that.”

“Huh.” Leonis blinked, considered, then recrossed his arms over his chest. “That’s too bad. Sounds like a smart move.”

“A smart move.” Scorio couldn’t resist glancing at his own palms. The calluses he’d developed during that time remained, thick ridges that would never go away due to the Gold-tempering. He thought of the existential pain he’d suffered. The doubt that had nearly broken him. The isolation from their friends. “It… wasn’t easy.”

“Wasn’t easy,” snorted Nyrix. “Wasn’t easy, he says.”

“Well.” Leonis glanced at Jova, as if checking for her opinion. “Well, fine.”

“But speaking of,” said Kelona, perking up, “I was hoping that we could work in some kind of training schedule while we travel?”

Jova smiled sardonically. “Wouldn’t be a Great Soul expedition if we didn’t.”

“But seriously. I’m only a Flame Vault. If the Lost Cube’s path takes us into the Lustrous Maria, I don’t want to be left behind.”

“I actually need to train, too.” Scorio offered her a rueful smile. “I used a fiendish technique to jump to Dread Blaze instead of putting in the work. What do you say we train together?”

Leonis frowned. “Fiendish technique? You mean Nox?”

“That’s right.”

Leonis snorted. “Shortcuts.”

Scorio shrugged. “You do what you have to to survive. But, yeah. Time for me to play catch-up. What do you say? Perhaps Jova can show us how it’s done?”

Jova raised her chin. “Show you how to ascend from Flame Vault to Dread Blaze. Fine. In exchange for your sharing what it took you to go from Dread Blaze to Pyre Lord.”

“Deal,” smiled Scorio.

“I’d be interested in hearing that, too,” said Nyrix. “I’ve been a Dread Blaze for far too long already. Time I ranked up.”

“This all sounds incredibly boring,” said Xandera.

“I think it’s a plan. We won’t have much time, as I don’t think it’ll take long to reach the Red Keep, but we’ll make use of our frequent stops. Say, twice a day, morning and evening, we’ll put in some serious training?”

“How long till we reach the Red Keep?” asked Kelona.

“At the rate we’re going?” Scorio glanced uncertainly at Jova. “A week?”

“A week?” Kelona’s shoulders slumped. “That’s not much training at all.”

“We’ll have to make the most of it.” Scorio brushed away her disappointment. “The most important part of this mission is uncovering the Herdsmen. But along the way we’ll see if we can’t all raise our abilities together.”

Everyone nodded. While Kelona reconciled herself to what little she could get, Leonis looked as if he was trying to spot the catch. Jova merely regarded him, while Nyrix gave a thumbs up.

“Then let’s bed down for the night. The sun won’t begin rising again for a while yet.” Scorio tried to not feel too much satisfaction at the agreement. They were hardly a team, not yet, but it was a start. “I’ll go ahead and take first watch.”

Nobody looked particularly sleepy, but they didn’t complain, either. Packs were opened, bedrolls taken out, but the air was so warm nobody wanted to bother with the tents. Everyone found nooks and hollows in the sandy depressions in which to lie. Xandera sought out the highest crag, and there sat cross-legged to face the sun, her dark form bathed in ruddy light.

Scorio walked the perimeter. He’d not seen any fiends this close to the Cinder Fields, but that didn’t mean they weren’t here. Staring out over the rocky desert, he felt something solid and certain shift into place within him. Despite his mistake of flying right at the sun, they’d accomplished the basics and agreed on a course of action, agreed to train together.

It wasn’t much, but it was a beginning.

And he couldn’t help but smile.


Chapter 9

Scorio

When the sanguine sun finally began to rise, it did so swiftly. One moment it lay low in the sky, causing the air to swelter and roil, the desert to be bathed in crimson hues, and then it began to climb. It rose higher by the moment, the heat abating, and Scorio had trouble not simply standing there and watching as everyone finished their first bout of training and broke camp.

“It’s going up so quickly,” said Kelona, visoring her hand over her eyes. “I’ve never seen it move so fast.”

“Probably because we were watching it from so far away. It needs to rise really high if it’s to be seen all the way from the northern edge of the Telurian Band.”

There wasn’t much to pack. They ate a cold breakfast of cured meat, pungent cheese, and hard bread. Washed it all down with warm water, then prepared to fly south once more.

Scorio shifted into his draconic form, feeling expansive and mighty as always, and waited patiently for his passengers to clamber up. Nyrix tested the straps, and then clapped Scorio on his scaled shoulder, indicating that they were good to go.

As had become customary, Jova didn’t wait for his downdraft to stir up the desert. She and Leonis rose swiftly and speared ahead.

With a great leap Scorio followed after, laboring for altitude at first, and then finally finding the currents of air that bore him aloft. Up he flew, and once at a comfortable height, followed Jova’s plinth toward the Silver Unfathom.

His Heart was feeling worn this morning. Strange. It was an old, familiar sensation, but not one he’d felt in a while. Came, no doubt, from having pushed himself so hard the day before. Scorio forced down the stab of frustration. Would he need to rest more often to avoid exhausting himself?

He’d grown spoiled by his humanoid draconic form, accustomed to constant flight. The massive might of his dragon form was clearly not meant for long journeys.

At least, not yet.

They reached the location where Scorio had nearly baked them all alive the night before. The ground was parched, desolate, and utterly without life. On they flew, the air arid and hot, the sun now directly overhead.

Scorio studied the desert, fascinated. The ground grew black, the rocks softened as if they’d melted like candles, and everywhere appeared lakes of glass amidst the nubs, their faces opaque and scratched.

The Cinder Fields.

It felt like flying through an oven. The heat was intense and delicious. But he fought for speed, aware that the others might not enjoy it as he did, and soon the cracked and scorched ground was left behind, the lakes of glass disappearing, and the brackish, metallic hues of the Telurian Band returning to the desert below.

What a wonder. Lianshi would have loved to see it.

It took but another hour before he noticed a smudge of darkness on the horizon. It couldn’t be another Cinder Fields, could it? The suns didn’t move north to south. But the sight was reason enough to call a rest. They descended, chatted idly as Scorio lay down and covered his eyes with his forearm, and for a while he dozed. But all too soon he forced himself awake, rose and stretched, and insisted they renew their flight.

Kelona tried to insist they could train some more, that he should keep resting, but he was too impatient to listen. They resumed their journey south, and slowly that distant smudge swept out to encompass the entire horizon. Another Rain Wall? The sky ahead grew dark and misty. But no: as he glided on, occasionally beating his wings to add propulsion, he realized it wasn’t a wall of any kind, but a dimming of the light.

Slowly, inexorably, the distant gloom grew more distinct, the metallic brashness of the Telurian Band fading to melancholic grays and slate blues, dirty white and hints of black. The sky itself seemed immune to the Telurian Band’s brazen sun. Beyond lay a land of shifting mists, it seemed, of uncertainties and vague shapes.

The others crowded about his shoulders, and he could hear their excited conversation intermittently over the rushing wind. Kelona’s voice was brightest, Xandera a higher pitched accompaniment, Nyrix’s voice too soft to be discerned.

Amusement and excitement filled his own heart.

The Silver Unfathom.

At long last.

And there, placed directly at the base of that rising tenebrous murk, startlingly vivid and stark in its construction, was a bright crimson fortress. So blood-like was its coloration that it seemed to glow, all of it painted the same virulent hue.

Kelona cried out so that he could hear, “The first way station!”

Scorio angled his wings gratefully so that they began to descend toward it in a great swooping curve, his head tracking the building as Jova dropped toward it directly, trying to discern what he could of it before they drew too close.

It looked… incomplete. It was carved from a single huge block of stone, deceptively large, its top ragged as if construction had been abandoned. The way station was windowless, stark, inhuman in its scale.

“It’s big!” Kelona cried out, clearly surprised, and as Scorio flew closer, he saw that its simplicity had caused him to underestimate it. That, and its vividly black entrance arch was huge, tall enough for him to enter in dragon form, but probably too narrow.

A figure leaped into the air, emerging from a shadowed cleft in the rough rooftop, and flew toward them. For a fleeting moment Scorio thought it a Great Soul, but no; though they wore pale blue robes that billowed out over a confusion of layered dark blue skirts, with a red sash tied around their waist, something felt truly alien about the figure. The creature’s skin was a pearlescent silver, with twin ram horns curling down from their temples and about their jaw, and their eyes were overlarge and jet black. It was bald, with red arm wraps, and flew up to meet him like an eel swimming through water, arms by their side, body undulating with ease as they coursed up.

“A Silverine!” Xandera exclaimed excitedly.

Jova slowed her descent and floated out wide, eyes narrowed.

Scorio banked into a slow glide, allowing the fiend to approach. As it drew closer he saw that its face was abstracted, with a tiny mouth and an equally small nub of a nose from which ridges swept up and over its striking eyes to become brows. No ears, no hair.

Alien, but strangely, eerily compelling.

“Greetings!” Its voice was musical and carried easily across the distance as it slowed to a hover, skirts floating out around it so that their lower half appeared almost a hemisphere of rippling cloth. “Be welcome to the first Crimson Keepling, this miniature outpost of Great Soul permanence! I am as of now Sybelleo, a Silverine Philosopher and hopeful adjunct to any who demonstrate impressive largesse!”

Scorio couldn’t hover without greatly exerting himself, so he tightened his curve, raising his left wing as he dipped his right to fly slowly in a great circle around Sybelleo, who turned in place to keep track of him. “Greetings,” he roared back, and then inwardly grimaced. He’d yet to master the subtleties of shouting while in this form. “We’re from LastRock, and make for the Red Keep.” Almost he asked if they could land, but instinct stopped him. Was this Sybelleo the owner of the first way station? Probably not.

“Be welcome to the Silver Unfathom! Its multiplicities await you, its joys tremble in anticipation! You are in need of a guide, a companion, one well-versed in all the ways of this tract of Acherzua, and I humbly offer myself as such! With me at your side, you shall journey through the mists in confidence, avoiding all snares and entrapments. Shall we forge an unbreakable union at once?”

The Silverine’s alien visage was unreadable, and its voice conveyed only anticipation and heartfelt sincerity.

And yet.

“My thanks, Sybelleo, but we’ll land first before making any commitments.” And Scorio slid into a dive toward the way station and leaving the fiend above.

“But of course!” The fiend’s rich voice was so complex and musical that Scorio had trouble teasing out the meaning of its words. “A most wise decision!”

The way station rose to meet them. The crimson wasn’t just daubed on the walls, but seemed rather to have been poured onto the building from above, for not only was every crack and crevasse richly filled with red, but the rocks around the way station’s base and immediately before its entrance were similarly drenched.

Interesting.

Scorio alighted before the towering archway. It had to be twenty feet tall, six wide, and made the unnerving building even more disconcerting.

Kelona, Nyrix, and Xandera leaped down as Jova landed her plinth a dozen yards away. The ground here on the edge of the Silver Unfathom was bleached of color and reduced to a pale, mineral whiteness. Other rocky outcroppings beyond the way station loomed out of a growing fog that only thickened to the south, and Scorio glanced back toward the Telurian Band to see its metallic hues begin abruptly some several hundred yards to the north.

And ah. The first and faintest hints of Silver mana.

He raised his head high upon his long neck and cast forth his senses excitedly. Yes. There, akin in many ways to energetic Copper, but more noble, more dignified, somehow, as it rippled through the air.

But so little. Here and there he could see small shoals of gleaming Silver threads, finger-thick but little more. Bronze, yes, Iron flowing along the floor, Copper high overhead, but Silver proper? Almost none.

Sybelleo landed lightly to one side as other figures began to emerge from the great archway. A half-dozen Silverines and two Great Souls. Sybelleo cast a worried glance at his approaching brethren, and stepped closer.

“Remember, coincidences are often fateful synchronicities disguised as happenstance! That we met first is of significance, and we would be wise to respect the will of Acherzua in orchestrating it as such!”

Scorio released his draconic form, shrinking down swiftly to his human one. It was still shocking, in a weird way, to experience after hours of flight. One moment his very sense of self occupied a tremendous amount of space, was expressed by tail lashings and a deeply powerful and primordial physicality, and then he was… much reduced. Gone was that strength, that speed, that obdurate armor and toughness. He felt soft and defenseless, limited in range, his neck cramped to little more than inches, his body stiffly upright and no longer in need of a tail for counterbalancing.

But Scorio pushed away the strangeness of being human to focus on those approaching.

A welcoming committee, with the blocky crimson keep rising high behind them.

The Silverines were immediately identifiable, all of them in some manner abstractions of the human form, approximations infused with whimsy and elegance. Some wore complete sets of robes like Sybelleo, while others displayed their fiendish forms more openly, with only a diaphanous white cloak wrapped around their shoulders, or an array of ivory feathers artfully framing their faces.

All, however, were striking, with some approximating beautiful human figures. One individual, bare chested, displayed a sculpted male torso of exquisite proportions, perfectly muscled, while another was starkly sensual, the sheer robes of a courtesan revealing her shoulders, elegant clavicles, and plunging neckline.

But their faces.

There was no confusing them for human. One was smooth and completely without features but for twin feline eyes, each a slit opened in marble, while another wore the mask of a child, its porcelain features dusted with black and streaked with dashes of bronze and iron that extended behind its head like leaves. Another resembled nothing so much as a hawk, its nose a hooked beak, its eyes burning small and blue in the recesses beneath its brow, while another had huge, disconcertingly round black eyes like goggles implanted in its face.

“Sybelleo, scoundrel and farce that you are, you cut the line!” protested the hawk-Silverine, its voice as musical as the fiend he accused, if perhaps deeper and more resonant.

“Ignore these others,” protested another, stiff-arming her way to the fore. “They are but intemperate children, clamoring for a seat at the table. Through me lies the path to wisdom, through me the path to everlasting joy.”

The Silverine with the torso of a glorious young man leaped into the air where he hovered, arms extended outward, his blank face cracking to reveal a horizontal mouth where none had been before. “Wisdom is for those who seize it! Seize the moment, kind strangers, and let me be your guide into a malleable world of pleasure and knowledge!”

Xandera was staring, open-mouthed, while Nyrix had drawn himself up, arms crossed. Jova and Leonis were approaching, clearly wary, while Kelona edged closer to Scorio. Beyond this bristling crowd stood the two Great Souls, one of whom was shaking his head wryly, a single Silverine clad in robes as blood-red as the fort by his side.

“Alright, alright, you’ll get your chance to pester the hell out of ‘em in a moment, ease off,” barked the elder of the two men. He clapped his hands and strode forward, causing the Silverines to break apart and back away, their manner bird-like and clearly frustrated. “We had an agreement, didn’t we, on how you’d be welcoming strangers? And this sure ain’t it. You’re mad to be pestering a man who can turn himself into a bloody dragon.”

The man was gaunt, his nose large, his features weathered, his blond hair so thin and shorn so close to the scalp that it was more an idea of hair than anything else. His cheeks were sunken, his ears overlarge, and there was something of the rat to his features, or the weasel. His eyes were a watery blue rimmed in red, and yet his stern brows accentuated his brusque manner.

“Flame Vault Vill, at your service,” he said, voice rich with irony. “At least so far as I can get a word in edgewise, from all these clamoring fiends.”

“Pyre Lord Scorio.” And he extended his Heart sense to Vill, attempting to gauge the other. For a moment, he caught a sense of density, of moderate power, and then it was gone.

“Scorio, ey?” Vill rubbed at his chin as he scrutinized him right back. “The fellow who killed Chancellor Praximar, back at the ol’ Academy?”

“That’s right,” allowed Scorio. “I guess news travels fast.”

“Nah, we’re inveterate gossips, Aken and me, seeing as we’re stationed here with precious little else to do.” Vill grinned toothily. “All manner of folks have been coming through, heading back to their original postings, and bringing all manner of rumors and news with them. You’re a Pyre Lord, is it? Last fellow said you was a Dread Blaze. No matter. But well done! Never did like Praximar. What a stuck-up popinjay he was.”

Scorio glanced to the other Great Soul, a younger man who startled at being caught staring at Scorio. He recovered quickly, however, and stepped forward to extend his hand. “Flame Vault Aken. Welcome to the first way station.”

Where Vill was cadaverous, Aken was athletic, his shoulders as broad as his waist was trim. His nose was kinked like Nyrix’s, and his caramel-colored hair was a tousled crown above his striking features. But his skin had a light waxen sheen, just like Vill’s, and his eyes were hollowed under his brows.

“Thanks. My companions,” said Scorio, half-turning, and the others promptly introduced themselves.

The young blazeborn spoke last, but her gaze had gone back to the Silverines who were edging back in, half their number having risen into the air so as to peer over those in front. “I’m Xandera Sextus. You are fascinating! Yet so servile. What do you want, offering yourselves so eagerly in this way?”

Half the Silverines began to speak at once, but Vill stuck two fingers in his mouth and gave a shrill whistle, silencing them. “What they want is one and the same,” he said. “Come on inside I’ll explain it to you. I know, I know, you’re headed for the Red Keep proper, but be kind, spend a minute with us, tell us what’s going on in the upper reaches of hell. We’ll wine and dine you in exchange.”

“We’re tasked with orienting new travelers,” said Aken, tone stilted as he glanced at Vill. “You’ll need pointers to navigate the Silver Unfathom.”

“Informally tasked,” laughed Vill, leading them through the crowd of Silverines. “Self-appointed more like, and tolerated by one and all despite our, well, degenerate ways. Come on. You’re safe enough with this raggedy lot.”

Scorio glanced at his companions then shrugged. Jova looked eminently displeased. Xandera had already moved forward, and attracted three Silverines who’d drawn close about her, bending down to peer at her hair, her garments, all aspects of her.

“Weird,” laughed Kelona. “Not… not what I was expecting.”

“More information would be good,” agreed Nyrix. “Right, Scorio?”

“Sure. Let’s bring the packs with us.”

They approached the crimson way station. The single solitary Silverine who’d not come clamoring walked alongside Vill and Aken, and her gorgeous crimson cloak draped over her voluptuous form. She, thought Scorio, though the fiend moved without any sway to her hips. There was a dignity to her, a self-possession, that the others lacked. That, and her form was the most human, but for two great sweeps of ivory extending back from her brows almost a foot in length. Not horns, but almost decorative wings, or elongated ears.

“Listen up, all of you!” shouted Vill as he mounted the half-dozen red steps that led into the keep. “You’ll stay out for this one. No coming inside, you hear?”

The Silverines cried out in dismay, their musical flutings melding into an eerily harmonious sound, and three flew overhead onto the roof.

“Remember the first!” called Sybelleo, pitching its voice to carry over the harmonic protest. “The symbolism is rife!”

Scorio, Leonis, and Nyrix dropped their large packs just inside the high archway and followed their hosts into the gloom. A large stone hall extended down the length of the keep, complete with a central stone table down its center with benches alongside. The walls were stark and unadorned, though not painted red like the exterior. A great iron chandelier shaped like a cartwheel hung from the ceiling, and bulbs of glowing mana lights exuded both warmth and a warm candlelight glow upon the hall, softening angles and raising the temperature.

A grand chair was set at the head of the table. Dirty dishes and cups were clustered at that end, as if only that portion was ever used, and behind it rose a steep staircase, disappearing through a rectangular hole to what had to be the second story.

“Welcome to the way station!” boomed Vill, extending his arms as he turned to walk backward alongside the table to the occupied end. “Be seated, go on. We’ll bring out something good to eat. Aken, we still got those dawn apples? Here.” He took up a large jug. “Copperfire wine, traded with me by a man seeking to quit drinking. More fool him!”

The sole Silverine fiend in her red robes moved to the back of the hall and there stood, watching. Her features were feminine, with red slashes rising from her cheeks to cut over her burning red eyes and wrap over the top of her skull, as vivid as the hue of the keep outside.

Scorio nodded toward her as he sat. “You’ve not introduced your friend.”

“I shall introduce myself,” she replied, but what a voice. It was smooth and assured, but so overlaid with complex harmonies that it took active focus to understand what she said. “I am Pashamylo, Silverine Philosopher, and friend of Vill.”

Who grinned as he set about filling cups. “A dear friend, indeed. Come on, sit. Surely you’ve got news? Scorio! I can’t believe I’m hosting the man himself. I’ve heard the wildest tales. Is it true you helped the Imperators kill the Blood Ox?”

Uneasy, Scorio glanced at Jova, but Kelona leaned forward with a grin. “It’s true! I wasn’t there, but he held the Blood Ox out in the open till the Imperators could show. Without him, the war’d be lost.”

Aken had disappeared through a door, and now returned with a hempen sack that he upended into a basket. Old dawn apples tumbled forth, and he placed the basket in the center of the table. “I thought it… an exaggeration.”

“Mostly an exaggeration,” agreed Scorio. The sight of the apples brought back memories of Bastion, of a vendor’s cart and the words of a kind stranger: One day I’m sure you’ll be in a position to help another. You are not your circumstances. His mood softened, and he plucked one to turn it about in his hand. Within its flesh he could sense the flickerings of tiny specks of Gold.

“Remarkable,” grinned Vill, taking a mighty bite out of an apple. Not caring that his mouth was full, he continued, “Go on then, tell us what happened. It’s rare we get to hear news from the mouth of the horse himself.”

“Horse?” asked Xandera in confusion.

“I’ll keep it short,” said Scorio, and recounted what had taken place with as little detail as he could, minimizing his own role and the private particulars.

Aken and Vill drank it in, their amazement growing, and when Scorio was done Vill smacked his knee and beamed at Aken. “You hear that? We’re living through amazing times, Aken! I almost reckon we should be out there ourselves!”

Aken blushed and looked down at the table.

“Impressive,” said Pashamylo, her tone soft. Her eyes burned like coals in a fire as she studied Scorio from across the hall. “You are an impressive Great Soul, Pyre Lord Scorio.”

“Thanks, I guess.” Scorio took a bite of his apple. Some of its spark was still there, but it was clearly an old sample.

Jova leaned forward. “So. You two. What’s going on here? What’s with that welcome committee outside?”

“Ah, now we get to it.” Vill chuckled and shook his head. “The Silver Unfathom’s a grand place for those with the wits to benefit. All of them out there? They want your mana. No denying it. Even Pashamylo here craves nothing else. Oh, they’ll have you think they like you for your looks, your personality, but I’m the living proof of those lies. Ain’t that right, Pasha? You don’t care that I look like a cancerous weasel, do you?”

Pashamylo simply canted her head to one side.

“But you’ve got to be canny in who you pick,” continued Vill. “That lot outside are all baby Philosophers. They’re as green as Emberlings fresh from their First Trial. And worth as much, if you ask me. Nah. What you’ll want to do is hold out for a more advanced Philosopher like our Pasha here.”

Something about their hosts, about the way station itself, was keeping Scorio on edge. They’d not be staying here long, he reckoned. “Baby Philosophers. I don’t understand. Part of their life cycle?”

“You got it,” grinned Vill, leaning back against the table. “Most of that rabble outside were little more than Instinctuals a season ago. Instinctuals? You know the term? Nah, I guess you don’t. Beasts. Out there eating everything that moves. Fighting like pigs in a sty for enough mana to evolve into Philosophers.”

“Is that what pigs do?” asked Nyrix softly.

Vill’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the Dread Blaze.

“Why are they worthless?” asked Kelona. “They seemed intelligent enough to me.”

It was Aken who responded. “The leap from Instinctual to Philosopher is a big one, but the difference between a newly evolved Philosopher and one about to become an Abstraction is just as wide.” He glanced at Kelona and immediately looked away again. “Those outside… they lack depth, maturity. They share our language amongst themselves, adapting to it quickly, but they’re like children. Or… or like Instinctuals, clothed in the bodies of Philosophers. You can’t trust them.”

“This is incredible,” said Leonis, tone idle. “The more you explain, the less I understand. Why can’t we trust them? You said they just want mana.”

Vill grinned again, showing his yellowed teeth. “They want mana, but aren’t too particular about how they go about getting it. It’d be nice and all if you gave it to them willingly, but if they catch you alone, and there are enough of ‘em, and they think they can get away with it…”

“The Twilight Lady puts up with this kind of behavior?” asked Jova, tone flinty. Scorio didn’t need to have known her for years to sense the sheer violence of her disdain for Vill. “Allows packs of them to infest her way stations and ambush solitary Great Souls?”

“Well…” temporized Vill, glancing at Aken as if for support. “You gotta understand that things are different out here, Miss Jova, ma’am. The Charnel Duchess don’t exactly rule over the Silver Unfathom. Far from it. She puts a foot wrong, and the Silverines will wash over the Red Road and every way station like a flood, wiping us out of existence like this.” And he snapped his fingers.

“They’re that powerful?” asked Scorio, looking past Vill to where Pashamylo stood, inscrutable in the hall’s far gloom. “Why haven’t I heard about them, then? Everyone just goes on and on about the Viridian Heart or the Blood Ox.”

“Pah, the Blood Ox,” sniffed Vill dismissively. “You notice how many Silver-ranked fiends were in his mighty entourage? You see any Silverines?”

“That,” said Jova, tone wry, “and maybe you haven’t heard about them because you weren’t in class much, Scorio.”

Which, weirdly enough, warmed Scorio—he smirked at Jova, pleased—or reassured?—that someone who knew his past was there with him.

“I was part of some war councils that discussed the Silverines,” continued Jova, her tone guarded. “Suffice it to say the Blood Barons and higher are aware that they’re a problem, but don’t have the resources to deal with it.”

“What problem, exactly?” Kelona looked bewildered. “I thought there was an agreement in place, with the Red Keep and the Red Road?”

“Things change, sweet cakes,” said Vill. “The Silverines been growing in number. Always growing. Growing and growing and growing. Always hungry, aren’t you, dear?” And at this he turned back to half-grin, half-sneer at Pashamylo, who inclined her head. “They’re like a horde of termites. Consuming everything. It ain’t as safe on the Red Road as it used to be. Especially up north here, where the Silver mana’s thinnest. We’ve heard that that Instinctuals are roaming in packs thousands strong. They scent something on the Red Road, well. They don’t give a rat’s ass for Lady Krula’s dominion.”

“But doesn’t her dominion keep the road safe?” asked Nyrix, mystified.

“As a matter of fact, lad, her dominion keeps the Red Road from slipping around like a bar of soap into all the strange versions of the Silver Unfathom that are out there.” Vill grinned, showing his yellowed teeth. “But if she senses a fight break out on the Red Road, hundreds of miles from the Red Keep, you think she’s going to drop everything and come take a look?”

“The White Queen would have,” said Scorio softly.

“Yeah, but the White Queen’s long gone, ain’t she?” Vill’s eyes glittered. “And our Twilight Duchess, she’s a mite more practical about these things. So mind my warning: don’t dilly dally. You ain’t seen nothing till you’ve seen a proper Instinctual swarm. And once they get your scent, they don’t give up. Ever.”

“Well.” Scorio’s tone was dry. “Luckily for us we can fly.”

“Some of ‘em can fly, too. Not just the Philosophers. You get Instinctuals of all shapes and sizes. A right wonder, they are, endlessly hungry. You’ll see. Try and find any other kind of fiend in the Silver Unfathom. Gone. All gone. Eaten up. Tossed into the ever-hungry furnace that is the Silverine’s appetite for mana.”

“Wait,” said Scorio. “They’ve eaten everything?”

“Near enough,” sniffed Vill. “I reckon we’re still here because they know Imperators will show up and wreck their business if they mess with us too much. But everything else? Gone. Even the plants, those weird singing trees, the intelligent mushroom things. I heard about a carpet of colors a mile wide, used to crawl over everything. Gone. Oh, you’ve no idea what you’re getting into. Your best bet is to make for the Lustrous Maria as quick as you can. Get the hell out of here and don’t look back.”

Leonis’ smile was dour. “Yet here you are, the both of you. Something doesn’t add up.”

“Oh, it adds up, alright.” Vill met the bigger man’s stare full-on. “We’ve found a way to survive, ain’t we, Aken? A way to dance with the Silverines. We give them what they want, and they give us… well.” His grin was nasty.

Scorio dropped the dawn apple core into the closest bowl and rose at the same time as Jova. “Thanks for the hospitality. I think we’ll be taking your advice and be moving on.”

“So soon?” Vill genuinely seemed surprised. “But there’s so much more we can tell you. In exchange for more gossip from the north. C’mon, sit, sit! Unlike everything else out there, I promise we don’t bite!”

“I think not,” said Jova.

Their other companions also rose to their feet, some more confused than others.

Scorio cast one final look about the squalid hall, the trash that had accumulated against the walls, the filthy plates and bowls, the haggard and drawn features of their hosts, and then back to where Pashamylo yet stood, inscrutable, observant, and in her silence somehow… masterful.

For a long, aching moment he just met her burning gaze, and then he inclined his head, moved to the archway where he took up one pack, and strode out into the pale, misty light.

“Pyre Lord!” The Silverine with the hawk-face pushed off the wall where he’d been waiting and approached. “The mists are best parted—”

The Silverine with the perfectly sculpted male torso and blank head approached from the other side, “Perfection is an ideal often sought after, but it is the very pursuit, if guided by a steady hand, that—”

Scorio set the pack down and strode ahead. Kelona went to follow, but Nyrix caught her by the shoulder and drew her back.

A moment later, Scorio Ignited his Heart, burning Copper and Bronze as he rose into his draconic form. The Silverines who had floated down from the keep’s roof let out an appreciative sigh and began to fly around him in a circle as he turned back to his companions.

Jova’s plinth rose silently from the drift of white sand and flew slowly to where she stood at the base of the steps.

“Why are we leaving?” asked Xandera. “Don’t we need a guide?”

“Up,” said Nyrix, lashing the packs together and then hauling them onto Scorio’s back. “We’ll explain it soon.”

Everyone climbed atop Scorio, their weight already grown familiar. The Silverines continued to call out offers, but he ignored them and leaped into the sky, his mighty wingbeats causing pale sand to blast everywhere in huge curls.

The Silverines began to follow, but Scorio had had enough. Turning his head to look back, he concentrated his will.

“LEAVE US ALONE.”

His command reverberated through the air, and the fiends fell back, several of them dropping momentarily as if forgetting how to fly before catching themselves and flitting down to the way station.

With powerful, steady beats, he rose higher into the air, Jova streaming ahead closer to the ground, the thickening fog growing chill as they left the way station behind. Below, a thin red road led from the base of the way station deeper into the Silver Unfathom, a slender thread that picked its way around outcroppings and speared ever south.

Keeping an eye out for movement, he followed it.

But soon he sensed another presence pursuing them.

A quick glance.

A Silverine.

Sybelleo, with their skirts flaring out behind them as they sought to catch up.

“Hold on,” Scorio called back. “Looks like we’re not done with them yet.”


Chapter 10

Scorio

Impatient, Scorio fell into a steep dive. The wind rushed about them as he half-furled his wings, and Kelona let out a whoop of excitement. The fog swirled and parted so that the ghostly ground resolved itself into pale sand dusted over rocky outgrowths. Most rose and fell without gaining much prominence, but here and there they suddenly speared up into the sky to form freestanding walls of white rock.

Jova, who’d pulled ahead, glanced back just in time to catch his descent. Her frown was visible even at this distance. Her plinth slowed abruptly, then simply reversed direction.

Scorio pulled out of his dive just in time to sink the last dozen yards and land heavily on the sand, his legs flexing as they took his weight. The ground crunched strangely beneath his talons, so that he sank almost a foot into what felt like porous rock.

Strange.

He gazed up to see Sybelleo hesitate, drifting into view over the top of a great curtain of stone, and then, after a single quirk of its head, dive down to follow.

Nyrix climbed down while Kelona abruptly pressed hard onto Scorio’s scaled back before disappearing altogether, only to land a good dozen yards away. Xandera scooted up to sit athwart his neck, legs hanging over his shoulders, her presence as warm as an ember.

For this encounter, Scorio would remain in his dragon form. It fit his current mood.

“Peaceful overtures,” called Sybelleo, coming to a stop a good twenty yards away. “And apologies for pressing my case. But I have heard it said that fortune favors the bold, and I possess an unseemly tolerance for risk.”

Jova slid to a stop a score of yards off to their left, but remained in the air. Scorio shook out his wings once, twice, then furled them down his length. He raised his head high and gazed at the now still Silverine, who drifted to one side as if by accident, their eyes large and enigmatic and dark. “I thought I made it clear that we wished to be alone.”

“Amply so. But I grow sick of those squabbling children, and wish to forge my own path. And you, yourself, a Pyre Lord! Magnificent. Intolerant. Brusque. How can I not but be intrigued? So I am intrigued. And hopeful. Already we are conversing in a pleasing and civilized manner. Sybelleo would be of service!”

“And what service can you provide us, exactly?” Scorio fought to repress his amusement. His hind left foot crunched deeper into the rock, forcing him to shift his weight and step to the side. “We’re heading directly for the Red Keep. What can you tell us that we won’t learn there?”

“Nothing much!” Sybelleo laughed, the sound crystalline. “But the Red Keep is a nexus of political machinations and vicious double dealings. Sybelleo is innocent of anything but naked desire for more mana. I am a known quantity. Avarice! A simple motivator. In the Red Keep, all knowledge shall come at unseen prices and with unforetold consequences.”

“Hmm.” Scorio swung his head about to gaze at Jova.

Who, mollified, allowed her plinth to lower down so both she and Leonis could step off onto the sand. Xandera took this as a signal to also slip down to the ground, and pressed close to Scorio as he sank into his human form.

Nyrix was rubbing at his stubbled jaw. “I mean, there’s something to that logic.”

“Can’t hurt to listen?” suggested Kelona.

“If they even know what the words they’re speaking mean,” said Leonis.

“I understand my own words,” replied Sybelleo, quirking their head to one side. “But if you wish me to use simpler words, I can accommodate you.”

“Oh,” laughed Kelona. “Ouch.”

“Leonis has a point,” said Jova. “Vill said you all were ‘baby’ Philosophers. That we should wait to take on the services of a more evolved version like Pashamylo.”

“Sybelleo does indeed have far to go,” allowed the Silverine, “but even Pashamylo began her journey as an eel. I am more advanced than those others that besieged you. Poised, I am, between native instinct and the highest planes of thought! Unless?” It drifted closer. “You wish the particular services Pashamylo provides?”

“Yes,” said Xandera. “What does she do, exactly? Why are Vill and Aken giving her mana? Does she protect the way station for them?”

“Not quite,” muttered Nyrix.

“It’s a more basic exchange,” agreed Leonis, his smile dark. “Am I right, Sybelleo?”

“Indeed!” Sybelleo spun in a circle and let out a trill of laughter. “You Great Souls are fascinating in your strange means of procreation!”

“Wait,” said Kelona. “Procreation? They’re…?”

“Yeah,” said Scorio. “You notice how feminine Pashamylo looked?”

“Oh…” said Kelona. “Oh!”

“What?” Xandera was glancing back and forth. “Procreation? Like making eggs?”

“Something like that,” agreed Scorio. “But… not. Silverines and humans can’t… make eggs together.”

“Actually,” said Xandera, “how do Great Souls make children? Do you make children? Our records at our hive never indicated seeing any of yours.”

“I don’t think I’ve heard of Great Souls having kids,” agreed Kelona. She looked to Scorio. “Right?”

“I don’t know. Never really thought about it.”

Xandera looked fascinated. “But if fiends and Great Souls can’t make eggs, then…? Oh! She pretends to mate with them? Why?”

Kelona stifled a laugh.

Scorio felt an abyss open at his feet. How to explain this? Xandera didn’t seem scandalized, or affronted, just… confused. She might look young, but she was a young blazeborn queen, not a human child.

“Humans—Great Souls—enjoy the act,” he began. “Even if it doesn’t lead to, you know. Eggs being laid and turning into young.”

Also, mating very rewarding activity. Good exercise.

Scorio had to control the wild urge to repeat Nox’s words.

“With Silverines, especially so,” agreed Sybelleo, drifting a little closer. “The transference of mana from Great Soul to Silverine can be an ecstatic experience for both parties.”

“But…” Xandera blinked. “I mean…”

“Wait,” said Kelona. “You don’t even look… human?”

Sybelleo shrugged. “We can shape ourselves to match what Great Souls find attractive, especially if given cause. We are mercurial, malleable, when motivated. I could begin changing as you desire, if we forge a partnership.”

“Let’s focus,” said Jova. “What Vill and Aken wish to do with Pashamylo is none of our concern—”

A rumbling sound from deep underground caused her to cut off. Everyone listened intently, but it faded away.

“Earthquakes?” asked Scorio. “Those happen around here?”

“No,” said Sybelleo, its little mouth pulled into a pensive frown. “Though then again sometimes, yes.”

Jova remained focused. “Those two are weak and unwilling to help with the greater war. There. We don’t need to ever think about them again. The question remains whether we should let this Silverine guide us.”

“Right,” said Scorio, grateful that the tremor and Jova’s rescue had distracted Xandera. “And what are you asking from us, anyway? We don’t have any Silver mana. And why do you even need us for it? We’re in the Silver Unfathom. Why don’t you just absorb it from everywhere around you? There’s plenty all over, right?”

Sybelleo quirked their head to one side, the movement made dramatic by their sweeping horns. “Is there? Wait! There is some here, indeed!”

Scorio reached out with his Heart sense, and again felt the currents of Bronze sweeping by, the turgid Iron, the effervescent Copper high above. But there was some Silver, slender ropes of which slipped across the ground to dive into cracks and disappear.

“See, there’s some Silver here,” he protested.

“Rare, strange, disturbing, delightful!” Sybelleo turned in a circle, studying the sandy ground. “This must be an oasis. Silver must pool below. Once common, now rare beyond belief, but ah! That we found it together indicates our synergies are pristine and worth deepening! A truly auspicious omen.”

“An oasis?” asked Nyrix.

“A rare pooling. Or so I assume. We should leave quickly, however. Such concentration of mana will draw Instinctuals.”

“Let’s wrap this up, then,” agreed Scorio.

“So this is really rare? Then where’s the rest of the Silver mana?” asked Nyrix, concerned.

“Caught at the southern edge of the Silver Unfathom,” laughed Sybelleo, rising up once more as they spread their arms. “Neatly, nicely, efficiently, effectively. All harvested as it flows into the Silver Unfathom. But those of us who are not part of the integral chains? We are left to fend for ourselves!”

“All of it?” Scorio stared up in shock. “All the Silver mana?”

“As good as!” Sybelleo spun about, strangely exhilarated. “A recent perfection of our final domination! The Silverines are majestic and capacious, and our capturing of all Silver is the latest attestation of that might! Alas. Though we all glory in the achievements of our kind, as dictated by the Abstractions, our very success leaves many of us Philosophers to scavenge and sell our services if we are to grow. Not to mention the poor starving Instinctuals.”

“That’s crazy,” said Kelona. “So there’s no Silver in all of the Silver Unfathom?”

“Some slips by,” conceded Sybelleo. “And accumulates here in the northern reaches. But that is greedily devoured by the starveling masses. And the Silverine eel-web is ever refined and tended to.”

Scorio tried to wrap his mind around this revelation. “But… that’s so much mana. Where does it all go?”

“Engorged web-eels are fed to ever larger Instinctuals until they come unto bursting and evolve into Philosophers. Then, by the thousands, by the tens of thousands, these are fed to the Abstractions.”

“Can we see these web-eels?” asked Xandera eagerly.

“A guide! You need a guide, a confidant, a trusted and loyal ally.” Sybelleo’s tiny mouth widened into a smile. “Yet fortune favors you, for Sybelleo is here, ready and eager to answer your every question in exchange for mana!”

“We only have access to what’s around us,” said Scorio. “Copper, Bronze…”

“Great Souls are admirably resourceful and capable of acquiring Gold mana or better when motivated,” said Sybelleo confidently. “But beyond that, mana processed through a Great Soul’s Heart is delectable, and sweet upon the body. We can reach an agreement with terrible, horrific ease.”

Scorio studied the Silverine. “You’re not like those others outside the way station, but also not like Pashamylo. Why is that?”

“Those you met at the keep were mewling children, barely self-aware. Pashamylo is an advanced Philosopher, having gorged for over a year now on Great Soul mana. She is grown dense and purposeful, her thoughts elevated, her nature approximating divinity. Soon she shall leave the way station in the hopes of becoming an Abstraction, or, barring that, to feed herself to an Abstraction of her choosing.”

Kelona shook her head slowly as if trying to sort this all out. “And you…?”

“Of middling stance, of sufficient advancement to be intelligible, but not so far developed that I am become intolerant of your lack of sophistication.”

Kelona snorted. “Well that’s kind of you.”

“I understand the importance of clothing, the reason Great Souls sleep, and why you prefer to be clean. Conversely, I am still at times mystified by Great Soul morality, spiritual beliefs, or your terror of death. But I have consumed sufficient mana to be an ideal companion. All you need do is take advantage of me.”

“Sure.” Scorio glanced at the others. “Thoughts?”

“We clearly have a lot to learn,” said Nyrix. “Fiends capable of capturing all the Silver mana flowing into the Silver Unfathom? That’s beyond anything I’d imagined.”

“You said this was a new thing?” called Kelona.

Sybelleo drifted down some more. It was now only a few yards above them. “An ever-refining process. When we consumed the last non-Silverine predators and fiends in the Silver Unfathom, we were finally able to devote our attention to the perfectioning of the net. Perfectioning?”

“Perfecting,” said Nyrix.

“Thank you.” The Silverine bobbed where they hovered. “The perfecting of the net. Advancement has been rapid.”

“You Silverines…” Scorio closed his eyes and gave a slight shake of his head. “So it’s true. You ate all the other fiends in the Silver Unfathom?”

“And now all is Silverine!” Sybelleo laughed again and spun in the air, skirts flaring out wide. “Harmonious and undisturbing. Our minds bend to ever greater works, and soon we shall all be Illuminated.”

“This is beyond what I was told,” said Jova darkly. “Not that I was privy to the highest councils, but this… this sounds far worse than I imagined.”

“I’m not ready to take on your services,” said Scorio. “Not till I speak with the Twilight Lady—”

The ground rumbled underfoot again, and now a hissing filled the air, as fine sand began pouring into opening cracks underfoot, the rock shifting and splitting all around them.

“Fly!” trilled Sybelleo, rising rapidly. “You stand on a warren! Arise into the sky!”

Chaos erupted all around them.

Entire pockets of the ground gave away altogether, sand pouring into ragged holes as fiends erupted from the depths. Dozens, no—hundreds of them, swarming up in shapes at first incomprehensible. Scorio got an impression of white bone carapace around dark purple and flesh-red torsos, clawed arms like purple branches scrabbling for purchase on the collapsing ground, their lower halves devolving into a mass of octopoid tentacles. Each as large as a man, with a smooth, featureless bone-helm for a head.

Bizarre, terrifying, overwhelming.

He shifted up into his scaled form, his wings bursting forth, and rose into the air as the rock beneath his taloned feet fell away, taking with it a dozen fiends who’d been reaching for him with their wizened purple arms. Turning in a circle, he tried to figure out what to do, for his companions were scattered and shouting, fighting off the swarm, summoning their powers.

Jova had leaped atop her plinth and risen up, but four fiends clutched at the edge of her great rock and were hauling themselves up to tackle her.

Kelona gleamed bright gold as she shouted her defiance and horror, shoving at a fiend that had latched on to her front, tentacles wrapping around her legs.

Nyrix’s blazing bolt flashed forth to impact a distant ridge where a portal opened, but the Dread Blaze chose not to step through, turning instead to loose a second shot at the fiend on Kelona, detonating half its skull.

For the briefest of seconds, Scorio saw again the Bone Plains, the swarming Tokalauths and Okoz, heard the screams of dying Great Souls, and panic swept through him, made him want to inhale a chestful of black fire and breathe it out over the wriggling, terrible shapes, to burn them all where they stood.

But his companions. They were caught in the midst.

“LEAVE US ALONE!” He roared with his command aura, and the closest dozen shied away from beneath him, suddenly skittish.

Abruptly, a great snake of searing lava burst forth, curving in a line as Xandera swung her palms to the side, washing over the fiends with the consistency of thick mud. They screeched, reared, drew away. Leonis was roaring in fury, swinging Nezzar in a two-fisted grip as he cleared the immediate area around him, six other Nezzars having sprung into existence around the perimeter. Jova had somehow shaken off the fiends on her plinth, and with a fierce cry tore rocks from the closest outcropping and hurled them with devastating effect into the melee.

Catching his breath, the horrors of the Bone Plains receding, Scorio dove down and became living flame, so that he passed through writhing fiends and burned them from within. In his heart sprang hope: they could get out of this, they could drive them back, they could survive.

He rose up, sucking the fire deep into his chest, only to see to his dismay that many of the fiends they’d attacked had been hurt but not killed.

Damn it. They were far tougher than the army they’d fought on the Bone Plains. Silver mana fiends, they shrilled with eerie musicality, even the ones he’d burned somehow remaining in the fight, portions of their bodies blackened but still capable of movement.

And then an enormous chunk of the ground simply gave way with a sloughing roar, and fell into the depths, taking a hundred fiends with it along with Leonis and Xandera.

Scorio didn’t think. He furled his wings and dove down with his great Shroud before him, into the yawning black chasm that had opened up, past the fiends that clung to its sides and reached for him, into the darkness beneath.

Darkvision revealed the nightmare into which he’d flown.

They’d been standing atop a hollowed-out complex of weblike rock. A cathedral space across whose open expanse stretched organic strands of pale stone, their surface honeycombed so that each was more a lattice than a solid buttress. The walls seethed with fiends like the inside of a beehive, and the huge chunks that had fallen from the surface had plunged through a number of those delicate white struts, smashing them apart as they fell all the way to the ground far below.

It felt like diving into an alien world. Ridges were carved into the actual cavern’s walls along which grew pink fungus-like trees, continuous growths that flowered up into spherical canopies.

But it was the sound that nearly caused Scorio to lose all control, to simply cover his ears and close his eyes tight and try to blot out the pain. Every fiend in this vast space was shrilling, singing, screaming their complex song, a sound so layered and fluted and strange and disconcerting that it made it hard to think, pain jabbing into his mind and causing his gorge to rise.

Only extreme effort kept him on course, diving down and veering around the struts that carved through the void, down to where Xandera and Leonis had fallen and now lay amidst the shattered rocks and rubble.

Xandera had already risen to her feet and was spraying lava about her, loosing great waves that sent the swarming fiends scuttling back on their tentacular appendages, but Leonis lay prone, arms outflung, head lolling to one side and with no sign of Nezzar.

With relief, Scorio exhaled the black flame that had been curdling in his chest, spewing forth his incendiary plume that blasted through the ranks of fiends rushing toward Xandera. The first dozen feet of fire were of the purest, lightest blue, and then it blossomed into a roiling ball of flame that torched and cindered scores of fiends.

A bolt of light slammed into the ground beside Leonis. A portal opened, through which Nyrix and Kelona emerged, both looking overwhelmed and terrified, their Shrouds shimmering before them.

Scorio banked hard, came around a vast column of embroidered stone and again lashed out with his command aura, bellowing for the fiends to run away.

An entire flank shivered and ground to a halt, transfixed by his command, but they didn’t flee.

Kelona hurled herself headlong into the thickest knot of fiends, hitting them like a catapult and breaking ivory carapaces and arms, while Nyrix pivoted, loosing bolt after bolt from his crossbow.

Leonis. They had to get him out. Scorio glanced up at the holes in the distant ceiling, only to see Jova riding her plinth almost straight down, a cloud of stone fragments in tow. Her gaze was pure fury, and abruptly the cloud blasted past her to rain down upon the fiends, hundreds of rocks and pebbles and shards decimating their ranks.

“We have to get out of here!” yelled Scorio, landing beside Leonis. They had but moments as more fiends were pouring down the walls and boiling out of side tunnels.

“I need a target to shoot!” Nyrix yelled back, and Scorio understood his plight: without a visible target to hit with his bolt, he couldn’t open a portal to the outside world. Which meant only he and Jova could get the rest of the crew out.

But there wasn’t room to grow into his dragon form down here. There were too many of those struts and bridges of strangely wrought stone crossing web-like across the cavern. He’d not have the clearance to beat his wings, to climb for air.

“The stone is so strange here!” shouted Xandera, her body so heated that steam was rising from her black skin. “There are caverns in every direction!”

It was so disconcerting, so wrong, to somehow be able to hear them over the tapestry of keening and chaotic song that filled the air, that still stabbed daggers into his mind. As if the fiends’ terrifying music were a backdrop that filled every crevasse of his mind, but against which his friends’ shouts could still be plainly heard.

His nausea was rising, a queasy, greasy feeling within his mouth and throat and gut. The walls of the giant cavern were closing in, and the growing symphony of discordant beauty was making it impossible to think.

Fiends were hurling themselves against his mighty Shroud, scrabbling and clawing at the curved golden surface in fury.

Jova let out a cry of frustration. “The stone here doesn’t listen to me!”

But she’d brought enough rocks with her that these yet obeyed her power, lifting up and swirling around the battlefield to thresh the ranks of the fiends, or at least batter them back. They were too tough to be killed outright.

Moira had been right. The fiends in the Silver Unfathom were far more formidable than he’d expected.

A great keening filled the air, a trumpeting cry, and a huge fiend lumbered into view, emerging from a cave mouth to wave its tentacles high overhead. Easily eight yards in height, it was massive in every way, its body extending back into the shadows behind it. It was some kind of mollusk, its white bone shell encompassing its rear half, while its claws and tentacles seethed in the air before it, a score of them as thick across as Scorio’s thigh and dozens of yards long, some tipped with hooks, others with blades, others with suction pads.

“This way!” cried Xandera. “I sense a good cavern!” And she ran into an oncoming wave of fiends, blasting them with a gout of lava that caused them to hiss and shrill and dance away, opening up a corridor.

Nyrix and Kelona raced after her, desperately swinging their Shrouds about them to fend off attacks, so Scorio scooped up Leonis and gave chase, Jova bringing up the rear, her flying screen of stones and shards forcing the fiends to stay back.

Xandera raced to the cavern wall and there trained her flow of lava against one spot. The knitted white stone boiled away easily, opening into a narrow circular tunnel whose surface hissed and steamed and led steeply downward.

“Where are we going?” cried Kelona. “We need to get out!”

“A safer cavern!” Xandera descended into the tunnel, carving it out with her power.

“Take Leonis!” Scorio handed the huge man over to Kelona, who in her golden form was able to carry him without difficulty. Then he turned back, stepped up alongside Jova, and turned back into living flame.

The sensation was sublime and helped deafen the terrible sound that was driving him mad. For a moment he simply flowed forward, swimming through fiends that raked and tried to tear at him, burning and searing them where he went, only to return to the tunnel mouth and reform into his scaled form, inhaling the black fire deep.

The vast Silverine was hauling its way toward them, but its tentacles were extending faster, reaching across twenty, thirty yards. Another trumpeting sound, and a second huge fiend appeared in another cave mouth, causing the ocean of lesser Silverines to fibrillate with joy, the volume of their song rising to unconscionable levels.

“Go,” he managed to grunt to Jova, who nodded and backed into the tunnel.

Scorio leaned forward and unleashed his flame breath, dragging it across the army of fiends that were trying to swamp him.

Tough as they were, his black fire drove them back, killing those he’d already burned before, warping and cindering those who’d replaced the fallen.

The fiends—Instinctuals?—fell back a good dozen paces, pushing into their rear ranks with outraged shrills and cries.

But the huge tentacles from the vast fiend snaked in toward him, singed but undeterred by his attack.

The moment his flame died out, Scorio turned and darted after Jova.

Xandera had burned a tunnel some twenty yards down into a lower neighboring cavern. But this one was devoid of fiends, and the last yard of her tunnel gradated back to normal-looking stone, smooth and cold and solid.

Scorio stumbled out into the new space, saw that Xandera and Jova were right there.

“Close it!” Xandera cried, and Jova clenched her jaw. A great chunk of stone tore itself free from the ground and flew forth to wedge into the tunnel like a cork, chunks calving off and splintering as Jova rammed it in as deep as she could, slotting a good three or four yards of rock into the tunnel.

Silence.

Almost. In the distance, almost more intuited than actually heard, came the Instinctuals’ song, barely echoing through the walls.

Scorio backed away, watching the stone plug, but it seemed to be holding. Warily, he turned in a circle and saw that they’d emerged into a smaller version of the first cavern, its sides wrapped with ridges upon which grew the pink fungus bushes, the ceiling tapering to a dome from which spikes of sharp rock descended.

No obvious way out, then.

What looked like tunnels embedded within the ridges proved to be little more than shallow caves or alcoves. Water dripped from the stone spikes above to plink into pools that dotted the sloping ground.

“Oh,” breathed Kelona, who’d crouched to lower Leonis to the ground. “There’s so much Silver mana!”

Scorio reached out with his Heart sense and realized she was correct—the air was supple and thick with great rippling strands of Silver which interlaced and surged through the air.

“Are we safe?” Nyrix had his crossbow still at his shoulder, and was turning in a slow circle to scan the ridges. “Can they get in here?”

“Doesn’t look like it,” said Jova, hands on her hips, her face carved into a scowl.

“They can’t.” Xandera lowered to a crouch and placed her hand on the damp floor. She looked subtly different. A little taller, perhaps, a little older. “I can sense… this is good stone, but we’re surrounded…” She quirked her head to one side as if thinking. “Yes. What we came through, there are caverns just like it around this one.”

“Around us?” Scorio felt his skin crawl as his sense of safety rapidly grew brittle. “As in, all around us?”

“Above, to the sides, yes.” Xandera’s tone was pensive. “This was the only safe space I could sense. Everywhere else the stone is wrong.”

“Great,” said Jova. “Just great. So we’re trapped?”

“We’ll figure something out.” Scorio tried to sound more confident than he felt. “Between all our powers, Xandera’s ability to work with stone, yours, my dragon form, we’ll figure something out.”

“Did you see how many fiends there were?” Jova arched a brow. “And they’re strong. I was having to exert myself to just drive them back, much less kill them.”

Scorio had nothing to say. She was right.

“It’s the Silver mana,” said Kelona softly. “It must be. They’re here to consume it. Like a nest built around their food source.”

“Given how little we sensed on the surface, this must be like a gold mine for them,” agreed Nyrix. “Well. Silver mine.”

“Just great.” Jova blew out her cheeks and stared down at where Leonis lay, his great chest rising and falling gently. “So what do we do, Pyre Lord?”

“I don’t know.” Scorio hated to admit it, but what else could he say? “We’ll rest. Take stock. And then we’ll figure something out.”


Chapter 11

Scorio

For the first short while everybody stayed close, clustered together not far from the plug, watching intently and listening for sounds of impending doom. Leonis was their center, and it was as if nobody were willing to stray too far from where he lay. Kelona found a dark gash in the back of his head, one that no doubt would have been worse if his bundled ponytail hadn’t cushioned his fall.

“Head injuries are bad,” Jova said after crouching beside Leonis for a spell. “Either he’ll wake up, or he won’t.”

“Is there anything we can do?” asked Kelona. “Make him more comfortable, or…?”

“Just wait and hope.” Jova rose to her feet, expression hard. “After all, if the Instinctuals get through, we’re probably dead.”

Nyrix still had his brightly glowing crossbow out, though he now held it casually in one hand. “Xandera can just burn us another tunnel.”

“Weren’t you listening?” Jova’s voice was sharp with scorn. “She said we’re surrounded by bad rock.”

“Bad rock,” said Scorio. “Explain.”

“That… stuff we saw in the first cave. All hollowed out and then layered on top of itself.” Jova waved irritatedly in the direction of the plug. “It’s been messed with. Infused with something. I can’t explain it. But the result is bad rock that doesn’t listen to my power.”

“Agreed,” said Xandera quietly. She sat to one side, running her fingers through her mane of lambent hair. “The Silverines have done something to it. Made it weaker, yet also… more than just stone. I could burn through it easily, but…” She gave a little shake of her head. “It’s very strange. Echoey.”

“Echoey,” said Scorio. “Perhaps it has something to do with their song?”

Kelona snorted. “You call that racket they were making a song?”

“I do. Or some kind of music. Remember how Sybelleo and the other Philosophers sounded so… I don’t know the right term. Musical, or lyrical, so that sometimes it was hard to even understand them? The sound the Instinctuals were making, it reminded me of it. Not like the Okoz with their hooting, but part of their attack.”

“So…” Kelona hesitated. “You think the Instinctuals did something to the rock to augment their attack?”

“That doesn’t make sense,” said Jova. “This entire cavern system is too large and hidden for them to hope Great Souls would wander into it. No. Whatever they did to the rock must have been for another reason.”

“Well.” Scorio placed his hands on his hips and gazed around the cavern. Without their darkvision they’d have been in real trouble. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. We just need to get out.”

“Brilliant deduction,” snapped Jova, then strode off to one side to stare at nothing.

“Tough situation,” said Scorio to Kelona and Nyrix, raising a hand as if to forestall any complaints. “We’re all feeling it.”

The other two nodded reluctantly.

“Xandera. Tell me more about what you sense around us.”

The blazeborn queen sighed and pushed her mass of molten hair back over her shoulder. “The bad stone makes it hard to read, but—think of us as a… think of this cavern as a bubble in a lake of magma. A bubble on the stone floor. Magma around us on all sides, and above.”

“With the magma being bad stone, which means Instinctuals.” Scorio licked his lower lip as he considered. “So if we burrow in any direction, we open a hole to one of those caverns.”

Xandera nodded.

“What if we dig?” asked Scorio. “Go straight down, then out to the side?”

“We could do that,” said Xandera. “It would just take a long time.”

“Time we’ve got.” Scorio frowned at the cavern around them. “Well. As much time as the Silverines will give us.”

“Can you sense if they’re digging toward us?” asked Nyrix.

Xandera leaned forward to place her palm on the ground. “No. I don’t think so? I can’t sense the Silverines directly, just if a tunnel were being dug, and… I don’t think that’s happening right now.”

“They know we’re in here,” protested Kelona. “Why aren’t they chasing us?”

“There’s a lot we don’t know.” Scorio tried to project the calm and confidence they seemed to need. “Why the Silver mana is pooling here. Why the Silverines have done this to the caverns outside this one. Why they’re not digging after us. But for now, let’s take that as a blessing. It’ll hopefully give Leonis time to recover, and us time to plan.”

“What’s there to plan?” Jova had half-turned back to them. “We can’t dig our way out. All that remains is for Xandera to bore us a tunnel down and then out to the sides.”

“How does your power work?” asked Nyrix cautiously. “Can you help her dig?”

“No. Not really.” Jova glared at Nyrix, then looked away. “My power allows me to manipulate rock where it lies, mostly. Anything loose. A boulder, a pebble, even sand, to a very limited degree. Tearing rock out of rock is incredibly difficult for me. To tear a piece out of smooth floor?” She shook her head. “Maybe when I become higher ranked.”

Nyrix nodded. “Well, you saved us all back there with your storm of stones.”

“What?” She glared at him again. “You trying to make me feel better?”

“Enough,” said Scorio. “We’re in a tough situation. Let’s just recognize that and calm down. Take advantage of this time and rest. I’m not convinced the Silverines won’t find a way to us. Remember Vill saying they don’t give up? We might as well restore our strength while we can.”

Kelona nodded. “Too bad we lost our packs. Our food. All our gear.”

“At least we’ve got this water,” said Nyrix, turning to stare unenthusiastically at the standing pools that littered the ground. “That’s a life send.”

Kelona smiled with faux-sweetness. “I don’t suppose you want to try one first for me?”

To which Nyrix snorted, allowed his crossbow to disappear, and moved over to the closest pool to kneel, cup water up in his palm, and sip.

Kelona leaned forward.

“And?”

Nyrix smiled. “Delicious, actually. Cold, clear, has this wonderful taste.”

“Thank Eterra,” said Kelona, hurrying over to join him.

Scorio stepped over to Jova. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m wondering if Sybelleo led us into this trap on purpose.”

“Didn’t seem like it. But who knows?” Scorio considered. “What do you think of opening a tunnel in which to funnel fiends into a killing field?”

Jova eyed him sidelong. “A bold plan. But did you see how many there were?”

“I didn’t get an exact count.”

Jova snorted. “Too many. My attacks were hurting them, but not killing rapidly enough. I saw you pass through them in your flame form. They didn’t like it, but they weren’t just keeling over, either.”

“Yeah.” Scorio nodded reluctantly. “They’re tough. But if we made a narrow tunnel, say just wide enough for us to kill them one at a time as they came through…?”

Jova considered. “I would need a good supply of loose stone. There’s not much to be had in here.”

“I could turn into a giant dragon and just knock some of those spikes off the ceiling,” grinned Scorio.

“Well.” Jova didn’t exactly smile, but he thought he sensed her smiling deep, deep down within her core. “That would help.”

“I wait in dragon form. I should fit in this end of the cavern. You stockpile some really large rocks. Xandera opens a narrow passage. They start coming through, and we kill them as they come. Then Xandera closes the passage whenever we need to rest.”

“Nyrix could help with his crossbow, I suppose.” Jova inhaled deeply, held the breath, then released it all at once with a sigh. “The trick would be to not let too many push in at once.”

“Right. But say we do it in controlled bursts. Slaughter, take a break. Slaughter, take a break. Eventually they’ll run out of numbers.”

“Might just be easier for Xandera to dig us a way out.”

“True. But that will definitely take more time. She’ll have to dig a passage out from under all the bad rock. Who knows how far these caverns extend out around us?”

Jova studied him. “You just want to kill fiends.”

“And you don’t?”

And finally she did smile. “I wouldn’t mind some practice.”

“Good. Because we don’t actually have much time. Water, yes. But food? In a few days we’ll really be feeling it.”

Jova nodded. “You want to do this right away?”

Scorio glanced at where Kelona and Nyrix were talking quietly by the pool, then at where Leonis lay upon the smooth floor. “Let’s give them a little time to recover. Then we’ll start.”

* *

They slept fitfully in shifts. The ground sapped their warmth, so Nyrix shot his crossbow up at a high ledge, opened a portal, and then returned with armfuls of the strange pink blossoms that grew all along the sides of the cavern in the hopes of making sleeping mats out of them.

They were strange indeed. The ridges ran the entire way around the cavern, like balconies along the inside of a playhouse, their edges striated and filled with gaps. The bushes grew perhaps as tall as man, a continuous vegetation, it turned out, whose fibrous roots descended through the ridge to connect with the growths below. Even the bushes were strangely ridged, with thick steps rising a foot to then connect in a woven platform from which the next set of stems would grow, all of it blossoming into the faintest of pink confections at the top, spongy and thick and dense.

“Smells nice,” said Kelona, lifting a sprig to her nose. “Like… something sweet, but not quite honey. Honeyed lavender?”

Nyrix was trying to tear the mass he’d brought apart, but was having difficulty. “Scorio? Some help?”

“Sure.” Scorio stepped up, rising into his scaled form, and with his searing claws made short work of the growths. The smell grew more pungent, like burned caramel.

“I could go for some food,” sighed Kelona, taking the slashed sections of bush and laying them down beside each other. “Perhaps I’ll dream of a hot meal.”

Nyrix eyed her, amused. “It’s been—what—a handful of hours since breakfast? You can’t be starving.”

“It’s the thought that we have no food that makes me hungry,” complained Kelona, bedding down. “Anticipatory starvation.”

“You are clearly ready for tough travelling across hell,” said Nyrix, shaking his head. “Should we make a mat for Leonis?”

The big man lay still, breathing steadily as always, his expression calm if a little pale. “I’ll take care of it,” said Scorio. “You guys get some rest.”

Scorio walked to the closest ledge, giving Nyrix and Kelona time to bed down. A deep inhale. By the hells it felt good to drink deep of so much Silver. He poured it slowly, clumsily into his reservoir. How infrequently he did this now. It had become a reflex to use the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique. To skip his reservoir altogether and just Ignite.

But now he did so thoughtfully, observing how the Silver flowed so smoothly into his great Heart. It had the fluidity of Copper, the density of Iron, but lacked the grandeur, the spectacle of Gold.

When he was filled to the brim he pushed his senses out. Silver everywhere. The cavern was saturated in it. No wonder the Instinctuals had been drawn here in such numbers. The strangeness of this band of hell struck him all over again, and then he put the matter how of his mind and grew his wings.

Without adopting his scaled form first.

It was surprisingly tricky to do consciously. Back with Moira he’d grown them reflexively, driven by urgency and half-panic, but now, thinking it through, willing them to extrude without changing the rest of himself, it was surprisingly awkward.

But slowly he did so, his torso changing in subtle ways to accommodate the wings, his shoulders broadening, his chest layering in muscle. He kept the wings small and maneuverable, then leaped and flew up rapidly to the closest ledge, where he alit gently before the pink bushes.

Only to pause, curious. The cavern curved away to the left at its far end. The ridges curved around out of view. With his wings still grown, he glanced down at the others, then hopped off the ledge to fall and catch himself. Beating strongly, he rose and flitted forth. His human form was far lighter than his scaled one, and he felt almost jangly, his flight path erratic. But there might be more maneuverability here if he could come to master it.

He flew down the cavern, following its curve, and saw that it was roughly bean-shaped, kinked in the middle with the second half ending abruptly with a series of more massive ledges, the pink bushes having grown into an orgy of branches and fronds and pink blossoms that covered the back wall as if a huge bucket of pink paint and sticks had been hurled against it by a giant.

Scorio’s darkvision had grown far more powerful and complete in his Pyre Lord form, and as he flew closer he saw a series of caverns set beyond the broad ledges. Not tunnels—Xandera would have noticed that—but deeper and more spacious than the more alcove-like depressions on their half of the cave.

Scorio landed on one ledge and poked around a bit. Back here the pink fronds were bustling with small, jewel-aphids, each the size of the tip of his thumb, complete with waving feelers and crystalline bodies like diamonds. They sipped on the plant stalks, and even as Scorio watched the abdomen of one slowly filled with pink smoke until it turned a solid hue, at which point it settled down, feelers retracting, as if to sleep.

Interesting.

But there was nothing else of note. He entered a couple of the caverns, each perhaps the size of his ruined cottage back in LastRock, then eventually admitted that there were no secrets back here and collected an armful of the springiest fronds. Slashing these off with his burning claws, he shook the jewel-aphids off them, finding them harmless, and then flew back to his companions.

Kelona and Nyrix hadn’t fallen asleep, it seemed, but were simply resting and conversing quietly.

Jova sat beside Leonis, watching Scorio approach, and when he landed she examined his cargo and nodded. “Might as well make him comfortable.”

“Even if he doesn’t notice,” agreed Scorio. Together they fashioned a rough bed, and then, with extreme care, levered the big man onto it. Jova cupped his head so it wouldn’t loll, and they adjusted him as best they could.

For a moment, Scorio just stood over Leonis, staring down at him with a frown.

“Nothing any of us could have done,” said Jova, misunderstanding his expression.

“It’s not that. I was thinking of the bitter irony of losing him again so quickly into our voyage.”

“He’s not dead yet. There’s a chance he’ll awaken.”

“True.” Scorio couldn’t be bothered to argue. But some sense of fatalism had him tight, and the dark, gallows humor of losing Leonis almost as soon as he’d regained him made the possibility seem all but guaranteed.

“I was considering our killing zone,” said Jova after a while. “Where best to place it. Unless you saw something ideal around the corner?”

“Just more of the same. Bigger caverns, bigger ledges. Doubles the size of what you can currently see.”

“Might work. I was thinking we should place the tunnel into a wall right beneath a ledge, so Xandera can collapse the ceiling if things go wrong.”

“Dramatic. But sure. You’ll be in charge of plugging it like before?”

“You get me one of the biggest spikes, I’ll do just that.”

“Helps that they taper to a point. Like a sword thrust. You can just shove it in as deep as it goes till it gets too wide.”

Jova raised an eyebrow at him.

“What?”

“Nothing. I just thought you were being crude on purpose.”

“Crude?” Awareness dawned. “Oh—no! I mean, obviously I can see why you’d think that, but—”

“It’s fine, Scorio.” Jova sounded world weary. “I’m not a child. But, yes. Xandera above, the spike at the ready by my side. I’ll need plenty of ammunition to ensure I can whittle their numbers down.”

“And room for me to be in my dragon form.” Scorio nodded. “We’ll need a word or signal to indicate when it’s time to end the bout. There’ll be too many of them at first.”

“Sure. How about you yell ‘close it’ when you think it’s time?”

“I don’t know.” Scorio rubbed at his jaw. “It’s got a certain flair to it, but the ambiguity might be confusing in the heat of battle.”

Jova arched a dark brow.

Scorio smirked. “Let’s walk around. Find the best spot.”

They explored the cavern on foot. Mostly in silence, but it was a comfortable silence. Scorio found himself comparing, against his will, how Jova’s competent focus contrasted with Naomi’s dark intensity. She’d have shifted into the Nightmare Lady immediately and set off exploring, while Jova was content to move methodically along the wall, checking every alcove and recess. Stopping to point out stone spires rising from the ground close by that might be either advantageous or that would complicate matters. Crouch to gauge the slope of the cavern floor. Frown up at the overhanging ledges.

Working with Jova felt calm and serious and without… Scorio tried to find the right word. Tension? Which was strange, given their past, her betrayal, the reservoirs of pain she’d caused him. But walking along the walls with her felt almost relaxing. It was business, but he was conducting it with someone focused, professional, and competent.

Hadn’t Naomi been all of those things? Focused, yes. Competent? Scarily so. But not professional.

That was the difference. Everything with Naomi had felt fraught with her trauma, her past, her suspicion of those around them, her paranoia. Each moment he’d felt ready to step in and intervene in case she got upset, reassure her if she got suspicious, talk her down if she felt the need to quit and run. Everything had felt personal.

And in the end, her cumulative negativity had become exhausting.

“What’s wrong?” asked Jova, turning back to him.

He’d stopped following, growing lost in his thoughts. “Nothing. I got distracted by memories.”

“Memories.” She said the word as if testing it, posture growing stiff. “Of my…?”

Her mistakes, she seemed to imply.

“No.” A flickerflash of subtle relief crossed her face, and tension left her frame. “Doesn’t matter. I should be more focused.”

“You should.” But said more in agreement than scorn. “I was saying this particular cave looks ideal. It’s the narrowest and deepest we’ve found. If Xandera can punch a hole through the back, we should have the greatest chance of controlling the flow of fiends into the main cavern. The ledge above looks flimsy enough that I could smash it down with a boulder, and there’s room to that side for your dragon from.”

Scorio took his time pacing out the area, then entered the cave and moved to the very back. He thought he could dimly hear the Instinctuals, their song a low hum that set his nerves on edge.

“Sure, this works.” He turned, tapped the ceiling, then re-emerged. “When should we begin the festivities?”

“Soon,” said Jova. “It’s going to take a long time to slaughter these fiends. Let’s check in with Xandera and see when she might be ready to get to work.”

“Sounds good.” Scorio fell in beside Jova, but the companionable silence from before had grown strained. Perhaps it was due to her thinking he’d been pondering their past. He felt moved to reassure her, but then checked the instinct. This was business, after all. They weren’t friends. And if she was on edge due to remembering how she’d betrayed him in the past? Then that was a lesson worth dwelling on.

Or so he told himself.


Chapter 12

The Nightmare Lady

The Nightmare Lady loped along the edge of the cliff, tail undulating behind her, talons digging into the crusty rock. She ran smoothly, fluidly, drawing on the ambient Bronze mana with ever more proficiency, feeding it into her blazing Heart without routing it through her reservoir.

He would have been proud.

As always, her monstrous face pulled into a silent snarl at the thought of him, a reflexive wave of hatred and self-loathing flooding through her skeletal frame.

Don’t think about him. It. Anything.

Just now, here, in the moment.

A massive shape soared into view overhead to land a score of yards before her, his soft frame taking the impact on the rough shoals of raw rock without damage.

Nox.

The Nightmare Lady didn’t adjust her pace. Kept running, and soon passed him, not even bothering to glance sidelong at her erstwhile companion, who’d begun striding in his strangely muscular, deliberate manner over the rough rocks. He’d walk for a spell, then leap again to hurl himself past her, and in this manner they’d proceeded for weeks, cutting through the Silver Unfathom as they devoured the endless miles.

Little conversation.

Yet with Nox she never got the sense he was withholding comments out of respect for her prickly nature. He simply didn’t have much to say when they were on the move, his concentration on his progress and their environment total.

With good reason.

The Nightmare Lady raised her gaze to the distant Silverine Sun.

The first time she’d seen one sail free of the endless fog clouds she’d staggered to a halt, amazed, appalled.

She’d been completely unprepared for the sheer size of it. It had hung low off the horizon, vast as a planet, its rough ivory surface mottled with glowing orange craters, the largest of which blazed gold in their depths. The lights had pulsed as if the planet were alive, a shimmering corona enveloping it and occasionally giving off a curling flare that had stretched for what had to be miles into the black sky.

Another blazed ahead, far beyond where the plateau on which they ran curved away to lead them east. The cloud banks had parted before its unholy majesty, their rippled surface limned with burning light so that it seemed as if an eternal sunset were taking place.

The distant edge of the plateau where it met the curving line of the cliff was a battered bronze, the stone and ice reflecting the Silverine Sun in burning streaks.

The plan was to follow this flat ground along the edge of the plateau and then away from the Sun. To their hard right, spikes and spires rose in ever greater profusion to become an impenetrable forest of knife-like mountains. But here a great avenue of flattened rock followed the waving curtain-line of the cliff, beyond which roiled an infinite ocean of cottony-white fog that stretched toward the horizon.

If she leaped from the cliff top, she reckoned she’d fall through that cloud-sea forever.

On she ran, limber and lethal. The vasty heavens were still but for the endless banks of scudding fog overhead, and the terrain appeared similarly abandoned. No signs of life, no signs of Great Souls, no fiends, nothing.

But she wasn’t fooled.

Nox again sailed overhead in one of his prodigious leaps, to land thirty yards ahead of her into a great wrinkled black mass, adjusting his posture immediately with a couple of steps and several deep swallows that caused his throat to ripple. He cocked his head to one side as she passed him, the great hooded spikes over the eyeless hollows tracking her.

Alerted by his curiosity, she slowed, cast around, and then moved to the cliff’s very edge to peer out over the cloud ocean. Like surf, the fog stole halfway up the rough cliff, exhaling endlessly and falling back on itself.

No sign of Silverines.

But Nox was never wrong. His mana sensitivity would have put a Charnel Duchess to shame.

The Nightmare Lady crouched, tail twitching, and canted her head from one side to the other, peering. Probing the foggy depths. Waiting.

There.

Four alien shapes emerged from the white fog to fly up toward them, far enough below to appear small, but that was an illusion.

“Four of them,” she called back to Nox.

He waddled away from the cliff’s edge, looking for suitable ground.

The Silverines were fascinating to observe, utterly unlike anything she’d ever seen, and eerily beautiful. These were clearly related, for they all had roughly the same body plan. They had to be, what, ten, fifteen yards long? A half-dozen deep blue tentacles as thick as her thigh braided together and clasped between segmented white bone carapaces that ran down their stomachs and spines. Four red arms emerged from near the top, each terminating in elongated hands topped with foot-long talons, and a mane of blue tentacles ran down what had to be their necks, the two or three yards above their arms that ended in their newt-like heads.

They coursed up towards her, undulating as if swimming through water, and the Nightmare Lady snarled in defiance then retreated to where Nox had settled into a hollow, and was even now making minute adjustments to his bulk.

As always, his serenity in the face of danger annoyed her.

“They’re coming fast.”

“Nox sense them. Worry not.”

“I’m not worried,” she snapped, but if he cared for her temper, she couldn’t tell. Taking a breath, she engaged one of her powers, so that darkness began to emanate from crevices and cracks, rising from the hollows beneath stones and rocks to eddy into the air like vials of ink poured into water.

The darkness soothed her. Called to her. She could sense their depths, their locations, and urged them to reach out for each other, tendrils connecting the spreading columns. Farther and farther afield she pushed the darkness, till the area before her and Nox was as mottled with midnight hues as the Silverine Sun was blistered with burning craters.

The four Silverines came pouring over the cliff’s edge into view and together they let forth a shrill cry of excitement, the air bruising before their musical assault. The Nightmare Lady grit her fangs and forced herself to remain still, shielding her Heart in the manner Nox had taught her, waiting, waiting as they arced up into the air and then plummeted down to attack.

Their neck tentacles frilled out wide, their hands reached forth, and the mouths in their eyeless newt-like faces of red and blue suddenly split in half to reveal huge maws riddled with needle-teeth.

Down they flew, faster and faster, and Naomi almost panicked, almost lost faith and leaped aside for the sweet embrace of darkness when Nox detonated.

His reservoir was huge, and in one violent explosion he released a weaponized mass of Coal shot through with Iron into the air around them.

Even prepared, the detonation rocked the Nightmare Lady where she crouched, caused the shield around her Heart to crack and fragment, and sent her head spinning.

It felt as if she’d fallen headfirst down a well, fallen upwards, fallen outwards in every direction, the ground spinning away from under her.

But there was no time to waste.

The four Silverines let out gasping cries of alarm and pain as they dropped from the sky to crash onto the rocks and there writhe, tentacles and arms slapping at the ground.

The Nightmare Lady slipped into the closest column of shadows and appeared beside the first. She leaped as its tentacles swept through where she’d been, and fell upon it, taloned feet finding purchase on its side, grasping at carapace and muscular tentacles both as she slashed an arm off with her tail and cut frenziedly at its neck.

All around her more segmented tails like her own set about butchery, their great triangular blades slashing down and hacking again and again at the other three fiends.

Who mewled and yelped and contorted their bodies in shock and bewilderment.

Nox’s tongue flew forth, the great pad at its end splodging onto the bone-clad neck of one, and with a gurgling grunt he hauled it toward him over the rocks.

The Nightmare Lady cut a handful of the thick blue neck tentacles away, then slammed her talons down into the writhing crimson and blue flesh, slashing at the muscular body till she tore sufficiently deeply into its core that the fiend spasmed and flopped to lie still.

Already the other two were half-rising, gaining buoyancy. But her forest of bladed tails had cut them nearly into chunks, and with satisfaction the Nightmare Lady watched as they finished the job, hacking and hacking away at bone and tentacles and arms until they both flopped down to lie still.

The fourth yet writhed as Nox dragged it toward him. The Nightmare Lady could only shake her head. It was bigger than he was.

“You can’t eat it!” she shouted.

Nox dug his rear legs into the ground and kept hauling, his throat working. The Silverine flexed and spasmed, fought instinctively against the pull, but then Nox bounded forward and closed his mouth around its head and shoulders.

“Spit it out,” shouted Naomi. “It’s… damn it, Nox!”

The toad ignored her. He was massive, armored now with impressive black plates, with whorls of mana markings emanating from around his eye sockets to spread over his neck and back, but still, impressive as he’d become, the fiend was just too—

Nox rocked from side to side, opened his mouth wider, and hauled half the fiend down his gullet, causing his sides to begin to writhe as the Silverine fought him from inside.

The Nightmare Lady sighed and strode to the edge of the cliff. She gazed out over the ocean of clouds half a mile below, but there was no sign of other Silverines.

For now.

Turning, she gauged the battle. Nox was making deep belly burping sounds as he shook his body from side to side, and then he tilted his whole head back and opened his mouth even wider so that more of the Silverine fiend’s tentacles could slide inside.

Deeply muffled shrieks sounded from within his rapidly swelling body.

The Nightmare Lady watched, then shook her head. “Fine. Stuff yourself into a coma while we’re this close to a Sun. See if I care.”

And she stalked back to the dead Silverines to begin carving out their Hearts.

It was bloody, messy work, but her tail made it easy. She parted muscles and dense fiendish flesh till she was able to tear free each Heart. They were practically identical, each as large as a human head, and fluted and frilled with silver and bronze. She tossed each toward Nox, but he ignored them, busy as he was.

When finally the last Heart was free, she hurled it after the first two, and straightened with a sigh. Blue gore dripped from her arms up to her elbows, and the smell of dead Silverine was rich in the air, coppery and metallic, but strangely acidic and noxious at the same time.

With a final slurp of his tongue, Nox pulled the tips of the tentacles in his mouth, then smacked his lips together as his whole body rocked and contorted from within.

“How the hell did you do that?” she asked, walking over. “You’ve doubled in size. What if more find us now?”

“Nox magnificent Emperor Wraith Toad.” This offered as if it were an explanation in and of itself. A muffled shriek sounded from within him, and an angular shape protruded violently through his black skin, causing it to distend alarmingly. “Nox capacious. Silverine tasty. Naomi should try eating Silverine Heart. Improve her mood.”

“No, thank you.” The Nightmare Lady glanced about. “Well, it looks like we’re camping early. Think you can move?”

“Nox Emperor Wraith Toad.”

“Right. Well, we should make for those mountains and get out of sight, at least. So much for clearing the Sun’s periphery today. I’ll see you there.”

To which Nox could only offer a deep and reverberating burp whose undertones were made melodic by the pained piping coming from within him.

Grabbing the Hearts and stashing them in her netbag, the Nightmare Lady strode toward the closest spires. She couldn’t help but cast worried glances at the distant Sun on the horizon. It hung there, malevolent and impossibly huge, and though Nox had assured her that they would never get close enough to get turned around, she hated being this close to it.

Silverine patrols were guaranteed as long as it lay within sight.

She cast a glance behind her. Nox was painfully waddling after her, looking incredibly ungraceful and bloated, his now-huge belly making it impossible for him to get all four legs down at once.

“You damned glutton,” she muttered. With that big a meal, it’d take him at least a day, if not two, to absorb his prey. Two days of sitting tight and hoping nothing more dangerous found them.

It would serve him right, though, being forced to vomit up his snack so that he could fight. He’d be grumpy for days, but was that her problem?

No.

With a sigh, she scouted amongst the growing spires. She leaped easily amongst their sharp slopes, talons finding purchase, and clambered over their pocked and fibrous surface like a spider till at last, several hundred yards inside, she found a large hollow that would accommodate them both.

Nox would have to truly work to reach it, but that was his problem.

With another sigh, she leaped down onto the smooth rock, unshouldered the netbag, tossed it aside, and then moved to crouch against a wall. For a long moment she remained thus, face buried in her hands, not exhausted, but… depleted, until at last she grimaced and released her Nightmare Lady form to become… Naomi.

The cold grew sharp, her hunger gnawing. Her slender human body felt weak and filthy and dusty, her hair hanging before her face in greasy strands. She’d never gotten this dirty even during her first months in Bastion’s ruins. But it wasn’t as if Nox cared.

And it wasn’t as if she could spare water for bathing.

She reached into the netbag, pulled out a fiend bladder, untied an umbilical cord or whatever it was, and poured metallic water into her mouth. Drank slowly, without joy, then tied off the bladder and tossed it aside.

Rested her head back against the wall, and for a long, long while thought of nothing.

She’d become good at that again.

In the distance, she could hear Nox’s grunts. He was making them extra loud to ensure she could hear them and note his protest at her having picked such a difficult spot to reach.

Naomi snorted. Too bad. Let him learn a lesson.

Not that he would.

She couldn’t decide whether she respected or hated that about her fiendish companion, how he refused to argue about anything, and instead simply did what he desired to do. Whether that was picking a direction, choosing to eat something, or deciding to nap for as long as he deemed necessary, he’d ignore her protests and demands for explanations. At best, if pressed, he’d simply tell her he was a hell’s damned Emperor Wraith Toad, and that was that.

Naomi’s stomach rumbled with hunger.

Too bad she was sick of eating raw fiendish flesh.

How long had it been since she’d stolen that Great Soul’s pack while he slept in that red fortress? A week? His rations were now almost gone. She was down to… Naomi leaned over and rummaged through the sparse contents of her netbag. A little jerky and some withered apples. Enough for one really good meal, or a week of slow starvation.

Never mind.

She didn’t care what her body wanted.

Again she rested her head back against the wall, and lapsed into a fitful doze.

A huge shape crashed down beside her, and Naomi leaped to her feet with a yelp, Heart Igniting as she went to shift to the Nightmare Lady, but it was only Nox, casting what she now knew to be his supremely annoyed look at her before turning about to find his own corner.

“Inconvenient burrow. Naomi very bad friend. Nox not like leaping with full tummy.”

“Oh, stop it. You know we’re safe here. Safer, at any rate. And you should have thought about it before inhaling your second fiend in three days.”

“Nox make dignified snack. Appropriate to grand station.” The toad huffed and labored his way to a depression, and there settled, edging back and forth and wiggling his body till he at last deemed himself comfortable.

The fiend in his belly had ceased moving.

“I thought we were supposed to clear the Sun before we rested. I thought that was the crux of your plan.”

“Nox realize first plan shortsighted. Nox amend plan with sublime authority. All better now.”

“We’re still in the Sun’s radiance. We’re going to be attacked again.”

“Nox sleepy. Naomi talk too much.”

“You’re not answering my damned question. And no, you’re not just going to pretend to sleep to avoid answering it. Nox? Nox!”

The Emperor Wraith Toad settled a little more, smacked his broad lips a final time, then made a pointed show of sagging as if falling asleep.

“Damn it, Nox.” He’d been the one to assure her they’d cross the Silver Unfathom without difficulty if only they respected the Suns. It was too dangerous to avoid them altogether, for enterprising Silverines knew that prey steered clear of the Suns and thus hunted the great stretches between them with increased vigor. But straying too close was even worse. The trick, Nox had told her, was to dip into their territory where the fiends were thinnest, then dip back out. Dip in, dip out. A weaving dance that had served his kind since time immemorial for crossing the Silver Unfathom.

She tried again. “You said yourself things seem different this time around. There are more Silverines, and much less of everything else. You really think it’s safe to sleep here?”

Nox didn’t respond.

“How are we supposed to reach the Radiant Pools of Gold if we get killed because you had to nap?”

“Nox all-wise, all-knowing. Toads cross Silver Unfathom since Acherzua formed. Much has changed, yes, but now imperative to nap. Nox know best. Naomi nap. Naomi more pleasant when rested. This fact.”

“Pah.” Naomi eased over onto her side and extended her legs before her. That was the most she’d get out of him. For better or worse, they were trapped here till he absorbed the Silverine’s essence. Even with three Hearts right there for him to snack on, it wasn’t really a surprise that he preferred to eat the whole fiend. He preferred his snacks alive.

Crossing her arms against the chill, Naomi closed her eyes and forced herself to relax, muscle by muscle.

Then as she felt fatigue steal upon her, and just before sleep came, she allowed herself that rarest of pleasures, that most guilty of memories. She thought of a different velvety darkness, of the sound of him breathing beside her, his arm draped over her shoulder, his body alongside her own.

She’d not slept that whole night, so painfully aware had she been of his presence in bed with her, so determined had she been to drink in that incredible moment.

Alone but for a gorged toad in the depths of the Silver Unfathom, with a Silverine Sun vast and deadly and only some thirty or more miles away, Naomi allowed herself to think of Scorio.

But only for a moment.

Only enough to warm her heart—but not break it.

Before the tears could start to prickle her eyes, she put the memory away, hunched herself against the cold, and turned her face against the rock to find sleep.


Chapter 13

Scorio

Leonis still hadn’t woken up when everybody got into position.

Scorio did his best to not fret. The big man’s breathing was steady, his color wan but not corpse-like, and occasionally it looked like his eyes were moving beneath his lids. Were it not for the sticky gash in the back of his head, he might have been sleeping off a bout of festive drinking the night before.

But it had been a good stretch of time now. Impossible to tell exactly how much time down in this damp, cool cave, but it wasn’t good.

Everybody’s mood was grim. The prospect of battle was welcome, and gave them something to focus on. The plan was simple. Nyrix would stand on the far side of the cavern with his crossbow and find targets if any somehow slipped by Scorio and Jova. Xandera would retreat swiftly upon opening the tunnel and scale to the ridge above the chosen cave mouth, ready to collapse everything in case of an emergency. Scorio was to take his huge dragon form and plant himself front and center before the cave, while Jova would be at hand to manipulate her rocks.

Of which Scorio had furnished her with plenty. He’d reared up in his massive dragon form to swipe at the hanging spikes of stone, sending a dozen crashing to the ground where they’d fragmented apart. She had scores of rocks to work with now, from finger-length fragments all the way up to a single huge spike that Scorio had carefully wrenched free of the ceiling to be used as the plug.

Everything was set.

Xandera stood at the mouth of the deepest cave, her eyes wide. “Are we ready?”

Scorio glanced around at the others. Only Kelona wouldn’t have a clear cut role, but he’d commanded her to watch over the helpless Leonis, which she’d accepted with an obvious measure of frustration. Jova and Nyrix nodded, so Scorio turned back to Xandera.

“Ready.”

She’d already spent several hours melting a tunnel through the back wall toward the closest pocket of fiendish activity. It had taken a good amount of work—the natural stone was far more durable than the lacy, worked rock that the fiends had influenced. But only a foot or so remained, she’d reported, so Scorio drank deep of the Silver mana and rose into his dragon form.

It felt so good to be massive. To take up space, to feel himself clothed in great sheets of muscle and layered over with armor plating and supple scales. His head felt infinitely more mobile, attached to his sinuous neck so that he could slide his vision across the whole cavern with ease, his tail undulating impatiently from side to side as he watched Xandera step into the depths of her tunnel and resume melting the stone.

His chest felt like a cavern unto itself, an oven from which he could summon flame. His talons dug into the smooth rock, chipping at the stone. He felt unstoppable, righteous, royal, even. This plan, he knew, was going to work.

“Almost through,” called back Xandera. “And… there. It’s open!” The blazeborn ran back quickly and exited the cave, to begin scaling the wall to the ridge.

Jova’s rocks rose around her, a selection of the smallest and head-sized chunks.

Scorio inhaled deeply, settled himself, and watched the depths of the tunnel.

The rock had run like wax, and was already cooling, swiftly gradating down from white-hot to sunflower yellow then searing orange and burgundy. Dollops congealed then hardened in place.

Beyond, the corner of the next cave. His darkvision pierced its depths, and the song of the Instinctuals came through loudly, harmonious and interwoven with a complexity he couldn’t begin to understand.

To Scorio’s surprise, nothing happened at first. He’d expected the onrush to be immediate. But perhaps a minute passed before the texture of the song changed, rising into inquisitive chirps and trills and then the first Instinctual appeared in view.

Skull-blank head of polished ivory, a carapace sandwiching its purple, soft torso, many wizened arms clasping at the tunnel’s mouth. It peered in, curious, then skittered forward, shockingly fast, its tentacular rear propelling it forth.

He’d agreed with Jova to slay the fiends only once they emerged into the larger cavern. Otherwise they’d block the tunnel with corpses, and they’d have to wait as the others dug their way through.

But the Instinctual came so rapidly Scorio doubted he’d have been able to kill it right away regardless.

Jova’s rocks reacted faster than thought. Four large, jagged pieces flew forth to smash into the Instinctual, cracking its bone head and impacting its shoulders. The fiend keened, slumped to the ground, ichor jetting out, and then surged forth once more, its tentacles thrusting it forth.

Out of the tunnel, into the narrow cave, then out into cavern itself.

Scorio swiped at it with his foreleg, his white-hot talons slashing its upper body to shreds and sending it spinning off to the side to collapse and mewl and chirp as it died.

But there were more.

A second, third, fourth, all thrusting their way in, with an endless tide behind them. It was as if they’d poked a hole into the side of a mountainous waterskin, and now the jet of fiends coming at them was endless and rapid.

But controlled.

As much as they thrust at each other, shoved and fought for room, they could only squeeze through one at a time.

Scorio watched, supremely focused and poised. Jova’s rocks pummeled and tenderized them, breaking arms, shattering carapaces, pulping flesh, so that by the time the fiends emerged into the open Scorio had only to snap them up in his jaws or tear them apart with his claws.

But they came without end, and they were so fast. Fast enough that he ceased to bite them and started to pounce, crush them beneath his forefeet like a cat, then swiping them aside so that they tumbled and rolled so that he could engage the next.

Nyrix began loosing bolts at the supposedly dead fiends, some of which fought to rise despite the damage and fight on.

Jova stood, arms crossed, chin raised, glaring into the tunnel. Her cloud of rocks hovered about her, the larger pieces held in abeyance, the rest already in play swarming about the tunnel mouth like huge, dumb bees.

But then she switched up her tactics. Instead of keeping the same rocks orbiting around each other at the entrance, she began cycling them in and out, sweeping them away once they’d hit and back out into the cavern to swing around and come flying back, building up speed and destructive power before slamming into the fiends again.

Scorio tried to keep track. Fifteen. Sixteen. The seventeenth almost dodged Scorio’s swipe, but a bolt from Nyrix slammed into its chest and Scorio tore its head off. Eighteen. The bodies were piling up, so Scorio had to take a moment to shove them aside, leaving the cavern floor before him streaked with thick purple goo.

Jova moved bigger rocks into play as it became evident the smaller ones simply didn’t do enough damage. These she cycled in and out and around and then hurled back into the fray, the projectiles swooping around Scorio’s huge form to slide into the cave again and again.

The fiends screeched and died.

The sound, that infernal, discordant music, was only building in volume. More and more fiends were building up at the far side of the tunnel, a seething, impatient, furious crowd that shoved and fought to get through. The song had gone from that placid, complex melody to a frenetic shrill grinding scream, a panoply of chaos and fury that was churning Scorio’s gigantic dragon gut and building up pain and pressure in his head.

Thirty-five, thirty-six. His gorge was rising even as he swatted and pounced, shredded and hurled away. They were coming faster now, in rapid sequence, so that he had to kill them ever more efficiently, the only reprieve coming whenever Jova hurled a particularly huge rock into the tunnel.

SLOW, Scorio commanded, pitching his command at the onrushing horde, and it worked, or almost did, for though the front two or three fiends faltered, such was the pressure from behind that they were simply thrust forward.

The rocks gleamed with fiend blood now, and the sound of their mulching the fiends was becoming a sickening constant, the wet, muscular thud, the snap of bones, the shrieks of pain.

Scorio’s headache was building. His stomach felt filled and sloshing with acid, his long neck convulsing with the urge to vomit, and his talons were caked with blood and fibrous flesh.

Forty, forty-one.

Unable to resist the urge, he turned his whole body into black flame, drinking deep of the Silver around them, and then inhaled the fire into his gut and blasted it forth, filling the cave and tunnel with blue, virulent light that blossomed and became black oblivion, pouring out the far end and causing the waiting fiends to keen and sizzle and pop.

Jova hurled her largest rock into the tunnel right after, slamming the great spike all the way home till it ground to a halt, and though it didn’t completely fill the space, the gaps around the rock were too slight for the fiends beyond to pass through.

Though, a few moments later, fresh arms were thrust through the holes, claws scrabbling at the rock.

Jova grimaced. “Xandera? Can you seal that for now?”

“Sure.” Xandera hopped down, almost slipped on the blood-streaked ground, then entered the tunnel cautiously to extend her hand. The rock around the plug began to glow, melt, and the gaps slowly shrank and then were gone.

The sound of the Instinctuals’ hellish song dampened down immediately.

“Urgh,” said Scorio, shrinking down to his human form and putting a hand to his temple. “That was surprisingly awful.”

Jova just nodded, nose wrinkled as if against a stench, then turned and spat on the floor.

“How many did we kill?” Nyrix dismissed his crossbow as he walked up. “And my head. I don’t know how you could focus right up front like that. My eyes were watering from the pain.”

“Not fun,” agreed Scorio, then belched as his stomach roiled some more. He pressed the back of his wrist against his mouth and repressed a shudder. “I’m glad we didn’t eat before doing this.”

“Forty-four dead,” said Kelona, also walking up. Her tanned face was waxen with nausea. “I didn’t have much to do, so I counted.”

Scorio looked at the corpses. They were piled haphazardly in a large mound, most of them to the cave mouth’s left where he’d tossed them with his right forefoot. Some still stirred, tentacles reaching up and flopping around, but none looked ready to attack.

“We should put them out of their misery,” he said, the forlorn sight pathetic and awful.

“Don’t burn them,” said Jova. “You’ll fill the cavern with smoke and the stink of blackened fiends.”

“She’s right,” said Nyrix. “We need to preserve the air quality in here. It’s already feeling a little stifling.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

Jova licked her lower lip. “We could entomb them. Put all the bodies in a cave and seal it off.”

“Love it,” said Kelona. “Out of sight, out of mind, out of my nose and ears.”

“Fine.” There were plenty of small caves off the main ones. “I’ll take care of it.” He Ignited his Heart, rose to dragon form again, careful not to shove his bulk into his companions when he grew, then got to work tossing the corpses into the cave next to their tunneled one, scooping and hurling. The fiends that were still alive he killed with a merciful swipe.

Forty-four corpses in all. They filled the cave, and he had to shove at the piled mass to topple the bodies into the back to make room for the last ones.

When he shrank back down, Jova focused deeply on the ridge above the cave mouth, and then with a grunt of effort she willed it to collapse. For a moment nothing happened, and then seams raced through the stone, dust sifted down, and the whole thing toppled in a great thunderous crack.

Xandera stepped up, raised her hands, and the pile of rubble and boulders began to soften, to glow, to run like mud. It took her some time, but eventually the entire cave mouth was sealed over.

“Phew.” Kelona wiped her forearm across her brow. “I didn’t do a thing and I feel worn out. That music of theirs is terrible.”

“We could have kept going if they didn’t make that sound,” said Jova, tone disgusted. “But I felt like I was going to vomit.”

“So, forty-four dead.” Scorio blew out his cheeks. “Do you think that’s a tenth of them?”

“Who knows?” Jova’s disappointment was clear. “But I don’t want to do a second bout just yet. I need to let this headache go away. It’s manageable now, but if we let the pain compound…” She grimaced. “All it would take is losing focus for a moment for them to wedge enough numbers in here to become a real problem.”

“Agreed,” said Scorio. Hands on his hips, he stared out at nothing, his frustration riding high. “Worse, didn’t Sybelleo say something about Instinctuals being drawn to mana? Or was that Vill?”

“Vill said they’re roaming in packs over a thousand strong,” said Nyrix, tone numb. “We killed… forty-four?”

“That’s right, he did say that.” Kelona linked her hands behind her neck and stared up at the ceiling with a scowl. “If there are a thousand of them out there, and we do, what? Two bouts a day?”

“Over twenty days to kill them all,” said Jova, tone flat. “And that’s if they don’t receive reinforcements.”

Nyrix shook his head. “What would we even do with, I don’t know, eight hundred corpses? They’d fill this whole cave.”

“I could ash them,” said Scorio, but he already knew that wasn’t a good idea.

Jova clearly agreed. “And get ash in the water? In the air? You’d make this cave impossible to live in.”

“Well!” Scorio tried to affect some fake heartiness. “Xandera! How do you feel about digging us a tunnel out of here?”

“I can do it,” said the blazeborn queen. “But it might take me some time. The bad rock extends in all directions as far as I can sense.”

“How far is that?” demanded Jova.

“I… I’m not sure how to express it in a way you would understand.”

“How long would it take you to walk it?” asked Scorio.

“Oh. Maybe… if I walked?” The blazeborn queen thought it over. “I could… maybe ten minutes?”

“Ten minutes?” Nyrix did some quick calculations. “So about a mile?”

“A mile?” Kelona groaned and dropped into a crouch. “No. No no no. She can only burn through rock at a rate of—I don’t even know, but not fast.”

“I’m sorry,” said Xandera, growing crestfallen. “I can’t control what’s around us.”

“It’s not your fault.” Kelona covered her face with both hands. “Nyrix, can you figure out how long it would take her to dig half a mile?”

“Plus going down first,” said Jova, tone tight.

“Well. Let’s see.” Nyrix walked to where Xandera stood, then walked away counting to a distance of some twenty yards. “How long would it take you to dig this far?”

“That far?” Xandera canted her head to one side. “Um. That’s about how deep it was to the Lost Library. That took me about a day. Though that rock was broken up, collapsed upon itself, not true rock, good rock. But if I pushed hard? A day.”

“Alright. So about twenty yards a day. There are about eighteen hundred yards in a mile.” Nyrix hesitated, waggled his head from side to side. “So, about eighty days? Ninety?”

“Three whole months,” said Scorio. The number felt like a blow to the chest.

“We don’t have food,” protested Kelona. “We can’t go a week, much less three months!”

“We can eat the fiends,” said Jova coldly. “Try to eat those pink bushes if we have to. Xandera. Are there any breaks in the bad rock? If you find a gap between them, you could just tunnel straight up and not have to go all the way out.”

Xandera nodded, clearly unhappy about the tone of the conversation. “True. I can’t sense with any real accuracy that far out. I just get a vague sense of it. So it’s possible I could find a shaft to dig up through before reaching the edge of the bad rock.”

“Alright,” said Scorio. “Stands to reason there’d be seams of natural stone like this cavern. If you focus for a while, do you think you could sense any?”

Xandera nodded swiftly, clearly eager to please. “Also… also I could just… grow. Into my more powerful form. As an adult queen, I could tear this…” She gestured around the cavern. “I could just tear this all apart and force a way up.”

“But that would make you an adult for good,” said Scorio gently, holding her burning gaze.

Xandera nodded miserably.

“And you said that would change you. Make you want to go home, start your own hive.”

“Yes,” said Xandera quietly. “But if that’s what I need to do…”

Scorio rubbed vigorously at his face. “Let me think on it. We’ve still got options.”

“Options?” asked Kelona.

“Yes. Let me think.” Scorio took a deep breath and walked away. Hands linked behind his back, he tried to puzzle the situation out. Anything they planned would need to take effect after Leonis awoke. Because he was going to wake up. They couldn’t execute a mad escape plan while carrying his comatose form. So, say Leonis awoke and was hale enough to fight his way free. They could open a chimney in the ceiling through which Scorio could fly in his burning form, and then he could simply incinerate everything up there—but they’d have to close the chimney behind him so that the Instinctuals didn’t flood down into this cavern. And how would he return? They could arrange a set amount of time, and then—

Scorio grimaced, discarded the idea.

Or Xandera could open a small hole in the back of a cave, and he could place his dragon snout close once the fiends had gathered, and just torch them all in their own cavern.

Huh.

Scorio stopped, considered.

But that would still take forever. His flames burned them badly, true, but they didn’t just curl up and die like fiends in the Telurian Band. They were Silver-ranked, too tough to die immediately.

So he could just breathe flame onto them again and again…

He considered a moment but then shook his head. Wouldn’t they learn to just stay clear of the burning hole? And if there were thousands of them, it would still take months. Even if you assumed the flame hole wouldn’t get choked with charred corpses.

Scorio blew out his cheeks again and continued walking, pausing only to drink from a puddle. He swished the water around in his mouth to clear away the last tastes of his nausea and spat.

Jova could take her nightmare form and he could use his command aura to force a way through their ranks, both of them using their Shrouds to… no. They’d not be able to protect the rear of the group, and his command aura only staggered them.

Damn it, these fiends were simply too resilient to be easily overcome.

Scorio let his hands hang between his knees and remained crouched, releasing his darkvision so that he was plunged into absolute darkness. His thoughts roiled as he considered one plan and discarded it for another even more ridiculous one.

What if he found a way to make Blood Baron? With a Ferula he could—

Scorio sank his head into hands.

They were trapped.

Any plan he could devise ran the risk of going horribly wrong and people getting killed. Especially Kelona and Leonis, who simply weren’t strong enough to handle these Instinctuals with any ease.

Annoyance flared within him. Had Moira been right about everything? Had he pushed too hard, been too reckless, and taken on Great Souls who had no business coming this far south?

No.

Kelona and Leonis were Flame Vaults, and while the Silver Unfathom was the farthest they could go before suffering the Curse, it was within the scope of their power.

He just needed to be a better leader.

Where had he gone wrong?

Not landing on the Red Road to speak with Sybelleo, for one.

Not taking Moira’s and Vill’s warnings seriously enough for two.

Footsteps. From the gait he could tell it was Jova. He activated his darkvision and pivoted to see her approach, expression grim, thoughtful.

“Any solutions?” she asked, moving to stand on the far side of the pool, arms crossed, weight on one hip.

“Nothing rational. I’d slipped into a constructive bout of self-recrimination.”

“Worthwhile use of your time. Then again, it looks like we have time aplenty.”

Scorio outlined the least wild of his ideas, but even as he described them, their faults were patently obvious.

“What I end up running into,” he said at last, “is the realization that none of these plans are foolproof. The odds of someone dying are incredibly high. And that’s if Leonis wakes up.”

“He’ll wake up,” said Jova confidently, and Scorio felt a burst of gratitude for her surety. “He’s strong, and his breathing has stayed steady. I’m choosing to believe he’ll be fine.”

“Good.”

“But you’re correct in your assessment. Kelona’s golden form is moderately durable, but Nyrix is terrible at close quarters combat. He can portal himself around, but if every ledge is swarming with Instinctuals, he’ll be overwhelmed.”

“Right. We could flank him, use our Shrouds…?”

Jova shook her head slowly. “It’s like you said. A very high risk of death.”

Scorio dipped his hands in the pool then washed his face. Ran his fingers through his hair, then dropped his arms to his thighs again.

They remained in silence for a moment.

“You know.” Scorio sighed. “Perhaps… perhaps there’s a silver lining to Xandera taking three months to get us out of here.”

“Nobody dying?”

“Assuming the pink bushes are edible and whatnot. But yes, there’s that. But I mean… Moira suggested before we left LastRock that I take some time to train Leonis and Kelona. Maybe even help Nyrix break into Pyre Lord. Three months is a good amount of time.” He turned the idea over in his mind even as he suggested it. “We could… I don’t know. Xandera could open some gaps to the other caves for fresh air. We could let in fiends as we grow hungry. And we could train.”

“Train.”

Scorio nodded, warming to the idea. “Make every day count. I know I need help with my vortices. And the reason we’re in this predicament is because I refused to slow down, pushed too hard perhaps when Kelona and Nyrix and the others weren’t ready. If we could get them up to Dread Blaze, if you and Nyrix hit Pyre Lord—we’ll be a completely different force when we emerge.”

“Given your track record, you’d probably make Blood Baron.”

Scorio laughed. “I’d settle for figuring out how to be a Pyre Lord. But… yeah.” He considered, surprised at how right the idea suddenly felt. “What do you think? Three months of leaving nothing on the table?”

“We’ve plenty of Silver mana,” said Jova slowly, clearly considering the idea. “And your suggestion has the benefit of being our only viable course of action.”

Scorio laughed softly. “There’s that, too.” He glanced back across the cave to where Kelona and Nyrix were talking with Xandera, who stood with her head hanging, clearly feeling guilty. “And I don’t want to push Xandera to grow if our lives don’t depend on it.”

“Again, this is assuming we can find food, and that the water replenishes faster than we drink it.”

“True.” Scorio stood. “But we all stand to benefit. And if we emerge that much stronger, the odds of something this… unfortunate happening again will drop dramatically.”

Jova considered him. “You’ll share your secret for making Pyre Lord?”

“Sure. If you share your technique for controlling your rate of mana draw.”

Jova tongued the inside of her cheek, considering, then extended her hand. “I guess you’ve got a deal.”

“A deal, then.” He shook her hand. Her grip was strong, confident. “Three months. Three months to train as hard as we can, and then we get the hell out of here.”

“I train pretty hard.” Was that amusement in her voice? “You think you can keep up?”

“You forget my time smashing rocks with Noami?” He couldn’t help but smile wryly. “I think you might be surprised.”

“One way to find out,” said Jova, and now she returned his smile. “Don’t get mad if you find yourself falling behind.”

“Alright, Bronze-tempered Dread Blaze.”

Her eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

Scorio laughed and walked away. “You heard me.”

For a moment, he could just feel the intensity of her stare burning into his back, and he wondered if he’d gone too far.

But then he heard a low, rueful chuckle, then footsteps as she followed him back to the others.


Chapter 14

Scorio

“Alright, listen up,” said Scorio as he approached the others. They’d gathered by Leonis’ side looking somewhere between tense, dejected, and on edge. “Jova and I have reviewed the situation and made a decision.”

The others stood. Kelona, Nyrix, and Xandera. It struck Scorio again how young they seemed, each looking to him for surety, confidence, direction.

“We’re in a bad spot.” He put his hands on his hips. “Leonis is down, and it’s taking him longer to recover than I’d like. We’re surrounded by who knows how many fiends that will throw themselves at us without fear the moment we crack a hole in the wall. But, if you look at it in a different way, this could actually be pretty nice.”

That, they hadn’t expected. Nyrix and Kelona exchanged a worried glance.

“Being underground is nice,” agreed Xandera tentatively.

“Look.” Scorio took a deep breath and sought the right words. “If we give Xandera as much time as she needs, we’ll get out of here. She can burrow through rock, find the safest path, and we’ll emerge a mile from where we came in to just fly away. In the meantime, we could look at our situation like an enforced training camp.”

“Training camp?” asked Kelona. “But what about food? Our camping gear?”

“Not a comfortable training camp,” Scorio amended. “But we can make it work. Especially if roughing it means none of us runs an intolerably high risk of being torn apart. There’s plenty of Silver mana. Water. We’ve caves, those strange pink bushes, and when in need, we can open a tunnel to the main caverns out there to let lunch in.”

“Lunch?” asked Nyrix, his skepticism clear.

“Sure. We’ll experiment. See just how much dragon fire it requires to cook them to our liking. Now, am I excited to eat fiends?” Scorio shook his head. “No. Am I promising it’ll taste good? Also no.”

“It could be poisonous,” said Kelona.

“Which is why Jova will have a full meal first and see how it goes down. Right Jova?” Scorio turned to smile brightly at the Dread Blaze, who blinked, taken aback.

But then she saw the logic of it. “Sure. My resilience power gives me the best chance of eating something bad and surviving. I guess?”

“Training camp,” said Kelona, getting into the idea. “Three months. Hey, do you think I could temper Silver?”

“Temper Silver?” Scorio stared at her. “You want to spend those three months breaking rocks?”

“It’s right here. And I’ll probably never have an opportunity like this again.”

“I don’t know.” Scorio rubbed at his jaw. “It took me five months or so to clean my system of Coal. You’re Iron?”

Kelona and Nyrix both nodded.

“That’s a big gamble. I think the better wager is to try and rise to Dread Vault, or for you, Nyrix, make Pyre Lord.”

Kelona tongued the inside of her cheek as she stared stubbornly off to where the Silver coiled around them.

“I know it sounds tempting,” said Jova. “Trust me. I know. But even if you tempered Silver, you’d still be a Flame Vault and unable to travel with us to the Lustrous Maria. Or contribute your everything in a fight. Gaining your Dread Vault power would be far more useful than becoming hardier and improving your Heart.”

“Not in the long run,” said Nyrix quietly.

“Not in the long run,” agreed Scorio. “But we’re here three months. Not six. Also, I don’t know if you appreciate just how hard you have to work to clean yourself out.”

“I’m not afraid of hard work,” protested Kelona.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Jova’s tone grew hard. “I saw Scorio and Naomi labor for almost half a year at smashing rocks and hauling them across rough terrain to dump their sled loads in a chasm. The actual act of smashing stone looked hard enough, but it was the duration, the sustained mental effort that was brutal.”

Scorio eyed her, taken aback. She’d noticed? Back then she’d exuded nothing but disdain and seemed to spend all her time in the Chasm.

“I wasn’t watching you work,” said Jova. “But it was hard not to notice you and Naomi. It was a small camp.”

“Sure,” said Scorio.

Jova rolled her eyes. “What I’m saying is that you’ll need to labor for eight hours, maybe more, each day. For a whole week. Then another one. Then another one. Never Igniting. Just straining at impossible work, wringing yourself out like a rag. Nobody in camp could believe that Scorio and Naomi remained at it for so long. And not only are you going to be doing that brutal work, you’ll be doing it down here, in the dark, trapped, with nothing else to do once you stop.”

Kelona’s expression took on a stubborn cast. “You think I can’t do it?”

“I think you’re going to realize three weeks in what you’ve signed up for, regret it, and then realize how much training time you’ve given up on. Because you can’t work technique or mana control while cleansing yourself out.” Jova put her hands on her hips. “And say Xandera finds an exit in three months, but you’re not done. Say you need another two months. You think we’ll stay here in the dark waiting?”

Kelona frowned and looked away.

“We don’t need to decide right now,” said Scorio. “First, we’re going to see just how much stomach pain Jova gets into eating cooked Instinctuals. Then we’re going to watch her try some of the pink bushes. If those prove to be viable sources of food, we can stay. If not? We’ll have to scrap this plan.”

“I’ll train,” said Nyrix. “I don’t need to purge for three months when I can focus on making Pyre Lord instead.”

“Sounds good,” said Jova. “You and I can work together under Master Scorio’s wise tutelage.”

“That sounded sarcastic,” said Scorio. “I was expecting gratitude.”

“Sarcasm?” Jova leveled a flat stare at him. “Me? I can’t imagine why.”

Was that animosity? Or friendly ribbing? Scorio was disconcerted to realize he couldn’t quite tell, and even more so to realize how natural it had begun to feel to go through these challenging moments with Jova.

Something to consider later.

“Let’s cover the basics and make some final decisions,” he said. “Jova?”

They returned to the sealed off cave and waited as Xandera melted open enough room to haul out a chunk of fiend. It wasn’t appetizing. They selected a muscular tentacle as thick as Scorio’s leg, and this they set on a shelf of rock. Scorio, stepping back, tried to gauge the right distance, then shifted into his scaled form so he could become flame and then exhale a plume against the rock a few yards above the flesh.

It took a few tries, but soon the tentacle was lightly charred, the blackened skin cracked to reveal white, rubbery flesh beneath.

“This is not appetizing,” said Jova, stepping up to the meat.

“Let me help.” Still in his scaled form, Scorio joined her and with as much delicacy as he could, used his searing hot talons to carve thin slices from the tentacle. The flesh sizzled as he cut it free, blistering and turning from a gel-like, almost translucent interior to milky white.

“Lovely.” Jova wrinkled her nose, took up a slice, and to Scorio’s surprise took a large bite. She had to tear the tentacle away, as the flesh was tough, but then set to chewing. For a moment, Scorio feared it wouldn’t matter if the fiendish meat was edible or not—if they couldn’t chew it, they’d not be able to—

Jova swallowed mightily. Everyone had crowded in close.

“And?” asked Kelona, brows raised. “Terrible? Are we—?”

“Not bad.” Jova considered the remaining chunk in her hand. “Mild taste. Obviously strange. The more cooked it is, like here on the edge, the more chewy it gets. But this part here…” She tore the blackened outer rind off and took another bite. Considered, cheek bulging, then swallowed. “Not bad. Could use some salt. Spice. But not bad.”

“Now we just wait and see if you get sick,” said Scorio. And, to his surprise, his stomach gurgled in hunger at the smell coming off the roasted tentacle.

Jova’s smile was humorless. “I’ll pass on being stared at.”

“Fair enough.” Scorio grinned. “Let’s rest up. If she’s not vomited in some six hours’ time, I guess we’ll be having lunch.”

* * *

Scorio spent the next tract of time—was it two hours? Three? Telling time down here was impossible, and becoming more disorienting by the moment—exploring the cavern. Nyrix and Kelona joined in, and they stepped into each alcove, every cave, climbed to the highest ridges, and studied the pools of water.

To their delight, one pool in particular near the back proved to be spectacularly deep. Though darkvision made it hard to tell with any precision, it had to be easily three or four yards in depth before the sides narrowed so closely that it became impossible to tell what lay beyond.

Scorio kneeled, scooped, and drank. Ice cold, with a fresh, strangely mineral tang that was almost salty. Perfect.

There were seven large caverns in the back, two smaller ones right off the ground level, the three biggest off the first ridge, and then two smaller ones again off the second, pressed up against the ceiling. They were fronted by the pink bushes, and the largest receded seven or eight yards into the stone wall.

“Bedrooms,” declared Kelona, turning around in a slow circle. “One for each of us, and a seventh for guests.”

“Guests,” smirked Nyrix.

“A little sparse.” Scorio ran his fingertips down the wall. “But dry enough.”

“I feel bad for Xandera.” Kelona stepped a little closer. “We’re going to be training for months on end while she just… melts stone? Do you think she’ll be alright?”

“Well, we none of us have much choice in the matter. But.” Scorio crossed his arms. “You’re right. That will be lonely work.”

“Unless we take turns keeping her company,” said Nyrix. “She loves stories, right? We can rotate. One of us every four hours, or a half-shift. That’ll mean we’re cycling through every other day.”

“Do you think Jova can tell stories?” asked Kelona quietly, eyeing the cave mouth nervously.

“I think she’ll have to learn.”

“I might just have to listen in,” grinned Nyrix. “Hear what she considers an entertaining tale.”

“Good idea.” Scorio beamed. “She’ll love that. Let her know what you think of her efforts. Jova is very much into improving herself based on what others think.”

“Ha,” said Nyrix. “I’d rather stay alive.”

“And these bushes.” Scorio moved up to the closest. “They clearly feed off the Silver mana.” At a distance they could almost pass for something normal, but up close their alien nature became apparent. Their blossoms were a continuous whole, as if a pink cloud had snagged itself on a dozen fibrous branches. Scorio pinched a globular blossom. It was spongy and slightly sticky. “If Jova survives the meat, let’s see how she does with salad.”

“Poor Jova,” said Kelona, but her smile undercut her sympathy.

* * *

Time passed.

Jova failed to get sick, and ate some of the gooey pink fronds after a suitable amount of time, declaring them sweet and sticky but not unpalatable.

With nothing to do but wait, they sat close to Leonis, forming a rough circle as they waited for Jova’s verdict on the fronds.

“Do you think this was a trap?” asked Kelona, leaning into a stretch. “By Sybelleo? He must have known there was a warren here, right?”

“He?” asked Nyrix, tone mild. “How do you know they’re male?”

Kelona hesitated. “A hunch?”

“I don’t know,” said Scorio thoughtfully. “It looked like some of them back at the first way station were clearly masculine or feminine, especially Pashamylo, but with… him? I couldn’t tell.”

“Maybe they haven’t decided yet,” said Kelona.

“Maybe it’ll depend on what they decide we want them to be,” said Nyrix. “If they’re still hanging around when we escape. Which is creepy. And weird.”

Jova leaned back on outstretched arms. “It will be the same decision Pashamylo made for those two idiots back at the way station. She—they—decided what they wanted, and adapted.”

“Right,” said Scorio. “But I reckon it’s a trap, regardless, thinking of them as male or female.”

Jova leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “A trap, or irrelevant.”

“So weird,” mused Kelona. “But, I mean, she was really striking. Pashamylo.” She sat up a little straighter. “Wasn’t there a famous relationship between Gerrick the something-or-other and a Silverine queen a few centuries ago?”

“Gerrick the Unwise!” chirped Xandera. “Lianshi told us about him while we were traveling to LastRock. And yes! A Silverine queen fell in love with Gerrick, and pursued him back to the Telurian Band when he broke her heart.”

Nyrix snorted. “I’m guessing he broke a contract with her, more like.”

“Hmm.” Xandera’s shoulders slumped. “Give what we’ve learned, yes. I just liked how much Lianshi liked the doomed romance of it all.”

“So weird,” said Kelona again, softly. “To have intimate relationships with fiends. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Perhaps it happens more than we were told.”

“I’ve never heard of Great Souls and blazeborns having intimate relationships,” said Xandera uncertainly. “I don’t know how that would even work. Maybe if one of you had the power to turn into fire, or lava?”

“I’m guessing it depends on the type of fiend,” said Nyrix. “Some might be more possible than others.”

“But, you know.” Kelona turned to Xandera, “Your question was interesting. About our lack of kids. Great Soul children, that is.”

“Maybe because the lustful Great Souls are all too busy chasing down attractive Silverines,” smiled Nyrix.

“No.” Scorio stared into the fire. “Sol the Just and Imogen the Woe were married. I never heard of them having any children.”

The others stilled.

“What?” Scorio glanced around. “That’s all I know.”

“Oh,” said Kelona, then laughed guiltily. “I thought, maybe you were going to share something. I’ve always wanted to ask.”

Scorio chuckled. “About how I helped defeat Imogen the Woe? There’s not much to share. She recognized me from a past life, and I tricked her into thinking I was sympathetic to her desire to destroy Bastion. So when I betrayed her during a key moment, Sol took advantage of her shock and gained dominion. That’s all.”

Jova snorted and shook her head.

“That’s all, he says,” smiled Nyrix. “Really nothing to it.”

Scorio tssked in mock annoyance.

But Kelona was staring at him, eyes shining. “Seriously, though, Scorio. Alright, I’m going to be honest. I’ve been a little overwhelmed just traveling with you because of everything you’ve done.” Her smile became self-conscious. “I’ve been trying really hard to be casual about it, but your accomplishments…”

“Killing Praximar, destroying Manticore,” said Nyrix, tone overly casual. “Surviving a duel against Plassus, befriending Xandera Prime, then surviving a true fiend attack, then killing Bravurn.”

“Then helping Imperators kill the Blood Ox, and being able to turn into a dragon.” Kelona shook her head in wonder. “It’s… I mean, you do see how that’s a lot?”

“Excuse me,” said Jova, rising to her feet. “Time to find a bathroom.” She walked away into the gloom.

Scorio watched her go, then shook his head. “When you heap it all together like that, sure. But that’s twisting it.”

“Twisting it?” asked Nyrix.

For a long moment Scorio just stared into his memories, into the dark. He thought of those moments, each an isolated instance of madness and terror, fury and desperate hope. “What you don’t hear about are the people who suffered along the way. Who died. The leaders of the Bastion revolt. My friends. You don’t hear about the pain and sacrifice it took for me to make each happen.”

Xandera’s smile was fond. “Lianshi said you were very foolish, too. She said she was so mad at you for challenging Plassus.”

Scorio nodded morosely. “True enough. All of those things… I didn’t have a choice. And I got lucky. And I had good people with me, most of the time. People who didn’t survive like I did.”

Nyrix and Kelona had grown very still.

“What I’m saying is, there’s more to those stories than what you hear.” Scorio searched for the right words. “And while I don’t regret any of those things, I… if I’d known, right from the outset, what it would cost to get this far?”

He thought of Naomi, her face transfixed with horror and terror at the sight of what she’d done to Alain. Thought of the twin grave markers by the Chasm in the Rascor Plains. Of the giant spikes on which the moldering corpses of the Bastion revolt leaders had been impaled.

“If you’d known?” prompted Kelona at last, her voice little more than a whisper.

Scorio looked down at his hands. “I guess I’d still have walked the same path. But I…”

Xandera’s voice was soft. “My people shall be forever grateful for your actions. I wouldn’t be here without you.”

Scorio looked over to the young blazeborn queen with a tight smile, and felt a hard knot form in his chest, his throat closing so that he couldn’t do more than inhale deeply for a moment. They just held each other’s gaze, and then Scorio laughed. “Victory turns madness into heroism. If I’d lost to Plassus, or Bravurn, or Praximar, I’d only be remembered as a fool.”

Nyrix nodded soberly. “It’s the only currency our kind understands. Victory washes away all sins.”

“Scorio, I can’t pretend to understand what you’ve been through,” said Kelona. “But… it’s inspired me to try and do better. To think for myself. To make a real difference. It’s a small thing compared to saving the blazeborns, but… it’s really important to me.”

“Yeah,” said Nyrix. “Same goes for me, too.”

Scorio nodded. He didn’t have the words. But on some level he didn’t think they were needed, either. So they just sat together in the darkness, Xandera eventually leaning against Scorio, her eyes closing. Slowly, as if by agreement, they all moved to lie on the improvised bedrolls made from harvested pink fronds. Scorio could tell that the others weren’t falling asleep right away, but that was fine. The silence stretched out, magnified by the immensity of the cave, but in the company of his new friends, it didn’t seem so bad.


Chapter 15

Scorio

A sound tugged Scorio from sleep. Half-aware, he leaped to his feet, blinking away his stupor as he glanced about the darkness.

No sign of Silverines pouring in through a chiseled gap. Instead, he saw Leonis risen to one elbow, hand to his temple, face cast into a deep frown.

Scorio kneeled beside him. “Hey. You’re back.”

“What happened?” Leonis tone was gruff, his frown not entirely one of pain or confusion.

“The ground gave way under us. You fell and hit your head.” Scorio watched his friend intently. “How are you feeling? You’ve been out for a long while. We were starting to get worried.”

The others were waking up, and Leonis glanced at them, wincing as he forced himself to sit upright. “I’m fine. Where are we?”

“You sure?” Kelona’s tone was gentle yet probing. “The back of your head was nearly bust open. It’d only make sense to have a headache or something.”

“I’m fine,” growled Leonis. “And what is this place?”

“Home sweet home,” said Nyrix. “We paid premium mana to get the nicest spot in the Silver Unfathom for our extended rest.”

Leonis stared at the man. “Extended? I’m awake now. I won’t need time to rest.”

“Extended because we’re trapped,” said Scorio. “You and Xandera fell into a swarm of Instinctuals. We managed to get away by holing up in here, but barely. They’re all around us now. We’ve got a plan to burrow out, but it’s going to take months.”

“Months?” Leonis stared at him, as if seeking some sign that it was a joke, then glanced to Jova. “Is he being serious?”

“He is,” said Jova.

“And you’re saying this is my fault?” Leonis winced and touched the back of his head. “I don’t have the ability to fly, so how could you—”

“We’re not saying that,” cut in Scorio. “The entire floor gave away beneath us. You fell. You and Xandera. Nobody’s saying it’s your fault.”

Leonis glared at him suspiciously, then gave a grudging nod. “Food? Water?”

Scorio explained the situation in greater detail. “So that’s where we’re at. But in a sense, maybe it’s a blessing, of sorts. Moira warned me about pushing too hard, too fast. Said we need to get everybody ready for the challenges ahead.”

Leonis snorted. “That’s a first.”

Scorio raised a brow. “Moira being right?”

“Your bothering to slow down so the weaker parts of your group have a chance of surviving.”

“He didn’t just say that, did he?” Nyrix looked to Kelona. “Out loud, I mean?”

Scorio inhaled deeply as he rested his balance on his heels. “I’m going to chalk up that statement to your head wound. But watch yourself, my friend. You don’t know half of what you obviously think you do.”

“Sure,” said Leonis, then shrugged one big shoulder. “My apologies. That was out of line. I’m just… frustrated.”

“Understandable. But we’re going to use our time here to train. With a little luck, by the time Xandera gets us out of here, we’ll be more than a match for whatever the Silver Unfathom’s got in store for us.”

Leonis grunted. “I’m always up for some training. And that’s… that’s a lot of Silver mana in here.”

“Sure is.” Kelona smiled. “I’m still debating wringing out my Iron to try and saturate Silver. Not sure we have the time.”

“Saturate Silver?” Leonis rubbed at his bearded jaw. “Now that’s a thought.”

“A bad one,” said Jova, lying back down, head on her interlaced fingers. “We won’t have the time. You’ll just weaken your Iron saturation and have learned nothing by the time we get out of here.”

“Depends on how hard I work,” said Leonis quietly. “You’re right. This could be a blessing.”

“You thinking of going for it?” asked Kelona. “Maybe we could work on desaturating together.”

“I am. But it’ll be on you to keep up.”

Kelona made a face. “You think I’d have it any other way?”

“Don’t know, don’t care.” Leonis touched the back of his head gingerly and looked at his fingertips. “I’m going to Ignite and hurry up my healing. We have a schedule set up yet?”

“We were waiting to make sure you’d wake up first,” said Scorio.

Leonis snorted. “You should have never doubted. But fine. I’m going to look around this place. You all go back to sleep. I need to get strong.”

“Have fun,” said Jova, closing her eyes.

Leonis rose to his feet with a grunt. For a moment he swayed, then Scorio felt his Heart Ignite. Leonis inhaled deeply and smiled in dangerous satisfaction. “There. That’s better. I could get used to burning Silver.”

“You won’t,” said Nyrix. “Not if you’re desaturating.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” said Leonis, and stalked away.

They watched him go.

Nyrix lay back down. “You know, I think I liked him better when he was knocked out and on the verge of death.”

“Nyrix,” chided Kelona.

“Just saying. If I had to pick someone with which to be trapped for months in a small, lightless cavern, Leonis would definitely be close to the top of my list.”

Scorio snorted. “Give him time.”

“Time?” Nyrix sighed. “That we have.”

“Enough,” said Jova. “We need to establish the same sleeping pattern or this will be a mess. Everyone go to sleep.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Kelona, and Scorio honestly couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not.

For a moment, he remained crouching, staring off at Leonis’ back as the man stopped to examine the partially cavern in which the corpses had been sealed. He realized he was frowning, and smoothed the expression away.

Well, for better or worse, the next few months down here would be the crucible he and Leonis needed to sort their problems out.

* * *

Disorientation was rife over the next few periods of waking. It was the inverse of the Silver Unfathom’s unceasing Silver light, but instead perpetual darkness that required the constant usage of darkvision. Scorio found himself more at ease, given the expansive nature of his Pyre Lord ability, but he recalled the limited field that Flame Vault provided, and could only sympathize with Leonis’ and Kelona’s experiences.

A strange listlessness pervaded their little group when they first gathered after a full night or morning or whatever it had been of sleeping. With Leonis awoken, there was no longer a focal point around which to gather, and the very emptiness of the cave only added to their sense of malaise and uncertainty. Where did you choose to stand or sit when the cavern was mostly shallow pools and the occasional upward thrusting spear of damp stone? There was nothing with which to build a fire, nothing with which to imprint their mark upon the cave, which only rendered it more alien and disconcerting.

Jova took off of her own accord to run a few laps, her pace easy and mile-eating, and she didn’t complain when Kelona and Leonis fell in with her. Nyrix set to exploring the shallower alcoves high up on the more inaccessible ridges, loosing blazing bolts of light that seared the darkness before opening portals to his destinations.

Xandera cast around, pausing here and there to press her palm to the stone floor, no doubt seeking the best place to begin digging.

Leaving Scorio alone, arms crossed, considering their situation, and the tenuous sense of calm under which he could feel a rising consternation.

If he didn’t handle this, and handle this now, their time here would become hell.

He thought of his years trapped in the Crucible. The burning magma that had enveloped him even as he’d been constrained and unable to do anything more than stare out into nothingness. The madness that had stalked him, that had, for unguessable periods of time, claimed his mind.

No.

He’d not let that be their fate.

Then words returned to him, offered by Taron. “They look to us higher-ranked Great Souls to set the tone and elevate the mood. Watch your language in public. If you need to vent your frustration or despair, make sure you do so in private. Morale is a serious matter, and we need to set the example.”

Words that he had to internalize. He wasn’t one of the crew here. Amidst equals. Perhaps Jova had the mental and emotional fortitude to withstand the pressures this isolation would subject them to, but the others?

They were going to look to him.

Which meant he needed to exemplify what he wanted from them. They needed to stay busy, they need a regimen, the very schedule Leonis had asked about.

Where to begin?

Food. They’d tap the Silverine Instinctuals every second day. Not just for the nourishment, but for the excitement and anticipation it would bring them. No, every third day. One day to reflect on the excitement of the previous action, the next to look forward to the next fight.

Sleeping hours would be regimented. They had no sun-wire to mark the passage of time, but no doubt they’d simply fall into a rhythm if they bedded and awoke together. Which meant they needed to formally claim their own caves. Xandera could tailor them as desired, providing walls for privacy, perhaps raised surfaces for beds. Shelves. Whatever gave each occupant a sense of ownership.

Mealtimes would be communal and regular. They would rotate shifts. Every two Silverine fights they’d swap responsibilities. Cooking, cleaning, washing clothing, harvesting meat and pink fronds.

And training. He would devise regimens for everybody. Make it extra punishing. If everyone was being pushed to their limits each day and exhausted when the hour to sleep arrived, they’d be less liable to argue.

Competitions. Both against their own records and each other. They were six, which meant they could form three teams of two, two teams of three. He’d have to come up with competitions where victory came with perks. Relay races hauling rocks. Races, push-ups, climbing, obstacle courses. And they’d have to keep track so that people knew what they were striving for.

Scorio felt himself warm up to the idea. As long as he kept everyone busy, as long as he remained confident and in control, they’d survive. But he had to maintain his Pyre Lord status, he had to remain an authority figure. Which meant keeping a tight rein on his own despair or boredom, and brooking no dissension. His word had to be law even as he did his utmost to cater to his companions’ needs.

But it couldn’t all be just work. There would be time for relaxation, for games, for whatever else might momentarily make the evening hours enjoyable. A balance.

Scorio grimaced. This was going to be a treacherous tightrope to walk.

When Jova and her crew had run enough laps, Scorio called everyone together. He’d purposefully chosen a ridge of rock on which to stand so that he was slightly elevated above them, and waited till his five companions were assembled.

“Alright. We’ve perhaps three months in this cavern, and this how we’re going to operate.” And he explained his plan, keeping his tone amicable but firm. He explained the schedule for harvesting Silverine fiends and how everything would revolve around the three-day cycle. How chores would rotate, how every other harvesting day they’d also hold tournaments to see how people’s growth was progressing, and how each day would be divided into mana training, combat drills, and physical exercise.

To his relief—though he hid the emotion ruthlessly—everyone seemed on board.

“We’re going to assume ninety days down here,” he said as he drew his overview to a close. “That’s three months in which everyone here should do their absolute best to advance at least one rank.”

“At least?” asked Nyrix, raising a brow in mild skepticism.

“At least.” Scorio kept his tone firm. “We’ve all the Silver mana we could need and all the time in the world. When we’re not training we’ll either be sleeping or eating. Jova and I will generally run the training sessions, but each of you will have an opportunity to share your own wisdom and experience with the rest by running a training session every fourth day. None of us wanted to be trapped here, but since we are, we’re going to wring every single moment of advantage from this time. Finally, we’re each also going to take time to keep Xandera company as she works.”

Xandera brightened at this last, a smile animating her face. “You will?”

“Of course,” grinned Scorio. “You think we’d forget about you saving us all down in that tunnel?”

“Yay,” said Xandera, and clapped her hands.

“So, to review: we awaken, have a moment to get ready, then Jova will lead us through a rigorous morning workout. Up to her what we do each day.”

“Don’t come crawling back to me with regret,” said Jova, crossing her arms. “I won’t go easy on you all.”

“Then we break our fast and spend a couple of hours working on our mana techniques. Lunch, then a short break, followed by combat training for a few hours more. We’ll focus on meditation before our final meal of the day, after which we’ll all do chores to keep this cave livable, and have some time to ourselves.”

Leonis raised his chin. “And if I choose to desaturate this entire time instead?”

“Then I’ll break a small mountain of rocks apart for you,” said Scorio, “and task you to carry them across the cavern each day by hand. If you complete this task, I’ll add bigger rocks. You’ll finish your day wrestling me in my scaled form while you’re not allowed to Ignite. We’ll do that for however long it takes to make you vomit, and then you can eat and knock out.”

Leonis didn’t quite dry swallow, but his lips tightened into a seam.

“We’ll do that every day for you,” continued Scorio. “You’ll not take part in the combat training nor the Silverine harvesting. You’ll carry rocks until you can’t breathe, then wrestle till you want to die.”

“Try not to sound eager,” said Leonis.

“I’m not. That’s what I did for five months. I know what it takes, and you only have three. If you want to saturate Silver, I’ll do my absolute best to help you, but you’ll have to work even harder than I did to make sure you complete it in time.”

Kelona shook her head. “I think I’ll pass. I’ll do the regular training with everyone else.”

Scorio nodded and looked to Leonis, expecting the man to reach the same conclusion.

“I’ll desaturate,” said Leonis, clearly trying to sound more confident than he felt. “This is my one opportunity. This life is only worth something if I make Imperator. I won’t take shortcuts to end up a Pyre Lord.”

“Are you listening to the man?” asked Jova. “You—”

“I have made my decision,” growled Leonis. “I’m not a child. I understand the risk. But we’re all of us out of time. Us here, us Great Souls in all of hell. This might be my very last life before the Archspire is consumed and we all die forever. So I’m going to make my bid for greatness. And if I fail?” He stared at Kelona. “It won’t be because I lacked the courage to try.”

Kelona’s brows shot up, and then she rounded on Leonis as she transformed into her golden form.

“STOP,” commanded Scorio, blasting them all with his command aura. Kelona froze mid-step, Leonis in the process of opening his arms wide as if to welcome her. “There will be absolutely no fighting without my sanction.”

Kelona glanced back at him and reverted to her human form, expression at once furious yet guilty. Leonis crossed his arms and sneered in amusement.

“Leonis.” Scorio hopped off his shelf of rock and moved to stand before the bigger man. “If we’re going to train in here for the next three months, you’re going to change your attitude. The single greatest threat to our survival is strife.”

“I’m not saying anything I don’t believe—”

Scorio resisted the urge to let slip the leash on his growing anger. “I don’t care what you believe. It literally doesn’t matter. What I want from you, and what I will have, is your willingness to be part of this team. In spirit as well as action. If you think it fine to insult or mock others because they don’t meet your standards or behave as you think they should, then this is your notice: it’s not fine.”

“Oh, yeah?” Leonis looked Scorio up and down. “We afraid of speaking the truth now?”

Jova clucked her tongue in obvious annoyance.

“This is the truth. I am a Pyre Lord. I am the most powerful Great Soul here and the leader of this expedition. When you agreed to travel south with me, it was under my leadership, and I am telling you now in no uncertain terms that if you mock or belittle or damage the morale of this group then I will take issue with your behavior and take steps to ensure you fall in line.” Scorio met Leonis’ stare full-on. “You will not bring us down with your negativity or attitude.”

Leonis crossed his arms and loomed over Scorio. “And if I disagree with your leadership style? What are you going to do, Scorio? Kill me?”

Scorio smiled. “I could. And you know it. But, no. That kind of violence is the refuge of the weak. I don’t know what I’ll do if you act like an ass and make everything harder for everyone. But I’ll prioritize the group’s wellbeing over your own pride. So test me only if you want to learn the answer firsthand. For now? I’m telling you politely to be respectful of the rest of the group. Understood?”

Leonis’ lips were curled into a contemptuous sneer, but Scorio held his gaze with ease. Allowed the wealth of experience to arise within him, the pain, the resolve that had seen him through countless battles, the ferocity that lurked just beneath the surface of his skin, the strength that was his now as a Pyre Lord.

And Leonis must have seen some sign of that power, for he inclined his head and had the grace to look abashed. “Of course. We’re all in this together.”

“That’s right.” Scorio allowed the intensity of the moment to fade away. “We’re all in this together.”

And with that, Scorio turned away from Leonis to smile at the others. “For now, let’s get busy choosing caves and seeing how Xandera can help us make them a little homier.”

“Yes!” Xandera beamed. “I can heat the rock till it grows soft, and then perhaps Jova can will it to flatten out and grow smooth?”

“Interesting idea,” allowed Jova. “I’ve never tried to work my power on lava before.”

Xandera led the others down the length of the cave to where the bigger caverns were hidden just out of view. “In the hive we use special, processed stone that is passed through lower blazeborns so that it’s extra receptive to our manipulation, but even here I can fashion something that will be like the homes you Great Souls enjoy. Smooth floor, raised beds, perhaps even a table…?”

“A main dining table we can all share,” said Kelona eagerly. “Perhaps with stone stools? Not in a cave, but on the ground floor below them?”

Scorio watched the group move away. Hands on hips, lips pursed, he reviewed the meeting, the tenor of the group, the way Leonis had silenced everyone else’s possible complaints by just being an idiot.

Leonis.

Something was going to have to happen there. Something that would either break or mend their friendship altogether.

And soon.


Chapter 16

Scorio

Scorio awoke to a gentle shake of his foot. Darkvision revealed Kelona crouched in the mouth of his cavern, her expression at once nervous yet challenging. When Scorio sat up, she rose smoothly to her feet, gestured for him to follow, and exited out onto the ridge.

Curious, Scorio rose silently and followed her outside.

Kelona Ignited as she reached the ridge’s edge, shifted into her golden form, and dropped lightly to the cavern floor below. Bemused, Scorio simply leaped down after her, his Gold-tempered body allowing him to take the drop without needing to do more than lower into a crouch when he hit the ground.

Kelona reverted to her human form, led him around the curve of the cavern so that their sleeping area became hidden from view, then turned at last to face him. “Um. Do you think they can hear us out here?”

Scorio glanced back, but the sleeping caves were hidden from view. “I shouldn’t think so. What’s on your mind?”

“I… I know you were happy to have them join us, but Leonis and Jova…?”

“Hmm?”

Kelona winced. “They’re not exactly a barrel of laughs.”

“No,” agreed Scorio, unable to resist a smile. “I think that’s accurate.”

“And Leonis… I’m confused. I thought you guys were best friends in his past life, but that fact seems to only make him….”

“Hate me?” Scorio stared out across the cavern. He sighed. “Yeah. I know.”

“Well, I don’t want to pry, but Nyrix couldn’t explain it either. Since we’re going to be trapped in here for some time, I was hoping you could explain why? And if you knew how he felt, why’d you agree to his coming along?”

“A fair question. I… it’s complicated. And I only have this information second-hand from Lianshi. I think…” Scorio sighed. “I think he blames me for not being taken more seriously.”

Kelona frowned. “How so?”

“My enemies—Praximar and Manticore—used him, lied to him, about what happened in his previous life. And then exaggerated how special he and Lianshi were this time round. As a means to get back at me, I think. Or perhaps pure sadism. I don’t know. But when he found out he’d been used as… bait? It hurt his pride. And my successes since then, my rapid advancement. That hasn’t helped.”

“Oh,” said Kelona. “So he’s jealous.”

“I mean…” Scorio tried to square his thoughts. “The Leonis I knew and loved was a profoundly good man. This one has to be, too. He’s just all twisted up. It’s my hope that by traveling together, training together now, he can start to see the real me, and not the person he’s built me into being.”

“Hmm.” Kelona lightly punched one hand into the other palm. “And Jova? I can see she respects you, but there’s this distance, this coldness that has to mean something.”

“Jova?” Again Scorio considered. “That one’s complicated, as well. When Manticore betrayed me and my friends—killed the old Leonis and Lianshi and had me blamed for Kraken’s supposed assault on The Celestial Coffer—she found a way to accept that. To believe the lies she was told, and keep her eyes fixed on the quickest path to power.”

“Oh.” Kelona blinked at him. “And you still let her join us?”

“I wasn’t going to. Up until just before we left, at any rate.” He gave her a tired smile. “But…” How to explain? The gulf of exhaustion and loneliness? “She helped me kill Praximar. She dedicated herself to helping defeat the Blood Ox. She’s… on some level, I understand her. The purity of her drive. I had it myself, before.” He thought of the mindless, brutal way he’d pursued Ignition back in the ruins under Naomi’s tutelage. “But Jova’s defined by that ambition. Or was. Her being here now, having refused offers to go into deeper hell and serve under the Seamstress and the like—I think she’s changing.”

“You think.”

“I hope. And…” He frowned. “You know how you felt after we lost Juna and Wesyd?”

Kelona’s face fell. “Yeah?”

“That’s what I’ve been wrestling with. And… I don’t know. Maybe on some really basic, stupid level, I appreciate having familiar faces around. Folks who know me.”

“Like Jova. Even if she betrayed you.”

“People change.” Scorio smiled tightly at her. “At least, I think they can. I don’t know if she deserves a second chance, but when I saw that her coming along would mean Leonis joining the team…?” He shrugged. “I’m taking the chance. On them. On us.”

“I mean, I trust your instincts on this. Obviously.”

“Don’t be so sure!” Scorio laughed. “My emotions have gotten me in serious trouble before.”

Kelona matched his smile. “Far as I can tell, they’ve steered you right. But yes, I know. Sacrifices. Losses. Casualties. But. I was there, don’t forget. On the Bone Plains. Fighting alongside you and Naomi. I saw what you did, what you tried to do. And when I died it was because I didn’t listen to you. If I had…” Kelona lowered her gaze. “It’s something I’ve been wanting to apologize for ever since. You told me to ride your back, to let you fly me up. I chose to jump instead, and that got me killed. It was my not listening that did that. If the Imperators hadn’t flown through the tunnel, hadn’t found my corpse…”

“You’ve nothing to apologize for. That entire day was sheer madness.” Scorio thought of Plassus roaring his commands, the close quarters combat inside the Wall, Tokalauths everywhere, Great Souls screaming and fighting and dying. “That was pure bad luck. You can’t take responsibility for that.”

“No?” Her eyes flashed. “I remember disobeying you and dying. Seems cut and dried to me.”

“I don’t think so. Regardless. What’s done is done. We’re here now.”

Kelona inhaled deeply, gaze troubled as she stared off into the mists. “Yeah. We made it.”

Almost, Scorio could see Juna and Wesyd standing where she stared, gazes hollowed out, insubstantial ghosts who lived on now only in their shared memory.

Kelona gave herself a shake and then grinned. “Well, good talk. What do you say to an impromptu training session? Unless you’re too sleepy?”

“Heh,” said Scorio, then filled his voice with false bravado. “I’m Gold-tempered! I don’t need sleep! You get any?”

“Plenty. Some. Enough.” Kelona windmilled her arms, then crossed first one over her chest, pinning it and stretching her shoulder with the other, then reversed it. “But in case you’ve forgotten, I’m just a little ol’ Flame Vault. If I’m to help you guys down in the Lustrous Maria, I’m going to need to advance, fast.”

“You should be working on your mana control if you want to make Dread Blaze.”

“Sure. In time. But c’mon. You telling me you haven’t missed a good old-fashioned sparring session?” Her smile was provocative, her teeth white against her bronzed skin.

Scorio shook his head in mock resignation. “Kids.”

“Kids?” She pretended mock-outrage, but bounced briefly on the balls of her feet and then fell into a combat stance, fists raised. “Come at me, old man.”

Scorio eyed her, then grinned. “I’ve got a better idea. Hold on tight.”

Kelona rose from her stance in confusion as Scorio jogged lightly back to the sleeping caves and flew up to the right ridge. He poked his head into one cave, and saw Leonis was awake, sitting cross-legged against the wall as he meditated.

The big man cracked open an eye suspiciously. “What’s going on?”

“Morning,” smiled Scorio. “Or afternoon, or whatever it is. Kelona’s looking for a training bout. I thought you could oblige her.”

“Me?” His frown seemed instinctive as he sought for something to protest.

“You’re both Flame Vaults. I think your powers will make for an interesting and relatively safe fight. Plus, you’re looking to desaturate, right?” Scorio raised an eyebrow. “Well, here’s your chance for a final brawl before you get to work.”

“Sure,” he said, and rose to his feet. “Why not? I’ve been curious about how we match up.”

They emerged from his cave to find Jova standing in the mouth of her own, arms crossed, brow furrowed. “We starting early today?”

“Just a friendly training bout,” said Scorio. “Kelona’s looking for some practice.”

Leonis leaped down to the cavern floor, briefly encasing himself in plate armor as he dropped to land with a metallic clang, then dismissed his power to approach where Kelona was drifting up uncertainly to meet him.

“He won’t hold back,” said Jova quietly.

“Kelona’s looking to be pushed. And her golden form is pretty damned resilient.”

Jova studied him sidelong. “You trying to draw Leonis out with this?”

“Draw him out?” Scorio crossed his arms. “Maybe. Desaturating will isolate him pretty thoroughly. Maybe he’ll find common ground with Kelona.”

“Maybe,” said Jova.

The Flame Vaults separated, each striding farther out to turn and face each other. The terrain was composed of small pools and the occasional ridge of rock, deterring sprints. Scorio couldn’t deny it: he was curious to see how this would pan out.

For a moment neither Flame Vault moved, both staring intently at each other.

Then, abruptly, they Ignited.

Kelona’s form flashed gold as she crouched.

Leonis extended his arm to pluck Nezzar from whatever realm it rested in while not summoned, its dark, hexagonal form blazing with sigils.

Kelona hurled herself at Leonis, flying forward in an explosion of stone fragments as she activated her leaping power.

As fast as she was, Leonis still had time to summon his armor. It clothed him from head to toe, encasing him in massive plates of gold, his height and breadth rising as his very frame grew, so that from one moment to the next he went from robed acolyte to monstrous knight, Nezzar gripped two-handed and drawn back over his shoulder in anticipation of a swing.

Kelona was bolt of liquid metal. Her form blurred as she crossed the intervening yards, and just before she hit, a split second before contact, she blazed with power, letting loose her Queen Flare.

Even at this remove, Scorio could feel the awe and intimidation that the power unleashed. He’d experienced it point blank a couple of times, and only his Dread Blaze status then had made him immune to its charge.

Leonis had no such luck.

He faltered, stepped back, and for a pivotal moment lost focus as Kelona’s might washed over him. His swing faltered.

Kelona’s fist struck him across the helm like a meteor, and then she was past him, carried by momentum, to hit the ground at such speed that she fell into a roll, splashing through a puddle as she went over and over to come up on her feet.

Leonis staggered, four small grooves indented in his face plate. He put his hand to his helm, gave his head a small shake, then shrugged his huge shoulders and oriented on Kelona once more.

But now six copies of Nezzar appeared around them forming a perimeter, each vertical and with runes blazing.

“She’d better finish him quick,” said Jova. “His draining effect will hit her hard.”

Leonis brought Nezzar back over his shoulder. He still looked a little unsteady—her direct punch to the head had rattled him—but he settled in, not interested in trekking across the cavern to engage her.

And why would he? Time was on his side now.

Kelona glanced at the Nezzars around them, considered, and this time hurled herself upward.

Good. Repeating the same maneuver would be to invite disaster.

Up she flew between the great daggers of rocks, disappearing between them momentarily.

Leonis craned his head back, tracking her ascent.

“Move,” muttered Jova. “Don’t just stand there.”

But Leonis seemed rooted to the spot. His helm, Scorio realized, had fixed itself, pushing out the grooves so that it was smooth once more.

That was good.

Then Kelona plummeted down into view, dropping right upon where Leonis stood. Again she blazed with her Queen Flare, but this time it seemed less bright, less impressive.

Leonis averted his head and swung.

Nezzar slammed into Kelona, connecting with her torso from hip to opposite shoulder. The strength behind the blow was palpable. Kelona folded around the club before crashing to the ground and rolling away.

Her golden form was warped, her chest furrowed and widened. Not seeming to feel any pain, she scrambled upright, but Leonis took two strides and swung Nezzar all the way behind and around and up to catch her under the chin.

The blow had his full strength behind it, and her head snapped up as she was lifted off the ground to arc up and crash onto her back.

“Ouch,” said Jova, tone emotionless.

Scorio winced.

Before Leonis could close again, Kelona dug her heels into the rock and activated her leap ability. She did so blindly, with the result being that she burst out sideways along the ground, hiccupping and rolling over the stony ridges as she traveled perhaps a distance of ten yards before fetching against a rising blade of stone.

Leonis began marching in her direction.

“Come on,” whispered Scorio. “Get up.”

Kelona did her best. She rose unsteadily to her feet. She was in bad shape, her head distended, her upper body wobbly, but she angled herself so as to check Leonis’ approach, glanced about, and then leaped once more.

This time she sailed right over the approaching Golden King, flying high and slightly off the mark to land awkwardly beside one of the perimeter Nezzars.

She grasped it by the handle, and heaved.

The floating club resisted but then tore free, only to promptly disappear.

“Smart thinking,” said Jova.

Leonis began to move with greater urgency. Turning, he pounded toward Kelona, who moment by moment was filling back out, but she didn’t wait—again she leaped, flying high over him to land beside another club, and again forced it to dissipate.

“No long range attack,” said Scorio. “And limited mobility. It’s his weakness. She could evade him for the rest of the bout and force him to a draw.”

“A losing tactic, though. She lacks a sufficiently strong attack to drop him.”

Again and again, Kelona leaped over Leonis, and one by one his perimeter clubs were dispelled. Leonis gave up chasing her, his frustration obvious, and simply planted himself beside one of the floating clubs to protect it.

Kelona’s golden form had healed up completely when she tore the second-to-last club free, but at that point her Heart guttered and she returned to her human guise.

A second later, Leonis did the same, his face ashen from effort and sheened with sweat.

“Damn!” Kelona’s laugh sounded forced. “You got me but good with that last hit.”

“To no real effect.” Leonis snuck a glance at where Scorio and Jova stood, then shook his head. “Didn’t look like you even felt it.”

“I don’t feel pain,” agreed Kelona, “but it’s really weird to try and move around when I’m all bent out of shape. Used to make me nauseous at first. Did you even feel my punch?”

Leonis rubbed at his cheek. “Sure. But not as much as that emotional punch of yours.”

“My Queen Flare.” Kelona’s shoulders sank. “Not that it really made a difference.”

Both Flame Vaults were making their way to the base of sleeping caves, Kelona looking resigned, Leonis bitter.

“You’re both missing a key piece of your puzzle,” said Scorio, dropping down to meet them. “You’re fighting without all your powers. I’m sure your Dread Blaze abilities will complement and round out what you’ve currently got going.”

“You think?” Kelona’s smile was halfhearted. “Because right now I feel like a shiny flea, just leaping around and achieving nothing.”

Leonis clenched his jaw, clearly biting back his own self-recriminations, and looked away.

“I’m pretty sure. Remember, you’re both Flame Vaults. Stands to reason that you’d be fighting to a draw.”

“And not everybody’s suited to one-on-one combat,” agreed Jova, leaping down to join them. “Some people work best in a group. Others have powers that give them an edge on exploring hell, or manipulating others. You would both knock Moira on her ass.”

Kelona snorted. “Unlikely. But I appreciate the sentiment.”

“I just need to train harder,” said Leonis, still looking away. “Deepen my reservoir. Outlast my foes. Swing Nezzar harder. Everything will be improved once I’m Silver tempered.”

Scorio hesitated. His instinct was to immediately leap in and reassure the man, but something told him that would only invite scorn.

Jova, to his surprise, nodded. “More power can’t hurt. You both need to focus on making Dread Blaze. And while dueling is fun, the only way you’ll accomplish that is by finessing your mana control.”

Kelona sighed. “I know.” Then she brightened. “Hey. Do you two want to spar each other? I’d give anything to see that.”

Leonis finally tore his gaze back to raise a brow in interest.

“Hmm.” Scorio considered Jova, who met his gaze with a flat stare. “I don’t think so. Our powers wouldn’t play well together.”

“I’m tempted,” agreed Jova, “but a decisive win would probably involve killing the other person.”

“Especially seeing as one of your key powers is not taking damage.”

“To a degree. Your Pyre Lord status might overwhelm it.”

“Guess it’s not worth finding out, though.”

“Not if I have to die to prove my hypothesis.”

For a moment, they held each other’s gaze, and Scorio felt his pulse picking up. The idea of fighting Jova as a dragon was… appealing. She’d pummel him with rocks, he’d deflect with his Shroud, and if he could withstand her barrage and get in close enough, he’d bathe her in black flame even as she fought to frighten him away with her horrific illusory self.

Would his fire overwhelm her regeneration power?

Could she simply take him down by directing a score of boulders to smash his head in all at once?

Tempting.

Kelona was grinning. “I think you guys look like you want to try.”

Jova tore her gaze away. “No.”

“No,” agreed Scorio. “Not a good idea.”

The moment passed. Nyrix emerged from his cave, stifling a yawn and blinking down at their group. “I miss anything?”

“A good bout,” said Scorio. “Kelona and Leonis are well matched.”

Kelona snorted. “Insofar as I can’t hurt him, and he can’t catch me if I keep jumping.”

“Match made in hell,” grinned Nyrix, then yawned massively again. “Oh, man. Makes me wish we were back in the war camp with the pillars. I wouldn’t mind running a lethal bout between us all as long as we got to reverse time, after.”

“You?” asked Kelona.

“What?” Nyrix blinked down at her.

“You don’t seem the bloodthirsty type.”

“You think I made Dread Blaze by accident?”

To which Kelona could only shrug.

“Well, the fun’s over.” Scorio forced himself to speak with more authority, to wipe the smile from his face and look in control. “Since we’re all up, we might as well begin training in earnest. We’ll begin by running laps. Ready?”

The others glanced at each other, taken aback by his new tone, and then nodded.

“Then see if you can keep up.” And Scorio took off at a run.

* *

Training.

Days passed and they fell into a routine.

Days passed, and Scorio found himself changing, not only in relation to the others, but in how he understood himself.

Fear and uncertainty reigned in the back of his mind, kept him awake long after the others had passed into slumber. Fear that their experiment would result in everyone’s death. That he’d not be the leader they needed him to be. That he’d not weave their disparate personalities into a singular whole, greater than its disparate parts.

Fear that he simply wasn’t enough, wouldn’t be able to rise to the moment. That his desire for companionship, to be understood, to have his intentions understood and approved of would doom them all.

In response to these fears, he hardened himself and became cold. When jokes were told, he walked away, leaving the others to chuckle uneasily and watch him depart. When complaints were made, good-natured or teasing, he schooled his features and stared down those who explored the potential for extra rest or a slackened pace.

He saw himself behaving this way. Knew he was overcompensating. That there was room for a gentler hand, a more compassionate approach, but fear drew him short. Because he knew, he knew the cost of failure. Not just death, for in many ways, death for their kind was the easy way out. But madness.

Lying awake at night, he’d see gold in the air above him, the ghost of gold, the haunting eternity of being interred forevermore in the Crucible, and his skin would crawl, his hands would knot into fists, and he’d vow relentlessly to see his friends out of this tomb.

He was the first up at what they’d decided to call dawn, the first to finish his food, the first to set the pace for their morning run. He pushed himself hard, and his Gold-tempered body gave him an innate advantage even over Jova’s relentless athleticism. Always he led the pack, urging them faster, to loop the cavern again and again until the others were dripping sweat and gasping for breath.

Only then would he turn them over to Jova’s morning routine, which he’d follow but exceed, always pushing himself to work harder, to do more reps, to execute with exacting form her every demand.

The others saw his brutal lack of self-regard, and sought to imitate him.

His appetite grew ravenous, and fiend flesh the constant reprieve. Grilled and seared, they experimented with different cuts and found that by far the muscular tentacles were the best source of sustenance. Bland and rubbery, the taste soon began to gall, such that Kelona and Nyrix took it upon themselves to concoct spices from different parts of the pink bushes or scrape white crystals that they hopefully termed “salt” from the cavern walls.

It helped, but there was no disguising the taste of Silverine flesh.

True to his word, Leonis labored apart. He joined them for the morning run and exercises, but after lunch would move to the far end of the cavern, out of sight, to begin carrying large rocks over one shoulder all the way back to their home caverns and there, pile them high. For hours he labored, grunting and sweating, gasping and cursing, until at last he could labor no longer and collapsed, boneless and exhausted, upon the fruit of his labors. Only to rest as long as Scorio allowed before carrying it all back.

Meditation was both a balm and a unique trial. There were moments when Scorio was able to absolve himself of all thought, exhaustion allowing him to slide away on streams of soft reverie from which random thoughts and memories surfaced and then faded. But other times he simply sat there, frowning as he fought with his fears and concerns, playing over schedules and the group’s mood, evaluating Xandera’s progress vis-a-vis the depth of their water pools.

Heavy was the weight of responsibility.

Through those first days, Scorio found in Jova the perfect partner. She spoke little, but was always present, her dark gaze taking in everyone’s efforts, constantly watching Scorio as he gave orders and ensured everyone stayed busy. She exercised without complaint, and seemed to take comfort in their every difficulty. Her dour, steady presence by his side silenced Leonis’ potential complaints, helped Kelona maintain a more professional attitude, and challenged Nyrix to push himself harder.

They didn’t grow closer, Scorio and Jova. They didn’t sit during the rare quiet moment to compare notes or reminisce. But Scorio found himself coming to depend on her solidity, her commitment to their regimen, her unwavering focus and strength.

For over the course of those first dozen days, the very silence and lack of distraction began to reveal aspects of everyone’s character that he’d never noticed before.

Where Jova was eternal focus and resolve, Kelona revealed herself to be temperamental and prone to enthusiasm and depressions. She watched him with something akin to avarice, leaping to obey his every command and thrilling at any word of praise, only to subside into moody silences when left alone, gazing out at nothing with a troubled expression on her face.

Whereas Nyrix proved himself Jova’s imperfect mirror, steady, disciplined, but without fire. He tackled every task without complaint, but rarely pushed himself to his maximum. Oh, he sweated and struggled with the rest of them, but always it felt as if at a remove; as if he watched their efforts and his own training from high above, dispassionate and disinterested. There was no fire there, no burning resolve to do better, to shatter his own limits.

Leonis grew more withdrawn with each passing day. Scorio’s attempts to draw him back into their orbit during meals were rebuffed. The big man was clearly taking his attempts to desaturate as a form of welcome penance, or perhaps even a form of glorified suffering. He embraced his isolation and disdained overtures. But there was no denying the effect it was having on him. His gaze grew hollowed, his hands rough and torn from handling the rocks, his beard thickened by dust and dried sweat.

The highlight was always combat against the Silverines. Caution led to their opening passages to different surrounding caverns, and though they used the same setup as before the first few times, they soon began to vary their approach so as to test each other. Always Jova and Scorio stood ready to intervene, but with each third day they would test Kelona or Nyrix by allowing them to battle a Silverine or two on their own, pushing themselves against the brutally hard opponents.

Kelona failed to kill a fiend. She could avoid them with her leaps, dismay them with her Queen Flare, even batter them with her fists, but kill them? Each time, Scorio had to step in and rescue her once she grew too exhausted.

Nyrix, on the other hand, rarely had to push himself hard. His ability to teleport around the cavern with portals allowed him to pepper his foes from a distance with burning crossbow bolts, dropping them after three or four hits, but that was equally dissatisfying for Scorio. The Dread Blaze rarely looked engaged, executing his foes with calm professionalism.

And all the while, Xandera burned a path down and away, heat rising from the mouth of her tunnel in continuous shimmers as she labored to find their way out.

The answer to their problems, Scorio knew, lay in his leadership. His ability to inspire and keep the lower ranks on track. Each member of his team was a unique challenge. Each required a different tack. They had just under three months to break through their limitations, and it was up to him to help them achieve the impossible.

Or that was his plan until the day Xandera approached him, skin ashen from effort, blazing eyes downcast.

“What’s wrong?” asked Scorio. She wasn’t due for her break yet. In fact, today’s shift had just begun.

“I…” She sat cross-legged beside him, the baking heat coming off her a delight in comparison to the cavern’s cool dampness. “I’ve been waiting to make sure, but now I know it’s true. The Silverines…”

Scorio lowered his sliver of braised meat. “What?”

“They’ve been burrowing around us.” She glanced up at him, expression fearful. “They’re cutting us off.”

Scorio felt himself still as the implications settled home. “Can we still escape? Is there a path out?”

She shook her head, expression disconsolate. “I’m sorry. They’re burrowing through the remaining shafts of good rock, but at a distance. As I’ve burrowed deeper, I’ve been able to extend the range of my senses, and that’s why I’m only seeing it now. They’ve been encircling us. Maybe since we locked ourselves away in here.”

Scorio nodded slowly, keeping his expression studiously neutral. “And it looks deliberate?”

“Very. I don’t know why they haven’t simply dug into our cave if they want to eat us, but…” She shrugged one slender dark shoulder. “The only reason I can imagine is that they’re looking to cut off our supply of Silver mana. Once we’re surrounded, none will get through to us.”

“So they mean to weaken us.” Scorio grimaced and looked away.

“If I grow into my full power, I could maybe dig a tunnel out in time,” protested Xandera, touching his elbow, tone urgent.

“Maybe?” He studied her youthful features, her burning eyes. “How confident are you?”

“That we’d avoid a fight?” Her shoulders slumped. “Not very. But at my full power, I might be able to just destroy them all.”

“That’s a lot of maybes.” Scorio stared down at his skewer of cooked flesh. “And if they encircle us completely—how long till we run out of Silver mana?”

“I don’t know,” said Xandera, tone distraught. “It flows through the rock slowly, so some would continue to refill our cavern even once we’re cut off. But I don’t know for how long.”

Damn it. Scorio closed his eyes briefly, internalizing the bad news.

So much for their peaceful training session.

“Alright,” he said, forcing his tone to remain calm and confident. “Time to alert the others.”

“I’m sorry,” said Xandera, voice growing very small.

“Hey.” He bowed his head to meet her crestfallen gaze. “Don’t apologize. None of us asked for this situation. We’re all just doing our best.”

Xandera nodded, still upset.

“Seriously. Xandera. I know that you’ve given this situation your all. Now we just have to figure out a new solution.”

She brightened. “Do you have a plan?”

“Not yet,” he lied. “But I will.” Scorio rose to his feet and took a deep breath. “I will.”


Chapter 17

Scorio

“What?” Leonis’ shout echoed off the cavern walls. “You’re serious? You’re saying I’ve been hauling rocks like an idiot for nothing?!”

“We told you not to risk it,” said Jova, tone cool. “You’re the one who insisted.”

Leonis ground his teeth together as he inhaled mightily, obviously seeking to rein in his temper.

“Nobody’s pleased with this development,” said Scorio. “Xandera did her best, but the Silverines have been working to cut us off from the start. They’re cunning, obviously. They’re going to starve us of mana, then move in and swamp us.”

“Alright,” said Kelona, hugging herself tightly and giving a jerky nod. “So, that’s what’s happening. What do we do?”

Everybody looked to Scorio, even Jova, who raised a dark eyebrow in question.

“I’m going to do some reconnaissance.” Scorio fought to project steadfast surety. “Xandera will open a small gap through which I’ll flow in flame form. I want to see just how bad it’s gotten out there.” When Kelona and Xandera both went to protest at once, he raised his hand, cutting them off. “My Shroud is pretty strong, and I can turn intangible in flame form. My command aura can cause them to fall back, and worst case scenario I’ll just return quicker than I’d hoped. But we need to know how much time we have and how many Silverines have gathered before we can make a plan.”

“Plan,” snorted Leonis. “What plan? We’re trapped underground and surrounded by Silver-ranked fiends. Our only plan is to make a break for it, which will mean a bunch of us dying as you fly away as you always do.”

Scorio inhaled deeply, hands on his hips, and worked his jaw as he stared at the ground. The urge to crush the other man was strong. To punish his stupidity with dominance.

But he had to be better.

“I get that you’re upset,” Scorio said at last. “I’m the leader of this expedition, and we’re in a bad way. I don’t know why you think I’m only out for myself when my actions have only ever spoken otherwise, but I’ll chalk it up to your still not knowing me the way the others do.”

Now Scorio lifted his gaze and met Leonis’ glare square on. “I’m not going to abandon anybody. We’re going to find a way out of this together, no matter what.”

“Sure,” said Leonis. “I guess we’ll just see how that goes.”

“Damn, man.” Nyrix’s tone was soft with disgust. “You’re a complete asshole, you know that?”

“Asshole?” Leonis smiled. “You mean realist. The man said it himself. He’s leading this outfit, and where do we end up only days into this misadventure? In a tomb, surrounded by fiends, and with no hope of getting out of here alive. What kind of leader does that make him?”

Leonis was trying too hard, Scorio realized. The man was searching for words, for attacks, anything he could weaponize. And why? Because he was bitter, and broken, and scared.

And with that realization, Scorio’s anger just washed away.

“Look, all we can do is our best. Luckily for us, our best is pretty damned good. Give me time to explore the reality awaiting us outside, and then I’ll come up with a plan. Fair?”

Leonis frowned at him, clearly confused by Scorio not lashing out at him. He gave a grudging nod.

“Does it matter what you find out there?” asked Jova. “We know the fiends are purposefully surrounding us. We can simply assume there are thousands of them waiting to burrow in here.”

“Actually, why didn’t they just burrow in already?” asked Kelona. “If there are so many of them?”

“It’s a strategy of theirs, I guess.” Scorio forced his features to relax, to release the tension that had been building up within him. “We’re trapped, so perhaps they’re not in a rush. They know we’re not going anywhere. Better to starve us and then tear us apart easily then pour in here in a column and be destroyed by the hundreds.”

“They’ve taken our measure,” said Jova. “They recognize how dangerous we are.”

Nyrix rubbed his face. “Not dangerous enough.”

“Not yet. But let’s take this one step at a time. Xandera?”

The blazeborn queen had been hanging back, her head bowed, hands linked behind her back. She glanced up at Scorio, nodded, then quickly looked away.

“And one last thing,” said Scorio, voice forceful once more. “We have with us a blazeborn queen. If we must, if we have no choice, she can grow into her full power, and then I’ll truly pity the Silverines out there, because we’re underground, which is Xandera’s domain. If there’s no other hope, I know she can save us all. But.” He waited for her to glance up and meet his eyes again. “But I want to avoid that necessity at all costs if possible. So let’s find out what we’re up against.”

Xandera smiled tentatively, and took Scorio’s hand as they walked toward one of the deeper caves. “Is it selfish of me to want to resist evolving just yet? I can’t help but think it’s selfish. Maybe I should just grow right now and save us the time and danger.”

“It’s not selfish. Your growing up could mean our losing you when you decide to return to the Iron Weald and begin your own hive. Which is fine, if that’s what you decide you want, but I don’t want that decision forced on you.” Scorio smiled down at her. “Maybe I’m the selfish one for wanting to keep your company for as long as possible.”

Xandera’s brows rose in surprise, and then she grinned and skipped along the rest of the way.

They passed into the rear of the cavern where Xandera placed her hands on the back wall. Its surface was slurried from previous openings, and Scorio knew that her tunnel was on the far side, leading up into the original cavern into which they’d fallen.

He Ignited his great, spherical Heart, pulling Silver directly into its furnace with Nox’s technique. His reservoir was already filled to the brim, so he nodded to Xandera, who focused on the wall and willed it to melt.

Rock flowed like honey.

Soon a small gap appeared at chest height, as large as Scorio’s palm, and he willed himself to turn into his flame form. Power erupted from within his soul as his flesh became living fire, and with a greater dive he poured forth, flooding through the gap to pass slowly into the tunnel beyond.

All was inferno, his body hazy and lost amidst curlicues of black flame. Silverine Instinctuals were packed into the tunnel, drawn perhaps by the heat or activity, and through them he flew, immolating them from within as he surged up and up and then burst out into the great cavern.

It seethed with fiends.

The first kind of Silverine with their wizened purple arms and tentacled rear halves had been joined by dozens of other kinds. All were some combination of carapace and virulent hues, some as large as horses, others as small as hounds, and here and there lumbered a juggernaut easily as big as a house.

The walls rippled with movement. The air sang with their horrific music. New strands of pale, patterned rock had been spun across the vast heights of the cavern, and across these ran more fiends.

High, high above, Scorio saw that the huge hole through which they’d fallen was almost completely patched up.

As he emerged from the tunnel, the great cathedral space erupted into frenetic activity and the power of the Silverine song redoubled.

There were hundreds of fiends. Hundreds upon hundreds, with intimations of many more thronging the tunnels and cave mouths that festooned the walls.

Dismay arose within Scorio’s breast, but was then replaced by grim resolve. He swooped through the endless ranks, causing carapaces to cinder and muscular flesh to boil, then, intent on testing the limits of his own power, inhaled his own flame form deep into his chest, and landed, scaled and humanoid, in the midst of the Silverines.

Even as they rose up around him like a wave intent on washing him away, Scorio summoned his huge Shroud, and then waited.

It appeared all around him, the complete protection of a Pyre Lord, but thick and massive beyond any he had ever seen. Two years of endless practice in the Crucible had turned his mastery of the Shroud into an artform, and now it gleamed all around him with the faintest gold.

“Come on,” Scorio croaked, chest filled to bursting with flame. “Come at me.”

The Instinctuals shrieked and fell upon him.

But his Shroud held. It flared brightly as countless claws raked its curved surface, and the Instinctuals continued mounting over each other till Scorio was completely submerged. Fiends all around and above, a dome of alien flesh and tentacles that lusted for his flesh.

Still holding the flames deep in his chest, Scorio leaned forward, and began to move.

Each step dislodged scores of fiends, caused them to fall back before him. For a moment, he wondered if he could simply escort his friends out, one by one, but the effort to keep walking was only growing as more and more of them scrambled atop each other.

It felt like wading through ever-thickening mud.

Sweat prickled his brow as his thighs began to burn, and with his jaw clenched he worked his way forward, shoving bodily through the massed fiends with his Shroud.

But no.

He’d not be able to reach the surface in this manner.

His Shroud, powerful as it might be, was about to collapse under the concentrated attacks of dozens of fiends.

FLEE, commanded Scorio, pouring his fury and desire to protect his friends into the command.

The aura hit the Instinctuals like a whip, and they fell back in dismay, the load on his Shroud lightening. But they didn’t turn tail and run. Instead they wavered, irresolute, tentacles thrashing and reaching for him even as they continued to scream their headache-inducing song.

Scorio hurled himself aloft as he released his Shroud. The Instinctuals collapsed inwards around him, a few reaching for his scaled form as he speared up into the cavern, and then he spun and unleashed his flame.

Blue fury bled out into the air, a stream of liquid flame that played out over the closest fiends and blackened their flesh before unfurling into a great black nexus of fire. This he dragged all the way around him, torching rank upon rank of Instinctuals that sought to close with him regardless of the danger.

On and on he exhaled, and the front ranks blackened and died.

But they were tough. What they lacked in lethal attacks they more than made up for with resilience. He torched some fifty, maybe more, but of those massed fiends he only slaughtered the closest ten. The rest, wounded and maddened by his fire, only redoubled their efforts to close.

Flapping his wings, Scorio fought for height, but there was no safety in the air. Instinctuals hurled themselves off the spans overhead to fall upon him, tentacles reaching and snagging his limbs, his wings.

Scorio spun, shook them off, raked his burning claws through their flesh, but their attacks were palpable and fierce. Were it not for his Gold-tempered body and massively armored form, he’d already have been lacerated to pieces.

Damn it.

He reverted to his flame form, and the three Silverines that clung to him fell away. Swooped around through the air, but there was no point in continuing this assault. Where was the tunnel back to his friends?

For a horrifying second, Scorio couldn’t find it. Everywhere he looked he saw fiends clamoring for his flesh, reaching for him, their song making it so that he couldn’t think, he couldn’t focus on any one spot.

SILENCE! he roared, and for a moment, a blessed few seconds, the din lessened, allowing his thoughts to coalesce, and—there.

He dove, filtering through fiends, to plunge into the tunnel. Down, down, the flame form reaching its limit, his need to inhale growing by the second, till he reached the dead-end with its small gap and forced himself to flow through it.

The process felt like it took forever, his form congealing through the small space till at last he formed on the far side.

Mercifully, someone had thought to clear the cavern, so he was able to inhale his flames and fill his chest once more before turning to place his lips close to the gap and exhale blue fire back out into the tunnel.

Fiends screamed and died.

Finally, flames spent, Scorio backed away from the hole, inhaling in deep, powerful gusts, and then turned to quit the cave.

“And?” Jova stood, arms crossed, hip cocked out, gaze stern. “How bad is it?”

The others were clustered around her. Universal concern. Scorio considered, licked his lower lip, the image of the hordes of Instinctuals playing across his mind’s eye.

“Not bad,” he lied. A steadying breath. “Not good, though, either.” His thoughts were swirling, swirling, even as he considered what to say next. “We’re going to need to fight our way out, but it’s doable. Not as we currently stand, but if we have a few breakthroughs, we’ll have a good chance.”

“A few breakthroughs,” said Kelona. “You mean my reaching Dread Blaze?”

Scorio nodded. “I was able to drive them back with my Shroud alone, but that’s because it’s all encompassing. We’re going to need you and Leonis to manifest bigger Shrouds that you can keep up for longer. A tortoise shell. Shrouds all around, Xandera in the center unleashing lava wherever the pressure is greatest.”

“How do we reach the ceiling?” asked Nyrix. “You and Jova are the only ones that can fly.”

Right, right. Scorio scrambled to answer, nodding even as he fought to find an answer so as to continue projecting calm confidence. “Simple.”

The others looked at him expectantly.

“Jova will fly ahead and clear areas for Nyrix to fire his bow and open portals. We’ll work our way up, step by step, till we reach the top. The fiends have reconstructed many of those bridges that cross the cavern. Nyrix, your job will be to find a route that leads up. You open a portal, Jova moves to clear the area, everyone goes through, I fly up to rejoin you.”

Reluctant nods.

“Leonis, you’ll use your ring of Nezzars to empower us. There are too many fiends to waste time weakening them. Jova, you and I will use our auras to drive the fiends back. Kelona, your golden form and leaping ability will give you the flexibility to keep up even if Nyrix can only take Leonis and Xandera with him. But the key to survival will lie in our Shrouds. There are too many fiends for us to drive them all back. We’re going to need to extract ourselves quickly and efficiently. Worst case scenario, I enter my dragon form and draw their attention while you all fight your way free. Then, when you’re out, I’ll hit flame form and fly out after you.”

Again with the nods. Dubious side glances.

Scorio nodded, affirming the validity of his own plan even as he conceived it. “Xandera, you’re going to keep watch on the Silverine activity. Warn us when they’re starting to burrow in. Until then, we’ll use the Silver mana to work on our Shrouds and focus on getting as many of you as possible to the next rank.”

Skepticism.

“It’s doable.” He met each person’s gaze in turn. “With guidance, willpower, and absolute focus, you can do this. Leonis, Kelona, we’re going to get you to Dread Blaze. Nyrix, Jova, if either of you can reach Pyre Lord it’ll be a hells-given boon. Xandera, you’ll have to evaluate on the spot as we make our exit whether you need to evolve or not.”

More nods.

“So.” Scorio exhaled. “We have no time left to waste. We’re dispensing with physical training in favor for Mana Manipulation and conceptual focus. Nyrix, Jova, you’re going to teach the rest of us how to manifest the Dread Blaze mana control technique in the mornings. After lunch, I’ll take time with either Nyrix or Jova to help coach you into reaching Pyre Lord, while the rest of you practice your Shrouds. We don’t have much time, but we do have Silver mana. Your task will be to keep them up for as long as possible while they’re assaulted. Clear?”

Leonis shook his head wearily. “To think I wasted ten days hauling rocks.”

“What’s done is done.” Scorio clapped his hands. “We begin now with the Dread Blaze technique. Xandera, you’re on guard duty. I’d ask if you’re ready, but we’ve no choice in the matter.” He again raked the small group with his gaze, feeding his stare with all the confidence and desire to see his friends survive this ordeal. “You are ready. We’re going to make this work. You’re going to train till you can barely think, and then we’re going to train some more. And when the Silverines finally make their push to consume us?” He forced a ragged grin. “They’re going to realize they’ve bitten off far, far more than they could ever hope to chew.”

* *

Leonis, Kelona, and Scorio kneeled on the hard stone, hands on their thighs, as Jova sat on a raised rock before them. Her gaze was stern, her manner forbidding, and Scorio could only reflect on how intimidated he’d have been as a Char if she’d been his meditation instructor back at the Academy.

“Ascending to Dread Blaze is a true trial for Great Souls, because it goes against our inherent nature.” She’d lectured them several times already this past week, but each time sought a new approach, a new way to present these inherent truths so that they’d finally unlock a deeper understanding. “Our kind is fueled by ambition and goaded on by success. We do not do well with frustration. Our instinct is to overwhelm any problem with intensity and power. But making Dread Blaze requires patience and finesse.”

Scorio exhaled and sought to dissipate his already mounting impatience. It was reflexive, his old enemy, and one he’d thought he’d sidestepped back at the Fury Spires when he’d learned to utilize the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique in Dread Blaze’s stead.

“Those who make Dread Blaze do so by mastering their instinct to surge ahead.” Jova’s tone was implacable. “You must reduce your Ignition to its lowest ebb, and then raise it to an inferno. Then reduce it once more. Not like a drunken fool staggering from one side of a whale ship’s deck to the other as it tilts back and forth, but purposefully, calmly, and with full control.”

Scorio closed his eyes and focused on his reservoir. It was grown vast by his spherical Heart, its depth a dark mystery as he’d mostly ignored it ever since mastering the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique. What need did he have for feeding his Ignition from his reservoir when he could simply pull mana directly into the flames from the air around him?

“Control. Focus. Deliberation.” Jova enunciated each word with precision. “You must leash your mana expenditure and learn only to burn as much as you strictly desire. There are times when you must pour everything you have into a technique. Then there are times you must ration your mana with exacting care. Ignite your Hearts, and slowly, as slowly as you can, reduce your burn till you are barely aflame.”

Scorio exhaled and settled into the exercise. His reflex was to reach for the Silver around them, but he ignored the tempting shortcut and focused instead on drawing enough mana from his reservoir to Ignite.

Simple.

His Heart leaped into silvered flames, and power coursed through him. Invigorating, delightful, electrifying. By his side, he sensed Kelona and Leonis do the same, each Ignition a soft concussive burst against his awareness.

“You are greatly aided by practicing with Silver,” said Jova. “Lean into the mana’s malleable and refined quality. In the Academy, or the Rascor Plains, we must work with Iron or Copper. The first is durable but stubborn, the second slippery and unreliable. Both make this exercise more challenging, which is a benefit: those who rise to Dread Blaze while working with Iron and Copper greatly refine their technique. But Silver will obey you, making your task far, far easier. Use that noble responsiveness to your advantage.”

Scorio lowered his chin and began to throttle the flow of Silver from his reservoir into his Heart. Jova was right. Back in the Iron Weald, under Druanna’s tutelage, reducing his mana flow felt like working with honey. He’d slacken the pace, only to be surprised at how quickly it ebbed, then increase the flow, growing frustrated at how slowly it mounted, till suddenly a great wash would swamp his Heart and cause him to gutter.

But here, now?

Silver was a delight to work with. Responsive, tranquil, and fluid, it obeyed his commands with docile ease. Tapering the amount that flowed into his Ignited Heart was intuitive, he drew down the amount, reducing it by slow degrees, and watched as the flames that coruscated around his Heart grew smaller in turn, their flickering leaps diminishing, diminishing, until only a faint corona of Silver light surrounded it.

It was challenging work, even with Silver. At its lowest ebb, it felt like clasping a greased thread between two fingers and trying to control how swiftly it played out. The slightest increase in pressure would cause it to stop altogether, the slightest laxity would cause it to strengthen.

Scorio lost track of time. Silver mana flowed in a slender stream into his Heart, fluctuating minutely as he wearied and redoubled his efforts. His Heart remained Ignited but so lightly it seemed barely awake; a sliver of constant power flowed into his being.

Beside him, first Kelona than Leonis guttered, no doubt having exhausted their meager reservoirs. But Scorio remained focused, his own still feeling engorged.

All reality revolved around that thread of Silver, a lunar mirror to Bastion’s sun-wire, stretching out of the depths of his reservoir into the furnace of his Heart.

By the ten hells, it was so much better to work with Silver than Iron!

“Now, with great care, amplify the stream to its greatest potential,” said Jova softly. “But with control. Utmost control. Slowly, gradually, allow your Heart to burn brighter.”

Leonis cursed softly under his breath.

From Kelona there came only the sound of terse breathing.

Scorio realized he’d been holding his breath and forced himself to exhale gently. Then, as an experiment, he timed the increase of his mana to his next inhale. By slowing his breath, he found it easier to slow the increase in his rate. Each time he exhaled, he paused, then once more resumed.

“Good,” said Nyrix from behind them, voice quiet. “Very good, all of you.”

Scorio’s Heart blazed brighter and brighter. Still his reservoir felt practically undiminished. He felt Kelona and Leonis gutter several times as he raised the burn of his Heart to its utmost, so at the very, very last it was roaring, incandescent, the sphere itself lost within the blazing brightness.

Power. Raw power filled him, made his muscles swell, his thoughts light, his body febrile.

“Damn,” said Jova quietly. “That’s… damn.”

“Now taper,” said Nyrix, who’d crouched just behind him. “Can you draw it down slowly?”

Silver mana was pouring into his Heart at a fearsome rate. Scorio exhaled and used his breath to diminish the flow. But it felt like trying to diminish a stream by just sticking your hand in its current. He frowned, exerted himself, and the great flood of mana abruptly slackened at too rapid a pace.

“Easy,” said Nyrix. “Back off and try again.”

“How hasn’t he guttered yet?” demanded Kelona.

“Focus on your own work,” replied Jova.

Scorio allowed his Ignition to resume its full fiery burn, then again exhaled and sought to taper it carefully.

Again and again he labored, achieving some improvement, though the process was finicky and frustrating and made him feel like a fool.

Finally, his reservoir emptied just as he reduced his burn to a thread. With a gasp, Scorio opened his eyes, his Heart Guttering. His brow was beaded with sweat, his robes clinging to his back.

“Damn, Scorio.” Nyrix had moved to stand beside Jova. “That Heart of yours is something.”

Jova was studying him, gaze dark, expression neutral.

“I’m making progress,” said Scorio, the thought lifting his spirits. “It’s the Silver.”

“And your own experience.” Jova sounded dissatisfied for some reason. “You’ve been burning and fighting for years now. Even without having mastered the technique, you’ve been leaning on an approximation. It should come quickly if you apply yourself.”

“Right.” Scorio began sweeping the precious Silver that swirled around them into his reservoir. “Well, that’s what I intend to do.” He glanced at his two companions. “How’d you both fare?”

Kelona blew out her cheeks. “I mean, it’s frustrating. But working with Silver…” She grinned. “I could get used to it.”

“Fine.” Leonis’ tone was stony. “I think I’ll do better training alone. If you’ll excuse me.” He rose smoothly to his feet and strode away.

“Whatever works,” said Nyrix to the man’s broad back. “Just don’t fall behind.”

Leonis slowed, began to turn back, but then simply shook his head and resumed striding away.

“Sorry,” muttered Nyrix, glancing at the others. “That guy just gets under my skin.”

“You’re a Dread Blaze,” snapped Jova. “Try acting like one.”

Nyrix had sufficient grace to nod guiltily.

“Can I ask something?” Kelona curled a lock of golden hair behind one ear. “Once I’ve got a good sense of control, I just speed up the rate, right? From nothing to full burn back to nothing? At what point does something happen? How do I know I’m getting close?”

Scorio thought to his own experience, how he’d sparred against Naomi in the darkness of the blazeborn caldera, his body burning bright as he’d pushed against his limits. “You build speed. But more, it stops feeling like a conscious exercise, and becomes… intuitive?” He glanced to Jova, who nodded. “You find that you can swing back and forth faster and faster, and at some point it’s enough, and you enter your next Trial.”

Kelona nodded. “So control, then speed, till it becomes reflexive.”

“Correct,” said Jova. “Once you internalize the method, you ascend.”

“Right.” Kelona rose to her feet with a grim smile. “Then if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get some food and then continue practicing.”

“You two want to eat?” asked Scorio.

“No,” said Jova. “I don’t want to eat. I want to make Pyre Lord. You’re going to help me.”

It was the first time she’d openly requested his assistance. Before, she’d always indirectly admitted his experience would be of value, but never had she come right out and demanded his aid. Or commanded it, more accurately. Over the past ten days, she’d simply retreated into privacy to consider her advancement.

Scorio felt a flutter of excitement. “Sure. I can help.”

“I’ll listen in,” said Nyrix. “Maybe hearing your explanation again will cause some fresh understanding.”

“No,” said Jova. “I want to discuss this in private. You can speak with him later.”

Nyrix sucked on his teeth as he stared at Jova, who ignored him completely. For a moment Scorio thought the other Dread Blaze would challenge her, but then he shrugged and walked away.

“Alright,” said Jova. She squared her shoulders, raised her chin, and glared at him. “Tell me what I must do.”


Chapter 18

Scorio

“You already know what to do,” said Scorio.

“Funny,” replied Jova, hands on her hips. “If I did, I’d be a Pyre Lord.”

“What I mean is, you know what I know. You probably know it better than I do.”

“Given your penchant for skipping ahead in line, you might be right.” Jova pursed her lips as she stared at him. Scorio saw rank disapproval in her glare. She’d never been shy about direct eye contact, about hiding her disdain. He recalled the first time he’d spoken to her, in the hallway of the Academy, to ask if she could check her diary. How she’d looked him right in the eyes and told him she’d rather cut off her arm than help him. Or something to that effect. There’d been absolutely no reluctance on her part to crush his hopes.

Now here they were, deep underground in the Silver Unfathom, five layers into hell, him a Pyre Lord, she a Dread Blaze rising. And still she stared at him with that surety, that disdain, that smoldering anger.

“Fine. To make Pyre Lord you need to integrate all your powers into a greater whole. Your power over rocks, your fear aura, your resilience. You need to find a new identity within the whole. Well.” Scorio considered. “Not new, exactly, but true. The real you that’s slowly been revealed with each new power.”

Jova tongued the inside of her cheek. “That it? That all you got?”

Scorio laughed in disbelief. “You’re the one who asked.”

“Go deeper.” She stepped closer. “You know how it felt when you ascended, right? What it took? Think on that process, think on me, and giving me some damned advice.”

“Alright.” Scorio pushed down his irritation. Thought on those last few months. His time in the Fury Spires, on the Bone Plains. “I’d started to feel this strange, inexplicable attraction to fire. To lava. Like I wanted to jump in.”

Jova arched a brow. “That so? And why didn’t you?”

“Jumping into lava felt like a bad idea. I didn’t know what was going on. But it was when Xandera practically drowned me in the stuff while fighting Bravurn that my change triggered. It felt right. It felt good. And in that feeling…” Scorio struggled for the words. “In that moment, my sense of self, my… understanding of who, or what, I was… it just came together.”

“So I need to find my own lava bed.”

“Something like that. If my experience can be generalized for everyone.”

Jova turned so that he could only see her profile. She wasn’t pleased. But then again, was she ever? “Some greater whole. You’d always been able to shift into your dragonman form. It was a clue to what you’d become. Your wings. Your flames. Your command ability.”

“You think dragons can command others?”

She glanced at him sidelong. “Apparently.”

“So your Pyre Lady form should reflect the same kind of unity. Someone told me once that not everybody’s able to unite all their powers into a cohesive whole, but the most powerful Great Souls usually do. Something to do with rock. With stone. With endurance.”

“Like what?” Her frustration simmered under the surface. “I’m going to turn into a stone woman?”

“It’s not that simple. If someone had told me I’d turn into a dragon, I’d have laughed, maybe hoped it was true, but simply being told, simply guessing, wouldn’t have been enough. I had to feel it. Had to become it. Being a dragon only made sense when I was drowning in lava. That’s when the truth elevated me.”

“Great. So I need to bury myself in a landslide.”

“It might not be a direct parallel. Moira’s a Pyre Lady, and she didn’t turn into… whatever her weird powers indicate. Druanna’s a Pyre Lady, too, and she manifests extra arms and blades, but doesn’t turn into a stone golem like her eidolon.”

Jova nodded slowly.

“I mean, start with the basics. Have you felt any weird compulsions?”

Jova snorted. “You mean like my willingness to remain in LastRock and then follow you here?”

Scorio decided to play her statement straight. “That feel like it came from outside of you?”

She narrowed her eyes.

Scorio waited a moment, then pressed again. “Did it?”

“It came from my own frustrations. My impatience with my own failures.” The words were practically hissed. “I didn’t realize your helping me would turn into a cross-examination of my weakness.”

“That how you see it? Weakness?”

She turned back to face him full-on. “What else would you call my irrelevance during the Blood Ox war?”

“I recall your helping Aezryna and Charoth come up with a grand strategy to catch the Blood Ox out in the open.”

“And how well did that pan out?”

“Not so great.”

“No.” She raised her chin. “Not so great. Whereas you?” She cut off what she’d been about to say.

Scorio stepped in closer. “No, go on. What about me?”

“You.” Jova’s tone was taut. “You have a preternatural ability to be in the right place at the right time. To get away with victories you’ve no business winning. Surviving the Blood Ox’s attack out in the Telurian Band. Fighting Plassus to a draw. Killing Bravurn. Need I go on?”

“I’ve paid for those victories.”

“I know you have.” Her eyes glittered coldly. “I’ve witnessed firsthand how much you’ve paid. But there is no part of me that wouldn’t gladly pay the same price and again if it were to bless me with the victories you’ve earned.”

“Then you’re crazy.”

“Perhaps. I can’t entirely rule it out. But you can’t tell me you don’t recognize the same drive in yourself.” Now she stepped closer, so that they were only a few feet apart. “Your drive to discover the truth about the Herdsmen. To kill Dameon. To rise in power so that nobody and nothing can control you or lie to you or deceive you again.”

Scorio nodded reluctantly. “Sure. I’ve got me some of that.”

“As do I. But where your suffering has been repaid with a perfectly spherical Heart, an immense reservoir, a Gold-tempered body, and reaching Pyre Lord in record time, me?” Her laugh was pure bitterness. “I’m standing here despite my reputation and every effort Bronze-tempered, with a moderately impressive Heart, and no deeds to my name worth a damn. People respect me. They court me. You know why?”

“Because you’re Jova the fucking whatever of LastRock?”

“Exactly.” She stepped in again, gliding forward as if to strike him. “Ever since I began this life I’ve been praised and courted for what I did before. Even now, the Seamstress invites me to her court because of my potential. Not what I’ve done. Not who I am in this life. Everybody looks at me and licks their lips like fucking hyenas at the prospect of my equaling who I once was, and me?” She arched a brow. “I’d do anything in my power to achieve those heights, but I’ve failed. Again and again. I was led like a cow by Dameon, fooled and blinded by my own stupid ambition. I wasted my time running around the Bone Plains and then died to the Blood Ox. I never once looked to the blazeborns for aid. Never once doubted Bravurn for being more than an ambitious ass like every other high-ranked Great Soul in hell. And that’s been my undoing. I’ve not done enough, not seen enough, nor had the wit to make anything out of all the gifts I’ve been given.”

Scorio crossed his arms. They were standing so close now that he almost brushed her chest in doing so. “Boo hoo, Jova. Boo fucking hoo.”

“Precisely. Precisely.” She smiled, the expression mirthless. “There’s nothing you can say that I haven’t already lashed myself with, and I only share this pitiful self-recrimination because somewhere in this wretched well of self-loathing has to dwell the secret to my making Pyre Lady. If I can’t achieve anything great, I might as well ascend as quickly as I can to raise the chances of something happening down the line.”

“That’s fine. Let me see if I can help.” Scorio took a step forward, forcing her back a pace. “You have no empathy for the struggles of others. You see need as weakness, even if it’s a human need for friendship, understanding, or compassion. Remember when I got ‘distracted’ by helping the rebels in Bastion? Remember how you cut me down and called me weak?”

Jova sneered. “Look what good your help did them.”

“You’re limited. Your inability to understand strength as anything but brute power makes you brittle. It leaves you open to being manipulated by the likes of Dameon. You crave power so much that you’ll cast aside your own inner wisdom and give control to anyone who promises you a shortcut.”

“Careful,” hissed Jova.

Scorio raised his brows in fake surprise. “And, oh, look what’s going on here. Jova Spike’s ceding her authority to dumb old Scorio just like she did Dameon. Asking me to provide the answers you can’t provide for yourself. Except asking me galls you like nothing else, so you’re doing it in the most spiteful way possible.”

Her eyes narrowed as she clenched her jaw. Scorio sensed the chasm yawning open at his feet, but her words, her pride, her insults, made it so that he couldn’t care less. And if he fell in? Well, he had fucking wings, didn’t he?

“You know what’s holding you back, Jova?” Again he stepped forward, and again she reluctantly gave ground. “You still think you’re better than everyone else. Even as you think the rest of hell is peopled by idiots, you can’t get enough of their praise. And that’s despite your having accomplished nothing in this life according to your own standards. So, you want to know why you’re furious and miserable and have no friends? It’s because you’re desperately trying to prove to yourself that you’re as amazing as all the idiots you scorn say you are, and failing.”

Jova took a step back again for no reason, her lips parting as her eyes rounded.

“Because when you get down to it? The real difference between you and me?” Scorio glared at her. “It’s not my power, my rank, or the deeds I’ve accomplished with the aid of my friends. It’s that I don’t walk around thinking I’m better than everyone else. I don’t think I can do all this without the help of good people who are as worthy and deserving of respect as I am. Alain. Naomi. Leonis. Lianshi. Kelona. Xandera. Nyrix. Good people. People I’d die for, and to my never-ending sorrow, have died for me.”

He loomed over her, completely uncaring of the fury and panic that burned in her dark eyes. “There’s nobody you’d die for. Nobody you’d sacrifice your precious future for, and you know what? I doubt anyone alive today would sacrifice themselves for you. You’re alone, Jova, alone with your monstrous, wounded pride, fit for future manipulation, poisoned by scorn, and doomed to stay a Dread Blaze till you pull your head out of your ass.”

She was breathing rapidly now, short, sharp gasps as she glared up at him, eyes wide. But she didn’t respond. She looked trapped, frozen, paralyzed. Held in place by his stare, a hair’s breadth from attacking him or fleeing for the remote corners of the cave.

And her panic, how wounded and overwhelmed she looked, deflated Scorio’s anger. He shook his head and turned away. “Never mind. Like you said, you didn’t want a cross-examination. Just the quickest path to power. Good luck finding that by yourself.”

And he walked away, remorse creeping in over how he’d spoken to her.

* *

Jova shook as she watched Scorio walk away.

No thoughts. Just roiling emotion, a black ocean she couldn’t parse rising from her core, seeping up through the very cracks in her being and making her throat close up, her chest tighten, and feel so lightheaded she swayed.

The bastard.

Anger.

Safest, best refuge.

The bastard.

How dare he speak to her that way? What had she done—what had she said? To deserve—and to think, him standing there, so perfect, so self-righteous, when—!

She curled her hands into fists. Fists so tightly knotted her knuckles popped. She could lift a boulder in perfect silence and hurl it at him, could blast him apart, him and those judgmental eyes, those words—those words.

Jova turned away abruptly, hunched over, her whole body coiled, tensed, and pushed her knuckles into her eyes. Damn him. What had he even said? His words were a blur, a smear of emotion she couldn’t summon back. A horror show of an attack. He’d—she’d turned to him for help, and he’d attacked her, savaged her like a rabid hound, had gone for her throat when she—when she was at her most vulnerable—and—

Tears ran down her cheeks and she still couldn’t breathe. Deep breaths. Come on, damn it, can’t you even breathe? She fought to inhale fully, but her chest was locked up, as if iron bands were laced around her torso, and her throat, she couldn’t even swallow. How had he—what power did he wield—this wasn’t—

She couldn’t just stand there. But where could she go? Blast a hole into the Silverine cavern beyond? Immediate appeal. A thousand thousand foes she could blast apart with her rocks, endless targets for her fury. She could destroy them all, destroy herself, and if she fell, if she were torn apart in the process, then he’d see, then he’d realize how wrong he’d been—

No. No. What childish nonsense was this? Was she going mad? Craving death as a form of revenge against his words?

His words. What had he said? What had he even said? That she was selfish? Stupid? Weak? That nobody respected her, nobody would die for her?

Why would she even want someone to die for her? Everyone should fight to live; sacrifice, the very notion, was flawed, it meant something had gone wrong, that others had to compensate, cover your losses, that your plan had imploded—

Jova dropped into a crouch, fists still buried in her eyes. She wanted to scream, but some terrible instinct warned her that screaming would result in destruction. Her Heart was on the verge of Igniting, flaring up by itself, and if she lost her grip, lost control, her powers would swarm forth to collect every rock, every stone, every shard, and hurl them about the cavern, scouring the walls, cleansing the world of this source of pain.

No.

No screaming.

Get yourself together.

Stop whining like a child.

Stand up. Stand up!

Jova rose jerkily to her feet and began walking. No goal other than to move away from Scorio. Deeper into the cavern, away from the sleeping caves, around the curve, to where they’d first entered this hellhole, this prison, this trap.

Her legs were stilts. Her arms swung woodenly by her sides. She saw nothing, just moved until she reached the cavern wall. Ignited, summoned a flat rock and rose to the ceiling where she stepped onto the barest ridge of rock. There, a hole, four feet deep, only two high. An escape.

Jova crawled inside, wrapped her arms around her shins and pressed her brow to her knees.

Control. Breathe. You’re acting weak. Even now you’re begging for attention, hiding up here, begging for people to notice, to come ask what’s wrong, but if they do I’ll crush them, fling them away, use my fear power, they’d better leave me the fuck alone—

Jova grit her teeth as hard as she could. What was happening to her? Why was she falling apart? She had to master herself. These emotions, these stupid emotions, what had he done, how had he wounded her so badly—

Her mind blanked out. Nothing. Just velvety darkness. She hugged herself tight, self-pity warring with self-loathing. The slightest movement and she’d fly apart.

Her breath had become shallow again. She was sweating. Skin too tight. The rock all around her was a coffin. She wanted the sky. She wanted the sky. To ride a plinth up into the heavens, to go fast, so fast that nothing could keep up, to escape—

Weak.

Weak.

Weak.

Jova stilled, stopped breathing altogether, her will rising, rising, inexorable like the tide. A comprehensive power that refused to let this continue.

Think. Something is happening. You have never, in all your waking hours, felt this intensely, been this upset. This is new. This is an opportunity. You wanted a deeper understanding. Scorio gave this to you. This is a gift. Use it. Find the truth. Use it to become a Pyre Lady.

Jova bit her lower lip, screwed her eyes tightly shut, and fought to hold on to that spar of hope. This was good. This was good. She’d been stuck. Now she was breaking, and in that break she could find power.

Power. If she could only make Pyre Lady, everything would become better. She’d be Scorio’s equal. She’d be what she should be. Power would elevate her, answer questions, was the ultimate answer.

But though her need grew, no answer emerged.

Just wounded, throbbing pain.

Why couldn’t she remember his words? All that came back was his face, tight with scorn and anger as he flayed the skin off her soul.

Weakness. Something about weakness? Being selfish. Being only interested in power.

But what was wrong with that? This wasn’t an idyllic existence. This was war. Hell was war. They needed power to win. To save Bastion. To save themselves. That’s why she wanted power, wasn’t it? To save everyone else?

A long, aching second stretched toward infinity as she desperately wished that statement to ring true.

But it didn’t.

She didn’t care about the common people of Bastion. She didn’t care about the other Great Souls. She wanted power. For what? To…

Jova dry swallowed.

She wanted power so that she could… win. No. So that she could defeat anybody.

No.

She wanted power so she could be admired? Closer. But what had Scorio said, that she’d desired admiration from the very people she scorned? That wasn’t quite right. All the rumors, accolades, and praise had merely shown her what was possible. The heights she could reach. They’d fueled her ambition, but she’d never craved Praximar’s approval, or her classmates’, or anybody’s. She’d thrilled at being told how great she’d once been only because it showed her how strong she could become again.

She didn’t crave anybody’s approval.

But then why did she want power?

The answer came to her, tolling like a bell: a vision of LastRock with its mighty stone walls, its brutal finality, built to endure a millennium, a fortress.

She wanted power so she could be independent. Left alone. Keep others at bay. Could exist without need. Could exist without anybody having a claim on her. Because if she didn’t need anybody, she could prevent their demanding recompense.

Jova’s breathing slowed.

Was that right?

She turned the thought about in her mind as one might a crystal fragment, examining it from all sides.

She wanted to be independent. Free to make her own choices. To choose solitude. No, not solitude. To be free of obligation, of loyalties, of restrictions.

Perhaps that’s why she’d never chosen a House back at the Academy. Why she’d spurned the Seamstress’ offer.

But Manticore? She’d willingly let Dameon place a leash about her neck, had followed his lead docilely, believing for far too long the honeyed lies he’d whispered in her ear.

But what was it he’d said, exactly?

Only you truly understand the overwhelming necessity of having power.

And from there she’d filled in the rest: the reason one needed power was so that you could make your own choices, be beholden to nobody, be… free.

Jova grimaced and pressed her head back against the stone wall. Freedom. It still didn’t fit. She was close. Freedom was only part of the answer. Freedom to what? To choose anything? No. She didn’t want to make any choices. She just wanted power. Then why did she want freedom?

Scorio’s words returned at last. The real difference between you and me? It’s not my power, my rank, or the deeds I’ve accomplished with the aid of my friends. It’s that I don’t walk around thinking I’m better than everyone else. I don’t think I can do all this without the help of good people who are as worthy and deserving of respect as I am.

He willingly bound himself to others. Jova snorted. But that was his greatest mistake, his greatest weakness. His willingness to believe others, to work for others, it’s what she had found most pathetic in him. It’s what had led to his being trapped in the Crucible, the rebellion in Bastion failing, his losing time running around the Rascor Plains instead of training, training to become more powerful, so that he…

So that he what?

So that he could be free of others?

None of it made any sense. Jova pressed her hands to her face again and slowly fell onto her side, leaning against the back of the alcove wall. She was like an idiot moth, circling the flame of truth, but unable to get any closer.

For a long while she lay thus, breathing shallowly, not moving, not trying to puzzle anything more out.

She loathed Scorio for his stupidity, his willingness to sacrifice himself for others, for those weaker than him. Yet somehow he’d risen even as she’d gotten nowhere. How to reconcile that truth? He was a Pyre Lord and she a Dread Blaze. Not just native talent, though he was formidable. His every mistake inexplicably led to success. His falling for Dameon’s ruse had led to his Gold-tempered body and perfect Heart. His loss of Leonis and Lianshi had led to Praximar’s death and the overthrow of House Hydra. His willingness to fight as a rank-and-file soldier for Plassus had led to his surviving the Blood Ox and bringing about the true fiend’s downfall.

So was his weakness truly such?

Or was she wrong?

Was his willingness to sacrifice for others his secret source of strength?

Jova shook her head in horrified dismay. That made no sense. But there he stood, mighty and revered. How then could she explain it otherwise?

Stupidity. Idiocy. Wasting time. Helping those who couldn’t help themselves. Weakening them in turn because they were never forced to find their own true strength. Suffering. Look how hollowed out he’d become at his losses. What had tying himself to Naomi brought him but pain?

But was that pain actually strength?

How did that make any sense?

Jova battered her thoughts against that paradox.

Did she have to—what? Sacrifice for others? Help the weak?

No, that still wasn’t quite it.

Her will asserted itself. Pull back. Find another approach. Scorio had said her powers formed a unified whole around a deep need.

His had been for fire.

What was hers?

Obviously it was freedom, right? No. Not freedom. Self-defense? Her resilience prevented her from being taken down by others, but by definition it anticipated being attacked. Her power with stones allowed her to destroy those around her, attack countless targets at once, massacre crowds, pulverize foes. She’d used it to build LastRock, her private bastion, its walls massive enough that even the Blood Ox hadn’t been able to destroy them completely.

And her fear aura?

Jova stilled.

Her fear aura drove others away. It made them see the most disgusting possible version of herself, a nightmare so vivid it haunted their dreams and lingered behind their eyelids whenever they blinked.

Her fear aura.

Freedom. Solitude. Self-defense.

The truth was so close. Just within reach.

Jova held her breath, ceased thinking, not wanting to drive the elusive epiphany away.

Her powers were all, in some manner of speaking, defensive. Anticipating attack. Anticipating… judgment? Anticipating… pain?

She didn’t want to be hurt.

She was afraid of being hurt.

She wanted independence so that someone like Scorio could never hurt her again.

Again?

That word felt ancient, a part of her hidden, prior life, from the Jova that came before Acherzua.

She stilled.

She didn’t want to be hurt again.

People were pain.

Caring was suffering.

Love was destruction.

Only power could stave off this inevitable annihilation.

Somehow she’d made the mistake of letting Scorio too close, and look what he’d done to her. She’d needed him, his advice, his strength, and as a result? He’d nearly collapsed the very walls of her soul.

Her mistake had been to allow him in. To depend on him in any way. To crave his high opinion. And she’d only done so because she’d not become powerful enough. Had not been sufficiently sure-footed to remain in splendid isolation.

Jova’s upper lip curled into a sneer.

Her will asserted itself.

No.

That wasn’t right.

That was her turning away from the truth.

With grim, uncaring, savage determination, she wrenched her thoughts back from that alluring escape and back to her prior awareness: her powers, her drive, her need for power, it all stemmed from a desire to not be hurt by others.

By the gods and all the fiends in hell, that revelation was pathetic.

But Jova had never consciously shied from pain, and aware now of the traps littering her mind, she refused to be distracted.

She was afraid of being hurt.

Waves of virulent scorn filled her mind.

But she held firm.

Simpler.

She was afraid.

She was scared.

Scared of what? Not pain, not battle, not death.

Scared of needing others.

Scared of rejection. Loss.

Heartbreak.

Fear.

The word pulsed within her, pulsed with talismanic power.

Fear.

She was driven by fear.

Everything stilled.

Jova finally understood.

She opened her eyes and engaged the Pyre Lord technique.


Chapter 19

Leonis

They must have forgotten how echoes carried in this place. Leonis sat cross-legged before his cave, hands resting lightly on his knees, and listened to Scorio berate Jova. The man’s tone was sharp and cruel, and though his words were muffled, there was no mistaking the lashing he was giving her.

Leonis felt his lips curdle into a sneer of their own accord. She’d probably asked him some honest questions about their situation, or proposed a plan Scorio didn’t like. And how was he responding? Like a bully.

Leonis closed his eyes but made no effort to filter out the distant voices. The harshness. No response from Jova, which surprised him. She wasn’t the kind to take insults meekly. She must be taking the high ground. Or just staring at Scorio in disgust.

He inhaled deeply, pushed his chest to expand, and then exhaled slowly. Control. Of one’s emotions, one’s thoughts, one’s essence. As everyone else fell apart, it was essential to remain in control. To remain calm. No matter the injustices of hell. No matter the company one traveled in.

His Heart burned brightly, and with great care he sought to reduce its burn, to taper the Silver mana he was feeding it, but his control was still clumsy. With little warning the amount he was loosing from his reservoir cut off, and his Heart guttered.

Damn it.

It felt like trying to sew with oven mitts on.

The shouting had stopped.

Cracking open an eye and engaging his darkvision, he saw Scorio stalking toward this end of the cavern, his brow furrowed, his expression bleak. No sign of Jova. She probably wanted nothing to do with him after that exchange.

From nowhere came a memory of Lianshi staring stonily at him as he argued against their breaking up, with her growing colder the more impassioned he became. He tasted again the frustration, the confusion. How could something so right, so good, slip out of his hands despite his best efforts?

Just like feeding mana into his burning Heart.

If only one could achieve strength through gentleness. What a world that would be. But there was no room in Hell for love, for gentility, for enjoyment and laughter. Not if you wanted strength, wanted power.

Had Scorio and Jova been having a lover’s spat?

Leonis considered, eyes narrowing.

No. They hadn’t had the time, nor the space, though there was something between them. A shared intensity, a mutual respect. Something. Leonis couldn’t quite define it, though it was mystifying. They both claimed to hate the other. Perhaps that very intensity of emotion had turned over and become… something else?

No.

Leonis put the thought aside.

Scorio had stopped a dozen yards from the caves to stand, arms crossed, staring out at nothing. Lost in thought. Just as Leonis had been wont to do after a fight with Lianshi. He recalled that feeling well. The sensation of all the moorings coming undone, of slipping, of certainties turning mercurial. The sense that the more you wanted something, the more it retreated from you.

He studied Scorio from above, and felt a sliver of compassion. If it had been a lover’s quarrel, then…

Leonis rubbed one eye with the base of his palm, abruptly annoyed at his own baseless speculation. What was wrong with him? He should be meditating, working on his technique, and instead he was mired in memories and guesses, and feeling—what? Compassion for Scorio? When Scorio had been the one doing the yelling?

But well he remembered his own shouting, his own confusion. His anger. His fear of loss.

Damn it.

Perhaps there was room for a little compassion in this terrible hell.

Leonis rose to his feet and climbed down to the cavern floor. He approached Scorio hesitantly, second-guessing his own motivation the entire way. What he’d needed during his own fights with Lianshi had been someone to confide in. To vent to. And as much as he loathed Scorio, he couldn’t in good conscience leave the man to stew alone, to suffer as he once had.

Leonis approached slowly. “Hey.”

Scorio startled, so lost in his thoughts had he been, and looked Leonis’ way. “Leonis.”

“I heard the shouting.” He stopped, hands on his hips, unsure how to broach the subject. “Are you two alright?”

Scorio betrayed confusion, wariness, and then appreciation. “Thanks for asking. And I don’t know if we are. Jova was asking for advice on making Pyre Lord, but…” Scorio shook his head.

“I understand.” Leonis nodded sympathetically. “Women can say one thing, but secretly mean another. They ask for advice on making Pyre Lord, but what they’re actually asking about is something completely different.” He exhaled in bitter amusement. How many times had Lianshi spoken what felt like another language, a secret code that existed beneath what he’d thought they’d been discussing?

Scorio studied him curiously. “You think she was… what?”

Perhaps Scorio was just as clueless as he’d been. “It’s impossible to be certain. Men like you and me, we’re more direct. On the surface. But women…” Leonis trailed off and shrugged philosophically. “Even an incredible person like Lianshi can choose to hide behind double meanings, ask questions that are little more than traps. Then when you say the wrong thing, it’s too late. She’s already made up her mind.” He forced a smile. “Is that where you guys are? I can’t imagine trying to connect with someone like Jova on that level, but if that’s what you want, you can’t let her prickliness stop you.”

Scorio’s confusion seemed to grow, and then his eyes widened. “Oh. You think—no!” He laughed. “Jova and me? As in, romantically…?”

Leonis abruptly felt wrong-footed, and flushed. “Wait. That’s not…?”

“Oh, no. No no no.” Scorio frowned, as if considering the possibility, then blew out his cheeks and shook his head with a grin. “That… no. That wasn’t it at all.”

“Oh.” Leonis felt his face flush, and any sense of kinship with the man disappeared. “So you were just… what? Yelling at her because you’re an asshole?”

Scorio’s amusement vanished. “Not that, either.”

“Then?” Leonis crossed his arms.

“I’m not sure this is any of your business.”

“Jova’s my friend. If you’re treating her badly, I think I’ve a right to know.”

“So it was alright for me to yell at her when you thought I might want to get her into my bedroll, but if it’s not that, you have a problem?”

Leonis went to reply, but for a sickening moment had nothing to say. His flush deepened. “You know, I came over here to try and help, but clearly I was mistaken. And no. It’s never alright to yell at someone else. But sometimes, emotions… when people care for each other…”

Scorio sighed. “Look. I’m sorry. My temper’s a little short right now. I don’t mean to sound like I’m judging what happened between you and Lianshi.”

“Uh huh.” Leonis felt loose and hot within, unsure now of where this conversation was going but determined to not back down. “That’s real great of you. Because you don’t know anything about it. But just because you’re a Pyre Lord doesn’t give you the right to yell at any of us the way you were doing.”

Scorio tongued the inside of his cheek, considering him. “You’re right. I shouldn’t yell. But again, you don’t know what we were talking about.”

“Doesn’t matter. You respect Jova, you respect me, you respect all of us. You keep going on about teamwork and how you’re looking out for us. Show it with your actions, not just your words.”

Scorio blew out his cheeks. “Wow. Alright. You realize you’re literally calling me on words I had with Jova, and not anything I did?”

“Very funny.” Leonis felt the righteousness of his position slackening. How was he losing ground here when Scorio was the one who’d been an asshole? “My point stands. You treat Jova like that, you’ll have me to answer to.”

“You to answer to.” Scorio nodded thoughtfully, but it was clear his temper was still up. “Well. That’s definitely put me in my place. Thank you, Leonis.”

Damn him. Damn him and his Gold-tempered body, his immense Heart, his Pyre Lord rank. All the gifts that had fallen into his lap and made him untouchable. Unaccountable. But he wasn’t. Leonis glared at the man, searching for a way to bring him down, to make him realize he wasn’t better than everybody else. But how?

“You know what?” Leonis heard himself speak, not even knowing what he was proposing as he said it. “Let’s have a training bout. To blow off some steam. You against me. But let’s make it fair. You can’t use any power above Flame Vault.”

“A training bout.” Scorio considered the offer. “You need to train your mana control, not how to swing Nezzar.”

“You don’t think I know how to swing Nezzar?”

“The true fiends wept, Leonis, that’s not what I meant.” Scorio’s expression was now more of weariness than anger, which frustrated Leonis even more. “But fine. You know what? Fine. Let’s have a training bout. I’ve thought up until now that was a bad idea, but I can tell it’s inevitable. But even if I limit myself to Flame Vault techniques and lower, it still won’t be fair. Not like how you want.”

“I know. You’ve got your fancy Gold-tempered body and all that. But maybe it’ll be educational. Maybe I’ll learn something from your superior ways.”

“Yeah, I doubt it.” Scorio shrugged. “But at the very least we can get it out of the way. I’m going to go check on Xandera, see if she has any updates on the Silverines, and then we can have it. Alright?”

“I’ll be waiting,” said Leonis, and walked away.

His heart was pounding. A training bout against Scorio.

He knew there was no chance of winning.

The man had a Gold-tempered body. His own Iron-tempered body was strong. Gold-tempered, however, was a completely different level.

He knew that.

But perhaps Nezzar could still make a dent. Perhaps if he caught Scorio just right, a double-handed overhead swing to the front of the face, perhaps he’d give the bastard something to think about.

And perhaps then he’d drop the act. Smiling, talking gently to everyone, looking all sad and wistful as he moped about like some befuddled uncle. Perhaps if pushed just right, he’d reveal that inner self-righteousness that had allowed him to scorch a swathe of destruction across all of hell and leave so many broken and dead companions in his wake.

Perhaps he’d drop the act and reveal himself before all the others for what he really was.

Or so Leonis hoped.

He clambered back up to his ridge and sat. Though he felt febrile and anxious with anticipation, so he closed his eyes and focused on the mana around him. He felt light. Lethal. At ease. He wasn’t afraid of fighting Scorio. Of the guaranteed loss, the pain.

Because he was disciplined. Every moment had to go toward training, even if a bout with Scorio was in the offing. He had to focus. Work toward becoming a Dread Blaze.

Because his bout with Kelona had shown him just how limited and weak he still was. That pulse of power, her so-called Queen Flare? How the hell had it rocked him so hard? More than even the punch, and that had left him seeing after-images.

No.

It was that brief burst of a moment in which he’d wanted to do nothing more than bend knee and bow his head to her glory, his chest expanding with horror and fear at her might, that galled him.

He would never bend knee. Not to another Flame Vault, not to a Pyre Lord like Scorio, to nobody.

Well. Perhaps Imperators.

But the only way to stand straight in the face of power was to manifest power of your own. To meet might with might. Just as he was going to do with Scorio. But right now? That meant playing mana games.

So he reached out for Silver and drank it into his reservoir. He pulled it into his Heart with his will alone, eschewing visualization techniques, and there resumed work on the rhythm he’d been told would help him advance to Dread Blaze.

Drink deep, then tighten your control and only sip. Burn it off, then start again.

Impatience gnawed at his mind. He’d not detected any improvement since beginning his training in serious. His mind would wander away, to memories from the past, moments that yet filled him with fury or resentment.

Even now, his mind strayed ahead to the sparring session. How would Scorio approach? Tentatively, aware of being watched by the others and thus trying for an image of gentleness. Leonis would use that against him. He’d summon his ring of Nezzars immediately and allow them to drain his foe.

Leonis grimaced.

What a weak technique. Perhaps in an extended battle they’d tip the balance in his favor, but these short sparring bouts? Still. He had to use every advantage at his disposal. He’d ring Scorio and set to draining him, would—what if he activated them before the sparring session even began, so as to augment himself?

Hmm. That would be too obvious an attempt to balance out the disparity. And Leonis was no fool. There was no balancing out the fact that Scorio was a Pyre Lord.

No. Leonis would act calm at first. He’d have a gentle bout with Scorio, lull him into thinking he wasn’t taking it seriously. Perhaps there was something he could say at the last moment that would throw Scorio off. Something about their shared past. And then just when Scorio was off-balance, Leonis would hit him with everything he had.

Underhanded?

Perhaps.

But it would get the job done.

Damn it. He’d stopped cycling mana again.

Unable to resist, he cracked open an eye and glanced sidelong to where Scorio was talking to Xandera at one side of the cavern.

A cold weight settled on Leonis’ heart.. How was he supposed to compete with someone who could turn into a dragon?

How were effort and discipline supposed to compensate for outrageously unfair powers like that?

No matter.

He closed his eye again.

He’d yet to divine his Dread Blaze power. And perhaps his own Pyre Lord ability would put him on par with Scorio and Jova.

Perhaps.

Kelona approached hesitantly. “Hey. What’s going on? I heard Scorio having an argument with Jova, then you went over and… is everything alright?”

Leonis snorted, but then he bit back his caustic response and frowned at the distant Scorio. “Is it just me, or does Scorio seem like a ridiculously overpowered Pyre Lord?”

Kelona eyed him with confusion, then followed his gaze over to Scorio. “He sure is potent.”

“That’s not what I asked. I mean, he can turn into a dragon. What other Pyre Lord can do something like that?”

Kelona lowered into an easy crouch. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“Do you think Jova as a Pyre Lady could take him?”

Kelona glanced back at him, expression guarded, and then laughed. “Who knows? But you didn’t tell me what happened. Anything I should know?”

“Everything’s fine.” But Leonis tried to picture it. Would Scorio’s dragon fire overwhelm Jova’s ability to take ever-less damage? He was a Pyre Lord, though. Her Dread Blaze power would be overwhelmed.

But what if they were even, and she made Pyre Lady?

But then there was no saying if her power suite might unify into a greater whole like Scorio’s had.

And give her what? That unification, that greater-than-its-parts kind of evolution had to meld what was already there, just as Scorio’s scales, claws, wings, and fire breathing had amounted to his being a dragon. Jova? Endlessly regenerative powers, capable of manipulating rocks, and now having them act independently of her own active train of thought. Plus her reputedly horrific ability to manifest a terrifying illusory image to nauseate her foes.

What might she become?

A giant rock golem? Or… ?

Leonis’ imagination failed him.

But something told him Scorio was more powerful. Somehow. As vaunted as Jova’s reputation was, as admired as she’d been, he didn’t think she could go toe-to-toe with a Gold-tempered dragon.

Could anybody? At their Pyre Lord stage?

Druanna might. He’d watched the Pyre Lady from House Kraken take on the assembled Great Souls at Praximar’s gathering and felt nothing but awe. Her twenty-foot tall stone eidolon with its six arms and massive blades was supposed to be indestructible. And she could summon black shadowed edges right out of the ground. And grow four extra arms herself with which to wield six blades.

But Scorio could fly. He could just remain above the eidolon’s reach and burn them to death.

Kelona said something, but he didn’t pay attention.

Instead, he ran through the other Pyre Lords and Ladies he’d heard of. Moira wouldn’t stand a chance. Raugr? Nah. Daron from House Chimera might be an interesting fight. He could fly, and could take a lot of damage. If he could outmaneuver Scorio, he could slowly carve him apart. Then again, all it would take from Scorio would be one shouted command with his authority power, and Daron might freeze in place and get charred. Octavia might be able to take an immense amount of damage, and maybe her mind control powers could do the trick, but otherwise…

Actually, yeah. That was Scorio’s biggest weakness. His mind. Who else could work that angle? Helminth might be able to awe him into submission… and ground him with her control over gravity.

Leonis considered. Nah. He’d still give Scorio the edge on that one.

His having a Gold-tempered body and near-infinite reservoir made all the difference.

“Leonis?” Kelona was staring at him.

“Hmm?” He looked over at her. “What was that?”

“Never mind.”

Leonis said, “Just wondering if there was anybody ranked Pyre Lord or lower who could take him out.”

Kelona frowned. “You know, that’s a really morbid train of thought.”

“Tell me you haven’t considered it.”

“Actually? No. But there’s someone who comes to mind. Especially if she makes Pyre Lady.”

Leonis sat up. “Oh, so a Dread Blaze? Who?”

“She’s known as the Shadow Petal.” Kelona’s tone grew cold. “The one who killed Krantar and tried to assassinate Scorio. If she makes Pyre Lady, we could all be in trouble.”

“Huh,” said Leonis. “What were her powers?”

“Another time, maybe.” Kelona rose to her feet, and with a stiff smile, walked away.

What was her problem?

Leonis forced down the irritation. No matter. He resumed his efforts at mediation until Scorio crossed back to the sleeping caves and gave Leonis a questioning upnod.

Leonis rose, anticipation and fear filling his belly with acid, and climbed down swiftly.

It was time. Finally. He flashed an easy smile at Scorio and did a light warm-up, windmilling his arms, dropping into a squat, then doing some spinal twists.

None of it was necessary. Even a pathetic Iron-tempering made your body resilient.

“Ignite at the same time?” asked Scorio, standing with his hands on his hips, expression neutral.

“Sure. Whatever. Let’s just have a little fun.”

“Yeah.” Scorio’s tone was wary. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Leonis took a deep breath. In some sense, he’d been training for this moment ever since the Fury Spires. Ever since Lianshi revealed Scorio had convinced her to ditch Leonis for Juniper. Maybe even before that.

Now here he was.

Standing across from the man. Given full permission to hit him as hard as he could.

If he could.

Leonis swept Silver mana into his Heart, taking his time to pack his reservoir to full, then Ignited.

The moment he did so he felt Scorio do the same. He didn’t see it, not like Pyre Lords supposedly could, but it felt like an oven door had been thrown open.

Damn, the man’s Heart was unreal.

Leonis’ grin felt feral. He was in the best condition of his life. Months of training nonstop had brought him to his peak. Extending his hand, he summoned Nezzar. “If you don’t mind, I’ll go all out.”

“Go for it,” agreed Scorio amiably, and then grew into his scaled form.

It wasn’t a dragon, but it was still damn intimidating. Rising to some eight feet in height, he was now sheathed in black plates of armor layered over finer scales. And his head. It was draconic. Backswept horns, a snub muzzle, his burning eyes.

Damn.

Leonis fought off how intimidating it was to square off against a monster. His talons were so hot they caused the very air to shimmer, and a tail lashed slowly behind him.

Needing every edge, Leonis summoned the ring of clubs. They appeared around them, six in all, and started draining Scorio of power.

Scorio didn’t even flinch.

Leonis took a deep breath as the stolen power began to flow into him. It was a fair flood compared to the draining effect on Kelona, and he knew that he should draw it out, see how long he could siphon power to his own advantage.

But it would probably take hours before he had any real effect on the Pyre Lord.

He twirled Nezzar around once or twice, then summoned his own armor. Its bulk and resilience fortified his own resolve. Surely even Scorio’s claws would struggle to pierce his golden plate? Who knew. Regardless, it was better than bare flesh.

But if all went well, the other man wouldn’t even get a chance to strike.

Yes.

His plan.

His surprise.

Leonis could barely breathe. Fear suffused him, squeezed his stomach even as it made his thoughts swirl. He moved forward carefully, Nezzar drawn back over one shoulder.

Scorio just watched him come.

One blow. That’s all he wanted. Needed. One solid blow. For his pain. His humiliation. To make Scorio actually see him. To realize he was more than just a big-mouthed fool, a vainglorious failure, a shadow of the man he’d been in his last life.

To provoke Scorio into revealing who he’d really been before.

Kelona and Nyrix were watching from above. Xandera had drawn close.

Still no sign of Jova.

His anger returned. He thought of Lianshi kissing Juniper, thought of Scorio laughing in approval. Thought of how everybody worshipped the ground the man walked on, all his “miraculous” accomplishments.

How nobody realized what an opportunist the man was. A user. How nobody would blink twice if Leonis himself was sacrificed in order for Scorio to achieve some other superlative goal.

Yes.

One blow.

One damned blow.

Anything was worth it.

Any tactic.

Any ploy.

Scorio entered the slightest of combat crouches as Leonis drew close, watching him carefully, talons now half-raised.

Now.

Just say it.

It wouldn’t even work, Scorio would just laugh it off.

Just do it.

Say it!

Thoughts rising to a fever pitch, Leonis moved in, muscles tensing, and just before he swung Nezzar, he barked, “It’s your fault we died!”

Scorio’s eyes widened in shock and his claws sagged.

Leonis roared even as he felt his soul shrivel, saw the raw pain in the other Great Soul’s eyes, saw the blank confusion and horror.

And with every ounce of his strength he smashed Nezzar square into Scorio’s face.


Chapter 20

The Nightmare Lady

“Run!” screamed the Nightmare Lady, scampering over the dunes on all fours. “Damn it, Nox, run!”

Her shadow fled before her, angular and rippling on the ivory sands, cast by the great blazing Silverine Sun that was in the process of setting the storm clouds aflame. The air was charged with its power, and great riveting bolts of lightning cracked out with thunderous power to rend the sky, each deafening boom that followed hitting the Nightmare Lady with such power that she felt herself jarred and almost thrown off her feet.

“Nox not like this!” warbled the giant toad from behind her, and then she sensed more than saw his great leap as he hurled himself skyward, passing overhead like a black meteor only to impact the dunes before her and detonate the top of the highest one.

Behind them came the Silverine horde.

Pouring down the black crags that framed this valley like shards of black glass, the Silverine Instinctuals rushed toward them like a flood, hundreds upon hundreds of them seeking to outrace their peers and catch their prey.

“You—” She wanted to scream curses at the Emperor Wraith Toad, but Nox was already fighting for purchase on the treacherous sand, turning his huge body sideways to cast a terrified glance back at the wave of Silverines. “You said you knew how to slip by!”

“Acherzua very strange place, very wondrous!” Nox finally got his back legs under him, worked his throat, and then exploded forward again, hurling himself into the sky. Half the dune collapsed behind him just as the Nightmare Lady reached it, forcing her to curse and go out wide so that the wave of sand wouldn’t engulf her.

The Silverines were coming in from the left flank now as well, several hundred of them skittering down the near vertical shards on all fours or sixes or eights depending on their configurations. At least there weren’t any—

Small shapes flew into view over the dagger-like peaks, humanoid but definitely not human.

Damn it.

The Nightmare Lady felt the same impulse as Nox, the same irresistible draw, and against her will looked back, sighted at the great Silverine Sun, and saw how vivid it looked, how glorious, how utterly impossible as it hung huge and pregnant in the sky.

Its huge corpus was shuddering as orange and pale honeyed-yellow light bubbled up from within its core, causing strange black shapes to bloom amidst the rippling light. It wasn’t truly a moon, but something ethereal and impossible about its vast spherical body gave the impression of immense size, even as the Nightmare Lady knew it to be only perhaps as bigas the Fiery Shoals. Yet space distorted around it, so that she could have sworn it was hundreds of miles away, seen from a great remove instead of almost over their heads.

That damned toad! She wanted to scream, but it was too late, it was all too late, and his “shortcut” through the tunnels he’d proudly revealed in the blasted heath through which they’d passed some days ago had led them right where she knew they shouldn’t go.

But he’d insisted, oh how he’d insisted, with that supreme arrogance and complacent condescension that had scorned her wariness, right till they’d heard impossible music that had beguiled them, mesmerized them, drawn them on against their will. Along the last stretches of the tunnel till they’d poked their heads out and found themselves not only under a burning Sun, but catching what looked like a host of Silverines in the midst of some private ritual.

She’d caught a glimpse. A single, desperate glimpse of a massive fiend, its body marble white, easily as large as a whale ship, its head a geometrical impossibility, a distended pyramid or the like, while the rest of its body had been fused or merged with the white altar on which it stood, the altar itself a great mesa rising from the sands. It had faced away from the Sun, and from its back had extended scores of great white strips of cloth, or whatever they might have been, a complex webbing that extended up into the sky, disappearing toward the Silverine Sun.

It had been beautiful. Eerily, disturbingly beautiful, for the great fiend’s body had been wreathed in purple blooms, each probably the size of a house but against its vast body reduced to tiny dots, and the fiend had seemed to lean away from the Sun, heaving against the traces, the reins that had bound it and held it back. Its body had blazed, growing bright like forge-heated metal, and all around it had worshipped thousands of Silverines, rank upon rank, all of them singing, filling the air with an impossible song whose melody had mesmerized her, a tapestry of beauty that warped the air so that she thought she could see the music, like impossible hues of color rippling and surging and playing with its own complexity.

A marvel.

A true wonder of hell.

Until the closest Silverine had espied Nox inflating his neck sacs in admiration or alarm or whatever emotion the toad had been feeling, and screamed in outrage.

Things had gone badly from there.

The Nightmare Lady had hauled Nox back into the tunnel, but the toad had grown confused, possibly by the song, and kept turning around and filling the passage completely so that she couldn’t flee. She’d shoved at him, put her shoulder to his side, and he’d croaked in alarm till she finally lashed him with her tail and only then had he understood, pain speaking clearly to his addled mind, and rushed away down the tunnel, but by then it had been too late.

They’d managed to escape perhaps a hundred yards when the tunnel ahead of them collapsed and Silverines had swarmed down to confront Nox, who, in a feat of prodigious strength that he’d no doubt spend hours later boasting about, had exploded upward in a leap that had carried him through the thin shell of stone and sand to emerge into the Silverine Sun-lit sky and land in the center of the stunned Silverine horde.

Without a choice, the Nightmare Lady had followed and deployed her roiling banks of darkness as best she could even as she’d screamed at Nox to flee. Which he’d gladly done, bounding away with his impossible mile-eating jumps and leaving the Nightmare Lady to follow.

The Silverines, predictably, had not been willing to let them go.

But to her surprise, they’d been slow at first, almost lethargic. As if they were awakening from a stupor, bemused by their own rite, so that they turned reluctantly away from the great Sun and the strange, geometric giant that was connected to it from the mesa top, and as if awakening from a dream, began to give slow chase.

Slow enough that the Nightmare Lady had been able to dance between them, weave a passage through their massed ranks, and for a moment entertain the desperate dream of actually getting away.

Nox had been too far ahead for her to negotiate the direction, so she’d been compelled to follow, follow to the edge of the great plateau that housed the mesa, and then down its steep black glass side, leaping and sliding and passing through the darkness to emerge farther down the slope, down into this valley of cursed sucking sand and its distant mouth toward which Nox now fled.

The Emperor Wraith Toad could move fast when motivated. But now the flying types had arrived, and these, she knew, would be trouble.

There were too many Silverine types for her to keep track of. Nox insisted there were only three, but that made no sense. Some of the bestial kind ran on four legs, others eight, while some flew, and others burrowed. Then you had the more humanoid types, whom Nox insisted were more dangerous even though they were pensive and prone to just drifting in the winds as if lost in thought. These also ranged in form, though they’d steered well clear of their clusters whenever they’d come across them by surprise. Some were nearly perfect human forms, their figures accentuated in vivid crimson, while others were crude simulacra, their heads angular and birdlike or unfinished or depicting grotesque masks.

The Nightmare Lady had disdained them all, knowing that in the end she and Nox would have to kill whatever came too close, and that all else had to be avoided.

Right up till his damned hidden tunnels which he’d guaranteed—guaranteed—would lead them right past the final major encampment and to the border with the Lustrous Maria.

The Nightmare Lady ran. Always fleet of foot, now she put every ounce of strength and determination into her flight and became a shadow that sped from dune peak to dune peak.

Up ahead, Nox had reached the valley mouth, and there turned to wave a foreleg in her direction in that annoying way he’d decided was very charming and sophisticated.

“Naomi, come! Nox find correct tunnel! Very exciting development!” His croak echoed across the sands, a rumbling blast, but she didn’t have the breath to curse him back.

Correct tunnel? He expected her to believe him again?

But he turned, gave a little hop, and dropped out of sight into the stony scree at the base of the last of the valley-girdling cliff.

She looked back and up. A dozen of the flying Silverines were angling down toward her, their alien visages devoid of all emotion, their intent, however, chillingly plain.

The Nightmare Lady let out a cry of pure frustration and hurled herself across the last of the dunes, her talons tearing each peak apart as she briefly touched down, her strength such that she was able to propel herself the dozen yards that separated each from each.

She heard the wind coming in from behind, heard the flying Silverines at last loose their chilling war song, the sound washing over her and causing her entire body to vibrate as if she’d banged her funny bone and then generalized that awful sensation over her mind, her skin, her organs.

It grew louder and she began to lose control of her limbs, such that she crashed into the last dune, hitting its peak abdomen first, and then rolled over it to tumble down the fine white sand to finally sprawl out on pebbled rock.

There.

A large, irregular hole of pitch darkness.

The Silverines swerved overhead, having missed her on that last pass, then flew high, veered and turned over to dive right back down at her.

The Nightmare Lady summoned just enough darkness for her to slip into, leaving the Silver Unfathom behind to sink into the velvety, freezing void that had become so familiar, and then emerge a moment later within the darkness in the tunnel.

The tunnel mouth was perhaps four yards overhead, bright and luminous with the eternal Silver Unfathom brilliance. Shapes appeared in its glowing mouth, the Silverines, and one unhinged its bizarre, eagle-like beak and shrieked down at her into the darkness.

The aural attack nearly burst her eardrums, and the Nightmare Lady added her own scream to the shriek, though she couldn’t hear herself. She fancied she could see pulses of power flooding down, and turned tail to flee deeper into the dark, her sense of balance ruined so that she crashed her shoulder into one wall, then the other into the other.

Down she fled, the tunnel sloping quickly into the depths.

But the Silverines weren’t content to let her escape so easily.

The Nightmare Lady sensed them pour into the tunnel after her, supple and agile as they flew in pursuit.

The darkness, however, was her territory. She willed her tail to manifest, great segmented columns of black bone to emerge from the rough ground like a forest of kelp, each tipped with her great triangular tail blade, and through this the Silverines sought to fly.

They failed.

The columns lashed and slashed and diced and cut, and the first was bisected then further vivisected before it could fall and die in a welter of alien flesh upon the ground.

The others shrieked their dismay but drew back.

The Nightmare Lady didn’t pause to gloat, but continued fleeing down the tunnel, down and down, her claws and foot talons finding easy purchase, the air growing ever colder, until she was reminded of her days in the great Chasm at the edge of the Rascor Plains, the two years spent hunting and surviving in tunnels just like this, alone in the pitch-black darkness.

But this time, she wasn’t alone.

She caught up with Nox. He was puffing and shuffling ahead, walking with his sturdy amble, filling most of the tunnel and somehow darker than even the tunnel, as if his Coal-saturated body drank what precious little light existed in these depths.

“All is well that ends well,” admonished the toad, his voice sounding hollow and echoey in the tunnel. “Nox advise we not dwell on the past.”

“How convenient,” growled the Nightmare Lady, glaring at his prodigious rear. “You mean the part about leading us right into the heart of a Silverine Sun?”

“Small minds think on challenges. Big minds, beautiful minds, think on successes. Nox have big mind, beautiful mind.”

“You have no idea where this tunnel leads, do you?”

Nox didn’t answer, but continued ambling in his muscular fashion ever down.

“This could lead to some—what were those huge tunnels under the Iron Weald? The deadly labyrinth?”

“The Silver Unfathom not have those tunnels. Those tunnels special, those tunnels very bad. Nox not use those tunnels. This good tunnel. This well-behaved tunnel. This tunnel Nox’s best friend.”

“So where does it go, then?”

“This tunnel goes to the Lustrous Maria. Trust Nox. Nox travel though the Silver Unfathom many times.”

“Right. Trust Nox. Sure.” But what could she do? Over the past weeks of traveling with the Emperor Wraith Toad, she’d come to understand the strange fiend far better than she had before. His was a subtle mind, but he loved nothing more than to pretend to be a fool, not understanding her whenever she raised a valid point, going silent when he had no rebuttal, or twisting events so that his actions were validated by outcomes he couldn’t have presumed would occur.

It would have been infuriating if he wasn’t still the only creature in all of existence that she trusted on a fundamental level, that she dared be herself with, and in whose presence she could allow a modicum of normalcy to return.

With whom she could, somehow, and with great effort, forget the horrors she had committed, and allow herself to grow annoyed and frustrated and even exchange banter with him on the rare occasion everything was going well.

“There must be so few of you toads left,” she mused out loud, returning to one of her favorite arguments. “Given how terrible you are at crossing the Silver Unfathom. It must be pure luck that any make it to the spawning pools.”

Nox huffed in annoyance, and his silence became wounded.

“Oh, fine.” She couldn’t stay mad at him. His petulant silences were too much for her to handle—the first hint of rejection or anger on his part, real frustration with her complaints, caused a panicky vulnerability and fear to rear its head and urge her to make amends. “You’re right. We got away. That’s what matters.”

Nox made another chuffing sound, this time of vindicated pride. It was incredible how adept she was getting at interpreting his many silences, his strange little sounds. They were as much a language as his words. Even the stiff way he kept his back straight right now reflected his wounded ego.

It was in this manner that he communicated his chagrin. He’d never admit it out loud, but his body language, that’s where he spoke his truest emotions.

The Nightmare Lady sighed and patted his great warty back. “I’m sorry I lashed at you with my tail back there. Are you hurt?”

“No,” said Nox, tone tight and upset. “Nox not feel any pain. Not any physical pain.”

His emphasis was sly and very deliberate.

The Nightmare Lady rolled her eyes in the safety of the darkness behind him. “I’m sorry. I just got a little panicked there at the prospect of being eaten alive by a thousand Silverines.”

Nox sniffed again. “No faith in Nox.”

“I mean…” Her protest died on her tongue. “I already apologized, right? You found the right tunnel. This is your new best friend, right? That’s what matters.”

“That what Nox say.” Another sniff, but she knew it to be the last. “Nox expert navigator. Very wise. Very cunning.”

“Yes, Nox is really the best navigator,” she said, knowing he was too sly to believe her, but that he’d eagerly drink down the compliments regardless. “Nox is by far the very best navigator through the Silver Unfathom I’ve ever, ever had.”

“Naomi correct,” agreed Nox, and then came to a stop. “Best friend Naomi never cross the Silver Unfathom before.”

“But!” She held up a taloned finger in the dark as she came to a stop. “I can’t imagine a better guide. One so elegant and dignified. So bold and cunning. Honestly, I’d not accept any other offer from any other toad or fiend or Great Soul in your place. You’re that good.”

Nox seemed to consider, his pensive rumbling sound coming from deep within his gullet, and then she thought he bobbed his head in agreement. “Best friend Naomi very wise to understand. Nox forgive best friend Naomi. Nox knew best friend Naomi never doubted Nox.”

“Right.” They were in the clear. She patted his great curved back again. “Absolutely.”

He rumbled, gave a side-to-side waddle, then resumed ambling ahead of her. The tunnel ceased its descent and leveled out. The air had a faint current to it, but she couldn’t place the smell. Salt?

In this fashion, they traveled for who knew how long. She didn’t want to rest, not with the other entrance opening so close to the Silverine Sun, so together they walked for hours and hours, perhaps even days. She fell into a trance, turning every so often to listen and peer into the unfathomable darkness behind her, but nothing gave pursuit.

Nox gave his victory warble, a minor variation on what could be a grossly exaggerated theme.

“What is it?”

“Come! Come! Naomi too slow, hurry!”

And he picked up the pace, eagerly crawling forward as the tunnel began to slope up gently. The light was gradually growing brighter, a subtle radiance that she couldn’t be sure of at first, but which minute by minute grew till Nox’s great form was distinct before her. The smell of salt grew more powerful, along with complex scents she’d never experienced before and couldn’t place, until Nox was practically racing ahead, devouring the last mile or two at his fastest speed.

Excitement had the Nightmare Lady, and she kept pace, not bothering to ask any questions. He’d ignore her now, no matter how much she demanded a response, so she simply followed till at last Nox climbed a particularly steep stretch of tunnel, the air so bright and golden the Nightmare Lady could have wept, and pushed himself back out into hell.

Eager, nervous, trembling, the Nightmare Lady scrambled out after him, and then froze.

Gone were the interminable silver sands, the steel gray sky, the wisps of endless white clouds, the bleak beauty, the impersonal vastness of the endless Silver Unfathom plains and plateaus.

They stood in the mouth of a tunnel set high in a great cliff that, like the one beneath the Rain Wall that marked the boundary to the Farmlands, curved away to both sides to fade toward the distant horizon. They were a good hundred yards up, and with an incredible view of the golden sky, the clouds streaked russet and salmon pink, gold and amber, with hints of deep purple in the heavens visible beyond through the rents and tears in the burning cloud cover.

And below spread a wondrous land, as alien as the Iron Weald or the Silver Unfathom, but far more pleasing to the eye, a great plain of undulating rocks and hillocks, dells and gulleys, all of it carpeted in wondrous bushes of impossible aspect, most looking to have been carved from gemstones, so that they burned in the evening light in hues of magenta and pink, amber and crystalline green, sunflower yellow and deepest fuchsia. Above them, dotted across the landscape, rose great plinths topped by mushroom caps, though not really—they were islands atop craggy stilts, some as massive as a one of the floating islands back on the Rascor Plains. In the deepest declivities gleamed sapphire waters, shallow and perfectly clear, for she could make out the ground that lay only inches or a few feet below the surface.

The wind blew past, fresh and rich with a thousand scents she couldn’t name, but all of which seemed to glow with the same hues of land below, as if the very colors of the bushes had leached into the air.

In the near distance, perhaps a mile or two away, a giant fiend was slowly plodding along, its body elephantine in size its skin marbled green and blue. Instead of a head, some six vast snakes grew from its shoulders, each with a mottled cobra awning growing from its shovel head to halfway down its serpentine neck. These grazed amongst the brightly glowing fronds that grew along a high ridge, but some instinct drew its attention so that all six necks curved about to angle up and stare across the intervening distance to where Nox and the Nightmare Lady stood.

“Behold,” said Nox, voice swollen with pride as if he were personally responsible for the beauty of the vista. “The Lustrous Maria.”


Chapter 21

Jova

As the bronze sun descended beyond the straits into the Crimson Sea, the sky grew hazy with hues of magenta, lavender, and peach. The rough mountains that flanked the straits grew vague, details melting away, and the high wispy clouds that drifted at the top of the world took on buttery yellow tints. The waters below began to darken from their impossible azure, and the high walls of her city, Macran, were burnished by the dying light.

A familiar sight. One etched into her soul. One she’d enjoyed since she was a little girl, raised prematurely to queen, and witnessed from her broad palace balcony. The same salt breeze blew in from the west, the same fading warmth lit her skin, but absent were the sounds of the city itself, gone were the fading calls of vendors, the voice of the people at market, the sound of carts and horses.

Instead, smoke hung in a pall over the collapsed rooftops. Fires yet burned, here and there, devouring crossbeams and causing the occasional red-tiled roof to collapse inwards.

Macran was gutted, burning, and littered now only with the dead.

Such was her victory.

Jova stood, spine stiff, hands resting lightly on the stone balustrade, and watched the sun descend. Power, all the power that she had ever wished for, was hers at last. She could extend her will and reshape the palace, could cause a segment of the balcony to detach and carry her over the blue strait to the city proper, and there repair the damage, rebuild the homes, raise again the Tower of Gulls where it had stood guardian for three centuries over the approach.

Or she could wipe it clean, could crush every edifice down to powder, could raze every building to the ground, and remove all trace of her victory, her failure, from the face of the land.

Power.

Hers at last, and it hadn’t been enough.

A lesson learned too late.

Power could not guard your heart.

Power could not force those you loved to stay true.

Power could not control the most important aspects of the world.

Only allow you to brutalize it when you realized your failures too late.

Tears tracked down Jova’s cheeks. The smell of smoke was strong in the salt air. The azure waters broke around the sunken masts and shattered hulls of the Vikonti warships where she’d buried them a full fathom deep in the bay. Bodies floated amidst flotsam and rigging, crates and spars of wood.

But no amount of Vikonti dead would bring back the people of Macran.

She’d returned too late.

In the end, even she had been unable to do the impossible and be in two places at once.

The Vale was avenged, but while she’d been gone, the Vikonti had slipped into her capital and done far worse.

Jova bowed her head, her shoulders trembling, her fingers curling into fists.

What use was power if you couldn’t save those who looked to you for protection?

What use was the ability to stir the mountains, upheave the very firmament, to rain ruin upon your foes and fly through the skies like an eagle if this was the result?

A city peopled by the dead.

And behind her, Venutius, her brother, dead by her hand, his perfidy revealed at last. His gloating, his jeering, his sickening jealousy bared so that she could no longer deny it. His treaty with the Vikonti, his political backstabbing.

In horror, she’d willed a single pebble to fly through his head, and silenced him forevermore, but to what end?

Blood was supposed to be more durable than stone.

So blind.

So foolish.

So proud.

And in the end, so weak.

Jova gritted her jaw as she removed the golden circlet from her brow and set it on the balustrade. Why wear it now? Of whom was she a queen?

The war was over. If she wished, she could mount a plinth and fly across the sea to Vikont and there lay waste to their cities, their people, their fleet, their armies. It would take time, but time she now had.

All she need do was extend herself, and her power, the same which she’d always thought would guarantee her people’s safety, could finally become what the Vikonti had always feared. A weapon that could level civilizations.

Blood. Vengeance. She could lay waste to them with the same finality they’d done to Macran. Didn’t her people deserve it? Didn’t their souls beg from beyond for justice?

But all Jova wanted to do was cry. To curl up into a ball, to allow the exhaustion of the past months to sweep over her. To accept defeat at long last, and the knowledge that she’d not been enough, could never be enough.

She was but one person, no matter how strong.

Behind her, the palace ached with the dead. Sweet Belli, her daughter, her cousins, her aunt, her nephew and nieces. The eunuchs and courtiers, the palace guard and bureaucrats, the envoys and advisors. Servants without number, all dead amongst the Vikonti she’d slain in turn, filling the hallways with the stench of death, choking the palace so that it was now more mausoleum than home.

Jova turned, tears still streaming down her cheeks. She would begin here. Would collapse the palace and compact it so that it became a tomb in truth, burying the thousands of dead in eternal darkness.

And Belli?

Her body spasmed with pain, though her features remained calm. In her quarters with her nurses. A small bloodied bundle.

She should fetch her, mourn her, bury her.

A monument. She would craft from the palace a monument to her pain, and entomb Belli at its peak, a spire of stone that would rise and point like an accusing finger to indict the heavens.

Nobody should strive as hard as Jova had fought, work miracles without number, make so many sacrifices that their details were lost, and still suffer such pain, such loss, such horror.

She would fetch Belli.

Yes.

Any moment now.

She would enter the palace and go to her daughter’s quarters, and pick up—with her hands, she would raise—her daughter’s body for the last—her daughter—

Jova’s face finally crumpled as sobs wracked her frame and she slid down into a crouch, face buried in her palms, to weep for her nation, her people, her lost friends, her dead family, for everyone and nothing at all.

The sun had set when she finally rose once more and entered the palace in the dark. Something had broken within her during that final bout of weeping, and she felt light, hollow, numb. There were no more tears left. The last had been drained of their reservoir. Now she was little more than an instrument. A tool.

She walked directly toward her daughter’s suite, the walls melting away before her as she ignored hallways and the logic of rooms. She cut through the palace like a knife, and when she reached her daughter she found that despite it all, she couldn’t make herself pick up the little bundle. Couldn’t make herself touch the little body within those blankets. For a while, she choked, and then she willed the floor to rise up beneath the precious corpse even as her mind extended itself to encompass the palace and begin her labor.

Walls closed in on each other, collapsing rooms. Cellars and underground passageways seamed themselves shut. Stone arose from the depths, and the palace responded to her will, folding in on itself and burying the corpses.

Jova and Belli rose, higher and higher, and then broke free of the palace roof to rise above the evolving construction. Jova felt her power weave as it had never woven before, manipulate the rock with absolute certainty, and the palace responded. Its circumference constricted even as it grew ever taller, spire upon spire, and still Jova wasn’t satisfied. She poured her power into the growing tower till it rose hundreds of yards into the sky, a great slab of smooth stone in whose very peak she fashioned a small chamber, and there she placed Belli.

At the very last, a violent desire to kiss her daughter one last time ravaged her, but she couldn’t, she couldn’t bear to peel back the bloody clothes, so, hating herself, her cowardice, she sealed away her daughter in her tomb above the world, and floated back to stare, dry eyed, at what she had wrought.

On some level it was beautiful. But not in her old style. Gone was the delicacy she had once favored, the fluted columns, the smooth surfaces, the wondrous architecture. This monument to death was fashioned with brutal power, and cared nothing for finesse. It arose like a challenging fist, a mass of blood-streaked plinths piled together at the base like a crude hill, to rise into dark spires like the tines of a crown from whose center burst Belli’s tower.

Vast, ponderous, dark, and awe-inspiring, it was like nothing she had ever wrought.

But from hence forth, she vowed, all her works would be like this.

Brutal mausoleums for the hope that had been stolen from the world.

“Hail, Jova.” The voice was brought to her by the wind, the tone soft and tinged with sadness. “Hail to the Queen of the Crimson Coast, the Enduring, the Sovereign Light, and Avenger of the Lost Vale.”

It was a man, floating upon the winds like she, but without a slab of rock underfoot. His blue robes fluttered in the salt breeze, and his white beard was similarly tugged at. In the dusk light of the setting sun he studied her, manner grave, expression solemn.

He was no Vikonti, of that she was certain. But who? And to fly on the wind?

“I am come from your future, crossing the centuries to pay homage to your power, your legend, your might. I know that you grieve, and I tell you that tales of your grief have lasted as long as Belli’s Tower, which stands today in the wreckage of your home, unbreakable, storm defying, a testament to a mother’s love and the destruction that came thereafter.”

Jova’s eyes widened.

Belli’s Tower.

How could he know? She’d but just constructed it.

“I care nothing for your homage,” she whispered. “You intrude. Be gone.”

“I have come to pay homage, and to invite you to make a difference. Yes, from here you wage destruction upon the Vikonti, and it is so palpable a destruction that the land upon which they lived isn’t repopulated for a hundred years. But your tale is a tragedy, Jova, for when you finally gaze upon your last dead foe, you famously state that it was all for naught, and take your own life.”

Jova stared stonily at the man even as she extended her power to the remains of the palace beside her. One flexion of her will and an avalanche of rock would fly through the air to batter him to pieces.

And yet.

How had he known the name of the tower?

“Instead, I offer you a chance to walk a different path. In my time, there are millions in need of salvation. Women, children, the elderly, men and women of fighting years. All will soon die before an onslaught of fiends, an army without number and impervious to reason or compassion. I have taken it upon myself to recruit heroes from across the ages to help fight back this existential threat.”

“Who are you?”

“Me?” The old man smiled, and she fancied his eyes glimmered in the gloaming. “I’m just a concerned old man. But if you must address me, the title of Archmagus will suffice.”

Jova licked her cracked lips. “You would tear me away from my vengeance?”

“Your vengeance took place centuries ago. Three hundred and sixty-seven years before I was born, to be exact. The Vikonti suffered and died. You had your vengeance. It didn’t bring your people, your nation, or Belli back. But you can make a difference now. To protect instead of destroy, to stand with other legends to defend humanity. In the tales they tell of you, they speak of how you worked miracles, how you stood alone against a vast foe, and nearly prevailed. Well. This time you need not stand alone, and when you win, it will be for everyone. For millions of innocents.”

The Archmagus drifted closer. “I come in their name, Jova. You have power. But now you must decide how to use it. Change your legend. Let it end not in tragedy, but in so sweet a victory that the world itself will remember you with kindness, with love, and compassion.”

The old man’s voice shook the roots of her soul, wedged cracks into her numbness, and she saw again the bloodied bundle. Rage shook her, grief, horror. She wanted to scream, but knew, deep, deep down, that if she let slip that pain she would tear the mountains into the sea.

“Come use that power for good,” said the Archmagus quietly. “This is a second chance. For you to find victory anew. For you to destroy those in need of destruction. Come fight for those who cannot defend themselves. The innocents. The babes of tomorrow.”

The babes of tomorrow.

His words caused her to screw her eyes shut. Close them as tightly as she could, but still the tears squeezed forth.

It seemed her reservoir wasn’t completely emptied after all.

She hung there until she regained self-control, then opened her eyes with a gasp and allowed her shoulders to slump. She stared past the old man at the dark waters below, at the dark city lit only by errant fire.

Turned, slowly, to gaze upon Belli’s Tower.

Death. Death and destruction and the silence of tombs, forever.

“I will come with you,” she said at last, tone wooden. “I will fight these fiends. I will use my power for these innocents.”

But I will never allow myself to care again, she vowed. Never shall I suffer this pain, experience this horror. Never, ever, ever.

“You have chosen wisely,” smiled the Archmagus. “A wondrous future opens before you, with the chance to work new wonders, fresh miracles, and to bring peace and prosperity to all. This is a new beginning, Jova. Come, I will take you to my palace, and there you shall meet other legends like yourself, men and women of such power that for the first time in your life you shall feel yourself amongst your own kind.”

Jova just stared dully at the man, hating his long-windedness.

The Archmagus raised his hand, and a blue light shimmered about his fingers. It swept down to envelop him, then flew up to where Jova hovered, and Jova saw no more.


Chapter 22

Scorio

Nezzar smashed across Scorio’s face like a thunderbolt. The force behind the blow was punishing. The world flared white and silver as Scorio staggered back, but the pain of the blow was nothing to the shock of Leonis’ words.

It’s your fault we died!

They reverberated in Scorio’s mind like a tolling bell, overwhelming, panic-inducing, horrifying.

No blow followed the first. Scorio blinked away his daze, the pain becoming a profound ache in the side of his head, sinking into his draconic muzzle and half-blinding the eye that had been struck.

It’s your fault!

Scorio felt as if his very being, his essence, had been gripped by giant hands and squeezed, so that he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. The pain and raw outrage in Leonis’ voice had been a weapon in and of itself.

Blinking away the pain, he forced himself to focus. Leonis was pale, his eyes wide, Nezzar held still at the terminus of his cross-swing. In the big man’s eyes was a haunting of fear and a shock all of his own, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he’d done.

What he’d said.

Scorio righted himself, the pain becoming a deep ache, blood on his tongue, the fine scales across his maw split. His mind clamored, his thoughts thronged, but words failed him.

He just stared at the man who’d once been his best friend.

“I…” Leonis’ voice was husky, hesitant. “I was just seeking an advantage… surprise… to lower your guard…”

The words were like mist. Scorio disregarded them, sought to understand, to see, to pierce the man’s true intent.

“Do you…” He almost didn’t want to know. “Do you believe that?”

“I…” Despite having been the one to deliver the blow, Leonis was the one who looked dazed. “No. Of course not.”

That last was said rapidly, an assurance, too quick to feel real.

Scorio’s head began to pound. It had been a direct blow with all of Leonis’ strength behind it. Were he not Gold-tempered, were he not a Pyre Lord, there was no telling how much damage it might have done.

“I was thrown into the Crucible,” Scorio whispered. “They tricked me. Trapped me. Before you were killed.”

“I know.” Leonis voice grew sharper. “Of course. I know that.”

“They forced me to crush rocks for five months as part of their plan. The setup began all the way back at the White Queen’s Edicts.” Scorio didn’t even know what he was saying. He felt as if he were drowning and clutching at flotsam. “Praximar and Dameon, they planned it from the beginning. We were all their victims.”

“Look, I’m sorry.” Leonis’ tone grew forceful. “That was… that was uncalled for. A low blow. I’m sorry.”

“I… when I found your grave, I swore vengeance.” Scorio felt tears enter his eyes. “I’d have done anything to bring you back. Naomi and I, we killed everyone but Dameon to avenge you and Lianshi.”

Leonis began to back up. “Look, I’ve already apologized. I know all this. You don’t have to say it.”

But Scorio couldn’t stop himself. He felt nauseated, fascinated, drawn to Leonis’ attack like a moth to a flame.

Was it true?

Were Leonis and Lianshi’s deaths his fault?

“I… they used me to take down House Kraken. I was a tool. A scapegoat. They used me only because I was easy to fool, because I was friendly with the captain of The Celestial Coffer. I didn’t know. I didn’t know.”

What he wouldn’t give to have Naomi there with them, right now, by his side, backing him up, proving to Scorio that his memory was real, was accurate. Her ferocity, her passion, her everything. How he longed for it like never before.

Jova emerged from the depths of the cave at a jog, expression sober. “What happened? What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” protested Leonis. “I said something idiotic to get Scorio to lower his guard. It was… I shouldn’t have said it. But now he won’t shut up about it.”

Jova pinned Leonis in place with the intensity of her stare, then turned to Scorio. “You alright?”

Scorio felt helpless. “He blames me for his and Lianshi’s deaths.”

“He what?” She wheeled back to the Flame Vault. “You what?”

Leonis threw up his arms. “It was a damned battle ploy! And you know what? It worked! He should be thanking me. For revealing such a huge fucking weakness. If anybody used that against him in a real fight, he’d be a dead man.”

“No, you idiot.” Jova’s voice could have flayed stone. “Because it wouldn’t hit like that coming from anyone else. Why would you say such a thing?”

“Alright, I’m done.” Nezzar disappeared from his hand. “I can’t apologize any more than I already have.”

Leonis managed three steps before the ground shuddered violently and a slab of rock erupted to form a blank wall before him a good three yards tall. Dust sifted off its sides, and Leonis was forced to stagger back to avoid being clipped under the chin.

“You’re not going anywhere,” said Jova.

“Oh, it’s like that, is it?” Leonis turned slowly, clenching and relaxing his fists. “Now you’re on his fucking side.”

“Yes,” said Jova, “I am on his side, especially on this. I was there, Leonis. In the Chasm when it happened, but I was part of that camp and saw after what they had done to you. What they did to him. If there’s anybody you should be attacking it’s me, but to lash out at him..?!”

Leonis took a deep breath then crossed his arms and gave a slight nod, as if to say, go ahead, get this over with.

Jova stepped right up to him. “Scorio spent two years being tortured in the depths of the Crucible. Trapped in Ydrielle’s prism. Do you know what that even means?”

“Yeah, poor guy. Such a pity he got Gold-tempered out of it.”

Jova went very still. “I’m regretting bringing you with us all the more with each passing second.”

“Oh, come on!” Leonis threw up his arms, eyes flashing. “You want me to feel sorry for him? For Scorio the Scourer? After all his successes, his fancy kills, his ridiculous growth?” Leonis glared at him over Jova’s shoulder. “Tell me it hasn’t all worked out in your favor, Sir Dragon-man. Friend of the fiends, beloved by Imperators, the talk of the damned town. Tell me you haven’t profited by every death you’ve left in your wake.”

Scorio forced himself to inhale. His chest felt shuddery, his body distant. The moment surreal. “Is that what you think?”

The fire in Leonis’ stare guttered and he looked away. “Sure looks like that from where I’m standing.”

“By the gods, you’re an idiot,” said Jova. “Is this really who you are, Leonis? This infantile and bitter?”

“Me?” Leonis’ temper flared right back up as if Jova had poured oil over smoldering coals. “Me? Infantile? Do you know what I’ve had to deal with? What I’ve suffered? No. Of course not. Because it doesn’t involve tearing down Blood Barons and saving the world. But I’ve suffered, Jova, and I’ve not let it keep me down. I’ve used it as fuel. I’ve trained, I’ve toughened up, but that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten.” He loomed over the smaller woman. “It doesn’t mean I forgive.”

Jova glared right back at him, uncowed. “And for what does Scorio owe you an apology? Manticore’s and Praximar’s evil?”

“They saw something in me!” Leonis’ roar shook the heavens as he flung his arm out wide. “They saw something in me, something that has only been ignored ever since! If they hadn’t been obsessed with him, I’d have continued to grow, I’d have fulfilled that promise, but instead he came along and set the whole Academy on fire. Poisoned Lianshi against me, and did it all without even thinking twice about it!”

At this, Leonis raised his glare to Scorio. “Admit it! You’ve never once considered the consequences of your actions. How they might be fucking over everyone else. No. It’s always just about your glory. Your pain. Your losses.”

Scorio didn’t even know where to begin.

The ground around them began to shiver. Sand whispered as it shifted about. Leonis staggered back.

“You.” Jova’s voice was barely audible over the shaking earth. “Immature, pathetic, whining man-child. You think yourself the victim?”

The ground was actively shuddering now, waves of force causing the rock to ripple so that Scorio swayed with each judder.

“They lied to you about your worth! I was there! I saw them ply you with Fat Cricket and Peaceful Wheel elixirs. They stuffed you to the gills, and did you win a single tournament? Did you come first in anything?”

Leonis’ expression darkened.

“No. You didn’t. Because you’re not a legendary Great Soul. What’s the highest damned rank you’ve ever achieved, Leonis?” Jova stepped forward, driving Leonis back. “Pyre Lord. So what exactly are you saying they saw in you? Greatness? Or a useful, gullible, stupid tool they could use against Scorio?”

Leonis gaped, face flushing.

“The heavens know I have my issues with Scorio.” Her words were a whipcrack, the heaving ground beginning to settle. “But the last thing I’d accuse the man of is not caring for his friends. It’s his biggest damned weakness! Or so I’ve always thought. And you blame him for your failures? You blame him for your lack of progress?”

Leonis’ breath was coming faster and faster as he gave more ground, gaze darting from side to side.

“If you’re weak, it’s your own damned fault. If you lost Lianshi, it’s because she has a mind of her own and can make her own decisions. Take responsibility for your own damned life, Leonis, or get the hell out of my sight!”

Movement. Xandera, Kelona, and Nyrix stood staring, shocked, on the ridge above.

Leonis darted a look back at them, then glanced wildly about the cavern’s confines.

“I… he…” The man could barely catch his breath, much less respond.

But the sight of Leonis like this tore at Scorio’s heart. The sight of his former best friend cornered, defeated, panicked, made him sick.

“Leonis.” Jova stepped aside and glanced back at Scorio. It took the big man several efforts, but he finally met Scorio’s gaze. “I’m sorry.” The words were so bleak that they could have been carved into a tombstone. “In any way that I’ve failed you. Or your past self. For any pain I’ve caused. There was a time I’d have died for you. Died for you gladly. I wish…” His words caught in his throat like shards of glass. “I wish things could have been different. That Dameon and Praximar hadn’t used us. Killed you. That my killing Praximar could have repaired what he destroyed. But nothing can.”

Leonis’ eyes were glazed, but he forced himself to stand tall, some instinct, some inherent dignity, raising him out of his hunched stoop.

Scorio felt everything fall away.

There was Leonis and his own raw pain. His own dulled grief.

In this moment, nothing else mattered.

“So I’m sorry. For the hell we live in. The monsters that people it. The events the crushed us, tore us apart, destroyed what we had. I’m sorry I wasn’t smarter. More perceptive. That I couldn’t be more. I’m sorry.”

Tears brimmed in Leonis’ eyes and he clenched his jaw. “Don’t fucking say that. Don’t you dare.”

Scorio had nothing left. Just the dull throb of pain in his jaw and along the side of his nose. Just the pain. He felt scraped to the rind and hollowed out, but he knew, to the very depths of his core, that he could meet Leonis’ grief-stricken gaze so laden with revulsion and horror forever if need be.

“I…” Leonis’ voice shook as the ground had done. Tears brimmed and ran down his cheeks.

Scorio nodded. He allowed his Heart to gutter and sank into his human form. Walked slowly past Jova, touching her shoulder as he went so that she fell in with him.

Together they walked toward the sleeping caverns.

Behind him came the sounds of Leonis desperately trying to stifle his emotions.

Up they climbed. Past Kelona and Nyrix who parted for him, and into the flame-lit interior. To move into his cavern and there stand in the gloom, each wrapped up in a cloak of deep thoughts and intensity.

The others moved tentatively into the cave mouth. Some distant part of his mind wanted to reassure them, set them at ease, but he couldn’t manifest the words. After a moment he simply sat, arms wrapped around his shins, and lost himself to a numb reverie.

No thoughts.

No memories.

Just the darkness in which endless memories waited to be replayed.

Xandera sat beside him and placed a warm hand on his arm. After a moment, she drew closer and rested her head on his shoulder, her effulgent orange hair searing hot, but not unpleasantly so.

Kelona crouched by his other side, wet cloth in hand, and dabbed at the wound on the side of his face. The pain was distant.

Nobody spoke. It was as if they were all suspended in an eternal now.

Finally, Jova seemed to come back to herself. “Everyone, give Scorio and me the cave.”

The others hesitated, then peeled away to retreat outside.

Jova dropped into an easy crouch across from him. “How’s your head?”

“Healing just fine,” he said, reaching up to touch the bridge of his nose.

“Not what I meant.”

“I know. I’m… what can I say. That shook me up. He knew where to hit me.”

“It’s been long enough. If he doesn’t come inside and give you a real apology soon, I’m going to drag his ass back to LastRock and dump him there once we get out. I’ll meet you at the Red Keep.”

“Damn it.” Scorio considered. “Lianshi told me how twisted he was by everything that had happened, but…”

“Not your problem. You’ve been nothing but patient. If he can’t find his way back to the land of grown adults, that’s on him.”

“No, it is my problem. He’s not the Leonis I once knew, and I know he’ll never be that guy again, but… he started from the same place.” Scorio sighed. “And I still care. I still believe he’s a good guy.”

“You need to take him as he is, not as you want him to be.”

“Again, I disagree.” Scorio tried to put his inchoate feelings into words. “Think of it this way: the Leonis I once knew? He’d want me to help this new Leonis out. What I’m doing today is in honor of the friend I once had. I know it might be futile, but…”

Jova pursed her lips. “You know, up until today, what I told him outside was true. I’ve always thought you cared too much, and that was your biggest weakness. But no longer.”

Her tone was different, somehow, and caused Scorio to peer at her more closely. It was Jova, obviously, but somehow… more? Changed? He couldn’t put his finger on it. She seemed older, more weary, less… brittle?

Instinct finally kicked in, and he reached out with his Heart sense.

And saw.

“Oh, damn,” he whispered.

“Yeah.” Her smile was bitter. “Your words pushed me to rethink my priorities. To…” She took a deep breath. “To grow up. It’s funny, isn’t it? How we can go on, thinking we’re the most mature, adult person in the room, yet not realize just how willfully blind we actually are.”

“You’re telling me,” said Scorio softly.

Jova smiled at that. “I…” She paused, considered, took a breath, exhaled. “I’m a Pyre Lady now. And I think, perhaps in my case, at any rate, that means I’ve integrated who I am, who I came into hell as. It ended up not being so much about my powers—finding a final form, or evolving into something new—so much as breaking down some walls and understanding myself better.”

Scorio nodded along, studying her carefully. She was different. Gone was the brash harshness, the… the sharp willingness to judge, to—it was hard to put his finger on it. She looked less tense. Less high strung. Less ready to take offense.

She fell back gently out of her crouch to sit against the cave wall and stared down at her hands. “I… well, obviously, had my Pyre Lady vision. My previous trials had all been about staving off conquest. I’d been a queen, in my first life. And right up till my Dread Blaze Trial I was fighting off against impossible odds, trying to…” She trailed off.

“I know what you mean. It was the same with me. I was leading a rebellion against a cruel king. Each trial saw me accomplishing more even as I made ever greater sacrifices. My Pyre Lord vision…” He recalled the King’s Scepter dying beneath his flames. “I won, yet I lost everything. That’s when he came.”

“The Archmagus.” Jova nodded pensively. “He came as I was building a—a monument, of sorts, to my… to my loss.” Her brow furrowed, and for a moment her breath caught, and Scorio sensed a depth of pain, a gulf of grief that yawned impossibly wide within her. But then she caught herself, forcibly inhaled and looked up. “He made a pretty speech about saving the innocents of tomorrow and recruited me to his war.”

“Yeah,” agreed Scorio. “Sounds about right.”

“But that doesn’t matter.” She lowered her gaze to where she was rubbing a thumb into the other palm. “What matters is… I understand myself better, now. I’m still… me. Still… wary of being hurt.” She was picking each word with great care, with exacting deliberation. “Still… unwilling to form new attachments.” She paused, reflecting, then smiled bitterly. “I say ‘new’, even though it’s been almost a millennium and a half since… well.” She shook her head with wry amusement. “It’s been a long time since those losses. But in other ways, clearly not. I’m still living with them. But now. As a Pyre Lady.” She fixed him with her stare. “Now I understand the way grief has shaped me. Why I’ve desired to be hard, unyielding, to not trust, to not…” Her expression became helpless, and she shrugged. “To not let others grow close enough to hurt me in that way again.”

Scorio listened, intent, and her words found a mirror in his soul. “I came into this life angry. Consumed by rage. It defined me for far too long.” He thought of all the mad risks he’d taken, the suicidal wagers, the fury with which he’d dared destruction again and again. “But now it’s less anger that governs me, and more… I don’t know, loss. Moira spoke to me about it. There’s a name for it. The Winnowing. It’s something that happens to all Great Souls as they advance deeper into hell. We lose people that are important to us. We suffer. And that suffering causes us to lose…” He tried to remember Moira’s exact words. “To lose the willingness to be hurt again. I think… it sounds like you came into hell as a Char already suffering from this condition.”

Jova stared stonily down at her palms, and for a moment Scorio feared he’d dared too much, but then she nodded. “You might be right. Some losses are carved too deeply into the soul, such that even amnesia fails to erase the mark. But.” Again she took a sharp breath. “But I’m aware of it now.” She frowned. “I’m a Pyre Lady, and won’t be blind to my own… my own limitations.”

“So this mean you’re going to start buying people drinks and making friends left and right?”

Jova raised her gaze slowly to stare at him with subdued lethality.

“No?” Scorio forced a grin. “Alright, just asking.”

“This means I’m…” Again she hesitated. “That I now admire you for the risks you’ve taken. In letting others in. In opening yourself to pain. Lianshi, Leonis, Naomi, that young man… Alain? Xandera. All the people you’ve allowed to get close to you. All the pain that’s brought. I used to scorn you as shortsighted. Now I see that was real wisdom, real bravery. Daring to make a new friend after suffering such loss is the true mark of courage.”

“Thanks,” said Scorio softly.

“I’m going to try to do better.” She looked away. “I… I still need to parse out how everything has changed for me. My single-minded pursuit of power is still a natural drive, as is my fear of… well. Other people.” She smirked. “I can’t just will those instincts away. But I can master them. And I think the first step on that path is to apologize, Scorio. To you. For my behavior, for my suspicion, my scorn, and how I failed so miserably at understanding the code by which you were trying to live your life.”

She tore her gaze back to meet his own, and her eyes were filled with raw emotion. Tears glimmered in them, and her lips were seamed into a tight line.

He didn’t know what to say. The air in the cavern grew tense, charged, but he didn’t look away, either. So much had passed between them since they awoke in the Academy. She’d been a rival, then an ally, then a mortal enemy, and now?

“Thank you, Jova. I appreciate that. I’d like to think we can be friends. Moving forward.”

“Moving forward,” she agreed, and the way her smile changed her face was unlike any expression he’d ever seen on her visage before. Never had she seemed so… human, so tentatively warm, so… real. “Let’s give it a shot.”

He met her smile, and something in him eased, some pain that Leonis had riled up, some terror. He thought of Moira’s warnings, her fear over his losses, and realized that he’d just taken a very important step in a new direction. Away from self-castigation, from growing hard, from growing bitter.

A step toward healing.

“But, hey, making Pyre Lady has clearly not been just a feel-good step,” he said at last. “What was with your tearing a wall out of the ground? And making the whole cavern shake like that?”

Her smile grew smug. “Fine. My mastery over stone may have improved just a little.”

“How much?”

Her expression grew momentarily distant, as if she were seeing something in her mind, and then she returned to the moment. “Quite a lot, in fact. Before I could only work with loose stones. Now rock in general obeys my will.”

And her Heart Ignited, a palpable whoomph of Silver-tinged might that blazed against Scorio’s awareness like a bonfire.

And the cave around them changed.

The rough walls and sharp angles receded, smoothed over, even as the daggers of rock in the ceiling retracted. The floor grew even, and in moments they were seated in a perfectly square chamber, the cave mouth narrowing to a doorway whose top rose to a form an arch.

“Damn,” said Scorio, gazing around himself in wonder. “That was quick.”

“I…” She exhaled. “I once had a penchant for decoration. Art in stone. But I…” She considered the walls, the archway, and shook her head. “Not any longer. But I can work with detail, as well.”

“How much does this shift our ability to get out of this cavern?”

“Quite a lot.” Jova’s tone was calm, factual. “We should let some Silverines in here for me to test my powers on.”

“Deal,” agreed Scorio, growing excited. “Between you and me, perhaps we can fight a way out for the rest.”

“Yeah.” She smiled sadly. “I think we can do that. But first you need to patch things up with Leonis. We’re not going anywhere till that problem is taken care of.”

“Yeah. Alright.” Scorio rose to his feet and took in the perfectly shaped room once more. “Incredible,” he said, and then left the chamber with a smile.

Progress.

Moving out onto the ridge, he stared out across the cavern. Leonis had wandered a good distance away, and stood with his head bowed, little more than a shadowed figure, hands on his hips.

Scorio could imagine him remaining thus till the end of the war on the Pit, lost in the storms of his own mind.

“Damn it, Leonis,” he whispered, and dropped down to the cavern floor to make his way toward the other man.

Whose face was riven with deep emotion, his brow furrowed, his lips tightened to a line. Dust had caked in the tears that had run down his cheeks, and he flicked the quickest of glances at Scorio before grimacing and looking away.

“I’ve been an idiot,” said Leonis at last, voice raw.

Scorio crossed his arms and said nothing, contenting himself with staring out into the depths of the cave alongside him.

“You can get so deep into something,” said Leonis at last. “You can get so lost in a way of thinking that you start needing to be right no matter what. The journey that got you there, to that dark place, feels so heavy, cost you so much, that to admit you might be wrong…” He shook his head. “It makes you willfully blind. Purposefully stupid. And what’s worse, it can feel good. The self-pity. The… self-righteous me-against-the-world nonsense that you tell yourself is true. Anger can feel good. Hate.”

Leonis sighed. “While you’re in it, at least. Because the moment you step outside its shadow, you realize… you realize maybe it felt good because it stopped you from looking at yourself. Maybe it felt right because it’s better than taking the blame. To accept you’re just not that…” His voice shook and he bit off the last words.

Scorio wanted to say something. To put his hand on the other man’s shoulder. But he held back. Instinct told him to stay still.

“That you’re just not that good.” Leonis forced the words out. “Jova was right. I can’t deny that Praximar gave me every treasure and pill and I still fell short. Looking at it now, it’s amazing that I found a way to believe his lies. That I was special. That the Golden King was a legendary Great Soul come again.”

Scorio’s heart ached at the pain in his friend’s voice.

“I…” He trailed off again. “I wanted it to be true. And while at the Academy, it was, it felt like a fact, so I didn’t even push myself. As if his words were a self-fulfilling prophecy, you know? If you’re destined to be the best, then you don’t have to work that hard. Fate will do the heavy lifting.

“But it didn’t. And then everything fell apart. And it became easier to blame you, even if my blame didn’t make sense, than to look in the mirror and see… this. Me. Staring right back.”

He hung his head. “Fuck. I don’t even know how I got this far out into the wilderness. This lost. Each step made sense. Anger and bitterness and resentment and this… poisoned faith in my own greatness. It kept me going, making each next step logical, even if the chain of logic fell apart the moment I looked more than a couple of steps behind me.”

At this, he finally did look at Scorio, eyes raw with grief. “I’m sorry. I’m not the friend you had. I’m weaker. I’m…” He exhaled. “I’ve made a shitshow of just about everything I’ve put my hand to. But… at least I see it now. At least I can apologize before it’s too late.”

“Apology accepted.” A vast and inchoate ocean of emotions arose with Scorio, and there was so much he wanted to share with Leonis, to tell him. About Naomi and her slide down to madness that he’d failed to stop. About Dameon and how easily he’d tricked Scorio into busting rocks and implementing his plan aboard The Celestial Coffer. About the madness that besieged his mind in the Crucible. The moments of pain, of loss, of sorrow.

Leonis grunted and looked away. “Once we get out of here, I can make it back to LastRock. I’ll stick to the Red Road. Or perhaps I’ll just head south to the Red Keep on foot alone. It’s fine either way. The Red Road’s safe.”

“You’re not heading out alone, at least, not on my account.” Scorio reached out and punched the other man’s shoulder lightly. “I might not know this version of you that well. But what you just said, what you just did, it’s the kind of tough honesty that made your previous self a man I could trust. That I wanted standing by my side when things began to fall apart. So. If you’re up for it, I say we give this partnership a second chance.”

Doubt, hesitation, and even something akin to skepticism flashed across Leonis’ face. “You serious?”

“Yeah, I am.” Scorio gazed back out into the darkness. “One thing I’ve learned in this life is that you don’t let go of good people lightly. They’re few and far between. And you’re good people, Leonis. Maybe in this life you got your head turned by lies, but that doesn’t change who you are at your core. A good person. So what do you say? Willing to give this a second shot?”

Leonis hung his head even as he tongued his cheek. “I mean, how did I go about getting you so wrong?”

“Probably because we’ve just not had much of a chance to get to know each other this go round.”

“Or I’m just that big of an idiot.” He inhaled sharply and gave a curt nod. “I’ll travel some more with you, if you’ve the tolerance for it.”

“I do.” Scorio extended his hand.

Leonis considered it for a moment, and then engulfed it in his own massive mitt.

They shook, and then Scorio turned back to the caves. “Jova’s eager to test her new Pyre Lady powers. If she’s as powerful now as I think, there’s a good chance we’ll be getting out of here soon.”

“She made Pyre Lady?” Leonis gazed back at the cave mouths, but there was no sign of her. “Damn. Good for her. I guess… chalk up another example of my not understanding your relationship with people.”

“You mean the shouting before?” Scorio shrugged. “Oh, I make my share of mistakes. Perhaps that time, however, I voiced some necessary truths.”

Leonis chuckled roughly. “So it would seem.”

“Let’s get some food and then prepare for the Silverines. I want out of this cave. You ready?”

Leonis took a deep breath, then wiped the tear tracks away from his broad cheeks. “Ready.”

They trudged back to the caves. Nyrix and Kelona looked spooked, clearly aware of great changes afoot but unsure as to the details.

“We’re all good,” called Scorio when they were close enough. “All good.”

Leonis stayed quiet, but nodded when Jova emerged from her cave to stare down at him.

“Fine,” she said. “I’m trusting Scorio on this one. You’re going to shape up?”

“Yes,” was all Leonis said.

“That’s all I need to hear. If we’re done, I want to experiment with my Pyre Lady powers. I’m tired of this cave, and I want out.”

“Pyre Lady?” asked Nyrix, stunned. “You just made…?”

Jova smirked. “Ask Scorio to yell at you some time. It’s surprisingly salutary. But yes.” She placed one hand inside the other and cracked her knuckles. “It’s time to see what I can do.”


Chapter 23

Scorio

Everybody fanned out across the cavern floor but for Xandera, who entered their customary cave and moved to the rear wall in readiness.

“How do you want to handle this?” asked Scorio. “How many fiends, what kind of support?”

Jova stared thoughtfully into the cave. “Let’s try five. Everybody stand back. You’ll know if you’re needed.”

“Five,” said Nyrix. “All at once? Alright.”

Their practice was to let in one or two at a time. Scorio studied Jova for a moment, but she ignored him, her attention total on Xandera. Then he nodded, glanced at the others, and moved back with them to give Jova room.

“Ready?” called Xandera.

“Ready,” replied Jova softly, and Ignited her Heart. The stone rear of the cave began to part. Xandera startled, stepped away, for this was none of her doing, then scampered out of the cave, lustrous mane of golden hair rippling as she moved to Scorio’s side.

“That wasn’t me!” she said, tone half-panicky.

“I know,” said Scorio, and took her warm hand in his own.

The rear of the cave excavated itself outward. The stone didn’t flow like when subjected to Xandera’s power, but rather receded, forming a tunnel with a dull, grinding sound.

Jova’s brows were furrowed, her shoulders tensed, and Scorio could sense, somehow, or perhaps he was imagining, the power she was channeling into the rear of the cave.

The grinding continued for a moment longer, and then the back of the tunnel opened into the great cavern beyond and the Silverines began to pour in.

Fast, vicious, and utterly without fear, the fiends swarmed down the tunnel, racing along its sides and ceiling, undulating and crying forth their piercing song. Scorio instinctively tensed, Heart Igniting, ready to shift or lend support if needed.

But there was no need.

The floor of their great cavern came alive, twin walls rising on either side of the Silverines’ approach to create a guided channel, then arching overhead to close into a tunnel that led straight to Jova. The Silverines’ cries echoed strangely as they rushed into this gullet, then abruptly cut off, became muffled and rich with fury.

Only one emerged from the open end to leap at Jova, purple arms extended, but a block of stone burst upward from the ground to impact it beneath the head and torso, flinging it upward with violent power. The fiend missed her by yards, turning and spinning in the air, to land on the cavern floor and scrabble for purchase.

Only for the stone to loop up and lock down around it, three, four massive bands of rock cinching tight about its carapaced form and constricting it so that its bone creaked and its shrieks became outraged.

Jova didn’t move a muscle.

The muffled cries from within the new tunnel that extended out of the cave mouth remained trapped in place. Only the very opening was visible, but this ended some two yards in at a smooth wall.

“I’ve separated them,” said Jova. “Each is trapped within a cell.”

“Damn,” said Kelona. “You made that… you made that look easy.”

Only now did Jova turn to glance back at them. “Because it was. My mastery of stone has finally unlocked. And being underground, they are at my mercy.”

Scorio felt a flexion of her will, her Heart momentarily burning bright, and the extruded tunnel behind her sank violently in on itself, compacting with finality and silencing the shrieks within.

The Silverine pinned to the ground died as the stone bands crushed it, ichor gouting forth.

Jova gazed at Scorio, and in the depths of her eyes he saw a dangerous gleam, as if she were allowing herself just a modicum of pleasure in her newfound power.

“That’s… “ Nyrix’s thick brows had risen high. “That seems like it’ll change the game.”

“To a degree. I still can’t command the bad rock out in the fiend warren.” Jova pursed her lips. “The Silverines have done something to it, infused it with their essence, so that it doesn’t respond to me. But there’s plenty of natural stone for me to pull from in here.”

“Which means what, exactly?” Scorio fought down a smile. “You have a plan?”

Jova looked back at the tunnel she’d formed, and with that deep, grinding sound it receded back into the cave, resettling into the groove that had formed in the ground beneath it from where it had excavated its own material.

Streaks of purple and fragments of corpses were mixed into the rock.

But Jova wasn’t done. She frowned, and an archway arose from the ground, ponderous and easily three yards across. She canted her head to one side, and the archway grew, more stone flowing roughly up its sides to then extend itself forward.

She wasn’t creating the new tunnel from the cavern floor directly beneath the new section, Scorio realized—she was only pulling from the anchor point. It was fascinating to see rock flow up and then out, because it hadn’t become a fluid. It was more akin to the smoothest landslide imaginable.

“With me,” said Jova, and led their group into the archway, which now extended out before them by some five yards. “Scorio, take point.”

As he moved to the fore, the entrance tightened around him, tapering to only a yard in width. The rear sealed off altogether, so that they now stood within a small globe.

“Now we advance,” said Jova, and the entire construct began to rumble and grind its way forward.

They moved at a walking pace at first, Scorio glancing around and back at the others. The bubble of rock simply forced its way forward.

“Incredible,” said Kelona. “So we can just travel through the warren inside this the whole way?”

“Not quite.” Jova’s tone was pensive. “I’ll be drawing on good rock from within this cave. The farther away we get, the harder it’ll be to move quickly.”

“And we’re far below the warren ceiling,” said Scorio. “Unless you can lift us up?”

“Everybody gather close,” said Jova, and they formed a tight crowd in the globe’s center. The walls pulled in claustrophobically tight, and then the ground shook and everybody swayed as they began to rise.

This continued for a few moments, then stopped. “We’re at the cavern ceiling,” said Jova. “I could push us through it, but we’d run into bad rock and then we’d be stuck. But, yes. I can lift this chamber if we gather in tight. But I’m not sure how far I’ll be able to go before I slow down too much.”

“This works,” said Scorio. “We emerged from the tunnel and you immediately raise us up inside the bubble. Take us up as far as you can, and then you open the ceiling so Nyrix can take a shot at the ledge closest to the outside world. We pass through, and fight our way the remaining distance.”

“We’ll lose my stone,” said Jova.

“We’ll need to lose it at some point,” replied Scorio. “But with this you can get us up into the air, meaning it’ll be harder for them to swarm us. They’ll be crawling all over it, sure, but it’s still far better than facing a wave of them on the ground.”

Everybody nodded in Scorio’s darkvision. The air was starting to grow stale and warm, but the ground shuddered again as they began to descend, then the entire bubble cracked open on all sides, its walls parting and sinking back into the cavern floor.

“Incredible,” said Xandera. “Your mastery is awesome.”

Jova snorted. “It’s an improvement.”

“So when do we do this?” Leonis tone was guarded, his manner wary. “Today?”

“Xandera?” Scorio glanced to the blazeborn. “What’s the activity like outside? They getting closer?”

Xandera kneeled and placed her hand on the ground, eyes closing. A moment later, she waggled her head from side to side. “Not particularly. They’ve… I think they’ve sealed off the last escape route I could have worked toward. But I can sense the bad rock beginning to sink closer to us. At the rate it’s coming? We have a handful of days before they breach.”

“A handful of days.” Scorio considered. “That last span to reach the outside world concerns me. Let’s take a couple more days to train up. If anybody else can hit their next rank, it might make a huge difference.”

Nyrix nodded somberly, gaze focused on Jova, brows furrowed.

“I won’t waste any time,” promised Kelona. “I’m going to go meditate now.”

“I will, too,” said Leonis. “Do you…?”

“Sure!” Kelona punched him lightly on the shoulder. “Friends who meditate together something something something, right?”

Leonis stared at her questioningly then gave a gruff nod. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

“Amazing work, Jova.” Kelona began walking away backward, her grin wide. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me,” said Jova, but she couldn’t resist an amused half-smile.

Leonis nodded respectfully to Jova, and then followed Kelona back to the sleeping caves.

“I’ll get some rest,” said Xandera. “I’ve been… well. I know it doesn’t look like it, but I’ve been working pretty hard these past few days to… you know. Some sleep would do me good.”

“We know you have,” smiled Scorio. “Nobody doubts it. Rest up.”

Xandera gave a tight smile, then a little shrug, and walked away.

“I think your new powers have made her feel insecure,” said Nyrix wryly.

“She shouldn’t be. Our powers only overlap tangentially. What she can do, what she will do, one day, is completely different.”

“Sure,” allowed Nyrix, clearly not interested in arguing. He affected sudden energy. “So! Scorio? Want to yell some wisdom at me? I could really use making Pyre Lord right now.”

Jova snorted and clapped Scorio on the shoulder. “I’ll leave you two to it. Good luck.”

They watched her stride away.

“Damn,” said Nyrix softly. “Her new abilities are really incredible. Complete mastery over stone. What can’t she do, now?”

“And it’ll only grow as she grows in power,” said Scorio. “I can’t imagine how terrifying she must have been as an Imperator.”

“That’s how far she got?” Nyrix studied Scorio as if searching for some sign of a jest, and then his shoulders slumped. “Of course she did.”

“So.” Scorio considered his friend. Was Nyrix his friend? The term didn’t quite fit. Companion, maybe. Associate? Apprentice? Despite how easygoing he was, Nyrix possessed a certain reserve, a cool detachment, that made Scorio unwilling to claim they were actual friends just yet. “What’s your situation?”

Nyrix went to speak, caught himself, then frowned. “Situation? I mean, I don’t know. I want to make Pyre Lord. I’ve been a Dread Blaze for too long already. I’ve been working on the mana techniques for what feels like years. I’m ready, but…”

“Well, something’s not coming together for you. Here’s what I shared with Jova.” And Scorio repeated his lecture on his growing need for heat, how he’d felt that strange urge growing, how ultimately it had proved the key to unlocking his ascension. “Do you feel anything like that?”

Nyrix bit his lower lip and then slowly shook his head. “No?”

“Nothing?”

“I mean, I’m not without emotions, but… a strange urge I can’t control? A fascination with fire, or…?” Again Nyrix frowned. “I can’t think of anything specific.”

“Huh.” Scorio considered the man. “There’s got to be something. Or…”

“Or?”

“Or the fact that there isn’t is the clue.”

“What’s that mean?” Nyrix made a face. “I’m not supposed to make Pyre Lord?”

“No, that the clue to moving forward involves investigating why you don’t have that compulsion, that secret drive. Something’s holding you back.”

“Alright. I mean, I’m training, I’m working hard, I… what else should I be doing?”

Scorio studied the other man.

“What?” asked Nyrix, growing flustered.

“I don’t think you really want it.”

“What do you mean, I don’t want it?” Nyrix’s face flushed. “Of course I do!”

“No, I think you feel like you should want it. That being a Great Soul means you need to be always advancing, but deep down?” Scorio shook his head. “I don’t think you do.”

Nyrix blinked, scowled, then shook his head sharply. “You’re wrong.”

“I’m not wrong. Your problem is that your powers allow you to be effective without getting in harm’s way. You can open portals to escape situations, relocate yourself, and in doing so, be really useful to others. Long distance attacks phase right through you. Even your attacks are from a distance.”

“So? You said it yourself, I’m effective.”

“But you get to play it safe. You’re never in the mix. When things get heated, what do you do?”

“Strategically relocate and help others dominate the battlefield,” said Nyrix, tone growing heated.

“I’ve seen you practicing. You’re calm under pressure, you keep your wits about you, and you’re invaluable in a big fight. But in here?” Scorio thumped his fist gently against Nyrix’s chest. “I don’t sense a burning fire. You’re too calm, Nyrix. Too detached.”

“So what are you saying, I need to shout more like you do?”

Scorio smiled. “Maybe. I mean, why do you want to make Pyre Lord?”

“Why?” Nyrix threw up his hands as if this was the dumbest question. “Because I want to help seal the Pit. I want to help you find the Herdsmen. I want power.”

“Do you though?” Scorio eyed him. “Want power?”

Nyrix scowled at him. “Of course I do.”

“For what?”

“I already told you.”

“Seal the Pit, find the Herdsmen, yeah, I heard that part. I’m asking about the personal angle here. The motivation that’s unique to you, your past, your pain, your ambitions. Those are generalities common to all Great Souls.”

“Because everyone wants to find the Herdsmen.”

“You know what I mean. What I’m asking is: why do you, Nyrix, want power? What makes it personal? What cause lights a fire under you and sets you to craving more?”

“I…” Nyrix opened his mouth, closed it.

Scorio held his gaze. “Until you can answer that question, you’re not going anywhere.”

Nyrix flushed. “Sealing the Pit isn’t good enough?”

“Honestly? No.”

“I signed up with you, I agreed to throw everything to the wind to help find the Herdsmen.”

“Why?”

“Why? You’re asking me that now?”

“Why, Nyrix? Why’d you throw caution to the wind to help me find the Herdsmen?”

“Because—” Nyrix was momentarily so flabbergasted he couldn’t speak. “Because of what you told us, that they’re sabotaging everything, that they’ve corrupted the people in power, that we can’t trust anything we’ve been told. We need the truth. About—about everything.”

“The truth about everything.” Scorio considered him again. “And why’s that important?”

“Why? Because the truth is important. Because… we deserve to know.”

“You see, I want to find the Herdsmen so I can kill them.” Scorio took a step forward. “They’ve manipulated us, no doubt twisted our history, lied to us, and as a result, the people of Bastion have suffered and those who fought to change things were tortured and executed. I saw their cindered bodies where they were staked out in the gruel fountain plazas.”

Nyrix’s eyes widened as he gave ground.

Scorio advanced another step.

“I was reborn a Red Lister and cast through the Final Door, and have had to fight injustice and prejudice every step of the way as a result. Who came up with the Red List? I’m willing to bet it was the Herdsmen. Do you know what it’s like to be reborn as such?”

Again Nyrix gave way.

“Bravurn was a Herdsmen. I saw him behead Queen Xandera for daring to help me, for daring to dream of being more than a slave. He betrayed our armed forces to the Blood Ox, and so much more. For that I killed him, but because of him so many of our brothers and sisters died.”

Scorio’s voice was growing lethal with intensity. “Praximar. Bravurn. Dameon. All twisted by our society, all encouraged by perverted truths, all nourished by a broken system. And each step of the way I’ve paid the price, lost friends, seen good people die. So when I say I want the truth? It’s because I see before me the faces of those who have suffered and died as a result of their lies. I carry their pain with me, their losses, their sacrifices. I want the truth because I can’t bear to live without it.”

Nyrix had gone pale.

Scorio loomed over him. “That’s why I want the truth, Nyrix. Now. Tell me. Why do you want it?”

Nyrix’s throat bobbed. His gaze was blank, overwhelmed. He took a shuddery breath, fought to find the words, failed.

Scorio put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “I’m not attacking you. You’re my companion. I respect you. I appreciate everything you’ve done and will do. You’re a fine warrior and a good person, and there are vanishingly few people I’ll say that of. But I’m drilling this point home because I sense it’s what’s holding you back. Find a way to make this war personal. Find a burning reason why you need power. Why you must make Pyre Lord, no matter the cost. Until then?” Scorio shook his head sadly. “I think you’ll be holding yourself back.”

Nyrix clenched his jaw, eyes glassy, but finally, as if against his utmost wish, he gave a jerky nod.

“Good.” Scorio patted his shoulder then stepped back. “But don’t worry. If there’s one thing we’re all guaranteed in hell, it’s pain, loss, and trauma. If you can’t come up with a reason, you just need to live long enough for one to be foisted on you.”

Nyrix laughed, the sound more gasp than anything else, then rubbed the back of his wrist across his eyes. “Damn, if that isn’t the truth.” He took a shaky breath. “And man, I didn’t really expect you to hit me with that kind of insight. You’re good at this.”

Scorio thought of his Trials. The army he’d ended up leading, the loyalty he’d commanded until it had curdled and become fear. “Well. We’re all just doing our best.”

Nyrix gave a jerky nod. “Yeah, but apparently I can do better. I’ll… I’ll think on what you said. You’ve given me a lot to ponder.”

“Good. Rest up. We’re going to be leaving here soon.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Maybe. I’ll check in with Jova. See how Leonis and Kelona are coming along. But soon. I can’t wait to get out of this damned cave and to the Red Keep.”

Nyrix inhaled deeply, squared his shoulders, and something in his gaze firmed up. “I’ll be ready.”

“I know.” Scorio considered the man one last time, then stepped past him to move toward the sleeping caverns.

Was he good at this? For most of this life he’d been so consumed by rage that he’d never thought beyond the next step, the next trial, the next challenge. He’d made so many asinine mistakes, and the fact that he’d come up smelling like roses didn’t mean his motivations had been idiotic before. Challenging Kuragin to a duel right before his final Gauntlet run. Challenging Plassus, for that matter. Trusting Dameon. Believing that the Queen’s Edicts would hold.

Watching helplessly as Naomi had executed Valdun then murdered Alain.

Rage and naivete had been his twin pole stars, and he’d charted his course by them.

But now?

The rage was still there, but it had sunk deep, smoldered within his depths. The thought of Dameon caused it to rumble, the prospect of beating the truth out of the Herdsmen caused it to flare.

But compared to past years, it was… quiescent.

And his naivete? He’d lost that somewhere along the way, too. When he’d seen Leonis’ and Lianshi’s graves. When he’d realized Bravurn had murdered Queen Xandera, then betrayed all of them to the true fiend. When he’d seen Plassus broken and ready for death. So many moments of disillusionment, of horror, of pain.

He was still guaranteed to make mistakes, but he hoped they’d be new mistakes, and not driven by his old passions, his willingness to trust authority figures who claimed to have good intentions.

And, perhaps, this new sober outlook was affording him room to do something else. To see people as they really were. To understand them better. To… help them, in some way, along their personal journeys.

To become a leader.

A Pyre Lord in truth.

“Huh.” He considered this possibility, then shook his head in wry amusement. Hell truly was a wondrous place.


Chapter 24

Scorio

They executed their escape after the next sleep cycle.

Scorio spent most of the “night” lying on his nest of pink fronds staring up at the cave ceiling without darkvision. One arm beneath his head, the other across his chest, methodically working on his Dread Blaze mana control technique. The hours extended into infinity as his mana flow waxed and waned. It was incredibly dull, exacting work, but he could sense his improvement. Coming at it as a Pyre Lord was akin in many ways to cheating with the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique. His elevated rank endowed him with greater mana control. As he finally drifted to sleep, he couldn’t help but smirk. He’d have to return to the Academy and recommend making Pyre Lord before making Pyre Lord as a shortcut to making Pyre Lord to all the students there.

Breakfast was a tense affair. Scorio bade everyone to eat their portion of grilled fiend even if they tried to beg off, and then commanded the whole group to run a few slow laps around the great cavern. With Iron-tempered bodies and higher, it wasn’t strictly necessary to warm up, but it got people in the right frame of mind.

“One last time,” said Scorio, facing the group outside their chosen cave. “We’re going to keep this simple and quick. Jova will open the passage into the fiend cavern. We’ll step into a stone sphere of her making, which she’ll raise as high as she can toward the surface. When she’s reached her limit, she’ll open the top of the sphere. Leonis, you’ll establish a Nezzar perimeter to weaken all fiends who try to attack. I’ll fly out and enter my dragon form so that I can punch through the ceiling and open an exit. Nyrix, you’ll open a portal to the edge of the resulting hole. Everyone passes through the portal and emerges onto the surface. Jova, Kelona, you’ll use your auras to keep the fiends from swarming into the sphere. With a little luck we’ll be back outside in under a couple of minutes. Clear?”

“Clear,” said Kelona. The others just nodded.

Scorio smiled at Jova. “Ready?”

“Let’s get it done.” She led the crew into the back of the cave which began to recede before them, the stone swarming as it responded to her power. They shuffled forward as the wall closed behind them, encapsulating them in darkness, and kept moving as their chamber rolled up the tunnel into the fiend cavern.

The stone walls of the sphere muffled the shrieks of the fiends, but their assaults on the sphere were readily apparent. The curved walls began to shiver as sharp cracking sounds came from without.

“Rising,” said Jova, and the ground beneath them lurched upward.

The sound of everyone’s breathing filled the darkness. Xandera’s dry, warm hand slipped into his own. Kelona chuckled for no apparent reason and Ignited her Heart.

“Not yet,” said Scorio. “Conserve your mana.”

“Sorry,” muttered Kelona, and guttered.

The stone sphere was shuddering continuously now, though they kept rising, the rock beneath their feet moaning and grinding as it thrust them upward.

“You alright, Jova?”

“Fine.”

Were they rising more slowly? Scorio closed his eyes and placed a hand on the stone wall. How thick had she made it? The screams from without were distant, but the fact that they could be heard at all was concerning.

“And… this is how high we can safely go,” said Jova. “One moment while I clear the outside.”

“Clear the outside?” asked Leonis.

“Scour it with flying stones,” replied Jova tonelessly.

The shuddering abruptly diminished then stopped.

“Scorio, you’re up.” The ceiling just above their heads parted, revealing the great fiendish cavern.

Scorio’s darkvision afforded him an ever-widening view of the vaulted ceiling high above, the crisscrossing bridges, and the endless Silverines that swarmed across every surface.

He Ignited and rose into his draconic form, the others falling back. There wasn’t room to open his wings in the chamber, so instead he crouched then leaped, surging up and grasping the retreating edge of the sphere to hurl himself up and out into the open.

The din was terrific, mind-breaking, near overwhelming, but he’d prepared himself for the aural assault and extended his wings even as he took in the situation.

They were halfway up the cavern atop a slender column of raw stone. An orrery of boulders circulated rapidly around the bulbous sphere at its top, smashing into the Silverines who surged up the column to send them tumbling through the air to fall amongst the others below.

But the bridges were their greatest danger. Silverines leaped from the closest and those overhead to fall upon him, purple arms reaching, tentacles thrashing.

Scorio laughed, shifted to his flame form, and flew up to meet them.

Dozens passed through his black flames in moments, their musical trilling turning to screeches of pain as they sizzled and burned. Up he flew, his flame form not needing him to flap his wings, though he did so out of habit. Up, ever up, fighting for speed.

And at the last, just as the cavern ceiling rushed down to meet him, he shifted into his dragon form.

Oh, glory.

To finally expand, to finally dump endless amounts of Silver mana into his Heart and unleash his true might. He grew in moments, his flame form billowing out to become a cloud, a great whorling miasma of black flame. Then he inhaled it all into his deep chest, his wings catching the air at long last.

He turned his head away, angled his wings at the last second so that he collided with the ceiling shoulder first, and hit it with all his power.

The Silverines had sealed it with what Jova called bad rock. Fibrous, layered as if extruded by an infinitude of spiders, it was alien to the eyes, milky white, and, it turned out, as delicate as chalk.

The ground erupted outward, huge chunks of pale rock bursting upward around him as he exploded into the Silverine air.

Momentum carried him a few yards higher, up into the perennial twilight, the pale sand and harsh stones extending away on all sides, the sky a twilight field of low-hanging clouds.

The outside world.

Cool, misty air.

Freedom.

Scorio roared his delight, his savage exultation, and then furled his wings so that like a breaching whale he could turn sidelong and fall back, further smashing open the hole with a lash of his tail, to drop, his chest bursting with pent-up flame, into the warren.

Trouble.

Two of the giant Silverine Instinctuals had gathered at the base of the column and were striking at it with terrible power, knocking chunks and shards away that Jova was reconstructing as quickly as she could.

Her boulders were raining down upon these two behemoths, pelting them at full speed, but though she was pulping their shoulders and backs, it wasn’t enough to kill them outright.

The column, consequently, was swaying violently as ever more Silverines leaped down from neighboring bridges to grapple the sphere and try to pour inside.

Scorio turned as he fell, wings still pressed to his back, Silverines leaping for him and missing as he scythed down, then he snapped open his wings and pulled up to unleash his black flame across the twin Silverine monstrosities.

His burning breath billowed out to engulf them in a crescendo of ebon destruction, and then he was past them and pulling up, constrained by the pillars and bridges.

For a second, he considered reverting to his humanoid scaled form, and then he changed his mind and beat his wings powerfully, climbing, climbing, twisting and straining as he threaded a path through the bridges to reach the column’s top.

Silverines leaped atop his broad back only to slide off his Shroud and fall spinning to the ground below.

Scorio slammed into the bridge closest to the sphere, grasping at it with his foreclaws and pumping his wings as he twisted and tore.

The bridge shattered, spilling dozens of fiends into the air even as more hurled themselves desperately at the Great Souls.

Only to pass through black flame as he became fire once more. He pulled away, circled the column, and returned to his physical form as he slammed into the next bridge, smashing clear through its delicate center. His talons raked the strange stone, dislodging massive chunks and scores of fiends that shrieked their fury.

Turning his great head, angling his long neck, he spewed forth flame along the length of a higher bridge, immolating the fiends that swarmed along its length.

A bolt of white fire flew upward.

Nyrix’s bolt.

Scorio shoved off what was now a pier, and curved around the column once more, angling his Shroud as he went to deflect more fiends, peeling others off the sphere itself with his grasping talons to hurl them away, not even bothering to crush their forms.

Then a terrific CRACK sounded from the base of the column, which abruptly dropped five feet, shuddered, and began to tilt and fall.

Scorio didn’t think. He swooped around the falling spire of stone and turned to grasp it with all four feet, sinking his claws into the rock as he beat his wings powerfully.

The lurching fall slowed, stopped, but the weight was tremendous.

Scorio roared with effort as he shoved back, his wings stirring up a storm as they thrashed the air with extreme effort.

Fiends swarmed over him, and though he deflected most of them with his Shroud, he couldn’t focus on anything but keeping the tower aloft.

JUMP, he roared at the Silverines, and half their number did as he commanded.

The rest set to tearing his scaled armor apart with their fanged maws.

He couldn’t shift into his flame form. Couldn’t do anything but strain mightily to keep the forty-yard tall column from falling too quickly.

Pain blossomed across his form as the Silverines crawled over him.

JUMP! he commanded again, and once more a large number obeyed.

Another great shattering sound came from below, and the column suddenly lurched forward, rock shattering as it tore free from his talons to fall in the opposite direction.

It all happened so fast.

Scorio fell back, his wings buffeting the cavern wall, which, even as Silverines rushed over him, he used as a springboard to hurl himself after the falling tower, curling down and below it to press his shoulder against the toppling mass.

But it was too heavy, and he didn’t have enough traction. The tower, athwart his huge shoulders, fell toward the ground at a slightly lessened pace.

He had but seconds to react as he was driven to the ground. Silverines rioted across his form, tearing at his scales, but the ground was rushing up, he should shift to flame, avoid being crushed, but if anyone was still in the sphere—

Scorio braced for impact and roared again as he hit the ground, legs flexing as the weight of the tower slammed him down. For a second he strained, seeking to lessen the impact, and only then did he shift into flame so that the tower could cut right through his center and hit the cavern floor.

His flame body was dispersed. His mind fragmented as he spun about in curlicues of flame, and then he reformed, urgency renewing, to become his corporeal dragon self, flame inhaling into his chest. Coiling about, he bathed the length of the column in fire, then swung his body about, using his tail as a great whip with which to slap dozens of Silverines away even as he placed his Shroud over the broken sphere.

Movement from within.

With a great foreleg he hurled a chunk of curved stone aside. Jova and Nyrix lay within, the Dread Blaze unconscious, Jova alive but dazed.

The others had to have passed through Nyrix’s portal.

Scorio curled his talons about each body and leaped, tightening his Shroud about himself as he fought for air. Silverines fell upon the great expanses of his wings, tore at the leathery surface, and just as Scorio had lifted a handful of yards off the ground a behemoth Silverine came lumbering into him with great power, knocking him back so that he almost lost the vector of his flight to fall and crash to the ground.

But he strained, fought for each inch of elevation, and bellowed again with his command aura for the Instinctuals to leave them be.

Most willingly leaped off his form.

Up he flew, straining, muscles burning, his Heart blazing with Silver mana. What he wouldn’t have done for Gold! Higher he climbed, Silverines falling mindlessly upon his Shroud that he angled before him, his tail lashing back and forth to knock others away as they flung themselves at him laterally.

Up, up, and then Jova stirred in his taloned fist and rocks came flying up from below, a deluge of raw-edged stones that formed a spiraling funnel around them, knocking fiends away.

There.

The surface.

With a great roar, Scorio slammed his way through the delicate span of one bridge, shattering the strange stone and sending fiends flying, then cleared the edges of the great hole with his Shroud and flew up and out into the air.

Leonis, Kelona, and Xandera were standing back-to-back, fighting off the Silverines.

The ground beneath them shuddered and a great swathe of rock tore itself free from the ground, lifting the quartet into the air. They swayed, cried out in alarm, then saw Jova stretching an arm and understood.

Scorio fought for altitude, battering the remaining fiends on his body with commands to leap off, and soon he was free of their tearing fangs.

Nyrix remained unconscious, but Jova was alert. She dragged the platform of rock behind them as Scorio beat his way through the skies, leaving the warren with its hissing and furious Instinctuals behind.

He angled wide, carving a great curve over flinty white hills, casting for the Red Road, and when it finally loomed out of the fog he descended, releasing Jova at the very last so that she dropped into a stretch of sand. He landed awkwardly on three legs, the fourth holding Nyrix carefully, and shifted down to his human form even as he lay Nyrix down upon the blood-red paving stones.

The platform of rock settled down beside them, and the other Great Souls and Xandera hurried off.

“We did it!” Kelona let out a whoop. “Fresh air! Sky! Clouds! The great dismal wasteland of the Silver Unfathom!”

“How is he?” asked Jova, limping over. Something was wrong with her left leg, and blood ran down the side of her face, but she didn’t seem to mind.

Scorio kneeled beside Nyrix. The man was pale and covered in dust. One arm had too many joints, while blood was bubbling in his nostrils as he breathed.

“Falling is the worst,” said Leonis grimly. “Trust me on that one.”

“I tried to stop the tower.” Scorio studied Nyrix’s pale visage. “I did my best.”

“We know,” said Jova. “This was a battle. People get hurt.”

Scorio knew that truth, but still. “What can we do for him?”

“Get him to the Red Keep.” Jova stared south. “Maybe there’s someone there with healing powers.”

Xandera knelt on Nyrix’s other side. “Maybe he’ll just wake up like Leonis did?”

“Let’s hope,” agreed Scorio, then blew out his cheeks.

Jova squeezed his shoulder. “Good work. Everyone. We did well.”

Bitterness made Scorio want to protest, but he wasn’t a Flame Vault any longer. He was a Pyre Lord, and had to act like one. “Agreed. We need to get him to the Red Keep as quickly as we can. I can fly him in my man-dragon form without needing to stop. Jova, can you bring the—”

“Peaceful overtures!” trilled Sybelleo as they descended from the mists. “Gladsome emotions of relief and joy. You are alive!”

Scorio rose to his feet. “You.”

“This time it is not fate that draws us together, but my own wise patience!” Sybelleo spread their arms and smiled. “For eternal ages have I loitered close by, praying for your delivery, and the Silverine Suns must have heard my prayers, for here you are!”

“You didn’t warn us we were standing atop a massive warren of Instinctuals,” said Scorio. “You must have sensed it. The Silver mana below.”

Sybelleo bleated in consternation. “Instinctuals are another race entirely, they care nothing for my refined thought patterns, would have consumed me whole. Allow these thoughts to perish! I would never—”

“You’re telling me you didn’t know there was a warren? A massive amount of Silver below us?”

Sybelleo spun in a circle, voluminous skirts flaring out. “I sensed it too late, and cry my warnings I did, but by then the ground was giving way—”

“Ironic,” cut in Scorio again. “Given that you’re trying to sell your services as a guide through the Silver Unfathom. I thought you were infallible.”

Sybelleo opened and closed their mouth.

“Or perhaps you just hoped to snag one of us as the rest were consumed.” Scorio realized he wasn’t feeling much of anything at all. “But since we all fell inside, you were left without prey, and so hung around, hoping for at least one of us to escape.”

“Eternal mortifications upon such thinking!” bleated Sybelleo. “Innocent of such perfidious stratagems am I, poor Sybelleo—”

But he was already rising up into the air.

“No you don’t,” whispered Scorio. He Ignited his Heart reflexively and bellowed: “DOWN!”

His command reverberated through the air, and the Silverine Philosopher abruptly dipped back toward the ground, mouth opening into a perfect circle.

Scorio flowed into his flame form and swam through the Silverine, causing the fiend’s skirts to erupt into flame even as their flesh blistered and blackened. Sybelleo screamed, but Scorio became solid, having grown into his draconic form, and exhaled more flame directly into the Philosopher’s face.

Sybelleo’s head charred and fell apart.

One swipe of his searing talons caused what remained of the Philosopher’s head to sail free from their shoulders, and the Silverine collapsed to the ground beside the Red Road to sizzle and pop as their flesh continued to cook.

Scorio landed.

The others were staring at him, wide-eyed.

“I’m taking Nyrix to the Red Keep. Stay on the road. Move as fast as you can. I’ll see you all soon.”

Jova, expression grim, nodded once.

Gingerly, Scorio scooped Nyrix up into his scaled arms and stretched his wings out wide. He inhaled deeply of the fresh air, then took six running steps and leaped, to snap out his wings and beat them powerfully. He rose to a height of some twenty yards above the Red Road, and then put on speed, powering forward as the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique poured Bronze and Iron into his Heart.

Nyrix lay limp in his arms.

Speed.

A healer at the Red Keep was his only hope.

Grim, resolved, and utterly focused, Scorio flew like the wind, and went south.


Chapter 25

Scorio

The Red Keep hove into view.

It was like nothing Scorio had imagined. Cradled by huge banks of slowly roiling fog, its sanguine walls rose in stark defiance to the rough mountains around it, their faces roughened by the centuries but still bleak and stark, towering like slabs of petrified blood and clustered together so as to form an irregularly shaped fortress several hundred yards in height.

No windows. A single vast archway perforated the base at the top of a hundred broad steps.

And embedded perhaps a hundred yards above the archway was a great glass hemisphere which glimmered with golden light and caused concentric circles of coronas to ripple outward for a few yards from its surface.

Power.

The Red Keep spoke of defiance and obdurate pride. It was a blade stabbed deep into the fabric of the Silver Unfathom, a construct of defiance and resistance. Huge and powerful, unnatural and alien, the very sight of it caused consternation in Scorio’s heart. What manner of person would build such a monolithic monstrosity?

Figures flew around and around above its high flat roof. Silverines, hundreds of them, trilling and piping and laughing as they formed an endless whirlpool, some clad in voluminous robes, others naked. Antlers, wings, great eyes, eyeless faces, some elongated and attenuated, others short and powerful. But all silver-skinned, all alike despite their differences in their playful attempts at aping Great Souls.

Scorio drew closer. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been flying, but it must have been days. His muscles ached with a dull burn, and Nyrix had yet to stir in his arms. The Dread Blaze’s face had grown waxen and pale, his eyes sunken, and the cold winds had clearly taken a toll.

Damn it. Scorio had flown as fast as he could, but it clearly hadn’t been fast enough.

The Keep’s ghastly red form was almost luminous amidst the swirling fog banks. The great whirlpool of fiends lost coherency and began to fall apart as the hundreds of Silverines caught sight of his approach and scores flew out toward them.

They approached as a horde, some with golden eyes blazing in blackened sockets, others appearing to wear goggles of black glass. Some had alabaster features, their eyes seeming ornamental, while others were almost human, their eyelids lashed, their irises crimson or virulent blue or green. Feathered, fluted, decorated with horns or elaborate dresses, they approached, a dozen at the fore.

“Welcome to the Red Keep.” The speaker was feminine, her hair a wreath of platinum leaves, the skin of her beautiful face cracked like sun-dried mud. She hovered in the center of overlapping fronds of diaphanous, pearlescent silks, her body a shadowed silhouette in their center. “I see you lack an escort. May I ask if you have forged an official contract?”

“One that has been solemnized?” cried another, their face a skull from whose back grew a mess of ivory white branches, their body without clothing but formed of a mess of interweaving tree roots. “Are you bound by the sacred rite?”

A susurrus passed through the hundreds of other Silverines, eager and pressing in nature.

“I haven’t,” Scorio called back, pressing on to the Red Keep. “Nor want to. Let us pass.”

The young woman in nacreous silks flew alongside but at a remove. “You sound definitive in your declaration. I am Bathywillow the Foresighted. When the time comes for you to seek a guide, seek me out. I am but aching inches from Abstraction and will serve you well.”

“I’m going to land,” Scorio shouted back. “Excuse me.”

Other Silverines cried out their introductions as Scorio slid into a downward glide. The Silverines swirled about and followed as Scorio alighted on the broad landing before the huge archway. Most settled on the Red Keep’s face, clinging to it easily like flies, while others hovered overhead. Some descended to crowd in on both sides of the archway, while others, laughing as if with supercilious indifference, flew back to renew their great circling over the roof.

The skull-faced branch-headed fiend lowered to hover above the archway’s keystone. “I am Muzfritz the All-Consuming. Answer my simple question: do you desire success in your ventures? If so, beseech my services, as I wield clout and can open the doors to the chambers in which are hidden your desires.”

Being in draconic form gave him comfort when surrounded by so many fiends. But this was the Red Keep, was it not, where the Twilight Lady had dominion? Did he need to fear for his safety?

Two Great Souls emerged from the archway. The sepia-skinned woman he recognized instantly, his breath catching, while the paler man by her side was only passingly familiar.

The woman stared at him, momentarily taken aback, the recognition stark on her narrow, saturnine face. Her thick, striking eyebrows rose reflexively in surprise, then dropped as she frowned and crossed her arms.

Asha.

The young woman who’d died with him, Leonis, and Lianshi during their very first Gauntlet run.

She was now clad in heavy blue robes, tied off at the waist with a black sash, and her long black hair was coiled into a crown braid atop her head.

The fair-skinned youth by her side stood apart. He wore black, his dark hair shaved down nearly to the skin, which served only to emphasize the roundness of his head, his jug-like ears. A wicked scar smeared its way down from above his right eye, over the bridge of his nose, and splayed out like a river tributary across his left cheek, and several more scars carved white grooves across his shorn scalp. One eye was cushioned by old bruises, gone to yellow and purple, and he held himself with a calm stillness.

“Asha.” Scorio projected his voice as they approached. “My friend here needs healing. Is there anyone in the Red Keep who can help?”

“Scorio.” Her tone was reserved, her stare piercing. “Welcome to the Red Keep. You here to kill the Twilight Lady?”

“What? No.” Scorio hefted Nyrix higher up his chest. From anyone else that might have been a jest, but Asha’s tone was frigid. “Unless you think she deserves it?”

Her expression curdled.

The young man chose that moment to cut in. “It’s good to see you again, sir.” His voice was surprisingly strong and deep for his youthful frame. “Flame Vault Kairui. We never officially met, back on the Bone Plains. I was part of Charnel Duke Plassus’ contingent, though I’m now serving Blood Baroness Aezryna. I’ll let her know you’ve arrived.”

Kairui. The name wasn’t familiar, but the face. Yes. He’d spotted the kid in Plassus’ suite back in the Fury Spires. Noted him in passing for the scar. He had… water powers? Or was it ice? Either way, he recalled the others holding him in good account.

“Sounds good,” said Scorio, moving forward. “But first, healing?”

“I’ll let the Charnel Duchess know that you’re here,” said Asha. “She can stabilize your friend, if nothing else.”

“That would be most appreciated.”

“Well.” Asha sniffed. “Follow me, then. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to have you as her guest.”

Scorio stared thoughtfully at Asha’s back as he followed her into the Red Keep. After all these years she still held him in disdain. Somewhere right after their Gauntlet run he’d missed something crucial. If only old Leonis and Lianshi were here to explain it to him.

The entrance hall within was familiar, cavernous and dark but for the mana light torches burning dimly down the length of the walls. Others in the entrance hall had turned to study them. A huge table ran down the first half of the great hall to end at a central firepit, on whose far side a second table then continued to the back of the hall. A dozen or so Great Souls were seated in groups along this table, some eating, others smoking pipes, others nursing clay cups. Some faces were familiar, but Scorio strode after Asha, intent on keeping up.

“Scorio!” A rich, feminine voice sounded from the depths of the hall, welcome and familiar, and Druanna rose from the table to beam at him. Tall, handsome, her skin golden and her black hair bound back in a rough ponytail, she wore faded green robes and approached with long steps.

“You know Pyre Lady Druanna?” asked Kairui, mostly to himself and clearly impressed. “I’ll be off, then, to let the Blood Baroness know.”

“Druanna.” Scorio couldn’t help but return her smile even as he kept walking. “It’s good to see you again.”

She studied Nyrix with a frown, then him in turn, gaze speculative. “You’re alive. Somehow. Against all the odds. Come find me when you’ve taken care of your friend.”

“You bet I will.”

Asha hadn’t glanced back once, but instead cut through the sparse crowd to stride to the back of the hall, body radiating tension. Druanna fell away, and though others watched him pass down the length of the hall, he kept his gaze on Asha’s stiff back.

She led him through an archway into the hall beyond in whose corner a spiral staircase was housed.

“Asha. How’ve you been?” A poor attempt, but better than nothing.

“Fine. Thanks for asking.”

She led him briskly up the staircase, her steps light and agile.

He tried to focus on her Heart. What rank was she? But his control, as ever, was clumsy. He caught glimpses of it, rough-hewn and dark, heavy and dense, but didn’t know what to make of it. “Hey, what rank are you?”

“Just a Flame Vault.” She didn’t even look back. “It’s not been—never mind.”

They stepped out into a narrow hallway whose length was lit by mana light torches every handful of paces. A thick, dusty carpet led down the center of the hall, its burgundy and gold patterning abstract and hard to discern. Doorways and archways opened up on both, but Asha swept past them all.

He wanted to ask her what had happened. Why she held this grudge against him. After all he’d been through, all he’d suffered and lost, her animosity felt petty, and his tiptoeing around it unnecessary.

But with Nyrix in his arms, this wasn’t the time.

Soon, he promised himself. Before he left the Red Keep. He’d sound out the cause of Asha’s hatred.

They turned into a broader hallway, the continuous rug of deeper pile and woven from a deep blue and green. The mana lights were Silver, filling the air with a crisp, haunting radiance, and the air had a faint scent of something herbal that Scorio couldn’t place, a hint of berries, perhaps, or something that made him think of dark fir trees in winter.

So you’re working for the Twilight Lady? He almost asked, but then caught himself. She’d relish giving him a contemptuous stare for such an inane question.

Instead, she reached a heavy wooden door and knocked three times rapidly upon it. “My lady? Scorio’s here. He’s brought a wounded companion.”

“Come in,” came the muffled response.

Asha opened the door and stepped inside, turning as she did to face them both.

He entered. Scorio tried not to appear overtly wary. The chamber was broad and deep, and partitioned expertly into different areas by artfully placed planters and screens. The herbal scent was slightly stronger here, and not unpleasant, and the illumination softer, the mana lights a mixture of Copper and Silver that resulted in a pleasant soft amber glow.

Lady Krula had risen from an armchair placed by a broad hearth in which crackled a large fire. Three other Great Souls sat with her, none of them familiar, though the expression of one was heated, his lips pursed.

She was taller than Scorio was, her dark brown hair straight and falling down about her bony shoulders. Her skin was so pale as to give her a bloodless look, veins blue and visible against the back of her hands. Her features were long, almost equine, her hook nose striking, her lips broad and lightly rouged, but even that faint splash of color was vivid against her pale skin and black robes. Her gaze was blue and piercing, framed by elegant dark brows, and as with all higher-ranked Great Souls, she seemed subtly more real than the rest of the room, more vividly present, more imposing.

Scorio inhaled and bowed his head. “Lady Krula. Great Souls.”

The other three had risen to their feet, but hung back.

“Scorio.” Her voice was deep and resonant. “Your reputation precedes you. Please. Lay your friend on the settee. What happened to him? And thank you, Asha.”

Scorio glimpsed Asha bowing low and closing the door behind her as she departed. Still wary, he moved to the long couch and carefully lowered Nyrix onto the upholstered red surface. His arms ached from days of holding his friend, and he shook them out as he stepped back.

Was Nyrix even alive? Yes—his chest yet rose and fell, but barely.

“A fall. We were escaping Instinctuals. Nyrix was almost crushed.”

“As is ever the case.”

Lady Krula regarded the Dread Blaze. “I am no medic, and my temporal powers complicate my powers of healing, such that were I to attempt to restore your friend, he might become permanently slowed. What I can do, however, is simply slow the passage of time for him so that he remains in this state until Erich returns from patrol.”

“Erich can heal him?”

Lady Krula nodded, expression distracted. “In a manner of speaking. He’s your best hope, at any rate. Do I have your permission to work on your friend?”

“I—yes. Please.”

“Then step back.” Lady Krula extended her hand to touch Nyrix’s wrist, raised her chin, eyes narrowing as she focused. Her Heart Ignited, and such was her power that Scorio almost took another step back, for it felt as if a Silver bonfire had blazed to life by his side.

But nothing happened.

No, that wasn’t quite right. Nyrix ceased to breathe.

“There,” said Lady Krula. “A day for us shall be as a minute for him. It should preserve him until Erich returns. He always reports to me after patrol, so I’ll have him work his powers on your friend the moment he presents himself.”

“You are too kind,” said Scorio, and relief flooded him. Days of strain and flight and Nyrix wasting away in his arms had been an overwhelming weight on his heart. “Thank you.”

Lady Krula bowed her head with grave dignity. “You are, of course, most welcome. I wish that I could invite you to sit and talk, but you have caught me in the midst of important deliberations. May I send for you when the time is right?”

Scorio glanced at the other three Great Souls, and inclined his head in return. “Of course. Thank you. My apologies for the interruption.”

“Apologies are not necessary. I look forward to speaking with you soon.”

Scorio moved to her door, cast one last gaze at where Nyrix lay entombed in a casement of frozen time, then managed a grimace of a smile and stepped back outside into the hall.

Instinct almost bid him insist he stay by Nyrix’s side even as he closed Lady Krula’s door. To watch over his friend, to not let Nyrix leave his sight. But that wasn’t tenable. Was it? Should he have insisted on interrupting Lady Krula’s meeting, made it overt that he didn’t trust her, and shown rank ingratitude for her swift aid?

For a long moment he hesitated by the door, but then turned away to make his way back down. His stomach was cramping from hunger. He felt parched and lightheaded from thirst.

Everyone had seen him carry Nyrix into the Red Keep. Moira had spoken well, if guardedly, of Lady Krula.

Nyrix would be safe.

And what a terrifying power Lady Krula had. To slow time with but a touch? Incredible. She’d reduced Nyrix to a minute for every day that passed without—could she do more? A minute for every year? Every century?

Fascinating and terrifying both.

Exhausted, distracted, and concerned, he retraced his steps and descended to the ground floor. The large hall was as before, voices echoing off the high ceiling, Great Souls gathered in knots over their meals, but at his emergence the conversation died back down as wary glances were cast his way.

Druanna had been waiting. She rose smoothly to her feet, her smile confident, and stepped away from her table to meet him.

“Your friend?” she asked.

“Just about frozen in time. Lady Krula said an Erich would be able to heal him.”

Druanna inclined her head. “Erich is Lady Krula’s pale shadow. He can reverse time with a touch. Your friend will awaken in the moment before he sustained the injury.”

“Reverse time?” Scorio chuckled in disbelief. “Now that’s an incredible power.”

“It has a cost. For every moment Eric reverses, his own life accelerates.”

“Ah.” Scorio winced. “That’s… yeah.” Scorio resisted the urge to scratch at the back of his head. It felt surreal to be on equal footing with her. With Druanna.

“We’ve much to catch up on,” said Druanna, crossing her arms over her chest and leaning back on her heels. “But your timing couldn’t be better. Or worse. Dameon’s here.”

“Yeah.” A wave of turbulent emotion arose within him. “I mean to have a word.”

“A ‘word’.” Druanna’s amusement was dry. “Well, I’ll caution you. He’s become the Twilight Lady’s right-hand man. They’re thick as thieves. She won’t let you touch him.”

Scorio nodded slowly. “Alright. I’ll leave Dameon completely alone.”

“I’m serious.” Druanna eyed him carefully. “If the Charnel Duchess didn’t forbid all violence inside her halls, I’d have killed the man myself.”

Other Great Souls were approaching, more faces from Scorio’s past. To his surprise he recognized Instructor Rex, his face as battered and gnarled as ever, along with Massamach, the student who’d placed just behind Ravenna and Jova during their initial Gauntlet run.

“Well look who it is,” drawled Rex as he came to a stop. Lean, hard-bitten, with ruddy skin and cauliflower ears, he looked indestructible. “The darling of Class of 873. No offense, Massamach.”

Massamach stepped in, hand extended. As big as Leonis, square jawed, with rich black skin and hair shorn close to the scalp like Kairui, Massamach appeared at once indomitable yet reserved. “Good to see you again, Scorio.”

Scorio’s hand was lost inside the other man’s huge clasp. “Massamach. How have you been?”

“I’ve just recently made Dread Blaze. Looks like I’ve been slacking.”

“You’re gonna make me look bad,” grinned Rex. “Seeing as I’ve been a Dread Blaze going on seven years now. Guess I’m just plain unmotivated.”

The group moved to the end of the table where chairs were claimed and drinks poured.

“Welcome to one of the weirdest places in hell,” said Rex, setting the jug aside. “You know about the Twilight Lady, don’t you?”

“Pyre Lady Moira told me a little,” said Scorio hesitantly. “And I now know she can slow time. Anything else in particular I should know?”

Rex’s battered face split into a grin. “The secret to immortality’s hidden in these halls. Want to live forever?”

“Immortality?”

“He’s being droll,” said Druanna, rocking back onto the rear two legs of her chair. “But, yes, in a sense. The longer you remain at the Red Keep, the longer you’ll live. Lady Krula’s power causes time to pass slowly here. A day spent in the Keep is several days in the rest of hell. Or the parts that follow Bastion’s time stream.”

Scorio sipped his ale. “So not exactly immortality.”

“Call it what you will,” smiled Rex. “But it’s a fact. Best you know it before you lose a month enjoying the Twilight Lady’s hospitality.”

“Moira mentioned she was long lived. But it’s more a case that she’s simply lived more slowly?”

“Correct,” said Druanna. “I think it’s been twenty years for her, a century for the rest of us.” She glanced at Rex. “She’s from which Class…?”

“777,” said Massamach quietly. “Easy enough to remember.”

“Damn,” said Scorio. “That’s… that’s some power. Can she control it?”

“Supposedly.” Druanna sipped her drink. “But while her ability to slow time is impressive, especially in combat, you need to know about her other, more dangerous ability.”

“It’s messed up,” said Rex, brows rising as he examined the contents of his cup.

“It’s why she’s lasted so long as the lady of the Red Keep,” agreed Massamach. “She can destroy her importance to you. Literally make it so that you stop caring about her role in your life.”

“And she can change your memories,” said Druanna. “That’s the most insidious one. Or so it’s said. I heard it from someone who heard it from someone, but as far as I know she only uses the power on her consort, Grey.”

“On her consort?” Scorio paused, fork raised to his lips. “Wait. What? She changes his memories? Is he her prisoner?”

“Lucky guy,” said Rex, waggling his eyebrows.

Druanna frowned at him.

“What?” Rex grinned. “You don’t like tall glasses of water?”

Massamach leaned forward on both elbows, looming massively on the other side of the table. “Grey’s a good man. Strange, but I like him. A Pyre Lord. But he got a bad power. I’ve heard it said his touch can bring your worst memories to life, and he can transform into them, even.”

“I heard it was your worst nightmare,” said Rex. “Which given some of mine?” He shivered exaggeratedly. “Scary.”

“Wait,” said Scorio, trying to keep up. “Can she change your memories at will? Can she read your mind?”

“No, I don’t think so,” said Druanna. “Though I don’t know what the trigger is, so to be honest, perhaps it’s just that she’s very diplomatic about using it.”

“Or subtle,” said Massamach quietly.

Scorio nodded slowly, considering. It was… strange. Surreal. To be sitting with Rex and speaking like equals. The same Instructor who’d once directed their tactics class and seemed so formidable, so powerful, so indestructible. And seeing Druanna now as a fellow Pyre Lord was surreal as well. Everything was changing too fast.

Druanna must have picked up on his train of thoughts. “A lot has happened since the Iron Weald.”

“Yeah,” said Scorio. She had to be referring to Naomi’s fate. “We should catch up properly sometime soon.”

“Yes. Are you planning on staying at the Red Keep for a spell, or just passing through?”

“The rest of my companions should be arriving soon. I left them behind to bring Nyrix. But we can’t stay here long. Not if doing so costs twice as much time on the outside.”

“Are you passing through?” asked Massamach. “Or staying in the Silver Unfathom?”

“Staying for a bit,” allowed Scorio.

“Then you’ll need yourself a Silverine guide,” said Rex, wincing sympathetically. “Unless you already got yourself one?”

“No,” said Scorio, thinking of Sybelleo burning before him. “For that matter, how are we supposed to handle the Silverines? We had to fight our way free of a warren of Instinctuals, and the Philosophers worry me almost even more.”

Rex snorted. “They’re crazier than a horny Okoz. They’ve this real fixation on eating each other.”

“And the situation in the Silver Unfathom is more dangerous than anyone told me,” said Druanna quietly. “So if you’re feeling overwhelmed, know that it’s normal. The Silverines… I mean, where to begin?”

Massamach hesitated then gave it a shot. “They operate on a completely different life cycle than anything I’ve seen before. They begin as mindless eels, and then if they get enough mana, evolve into a variety of, what?” He glanced at Druanna as if checking for her opinion. “Animals? Fiendish beasts?”

Druanna nodded. “The Instinctuals you dealt with. They’re hard to categorize, as they take on varied forms, but yes. They operate more by cunning than intelligence. A pack attacked me on my approach. They weren’t difficult to dispatch, but they were definitely bestial. More mindlessly hungry than anything else.”

“Right, Instinctuals,” agreed Massamach. “Though apparently their numbers have gone down.”

“Massamach is turning into a regular fiendologist,” grinned Rex, crossing his arms and rocking his chair back onto its rear legs. “Aren’t you, Massamach? You should have stayed back in the Academy and become a librarian.”

“Right.” Massamach gave the subtlest eye roll Scorio had ever seen. “Nothing wrong with learning what you’re dealing with. I’ve had some conversations with the Twilight Lady. She’s obviously had to deal with them plenty over the past century. Apparently, their society was once pyramid-shaped. Eels everywhere, then Instinctuals next in terms of the most numbers, then the Philosophers, then the Abstractions.”

“There was this Silverine, Sybelleo, who tried tagging along with us,” said Scorio. “He said the eels are part of a giant mana-catching net on the southern border.” He considered the notion again. “That sounds absurd.”

“They were telling the truth of it,” agreed Massamach. “The Silverines get smarter the higher they evolve. The Abstractions operate on another level. I’ve never seen one, but the Twilight Lady said they’re almost impossible to understand.”

“And she’s wicked smart,” said Rex. “So I reckon I’m not going to bother attending an Abstraction party even if they invite me to attend.”

“Good for you, Rex,” said Druanna. “Anyway. The strangest aspect is that they look forward to being eaten by their own kind. Their own bloodline, or family-type, or whatever. They pass on their memories and power to those who eat them.”

Scorio frowned. “They look forward to it? They want to be eaten?”

“But only by the right Silverines,” agreed Druanna. “They’re protective of their evolutions. Or something. It puts me in mind of trade secrets. They’re terrified of another bloodline eating them and gaining their hard-won adaptations.”

“So all the ones outside?” asked Scorio. “They’re all part of the same family?”

“Correct,” said Massamach. “All part of the bloodline that’s most invested in working with Great Souls.”

“That’s eaten the most of us,” said Rex. “Don’t sugar coat it. They’re shaped and look like us because they’ve eaten enough Great Souls over the years to change into humanoid types.”

“Fair.” Massamach’s smile grew grim. “Best not to be caught alone with a bunch of them. They’re liable to try to eat you.”

Scorio thought of the warren crawling with Instinctuals. “So they’re always just looking for their next meal?”

Massamach shook his head. “Not quite. They’re just always looking for high quality mana. Especially if it’s been processed through a Great Soul reservoir. But their ecology’s more complex than I think we give them credit for. And all of it geared to their eventually merging with one of the Silverine Suns.”

“One of their gods, you mean,” said Rex. “The crazy bastards worship those moons—why they call them Suns, anyway? They don’t light anything up. Think about it. They look like moons.”

“I don’t know why they call them that,” said Massamach after a moment.

“Regardless.” Druanna placed her palm on the table. “Low-ranked Philosophers can come across as children, mindless and spewing words they barely understand. But don’t underestimate them. They’re ferocious predators, all of them, in every life cycle. And the more intelligent they become, the more dangerous.”

“But if they’re so predatory and dangerous, and there’s so many of them, why are they allowed to gather around the Red Keep like that? Shouldn’t the Twilight Lady be keeping them away?”

Druanna shrugged. “That’s her prerogative. Seems like they’re a necessary evil. Their numbers apparently are endless now. You can’t just wish them away.”

“Yeah.” Massamach nodded thoughtfully. “I feel like the Silverine situation’s been overlooked due to the Blood Ox and the Veridian Heart crisis. The way the situation is changing on the ground in the Silver Unfathom is happening at an exponential rate.”

“Exponential?” Rex stared at him. “What are you talking about?”

“It means the change keeps happening faster and faster,” said Massamach, eyeing Rex dubiously. “I guess you didn’t take Instructor Hera’s math class? The story about doubling the grains of rice?”

“No, I didn’t take her cooking class.” Rex waved Massamach away. “You’re losing the point. The point is, Druanna’s right. The more I learn about the situation here, the worse it sounds. I feel like the Twilight Lady should’ve been ringing the alarm bells years ago.”

“But she’s not worried?” asked Scorio.

Rex and Druanna exchanged a glance, but it was the Pyre Lady that responded. “Who can say? She’s hard to read, and very much in control. Regardless. Don’t underestimate the Silverines, especially if you’ve only dealt with their low-ranked Philosophers.”

“We met a high-ranked one. At the first way station. Went by the name of Pashamylo?”

“Oh, yeah,” grinned Rex. “Talk about a twisted introduction. Those boys are messed up. Getting some of that Silverine ass on the regular and looking permanently hungover as a result.”

“Rex,” said Druanna. “This isn’t a men’s bathhouse. Mind your tongue.”

To which Rex grinned back in delight.

Now it was Druanna’s turn to roll her eyes. “I’m sorry. Scorio, you were saying?”

“Just that there was this one Silverine who was much more… self-possessed, more intelligent seeming. And as Rex said, the two Great Souls there were clearly laying with her and paying in mana.”

Druanna sighed. “Men.”

“That’s not right,” said Rex. “I’ve met some upstanding men in my time. Like Massamach here. Don’t go lumping him in with guys like me.”

Massamach ignored Rex. “Yes, this Pashamylo is probably an advanced type. They don’t share our morality, or sense of propriety. To her, sleeping with these two men is just an expedient way to get ahead.”

Rex lit up. “She’s not getting a head, she’s—” Then he caught himself, glanced at Druanna, and sat back. “Nothing. Forgot this wasn’t a bathhouse.”

Despite the conversation, having a full stomach was causing a feeling of lethargy to steal over Scorio. His eyelids were growing heavy, and he felt the exertion of several continuous days of flying as fast as he could catching up with him.

“Enough of that,” said Druanna, tone firm. “Our friend here needs to rest. Come on. I’ll show you where you can bunk.”

“Thanks,” said Scorio, rising to his feet. “Rex. Massamach. Good seeing you.”

“Not if I see you first,” said Rex, then scowled. “Dang it, that didn’t make sense.”

“I look forward to hearing more about your adventures,” said Massamach gravely. “When you have a moment.”

“Sure thing.” Scorio picked up his cup and plate, followed Druanna to where dirty dishes were deposited in a large tub, and set them down.

He followed Druanna up to the third floor, but exhaustion was hitting him hard. She explained that half the Red Keep stood empty, which made finding a place to sleep a simple matter. In short order, they pushed open a door to a plain chamber.

Bed, table, chair, empty wash basin, chest.

“It really is good to see you again,” said Druanna, leaning against the doorframe. “I’ll keep an eye out for your friends. But in the meantime, rest.”

Scorio cracked a huge yawn that brought tears to his eyes. “Yeah. Seeing you here? Unexpected boon.”

Druanna smiled. “We’ll have a proper catch-up when you awake. Bar the door behind me.”

“Will do.”

Druanna pushed off the frame and departed.

Scorio closed the stout door and dropped the crossbar.

Then he staggered to the bed and dropped onto it, not even bothering to kick off his boots. Yawned mightily again, and remained awake just long enough to feel a modicum of wonder. He’d swapped the warren and its thousands of Instinctuals for the Red Keep and its Great Souls.

And to be honest, he didn’t feel much safer.


Chapter 26

Scorio

A firm rap on his door dragged Scorio from his dreams—something about chasing the Nightmare Lady through the depths of the Chasm, calling her name, begging her to turn around—and he sat up with a gasp, momentarily disoriented, but glad to be torn from that dream.

Chest heaving, he looked about himself, darkvision revealing the confines of the minimalist room, and then the door rang again with impatient knocking.

“One moment,” he called, and rose to his feet. He felt disoriented, only partially present in the chamber, but there was no water in the basin, no clothing for him to change into, so the best he could do was rub his eyes, work his jaw, then step up and unbar the door.

Asha stood before him, jaw set. “I have been instructed by the Twilight Lady to request your presence. Jova and the others arrived during the night. Most of them are sleeping, but Jova will join you to watch Erich heal your friend.”

The way she phrased it made it clear she was delivering this message only because she had no choice.

“Great,” said Scorio. He glanced back into the room, but he was leaving nothing behind. As such, there was no need to do more than draw the door closed and follow Asha as she strode rapidly back to the stairwell.

Good. His friends had arrived, and without adventure. Asha would surely have mentioned any losses, or more realistically, Jova herself would have awoken him the moment she’d arrived if she’d thought there was a need.

Now with Erich moving to heal Nyrix, everything was falling into place.

Scorio trailed after Asha, mind too sluggish to bother with asking questions, and nodded absently to a couple of Great Souls he didn’t recognize that bowed politely as he passed by.

Strange.

A few minutes later they were before the Twilight Lady’s door again, which stood open to reveal Lady Krula, Jova, and a stranger within.

Asha gave a prim, insincere smile as she gestured with forced formality for him to proceed, and he inclined his head back politely to her before doing just that.

“Scorio.” Jova looked exhausted, skin ashen, eyes rimmed with dark circles, but she stood as tall and with shoulders squared as ever. “Good morning.”

“Jova.” For a moment, he felt wrong-footed. He was so glad to see her that his impulse was go up and give her a friendly hug, but then again, that felt completely wrong. So he settled for a nod.

“Pyre Lord Scorio, meet Dread Blaze Erich.” Lady Krula’s tone was dry, businesslike, but amicable. “He’s just returned from his sojourn to the first way station south, and believes he can be of help.”

Erich was a compact man, perhaps in his mid-thirties, with a shock of sandy brown hair that someone had cut artlessly so that it didn’t hang in his eyes. Square of jaw, smile forthright if perhaps a little grim, he inclined his head politely to Scorio. “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance, Pyre Lord. Shall we get to it?”

Their little group moved over to where Nyrix lay frozen. He looked, unsurprisingly, exactly the same as before.

“I was told you can reverse what happened?” asked Scorio.

“I can. How long has it been?”

“Three days?” Scorio glanced at Jova for confirmation, but she shook her head.

“It’s been five.”

“Right.” Scorio smiled apologetically to Lady Krula, who looked amused. “Five outside. Three days for Nyrix.”

“Very well. Not too bad.” Erich rubbed his hands on his hips. “Three days it is.”

“You age that amount, correct?” Scorio resisted the urge to apologize. “If so, you have our gratitude.”

“Why receive a gift if it’s not meant to be used?” Erich’s smile was tired. “And how many of us die of natural causes? Don’t worry. I’ve made my peace with the price I pay to help others. Three days isn’t bad.”

Scorio nodded. “Still. Thank you.”

Erich glanced at Lady Krula. “If you’re ready?”

She inclined her head graciously, and Nyrix seemed to come alive, chest rising and falling slightly.

But then Erich reached down to touch his temple, and Nyrix’s form abruptly blurred. He didn’t move, didn’t thrash, but his chest and throat became indistinct, and a rough, constant, whispering sound filled the air.

“Erich’s patients retract every breath, every heartbeat,” said Lady Krula, tone appreciative. “They literally regress through every moment they’ve lived.”

“All memories are erased?” asked Jova.

“Yes,” said Erich, tone terse. “I know what you’re thinking, and yes, I can use it in combat. But I need to maintain contact, and I’ve sworn not to regress anybody that doesn’t give me permission first. As long as they’re not trying to kill me, coerce obedience toward their private ends, destroy beauty, produce pain, or harm those I love.”

Scorio watched, fascinated, as Nyrix continued to reverse his breathing at a tremendously accelerated rate, and then abruptly his color returned and Erich snatched back his hand.

“There.” The square-jawed man frowned down at Nyrix. “I managed to stop it only an hour or so before the wound was dealt. He’ll wake up disoriented. Won’t remember anything that happened from that point on.”

“Fantastic.” Scorio beamed at Erich. “You saved his life. Thank you.”

Erich gave a lopsided smile. “We all have our roles to play. If there’s nothing else?”

“You’ve earned your rest, and more,” said Lady Krula, tone kind. “Thank you, Erich.”

The stocky man bowed, but even as he did so, Nyrix began stirring.

“I…” The young Dread Blaze sat up, hand going to the back of his head, eyelids fluttering. “What…?”

“You’re alright.” Scorio moved to stand squarely before him. “Nyrix? You with us?”

“I…” Then his eyes snapped open wide as he took in the chamber, the light, the fact that they were no longer underground. He jerked back, shocked. “What the—?”

“Hey,” Scorio laughed. “It’s alright. Easy there. You’re safe. I know. You were just in the cave. But you’ve lost a few days. You got hurt when we made our break for it. I carried you south to the Red Keep, where you were healed by having your personal time clock reversed to just before your injury.”

“Reversed?” Nyrix lowered his hand, face slack. “We escaped?”

“We escaped,” agreed Jova, tone wry. “Everybody’s fine. You’re fine. You just need to eat and catch up on everything that happened.”

“I…” Nyrix blinked, considered himself, the room, then stared at Lady Krula, eyes widening again.

“I am the Twilight Lady, mistress of the Red Keep. Be welcome, Nyrix. Scorio, Jova, I would speak with you now about your affairs and my own. Would it suit for Erich to take your friend to the others?”

Scorio exchanged a glance with Jova, who gave the slightest of shrugs.

“Sure,” he said. “Thanks. That alright with you, Nyrix?”

“Yeah.” The man seemed to be coming more and more into the present with each passing moment. “I… yeah, that would be fine. Thank you.”

“Come on, then,” said Erich, extending his hand. “I’ll get you squared away.”

Nyrix allowed the other man to haul him to his feet. “Alright. Scorio. Jova.”

They nodded to him as he followed Erich out the door, then turned to follow Lady Krula back to her fireplace, where she lowered herself into an armchair and gestured for them to join her. Scorio did so, but Jova chose to remain standing, feet set shoulder width apart, arms crossed behind her back. “You must know me from my past life.”

“I do. I’ve ruled here for a century. You made quite the stir when you returned to LastRock.” Lady Krula’s expression was sanguine. “I grieved when you died.”

“You did?” Jova’s skepticism was both obvious and flinty. “How strange. In my journals I saw no sign of your having come to my aid.”

“I could not. I am charged with maintaining dominion over the Red Keep and Red Road.” The Twilight Lady’s tone remained mild. “But I did send what aid I could, and I think it fair to say my own intervention kept the Silverines from joining the Blood Ox’s forces.”

“I wondered about that,” said Scorio, sitting forward. “Why he brought Gold-ranked fiends and then recruited Bronze, but had no Silvers in his forces.”

“The Silverines and I… well. To say we understand each other might be overstating it. But I’ve been a constant presence for some time, and when I bid them resist the Blood Ox’s overtures, I think they listened. Not that they were eager to enslave themselves to his cause in the first place. No. They’re fixated on their own ascension to godhood.” She glanced back to Jova. “But you have my apologies. I wish I could have done more.”

Jova sniffed, but was sufficiently mollified to take a seat.

“Now then.” Lady Krula smiled coolly at Scorio. “Speaking of the Blood Ox, it seems we Great Souls owe you a debt of gratitude. Very impressive.”

The praise washed off him, leaving him unmoved. “Thanks.”

“No thanks are necessary. The Blood Ox was a bane that defied our collective might for a decade…” Lady Krula’s deep blue eyes narrowed as she peered more closely at Scorio, and then the corner of her lips quirked as if in pleasant surprise. “Wait. I sense Noumenon in your Heart. How…?”

“Noumenon?” Scorio blinked, mind momentarily blanking. Oh. Oh.

“Oh, yes. And what a gorgeous Heart. I’ve never seen one so spherical, so free of flaws. And your body’s Gold-tempered I see. My, my, but you’re a remarkable man, Scorio. But all that is nothing compared to… yes. I can barely make it out, but the thinnest threads of Noumenon are interlaced through your Heart.” Her gaze had been focused on the middle distance as she stared right through him, but she abruptly focused on him once more. “May I ask how that came to be?”

Scorio hesitated, glanced at Jova—he’d never revealed this to even her—and bowed his head in apology. “It’s… well. Private. I’m sorry.”

“Private.” She didn’t seem offended. “Fascinating. Aezryna told me you survived a direct encounter with the Blood Ox that saw everyone else slain. She’s here, incidentally, though Charoth has pressed on. I’m sure she’ll want to speak with you. But. Were I into making wagers, I’d bet those traces of Noumenon… never mind.” Her smile returned. “You’ve asked for privacy, so I shall respect it. Still. What can you share of those fateful last days of the Blood Ox? There’s no disputing the central role you took in his downfall.”

Jova sat stiffly, her stare wooden as she listened to Scorio’s account. Of Plassus’ forces spearing deep into the Bone Plains, the ambush, their desperate escape. How they’d chased the Gold-ranked fiends and done battle, only to force the Blood Ox out of hiding who’d destroyed them in turn.

“Indeed,” said Lady Krula, turning to smile wanly at Jova. “You’re to be commended for your ambitious plan in uniting the fiends against the Blood Ox. A pity it didn’t come to fruition.”

Jova’s lips thinned and she inclined her head a fraction of an inch.

At the Twilight Lady’s encouragement, Scorio continued. How he’d survived the attack—Lady Krula raised a brow as he elided the details but made no comment—and how he’d raced back to the Fury Spires with his companions.

“You reached the Fury Spires before the Blood Ox’s forces,” mused Lady Krula, tapping a long forefinger against her bony knee. “An impressive accomplishment by itself.”

“We had help. From Xandera Prime. And with her, we were able to infiltrate the Fury Spires and take Bravurn by surprise.”

“The Iron Tyrant is dead.” Was Lady Krula’s smile wistful? Nostalgic? Amused? “I never thought I’d see the day. I’ll not pretend I didn’t despise the man, but for many years he seemed a necessary evil. I’ve heard he was a traitor to our kind?”

“He was. We recovered texts that proved he was a member of a secret organization called the Herdsmen.” Scorio watched her closely. “Have you heard of them?”

“Heard of the Herdsmen?” Was her tone mildly mocking? “No.” Then she stopped and considered, gazing up and to the left. “Hmm. Herdsmen. No. I don’t think so.” She glanced back at him. “And they are?”

“Bastards, as far as I can tell. I’m on a quest to learn more about them. They’ve filled our world with lies. Manipulated us. I don’t know to what end. But I mean to find out.”

“Hence your coming here. But we get ahead of ourselves. May I ask how you defeated Bravurn? You were but a Dread Blaze at the time, were you not?”

Scorio completed the tale. He told it as factually as he could, and Lady Krula’s sober stare inspired him to even mention what had happened with Naomi at the moment of their victory.

Again, he realized, an aspect of his story that he’d not shared with Jova.

Who was listening intently, gazing at him so fixedly that he could almost feel the force of her stare.

Scorio focused on Lady Krula. “Have you seen or heard anything about Naomi’s location?” His throat tightened as he struggled to remain calm. “You hear of everyone who takes the Red Road, right?”

“Or who enters one of my many way stations, yes. I have dominion, though it is very, very circumscribed. But, no. I’m sorry. While I can identify strangers entering my domain, my powers do not grant me the ability to discern their name or identity. There have been strangers flocking through, but none that I would surmise are your friend. I’m sorry.”

“I see.” He fought down the disappointment and relief. “Thanks.”

“Remarkable. Truly. You are a wonder, Scorio. With your Heart, your Gold-tempering, and your active role in so many of the recent crises that have engulfed the upper layers of hell. I salute your determination and ability to survive.”

Scorio shifted in his seat and avoided looking at Jova. “I’ve had good friends help me along the way.”

“Now here you are. At my Red Keep. Searching, you said, for these Herdsmen. Do you suspect me to be one of their number?”

Jova snorted.

“I don’t know.” Scorio met her gaze. “Are you?”

The corner of her broad mouth curled in amusement. “I’m not, but I wouldn’t blame you for doubting me. You must suspect everyone and everything after dealing with Praximar and Bravurn.”

“It’s hard not to,” agreed Scorio.

“It’s become basic prudence,” said Jova.

“I wish I could put your mind to rest. Alas. Words are often so inadequate. Perhaps I can assist you in your hunt. Is that why you’ve come here?”

Scorio nodded slowly. Something about her frank manner was disarming. Her power wasn’t meant to make her more likeable, but rather change memories, right? Still, it paid to be wary of his own favorable impression of her regardless. “I’ve a map that I believe correlates to, I don’t know, landmarks or points of interest across the Silver Unfathom and the Lustrous Maria. Perhaps you could take a look and let me know if it makes sense to you?”

She raised a brow. “I do love maps. Show me?”

Jova nodded her tacit agreement, so he warily drew the rosewood box from inside his robes. It was small, beautifully carved, and upon its lid was a tracery of inlaid golden lines over an old-fashioned symbol of a compass.

Lady Krula was clearly amused by his reticence. “If you want, you can just hold it out for me to see.”

Feeling self-conscious but grateful for not being asked to hand it over, Scorio was about to do so when he caught himself. This was a Charnel Duchess. She had dominion. If she wished, she could snuff out his Heart and destroy him with her Ferula.

Pretending he had control over the situation was childish.

So, despite his misgivings, he simply held the box out to her.

She inclined her head in appreciation and took it. Her fingers were long, the knuckles pronounced, but she turned the box about with delicate precision, then ran her thumb over the golden lines.

“Fascinating. Fascinating!” And with a sudden burst of energy, she rose from her armchair like a heron rising abruptly from a marsh to stride across the room. “Rather than waste your time with words, come and see.”

Scorio and Jova both hurried after her. Dare he hope? Lady Krula led them to the rear of the room and through an archway into what had to be her study. The walls were lined with heavy brown shelves on which books and scrolls and small pieces of art or mementoes were kept, and in the room’s center was a large square table on which a map was pinned down at each corner by a small pile of books, a steel skull, a glass vase from which a lightly glowing green fern emerged, and a singular chunk of crystal whose depths held rainbow hues.

But the map.

It was clearly an original, the brushstrokes masterly, the canvas broad. The paint ranged from brown to silver to gold to crimson, and for a moment Scorio couldn’t connect what he was looking at to the hell he knew.

“Here’s the Red Road,” said Lady Krula, tone brisk. “It runs from the edge of the Telurian Band here down through my many way stations to spill out into the Lustrous Maria down here. This is the Red Keep, square and centered. Now.”

She held up the rosewood box so that Scorio could take in its patterns even as he glanced at the map beyond it. “These lines and dots correlate magnificently with something I’ve studied for most of my tenure in the Silver Unfathom. Here, and here, and here. Do you see?”

And she reached down to stab her finger at golden discs that were placed across the breadth of the map.

“Yes.” Scorio looked back and forth from the lid and its markings to the table. “It’s—those are the markings. What are they?”

“The Silverine Suns.” Lady Krula set the box down to cross her arms over her chest. “The unmoving fixtures of the Silver Unfathom and source of much mystery.”

“Oh.” Scorio took up the box and considered the golden trail. It ran from Sun to Sun. “That’s…”

“Going to complicate your life. Yes. For one, the Silverines are incredibly protective of their Suns. Naturally. Two, the landscape around them is treacherous. You have been warned, I assume, of how the Suns’ potency causes the very world around them to distort into various planes, so that you can’t be sure on which you’re traveling at any given moment?”

“Great,” said Jova. “So our target will shift from plane to plane as it travels?”

“Indeed.” Lady Krula frowned at the map. “Fascinating. Improbable. And yet such would suit a hidden group like your Herdsmen. How better to remain hidden than to pass through a fractured reality? The question, though, becomes how they’re able to do this without being killed and eaten by the Silverines.”

“I… I don’t know.” Scorio tried to wrap his mind around this new revelation.

Jova moved her finger across the large map and traced the lid’s path from an inch above the parchment. “The scale of the map. What’s the distance between these two Suns?”

“That’s a good hundred miles, though it crosses over some treacherous terrain. That area is covered by the Faulted Mirrors. It’s a region of titanic, slanted mirror-like slabs that rise from the silver sands. I speculate that the Suns somehow permanently infused this stretch with their disruptive effect. The unwary can find themselves swapping places with their reflections in the mirrors, and be trapped for years if not decades in alternate realms.”

“Not good,” said Scorio.

“No.” The corner of her lips crooked. “Not good. And this area here.” She pointed at another broad gap between another two Suns. “The Everfall Canyons. Fascinating locale. Riven, as you can imagine, by endless chasms, from whose depths stars of burning fire fall upward into the dark heavens. It’s the home to ancient Silverines whose line diverged from the main three groups some centuries ago, and who now slumber in the depths. Travel through there risks awakening them. They’re very dangerous, even for one of my station. If you attract their attention, they’ll pull you down under the sands. Those few who have been rescued remain catatonic for the rest of their lives. It’s customary to kill rescued victims so as to return them swiftly to the cycle of rebirth.”

Scorio tongued the inside of his cheek. “But here, look. On the lid. Twice the trail dips into the Lustrous Maria.”

“Mmmhmm.” Lady Krula marked the locations on her map. “True. You could station yourself at these exits. But if this target of yours is as cunning and resourceful as I’m guessing, then I’d doubt they’d emerge into the Lustrous Maria without some other form of protection. Those areas are no doubt just as perilous.”

Scorio nodded reluctantly. “Damn it. So… what? I need a Silverine guide to bring me to one of the Suns?”

“This trail.” Lady Krula tapped the lid of the box. “It’s a fixed path, I take it? Which your target wanders endlessly?”

“Right. That’s what we think.”

“Then your target could at any moment be at any point along the path. Which is almost a thousand miles long, wrapping as it does all the way around the Silver Unfathom.” Lady Krula considered him. “You would need to follow the path quicker than your prey travels, and negotiate with every enclave that guards a Sun. And even then, you might travel straight through your prey if they happen to be on an alternate plane.”

Scorio exhaled and resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose. “You’re right.” Then he laughed bitterly. “Of course. They’ve been hidden from our kind for almost a millennium. Of course they’d be so protected.”

Jova was studying another portion of the map. “This area here. These are the Phosphor Veins?”

The area under her finger was inked with branching rivers.

“Correct,” said Lady Krula.

Jova’s finger traced south over some hundred miles of the Phosphor Veins to a small blot. “And this? A lake?”

Lady Krula was watching her closely. “Indeed.”

Jova drew her hand back, but it was a simple matter to look west of the lake. Perhaps another hundred or so miles beyond lay a small chain of mountains amidst which was inked a black diamond. Beyond that range lay a valley in which was marked a Silverine Sun.

“And this?” he asked, trying for an artless, curious tone. “This diamond?”

Lady Krula’s gaze grew heavy-lidded. “A ruin. Sacred to the Silverines. We’re forbidden from venturing close. There are a few such littered around the Silver Unfathom. Strange locales that are off-limits to our kind. Why do you ask?”

“Not a lot of markers on the map,” said Jova, tone dismissive. “Just curious.”

Scorio tried to gauge the distance. From the Red Keep to the diamond might have been a good four hundred miles, but it was hard to be sure. And that Silverine Sun lay almost beside it. Reaching it would be harder than he’d expected.

“Hmm.” Lady Krula tapped her lips. “Come with me.” She led them back into the front chamber and indicated the armchairs. “Wait for me there. I’m going to fetch those who can help us resolve this matter.” She turned to go, then looked back. “One of them is Dameon, whom I know you want dead. So let me ask you this: can you put your hatred for him aside if it means learning more about the Silverine Suns and how to approach your target?”

Scorio’s throat tightened as his breath caught. He sat slowly, leaned forward so that his elbows rested on his knees, and studied his hands as he marshaled his thoughts. “Sure. Can’t promise I’ll believe anything he says, or that any help he gives will change what’s coming to him.”

“Agreed,” said Jova. “I couldn’t have put it better myself.”

“As long as you obey my dictates and don’t engage in violence within my domain, that’s fine. Wait here.”

And she departed to go deeper into her suite.

Scorio sat back and exchanged a look with Jova. She’d crossed her arms, her spine stiff, her full lips pursed. For a moment, they simply stared at each other.

“You going to be able to restrain yourself?” she asked after a moment.

“Don’t know. You?”

“Yes. For now. But promise me you won’t kill him without my help. I wasted two years listening to him, and…” She trailed off, trying to find the right words. “And worse. But I take responsibility for my actions. I was an idiot for trusting him. I’d appreciate the opportunity for some vengeance.”

“Sure,” said Scorio. The thought of facing Dameon and getting revenge was so overwhelming and pressing that he felt nauseated. With effort, he moved his thoughts to other matters. “How the hell were we supposed to find the Lost Cube? Even if we use the rose compass to identify what direction it lies in, even if that theory works, will it just bring us to an empty location where the Lost Cube’s traveling on another plane?”

“That’s if we can convince the Silverines to allow us that close to a Sun.” Jova frowned at the archway through which Lady Krula had disappeared. “And she sounded suspect when we asked about The Tomb of Sadness’ location. I think she knows more. But obviously that’s where we’re going after this, right?” Her gaze cut back to him. “We’re not haring off around the entire Silver Unfathom from Sun to Sun in pursuit of a target that might not even be on the same plane as we are.”

Scorio sank into the armchair and shook his head. “Yeah. I don’t know. Let’s see what Dameon has to say, I guess.”

“Fine.” Jova sat a little straighter. “As long as we remember he’s a golden-tongued monster who cares only about his advancement.”

“Have no fears on that score.”

A short while later, Lady Krula led two men into the room, their muted conversation cutting off as they caught sight of Scorio and Jova rising from their chairs.

Dameon.

Everything seemed to fall away, the walls, the sounds, and be replaced by the man’s handsome visage, the rushing roar in Scorio’s ears.

Dameon.

Tall, clad in sober gray, his blond hair cut close about the sides but combed back and to the side in a golden wave across the top. The beginnings of a blond beard shadowed his jaw, and he walked with his hands behind his back, peering out from under his brows thoughtfully at Scorio and Jova.

Dameon.

Scorio realized he was holding his breath. That his hands had clenched into fists, and his Heart Ignited seemingly of its own accord.

“I’m aware that this is difficult for you both.” Lady Krula had stopped before them, arms crossed once more. “But I’ve invited Dameon to join our meeting for reasons that’ll soon be made clear. In the meantime, let me introduce Pyre Lord Grey.”

Jova was practically giving off waves of heat as she glared, jaw clenched, at her former mentor. But Scorio tore his gaze away from Dameon’s impassive expression to glance briefly at the second man. Tousled caramel hair framed a rakish face, his dark brows matching his incredibly long mustache that hung down past his chin. His eyes were sunken, his face subtly asymmetrical, so that Scorio realized belatedly that the other man wasn’t squinting at him, but merely perpetually appeared to be that way.

“Pyre Lord Scorio,” said Grey, closing one eye as he studied him right back. “You must be sick and tired of hearing how impressed everyone is by your deeds.”

Scorio inclined his head but couldn’t resist turning back to Dameon. Who’d remained silent and still, hands still linked behind his back, chin lowered, expression pensive.

“Hello, Scorio. Jova.” His voice was quiet, without affect. “Thanks for not attacking me outright.”

“That’s still on the table,” said Jova. “And if not here, then somewhere very close, very soon.”

Scorio just stared at the man.

“Yeah, I can imagine.” Dameon’s smile was chagrined. “I won’t waste your time with apologies. What’s done is done, no matter how much I might regret it now. Boo hoo for me, right? But we’re here to talk business.”

“Correct,” said Lady Krula briskly. “Everyone, please be seated.”

Scorio slowly, ever so slowly, lowered himself into his armchair. Each moment he didn’t leap for Dameon’s throat felt like a betrayal. Each second the man just sat there felt like a personal offense.

Dameon pulled out a stool from behind some plants and half-sat on it, one foot resting on the floor, the other hiked up, his elbow on his raised knee, expression clear and calm and collected.

“Now. I’ll try to make this quick so as to keep the unpleasantness short. Your information, Scorio, which I haven’t shared with either of my two partners, dovetails precisely with my lifelong obsession. You could say you’re a gift from hell, delivered right when I need you most.” Lady Krula’s smile was humorless. “Historically, I am always reborn into hell in the company of my identical twin sister. Such was the case with my last rebirth in the year 777. My sister and I were and are and always shall be inseparable, or at least I thought so until we reached the Silver Unfathom a century ago.”

Scorio forced himself to focus on Lady Krula’s words, but Dameon’s presence was akin to a live fire at his side. At no point did he let his guard down.

“We had a custom, my sister and I, to swear a Heart Oath that we wouldn’t press deeper into hell without the other. In the Silver Unfathom, however, she became obsessed with the Silverine Suns. She was always something of a scholar, a fiendologist, amongst her many other gifts. She asked for time to study them, and I acceded. At first, I traveled about the Silver Unfathom with her, but I began a relationship with a new lover here at the Red Keep, and grew distracted.

“My sister became involved with somebody or something that at first enlivened her, and then caused her to behave, the last few times I saw her, with dread. I realized too late that something was wrong. The last time I saw her she told me that we’d only meet again when the Silverine Suns entered a certain constellation, and then vanished. I searched for her for decades, but to no avail.”

“How do you know she’s not dead?” asked Jova. “Maybe she’s waiting for you in the Archspire to be reborn?”

“We’re connected, my sister and I, by a mystical bond I don’t pretend to understand. In our journals, we record the fact that we’re both immediately aware if the other dies, and usually then take our own lives to rejoin them. I have felt nothing of the kind. I’m positive she’s alive and imprisoned somewhere.”

“Alright,” said Scorio. “So you’re trapped here by your oath until you find her?”

“Just so. I turned my not inconsiderable intellect upon the enigma of the Silverine Suns, given that they had been her obsession, and over the following decades deduced that the constellation she spoke of would only form when two of them went nova and the others shifted to account for their now empty spots. Seeing as this was entirely possible, I entered into a positive relationship with the Silverines, took over the Red Keep, and have attempted to hasten their goals. This has been easy. The Silverine Abstractions and Philosophers yearn for nothing more than to sacrifice themselves to their particular Sun, feeding it with their personal power. It’s their hope that by so doing they’ll cause the Sun to explode and spread enriched Silver mana across that portion of the Silver Unfathom. All attendant Silverines will then drink so deeply of that wealth that they’ll ascend to godhood.”

Scorio glanced to Grey and Dameon, both who were listening with sober seriousness, then back to Lady Krula. “Alright. So what happened? A Sun went nova and your sister didn’t appear?”

“No Sun has ever gone nova. Not while I’ve been monitoring them. But perhaps, you could argue, it takes more than a century for that to happen. After all, the Silverines are content to continue sacrificing themselves to the Suns to achieve this goal. I took comfort in their faith and this idea until I met with Dameon a few months ago.”

Who coughed into his fist and raised both brows apologetically. “I was able to bring some insight into the situation. You recall how I have access to all the memories from my previous lives?”

Scorio didn’t trust himself to do more than nod.

“Well, I was part of the original group way back when that helped found the Red Keep and pin it in place. This would have been five centuries ago. It was a mighty undertaking, and I was an Imperator at the time. I surveyed the Silver Unfathom, and saw the Silverine Suns. They were much, much smaller then, the Silverines just one race of fiends amongst the many that lived here, but even then I noted that there was something different about them.”

“Sure,” said Scorio. “So what?”

Lady Krula leaned back in her armchair, and though her smile was lazy, almost languorous, her eyes gleamed with passion. “The constellation, the pattern of the Suns that Dameon witnessed five centuries ago is the same as the one we see today.”

It was Grey who spoke now, his voice low, almost hesitant. “We think—we suspect—that the Suns have never and will never explode. That it is a lie. That perhaps—we don’t know, but—perhaps they are not gods. They are something other, something even the Silverines don’t understand.”

“But I fear my sister will remain imprisoned for as long as they persist,” said Lady Krula, voice low and rich with intensity. “And if that’s so, I will only ever see her again if we find the means to destroy them and force the constellation that shall set her free.”


Chapter 27

Scorio

“Wait,” said Scorio. “Wait, wait, wait. You’re saying—you’re saying you want to explode the Suns to free your missing sister?”

Lady Krula leaned back in her chair. “A century has passed, and my sister remains absent. She lives, but where? My patience wears thin, especially if I am waiting for an eventuality that will never take place at all, let alone before Bastion is consumed by the rot. Either I act now, or I resign myself to never seeing her again.”

Jova frowned. “So you would risk war with the Silverines based on a statement your sister made forever ago? What if she was wrong?”

“All that I’ve resolved is that it is finally time to act. Not what that action must be. I have grown confident that the Suns are not what they appear. But if that is the case, what are they? What purpose do they serve? Who lied to the Silverines? Your Herdsmen? For a long time, I thought the Suns a means to keep the Silverines in check, a natural throttle on their growth. But if that’s the case, they have failed. The Silverines threaten to overrun the Silver Unfathom, their numbers growing at an unsustainable rate.”

Scorio’s thoughts spun. “The Suns have been growing for centuries. A millennium. They must be bursting with power. There has to be a purpose to them.”

“Agreed,” said Lady Krula. “My sister might have discovered that purpose. It might be why she’s been imprisoned all these years. She might have given me that cryptic warning to force my hand, prevented by Heart Oaths from speaking more clearly, hoping that I would work to prevent… or cause… some calamity, or…” The Twilight Lady frowned. “Your map, your suspicion that the Herdsmen use the Suns as cover for their own existence only lends credence to this nefarious theory. That being said, I’m not about to unilaterally pursue a course of action that will result in the explosion of a Sun. There are other avenues of exploration.”

“Such as?” asked Jova.

The corner of Lady Krula’s lips crooked. “You recall that black diamond you so artlessly pointed out earlier?”

Jova’s eyes narrowed.

“The Silver Unfathom is vast and filled with fascinating phenomena, but actual ruins are vanishingly rare. That one in particular has been off-limits to our kind from time immemorial. Respecting Silverine customs and traditions has been key to maintaining my friendship with them, but as I said, my patience with such niceties has run out.”

“What do you know about those ruins?” asked Jova.

“They are called The Tomb of Sadness. Evocative, is it not? Given that Silverines seem constitutionally unable to feel anything but curiosity and hunger, and consume their dead instead of interring them?”

“They aren’t Silverine tombs,” agreed Scorio warily.

“No, they are not. But what are they? Before, I controlled my curiosity so as to not start a war. But now?” Lady Krula spread her long-fingered hands. “I have grown far less risk-averse.”

Scorio exchanged a glance with Jova. “Which means what?”

“Lending aid to anyone interested in learning what lies within those tombs. If you assist me in investigating the Suns, I’ll help you with your own private mission.”

“Who said we were interested?” asked Jova.

“Come,” smiled Lady Krula. “Let’s not play games. What I want is to learn more, to understand what is really going on. We need information before we can act.”

“Before you can detonate a Sun,” said Jova.

“Well,” said Grey ruefully as he smoothed down his luxurious mustache, “we are currently hosting Blood Baroness Aezryna, who speaks for the Seamstress, who is very, very much against the idea.”

“Which is understandable,” said Dameon. “Though she was for it before she was against it. While Bravurn withheld the Gold mana, all options were on the table, including a plan to siphon power from a Silverine Sun. Congratulations on killing the bastard, by the way.”

Scorio just stared at the man.

“Well.” Dameon sat up a little straighter. “With Bravurn gone, and his Gold mana now claimed by the blazeborns—as it should be, of course—our war in the Emerald Reach has lost its stream of conveniently packaged, regularly provided, and plentiful high-quality mana. The Seamstress should have considered the Suns their only new recourse for unlimited power. But that’s not proven the case.”

“Why not?” asked Scorio, looking back to Lady Krula.

“Aezryna has decided that the situation in the Silver Unfathom is too precarious to risk a holy war with the Silverines.” Lady Krula tapped a fingertip against her lips. “Understandably. Few appreciate just how powerful and numerous they’ve grown, especially these past few years. But. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t learn more about the Suns. Uncover their true nature and function in hell, and only then make an educated decision.”

Jova’s tone was dry. “And if we agreed, what sort of help would you lend?”

“There’s something I remember from that past life when I helped establish the Red Keep. Something that could help you,” said Dameon. “The technique that allowed the Red Keep to meld all the different planes into one. It’s been forgotten, like so much these days, but I’ve still got it, up here.” And he tapped his temple. “And Lady Krula thinks this technique could be of huge use to you.”

“Yes.” The Twilight Lady’s eyes grew heavy-lidded. “If you help us discover the truth about the Suns, we could not only help you enter The Tomb of Sadness, but arrange for a mobile Red Keep to be placed in the path of your prey, collapsing the planes into one and forcing your target out of hiding.”

Scorio glanced to Jova, then back to Krula. “No offense, Charnel Duchess, but I don’t trust this man. Nothing he can say will convince me he’s going to do his part.”

“You don’t have to trust him. Trust me, instead.” Lady Krula’s smile was bloodless. “And I’m not going to test your goodwill by sending Dameon into the field with you. No, Grey will represent my interests. All I’m asking is that you use your… unique ability to befriend fiends to our advantage, and find out what has been going on here in the Silver Unfathom for a millennium. And after all, there is a Sun right beside these tombs. Two birds, one stone.”

“Right.” Scorio glanced from one Great Soul to the next and then stood. “Well, we’ll think on it.”

Jova also arose, clearly in agreement.

“I can’t ask for more than that.” Lady Krula unfolded herself from her chair and stood. “If you have any further questions, don’t hesitate to come back.”

“Yeah.” Scorio nodded to Grey, stared coldly at Dameon, then inclined his head to the Twilight Lady. “Thanks for the audience and the information.”

And with that, he strode from the chamber, Jova by his side. He half-expected Dameon to call out some quip, some farewell jibe that would test his patience, but the man stayed silent.

Damn it.

They quit the chambers and made their way down the hall.

Jova signaled that they should wait before conversing and led Scorio into the stairwell. Only then did she turn to regard him, arms crossed, eyes narrowed.

And for the strangest moment, Scorio felt a blurring in reality as his stomach dropped and his mind prepared itself. But for what? For negativity, he realized, for Jova to speak in Naomi’s voice, to curse those with whom they’d met, to cast suspicion on everyone and anyone, to insist they flee into the wasteland and never look back, to never trust or believe in anyone else.

“That was unexpected,” said Jova, leaning back against the wall. “Do you think we’re safe talking in here?”

Scorio pressed his palm to his temple and grimaced. The whispering darkness of Naomi—or was it the Nightmare Lady?—fell away.

“You alright?”

“I… yeah. Sorry.” Scorio forced himself to straighten. “I don’t know exactly what dominion allows Lady Krula to hear. I think we’re safe here. But even if she overhears us, I don’t particularly care. We’re not plotting against her. We’re just deciding what we want to do.”

“Right. Fair enough. All this business about the Silverine Suns… it all feels…”

“Overwhelming?” Scorio snorted wryly and leaned against the wall opposite Jova. “I know. If Dameon’s right, then this situation’s been brewing for at least half a millennium.”

“Dameon.” Jova’s tone grew leaden. “Tell me you didn’t buy his contrite act.”

“Of course not. But he did a good job of trying to thread that needle. I’ll give him that.”

“Insofar as he didn’t provoke me to immediately pull the ceiling down upon his head, sure. But that’s what he does. His ability to read the room, to read people… it’s uncanny.”

Jova looked away.

This was where Scorio realized he should step in and offer some assurances. To explain it wasn’t her fault that she’d been so mercilessly manipulated. But he didn’t want to. She had to live with her own mistakes. “The bastard’s in good with Lady Krula. While he’s here, he’s safe.”

Jova smirked. “I half-expected you to challenge him to a duel, and then, when Lady Krula denied you the right, for you to challenge her.”

“That’s been my style, I guess. But… no. Beating Plassus was an impossible fluke.”

“What if we convince Krula to send Dameon with us, and kill him once he leaves the Red Keep?”

“He’d not fall for that. The man’s too smart.”

“Fair. And he’s got that predictive ability. Did he ever explain it to you?”

“I remember something about it, but not the details.”

“He can look into the future and see what course of action will most likely lead to his accomplishing his goals. It’s not precise, exactly, but it prevents him from making overt mistakes. So I guess my suggestion was just wishful thinking.”

“That explains how he was the only person to survive my assault on Praximar and Manticore.”

Jova arched an eyebrow. “I’m glad I can claim I took some small part in that. At the last, at any rate.”

“Yeah. I’m guessing you want to head straight to The Tomb of Sadness?”

“Obviously. Lady Krula’s got my sympathies, but I’ve no interest in taking part of any scheme based on Dameon’s memories. And even her help feels suspect. Obviously we could always use other strong Great Souls, but only if we can completely trust them.”

“Agreed.” Scorio rubbed at his jaw. “Nor does blindly racing around the Silver Unfathom following the compass when the Lost Cube could be on an alternate plane make any sense.”

“And with a Sun right there, the Lost Cube’s path crosses right past the tombs. So. The Tomb of Sadness?”

“The Tomb of Sadness,” he agreed. “We’ll need a guide.”

“There seem to be plenty of candidates.”

“After Sybelleo and all we’ve heard, I don’t know how we can trust any of them.”

“We’ll need a better guide,” agreed Jova. “We can ask for recommendations.”

“Fair. Maybe Druanna can point us in the right direction.”

“Agreed.”

They resumed descending the steps. Scorio fought the disappointment. He’d hoped to hone in on the Lost Cube with lethal precision. Instead it seemed even harder to reach than before.

Perhaps The Tomb of Sadness would give them the answers they needed.

They both stopped at the sight of a woman in cerulean blue armor waiting at the entrance to the next floor down, her arms crossed, a corkscrew of honey-colored hair falling alongside one cheek.

Blood Baroness Aezryna.

Her mouth quirked into a wry smile. “Good. I was afraid I’d missed you. Got a moment?”

Scorio placed his hands on his hips. “You planning to use your powers of persuasion on us?”

Her smile broadened. “Only insofar as logic and rationality are intrinsically attractive attributes in and of themselves. Jova, you’re welcome to join, though I think we’ve already said all we have to say to each other. Regardless. The tea’s probably grown cold, but it’s better than nothing.” And she pushed off the wall to walk away down her hall with calm assurance.

Scorio glanced at Jova.

“Go ahead,” she said. “I respect Aezryna, but something tells me I’m not the fish she’s hoping to hook.”

Don’t sign any Heart Oaths without me, he heard Naomi say, tone waspish.

“Alright. I’ll see you below.”

Jova headed down while Scorio jogged lightly to catch up to the Blood Baroness.

“I lost track of you at the end there,” said Aezryna. “After we fell to the Blood Ox outside the Bone Plains. One moment, we were fighting Gold-ranked fiends, then the true fiend was upon us, then I was brought back to life by Imperator Sarana to find you gone.”

Scorio simply nodded.

She glanced at him, curious. “It was remarkable what you accomplished. I’m sure you’re tired of hearing it. But I knew when we first met that you weren’t just Whispered; that’s how most were waving off your string of accomplishments. No. You’re something else entirely.”

“Is that so.”

“This is me.” Aezryna opened a door to a modest suite. A plain rectangular table with benches, a single soft mana light, a worn rug underfoot that might have once been patterned in red and purple but was now little more than faded brown. A porcelain blue and white tea set was placed on a tray in the center of the table along with two cups. An archway led into what looked to be a slightly larger bedchamber beyond.

“You look surprised,” smiled Aezryna, moving around the table to sit on the far bench. As she sat, her plate armor faded away into mist, releasing a pleasant, verdant smell, and then was gone, leaving her in rumpled gray robes.

“I expected a Blood Baroness to have grander quarters, I guess.” Scorio sat down warily across from her. “Unless Lady Krula is sending you a message?”

“Hardly.” Aezryna touched a finger to the teapot, then set to filling the cups with a translucent green liquid. “This is more to my style. With our retinue having returned to the Emerald Reach with Charoth, I find myself traveling as I prefer: simply and without fanfare. Well.” She considered, then smiled. “With as little fanfare as a Blood Baroness can get away with.”

Scorio found himself relaxing as he took his cup of tea, then caught himself. Aezryna’s power was to determine the right approach to bring someone to her side. This had to be tailored to his own preferences.

“Hmm,” said Aezryna, cupping both hands around her tea and leaning forward to study him. “Let’s clear the air, shall we? My Tomb Spark power allows me to understand whomever I’m talking with by simply asking them questions and getting to know them. It’s a heightened version of what everyone does all the time. But it gives me no supernatural powers of persuasion. Whatever you decide, you decide by yourself.”

Scorio sipped his tea.

“When we first met at the Fury Spires, the situation was tense. I had precious little time to figure out what kind of man you were, so I cut to the chase and used my power as efficiently as possible. I’m glad to say I was both pleased at my conclusions and correct in judging your importance in what was to come.”

“Were you now?”

“Oh, yes. But it’s my hope that we’re past such expediencies. I’m not looking to recruit you, Scorio. The war against the Blood Ox, thanks to you, is won. Further, you’ve already refused my attempt to recruit you into the Seamstress’ employ. This, then, is just a friendly chat. So. Cheers.”

Scorio clinked his cup against Aezryna’s and took a sip. Herbal, tangy, and sweetened with honey. Lukewarm. He set his cup down. “You were waiting in the stairwell to thank me? Or because I’d been talking to Lady Krula and you wanted to ensure I wasn’t going to act against the Seamstress’ wishes?”

“Can’t it be both?” Aezryna leaned back against the wall, crossed her arms, and considered him. “What you did in the Iron Weald—killing Bravurn, keeping the Blood Ox out in the open long enough for our Imperators to arrive and finish him off—that was truly remarkable. Hence my attempt at recruitment, and the Seamstress’ request that I keep an eye on your activities. She looks forward to meeting you someday soon, and as thanks, has asked that I offer you a present.”

“A present.”

“Hmm.” Aezryna reached into her robes and drew out a small leaden case perhaps six inches long, half an inch wide. “No strings attached.”

Scorio took the metal case. It was surprisingly heavy and held closed by a small clasp. He opened it, and immediately power radiated out in cool, enlivening waves.

A vial of clear, sparkling mana was contained within. Clumsy as his Heart sense was, even he felt his breath stolen away by the sheer potency of what lay within the tube.

Scorio glanced up at Aezryna, eyes wide. “Noumenon?”

“Oh—no.” She grinned. “That would be precious beyond words. But still, a vial of Diamond mana is nothing to be sneered at. As a Pyre Lord it might still be too much for you, but when you’re ready to ascend to Blood Baron, be it a year or two from now, that should prove invaluable.”

“Ascend to Blood Baron.”

Aezryna quirked a brow. “What? Why do you say it like that?”

Scorio scoffed. “I can’t even summon my vortices yet. I skipped the traditional means of ascending to Dread Blaze, and now I’m paying the price.” He closed the lead lid, and the power of the Diamond mana within completely vanished. “But still. Thank you. I’ll treasure this.”

“You’ve only been a Pyre Lord for a month or so, correct? Your rate of advancement is astonishing, right up there with the very best. If you like—if we have time—I would be happy to help instruct you in mastering your vortices. It can help to have a higher-ranked Great Soul monitor your progress.”

“That’s a generous offer.”

Aezryna laughed. “I’m a generous Blood Baroness. But I’m serious, Scorio. Like the vial, this offer has no strings attached. But you mentioned my concern with your meeting Lady Krula. Yes, I’m worried. The Seamstress is worried. What the Twilight Lady seeks to accomplish could destabilize the entire Silver Unfathom, swapping out the menace of the Blood Ox for that of the Silverines.”

“You put them on the same power scale?”

“Only insofar as there are hundreds of thousands of Silverines, all of them capable of breathtaking organization as demonstrated by their all-encompassing net on the southern border. It’s why I chose to stay behind while Charoth pressed on. The more I come to understand what’s been brewing here in the Unfathom under Lady Krula’s quiet oversight, the more concerned I’m becoming. You’ve not yet met an Abstraction?”

“No.”

Aezryna crossed one leg over the other. “To say they’re enigmatic is putting it lightly. They’re massive, big as houses—bigger, some—and I believe connected by a… I’m not sure what to call it. A network of song? A web of sound we Great Souls can’t detect? Imagine a spiderweb with an Abstraction at each juncture, and at the center?”

“A Silverine Sun.”

“Precisely, yes. And tending these Abstractions are thousands of Philosophers, tens of thousands, all seeking to feed or sacrifice themselves to their greater cousin until it rises and deems the moment right to enter a Sun, and feed it in turn with all their combined power.”

“Lady Krula thinks it’s all a ruse. That the Silverines are either lying to us, or have been lied to.”

“Do you think she’s right?”

Scorio’s smile was weary. “Paranoia has become my natural state of mind.”

“Well, I think she’s correct, but does that give us permission to act? Take that spiderweb I spoke of, now stretch it across the entirety of the Silver Unfathom. Lace it with hundreds, if not thousands of pearls that are the Abstractions, and set a dozen Suns in their centers. How do you think such a unified system might react to Great Souls destroying one of their self-proclaimed gods?”

“Not well.”

“No. Not well. With Bravurn’s corruption revealed and the Blood Ox dead, it’s our hope that Moira will bring order to the upper reaches of hell. But for her to do that, she’ll need peace. If we provoke the Silverines to war, I think they’ll prove a greater threat than even the Blood Ox. He was but one true fiend. Their Abstractions number possibly in the high hundreds, their Philosophers in the tens if not hundreds of thousands.”

Scorio tapped his fingers against the side of his cup. “So you want me to steer clear of Lady Krula and her plans?”

“What I really want is for you to accompany me down to the Scorched Swale to meet with the Seamstress. Her gratitude is very real. If you ask her for a favor—for help with the Herdsmen, for example—she’ll do it. Yes, she’ll weave you into her own designs, but she’s only achieved the success she’s had by working with people like you and me.”

“Down to the Scorched Swale.” His mind spun. That would mean leaving everyone but possibly Jova and Xandera behind. Passing clear through the Lustrous Maria and the Emerald Reach in rapid order. “But my prey is here in the Silver Unfathom.”

“And Bravurn was in the Iron Weald. He wasn’t working alone. I fear your prey may be much more widely distributed. If anyone can help you learn more about them, to flush them out of hiding, it’s the Seamstress.”

Scorio laughed. “I thought you weren’t trying to recruit me.”

Aezryna’s smile was sly. “It seems I can’t help myself.”

“Well, thank you for the offer.”

“But you won’t be taking it.” Aezryna inclined her head. “I can’t say I’m surprised. You’re not the type to seek out superiors for help. You’re a Red Lister. Self-directed, trusting nobody that hasn’t earned your trust. I can respect that.”

“But?”

“When you killed Praximar, you disrupted the Autocrator Council and the leadership of the Academy. That’s fine. When you killed Davelos, who was nominally running the Fiery Shoals, you temporarily disrupted the Gold trade. Not a problem. When you killed Bravurn, you revealed his deep corruption, freed the blazeborns, and helped defeat the Blood Ox. Wonderful.”

“But if I detonate a Silverine Sun?”

“Well, yes. Precisely.” Aezryna sipped her tea again, watching him. “Everything you’ve done, Scorio, if seen from your point of view—and with the outrages you’ve suffered taken into account—not only make sense, but have been righteous courses of action. But instigating a war with the Silverines that we cannot contain after we’ve suffered so many losses to the Blood Ox and are being overwhelmed by the Viridian Heart?”

“Not good.”

“No,” said Aezryna softly. “Not good.”

“Well, Lady Krula doesn’t want to detonate a Sun. Yet. She wants to learn more about them first.”

“And she’s asked you to do the investigating? Right. She must have offered you something to make it worth your time, and given your natural aversion to authority figures, it must tie into your quest.” Aezryna narrowed her eyes pensively. “Are the Suns connected to the Herdsmen, somehow?”

There was no reason to hide his suspicions. “We think they use the Suns to hide their activities. But I don’t really know. Not yet. But Jova and I agreed. We’re not going to help Lady Krula.”

“You’re not?” Aezryna smiled. “That’s good news. You’ll pursue your hunt on your own?”

“Yeah. We’ve alternate avenues of investigation. And we’ve both agreed that we’ll not trust any mission that involves Dameon in any way. So. We’re going to decline.”

“Very well. I’m glad to hear it.” Again she considered him, lips pursed into a pensive smile, eyes ever so slightly narrowed. “Anything I can do to help? With these other avenues?”

Scorio smiled. “I appreciate the offer.” A wild inclination seized him. “Are you willing to travel?”

“Always. Exploring hell has been a consistent pleasure. But I’ve my duty here. Unless your offer supersedes my priorities…?”

Scorio hesitated. But then again, with Dameon aware of The Tomb of Sadness and his interest in it, what harm could sharing with Aezryna bring? “We’re planning to explore a ruin some four hundred miles away. The Tomb of Sadness. Jova mentioned it an old journal as being related to the Herdsmen.”

“Interesting. Did she learn anything more of it?”

“The location, and that she never returned from exploring it. She was a Charnel Duchess when she went.”

Aezryna’s brows rose. “And you’re following in her footsteps as Pyre Lords?”

“Yeah.” Scorio chuckled ruefully. “It’s almost as if I’m going up against impossible odds. Again.”

Aezryna smiled. “I’d be worried if you weren’t. But that does sound overtly suicidal.”

He met her gaze. “If you take the Herdsmen as a serious threat to our kind, then maybe you could come. Even the odds, a little.”

“I’m a Blood Baroness. I can hold my own, but Jova as a Charnel Duchess would have been truly formidable.”

“We are all only as strong as our minds.”

“True.” Aezryna considered his words. “True. I’ll think on it. I’ll let you know before you leave.”

Scorio tried not to look shocked. She was actually considering it? “Thank you. Oh. If you did come, we’d ask that you swear a Heart Oath to the effect that you’re not a Herdsman or an agent of theirs.”

She laughed. “Wise. Understood.”

For a moment, they just sipped their tea, each mulling over their thoughts, and then she smiled warmly. “So. How was LastRock? I doubt much changed since I left it, but what were your impressions?”

For a while they chatted. Aezryna proved a warm conversationalist, and time and again Scorio had to remind himself that she knew—or could quickly figure out—just how to get him on her side. But the conversation was pleasant, and her quick wit and ready smile made it so that they drained the pot of tea before Scorio realized that he had to get back to his friends.

“Before I go,” he said, setting his empty cup aside. “I’ve a question I’ve not known whom to ask. Maybe you can help.”

“Sure, if I can.”

“The Blood Ox. Both times I saw him, he looked… I don’t know. Like a Great Soul. Human. Strange, to be sure, unnerving, but his Mana Manipulation, the fact that he had a Sanctum like the Imperators are supposed to have… are true fiends actually fiends, or are they…?”

Aezryna leaned back, unsurprised. “Yes, I remember asking the same question. As a Pyre Lady, actually. Up until this point, it’s just a rush to acquire one’s powers, isn’t it? Then, suddenly, the greater political world of hell begins to seem strange, and the questions follow.”

“So you wondered the same thing?”

“Everyone does, eventually. What I was told, and what I’ve seen no reason to doubt, is that the true fiends in the Pit have access to Noumenon. The Pit is the source of all mana, and the only place Noumenon can be found. There are countless fiends in hell, from the blazeborns to the Silverines to the Veridian Horde and more, but none hate us like the true fiends do. None are as powerful. They see us as their ultimate enemies, and since they’ve fought Imperators since the very beginning, we believe they’ve used Noumenon to mold themselves into our shape. Used Noumenon to manifest the same powers, so that they can fight fire with fire. Nothing in hell is as powerful as an Imperator—” She paused, considering. “Well. Almost nothing. An argument can be made for some exceptions, like the Veridian Heart or Cazador or the Lash Triangular, but the true fiends as a collective have seen us as the ultimate predators, and adapted.”

“Huh,” said Scorio, turning this statement over in his mind. “What were they before?”

Aezryna shrugged. “The records, like much else from our first few centuries here, are lost. The earliest existing accounts simply document the continuing war, and how the true fiends ranged far afield. Only through great effort and sacrifice did the Imperators force them back to the Pit, with Iulius the Golden spearheading that accomplishment in the early third century.”

“Don’t you think it’s convenient that all those records are missing?”

Again, Aezryna shrugged. “The transition from the old Academy to the new was fraught. Much was lost. There have been dozens of civil wars within Bastion, with different factions fighting for both control of the streets and the narratives of the past, seeking to set things up so their rise to power sounded ordained or prophesied. I don’t know. Do I wish we had access to all those lost books and records? Obviously. But we don’t.”

“The Imperators do,” protested Scorio. “They regain all their memories. They must remember what the first years were like.”

“The Imperators are a secretive group. Crimson Earls change radically upon ascending to that final rank. They hold their knowledge close and refuse to discuss much that came before.”

“Uh huh,” said Scorio. “And that’s not suspicious, either?”

Aezryna’s smile grew fond. “Anything and everything can be suspicious if you’ve that outlook on life. Can I begin to guess the rationale of the Imperators? No. Can I imagine what it must be like to acquire the memories of over a hundred distinct lives, and to integrate them into my sense of self? Also no. One day, if I can manage it, I’ll become an Imperator myself again. And then I’ll search you out and answer those questions.”

“You’ve made Imperator?” Scorio raised his brows. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You seem the type.”

“How generous of you.” Her smile grew sardonic. “And as much as it galls me to say it, because I remember how much it infuriated me when I was told the same thing, there is much to hell that you don’t know, Scorio. Politics as we understand it only extends to the Scorched Swale, which is as far as Blood Barons like myself can go. Beyond? In the Azure Expanse, the Void Veil, or the Twilight Cradle? Politics becomes the dominion of personalities and raw power. Where Charnel Duchesses are but foot soldiers, Crimson Countesses loyal lieutenants, and it’s the Imperators that deal with the incalculable power of true fiends wielding Noumenon. Don’t be so quick to judge what you’ve literally no knowledge of.”

“As you say.” Scorio stood. “I know you’re offering wisdom, but I’m going to continue in the manner that’s served me so far: trusting only that which I’ve seen and understood directly myself. All else?” His smile turned apologetic. “It’s up for review.”

Aezryna laughed and stood. “Fair. And there’s no arguing with your results thus far.” She took three steps to her humble door. “Thanks for the visit. I’ll consider your request, and let me know if you want to practice with your vortices.”

“Will do. Thanks.”

Scorio hesitated just outside her door, and she resolved his indecision by sticking out her hand. “See you around, Pyre Lord.”

He shook, and found her grip strong and dry. “See you around, Blood Baroness.”


Chapter 28

Dameon

This wasn’t a disaster. Far from it. This was an opportunity. If he could play his cards right. If he could keep them both from killing him.

Dameon closed the door to his suite and pinched the bridge of his nose. Damn it. With each passing month, he missed having the assembled might of Manticore at his beck and call all the more. Confidants. Friends. Allies. Now he had to go it alone. Sure, some of them had only been there for him to manipulate, but there was no replacing Simeon or Ydrielle, ready with advice or support or a laugh. Nobody like Evelyn, indefatigably if morbidly cheerful.

No one like Davelos, capable of analyzing a situation and determining their best course of action with dour efficiency and enough Gold mana.

Dameon dropped his hand and stepped over to his side table, where he uncorked a bottle of heady Cyrillix liquor. He raised it to his lips, then paused.

Damn it.

He recorked it brusquely, set the bottle back, then sat in his chair to close his eyes, hands on his knees, back straight, and exhale.

First, he had to check how that damned meeting had changed things.

Igniting his Heart, he activated his Dread Blaze power and saw the darkness behind his eyelids expand into a veritable expanse. Streams of color stretched out before him, like a multitude of roads, some broad and probable, others narrow and ever more unlikely.

Frowning, Dameon set to examining the changes. His goal remained immutable: himself in the depths of hell, an Imperator at long last, rewarded with wealth and power and acclaim. Ascendant. With equals but no superiors. The pinnacle of success.

But as always, the road there was fraught and crooked beyond belief.

Scorio’s arrival with Jova and their ragtag crew had already thrown his previous paths into disarray, and it was immediately apparent that the big, beautiful golden avenue that led him and a select team from the Red Keep to a Silverine Sun was gone. The odds of his overseeing a detonation, his consequent near instant rise from Pyre Lord to Blood Baron to Charnel Duke, and then on down to the Scorched Swale, skirting the Viridian Host and all that nonsense.

Just… gone.

“Damn it,” he whispered.

It had fragmented instead into a dozen slender paths, none gold, but with some silvers. Thank the gods. One by one, he traced their paths, teasing out his different courses of action.

The brightest of them all cautioned him to simply flee the Silver Unfathom a few days after Scorio departed the Red Keep. To race down the Red Road into the Lustrous Maria, and then seek safety amongst the Great Souls at the Coral Garden.

Dameon grimaced.

The next involved giving Scorio time to get away from the Red Keep, then sneaking out with a handpicked crew led by Grey to approach a Silverine Sun on the sly. But for that one to work he’d have to kill Grey, feed his corpse to the Silverines, then convince Lady Krula the fiends had turned against them.

Unable to resist his curiosity, Dameon turned his attention to the broad vermillion road that now blazed front and center. Of course. If he sought any form of partnership with Scorio, he’d die. Either on the Red Keep’s steps, or in the waste itself, or after detonating a Silverine Sun. Each more improbable than the last.

Huh. Wait a second. There was a golden thread hidden under the crimson. If he retreated to LastRock and laid low there for a year, he was all but guaranteed to survive. He could rise to be Moira’s second-in-command, and—

“Pah!” Dameon reached out blindly for the bottle of Cyrillix, yanked out the cork, and took a swig. The heady liquid burned his tongue, his throat, but warmed his stomach. Settling back, he forced himself to concentrate.

There had to be something better out there for him.

Wait. At the far outskirts of the roads, another golden thread. That was strange. Gold rarely lay so far afield. Dameon traced its path. If he forged an alliance with Myla, a Dread Blaze who’d arrived at the Red Keep with Kuragin, and swore a Heart Oath to do whatever she desired, his chances of…

Dameon took another swig and sat up.

That couldn’t be right. An open-ended Heart Oath to a Dread Blaze? He’d met her briefly a few days back. Not impressive. Sweet, sure, probably good in the sack, but too self-conscious and nervous to be of any note. Or so he’d thought. But this?

Again, he traced the thread. Yes. If he completely threw himself at her mercy, swore to do whatever she desired, his chances of detonating a Sun successfully blossomed. But then…

Not for the first time, Dameon cursed the vagueness of his power. In the near future, he’d have to betray her—despite the Heart Oath—and then flee south.

It didn’t make any sense.

Dameon gazed at the tapestry of mostly red threads in dismay, then released his power. Were he a gambling man, he’d wager all he had on either Scorio or Jova killing him within the next month or two. In no encounter did he best them in a physical confrontation. And without the ability to teleport away, he was doomed.

He ran his tongue over his lips.

Heading back to LastRock was out. Fuck playing second fiddle to Moira. Hiding in the Coral Garden had no appeal. He couldn’t just keep running south ahead of Scorio without ascending in rank. Plus here in the Silver Unfathom was the unique possibility of ascending immediately from Pyre Lord to Charnel Duke. Nobody else knew the technique except possibly a handful of Imperators down in the Cradle. And to come within spitting distance of such a massive power boost… it was just too good to pass up.

And what use was having a power that allowed him to recollect his past lives if he didn’t take advantage of that forgotten technique that’d effectively allow him to cheat at advancement?

No. He had to make the Silver Unfathom work.

He had to detonate a Silverine Sun.

Krula. She was too cautious, too smart. Any path where he pressured her too much resulted in his expulsion. Thus far, he’d used a light touch, but the fiends wept, it was taking forever.

He could try seducing her… ?

Again, he tried to imagine himself between her long, pale thighs, grunting and straining as he avoided looking down at her crescent-moon face. He could do it, it wasn’t that the feat was beyond him, but then he’d have to kill Grey, somehow, and spend at least a month making Krula love him so desperately that she’d acquiesce to his plans.

Pah.

Not good odds, there, either.

Dameon tapped his lips and took another swig. So what if he’d lose his ability to read the future paths? Right now, the booze was good.

Necessary.

A pang of loss sounded within his breast. What he’d give to have Simeon lounging on the couch, ready with droll advice and tempered wisdom. Or Evelyn to raise his mood, Ydrielle their caustic counterpart. Davelos, even damned Davelos would be better than this endless brooding.

Again, Dameon sighed and rubbed at one eye.

He was tired.

He was alone.

And having scarily competent Great Souls eager for his death was draining. And now they were both here, below, just waiting for him to drop his guard.

Dameon sneered. He should have killed them when he had the chance. But the odds of their outwitting him then had been so low. His paths had assured him he had them well in hand.

Until he didn’t.

Not for the first time, nor the last, he halfheartedly wished he’d never manifested this predictive power. Its vagueness and mutability drove him half-mad.

Myla.

He exhaled noisily. Why couldn’t his power tell him more about her, or what she’d demand from his Heart Oaths? How by the bleeding hells was she, some random, no-account Dread Blaze, the answer to his prayers?

Dameon deliberated.

Fine.

Why not? It wasn’t as if he were going to win Scorio and Jova over with honeyed words, no matter how carefully he played his role.

He rose, set the bottle aside, then quit his chambers. It didn’t take long to find Kuragin’s and Myla’s chambers. Even as he knocked on their door, he wondered: were they an item? He’d not bothered researching them at all. Did it matter?

Kuragin opened the door wide. He was tall, fearsome-looking, with the kind of harsh, bronzed features and forthright gaze of a warrior born. Dameon immediately sensed that he was violent, prone to moodiness, predictable, and vicious. A good tool, if he had any need of him.

“Is Myla present?”

Kuragin studied Dameon for a moment, then called back into the room, “Myla! Lady Krula’s advisor wants a word.”

A moment later, the Dread Blaze appeared by Kuragin’s side. She was almost half his height, painfully young and with silvery-white hair hanging in curly locks about her jawline. Her gray eyes alive with curiosity, her smile half-ready to emerge. “Hey. Can I help you?”

Interesting. Dameon knew himself adept at evaluating his targets, but this girl immediately conveyed an overwhelming sense of… not incompetence, exactly, but… harmlessness? Which was completely at odds with what his own predictive power had indicated. It didn’t add up.

“Hi. Dameon, Pyre Lord.” He extended his hand. Young women found that charming, sometimes. Something about a handsome guy like himself treating them with faux-formal seriousness.

“Myla,” she replied, shaking his hand, clearly amused. “But you already knew that.”

“This is going to sound weird, and I apologize in advance—” He flashed his patented, rueful smile. “But there’s something I would like to discuss with you in private.”

Kuragin crossed his beefy forearms and all but glowered. It was a pity. The man would appreciate a more brusque, standoffish approach, something curt and harsh that would raise Dameon in his estimation as a fellow hard-ass. This apologetic charming approach that was so fitting for Myla was a complete annoyance to Kuragin.

Ah well. You couldn’t satisfy everyone all of the time.

“I mean—sure.” Myla glanced at Kuragin, as if seeking permission, then back. “Um. Do you want to come inside?”

“I’ll give you space,” said Kuragin, barely hiding his irritation. “I’m hungry. See you down at the entrance hall.” Dameon half-expected the big man to offer some kind of threat, some promise of violence if he insulted or tried to hurt Myla, but the man simply gave her a warning look and departed.

“Come in!” She opened the door and stepped aside, smile wide. “It’s not exactly home sweet home, but what can you do?”

Dameon entered the stone chamber. There were two beds, both clearly recently used, so no, they weren’t a couple, or perhaps they just took advantage of each other before retiring to their own corners. The place smelled of them both, but not unpleasantly, and she had a decidedly floral scent that was quite beguiling.

He sat at a circular table. Myla took the chair across from him, and leaned forward, fingers interlaced, one dark brow raised. “So what’s this about? Lady Krula need me for something?”

“You know, there’s no good way to say it.” Dameon scratched the back of his head in mock-chagrin. “So I’ll just blurt it out, and you can laugh at me if you like and I’ll leave.”

“Uh oh,” said Myla, still smiling. “If this is a romantic proposition, I have to admit the sheer awkwardness of it is pretty novel.”

“Heh.” Dameon smirked. “Not that. Uh.” He was rarely at a loss for words, but his power had given him so little to work with. “I’m in a bit of a tight corner. Scorio and Jova, two Pyre Lords who just arrived, want me dead.”

“But there’s no violence to be had inside the Red Keep?” asked Myla hesitantly.

“I know. But they’re really dangerous, and I’m trying to figure out my best course of action. Obviously I’ve been working for Lady Krula, investigating the Silverine Suns and all that, but something occurred to me. A new path leading me out of this mess.”

Myla nodded encouragingly.

“Right.” Dameon sat up, eyed her, then grimaced. “I… I’m willing to swear any kind of Heart Oath you think appropriate so that I can help you out.” By the ten hells, it sounded asinine. “With whatever you’re working with. No questions asked.”

Myla’s brows shot up as her eyes widened, and then she reared back and made a face. “You what?”

“Yeah. I know. Yikes.” He fought to hold on to his rueful smile. It was one of his best, but never had it felt so strained. “Not something I’d offer lightly, but… whomever you are, whatever you are, apparently you’re my way out of this mess. So… there you have it.” He shrugged and sat back. “Now it’s your turn to laugh me out of here.”

She didn’t laugh, but nor did she immediately become solemn. Instead, her crooked smile became half-teasing, her gaze speculative. “Any Heart Oath I desire?”

“I mean, probably within reason.” Dameon shifted his weight nervously. “I wouldn’t agree to run into the Silver Unfathom naked to attack a Sun with my teeth.” He considered. “Unless you could provide me with a good rationale for it.”

“And that… I can’t.” She canted her head to one side. “You know, my problem is that people usually don’t take me seriously. This? It’s the other extreme. What am I supposed to have you swear?”

Dameon shrugged helplessly, trying to remain calm and ironic and attractively chagrinned despite his mounting frustration. “That’s just the thing, it’s whatever you need? Or find useful? Damned if I know. My Dread Blaze power tells me where to align myself, but it’s not a set of written instructions. It simply indicated that I could be of use to you. And if we align in purpose, my chances of surviving the next few weeks—months—jumps.”

“Hmm.” Myla tapped her chin with a fingertip. She still hadn’t laughed him out, or told him he was being ridiculous. Which was surprisingly promising. “Fascinating power you’ve got there. And it singled me out amongst all the other worthies in the Red Keep.”

“I guess you’re singular. For some reason. So. What’s it going to be? Can you think of some use for me?”

Myla’s smile grew lazy, self-satisfied. “Perhaps I can think of something. But you’re right. You’ll need to swear some pretty extreme Heart Oaths before we continue, with the first Heart Oath being a promise to not discuss the wording of the following Heart Oaths, even if you choose not to swear them.”

Relief dawned on Dameon like a soothing sunrise. There really was something here. He sat up. “Now we’re talking. A preliminary oath. To set the table, as it were.”

“To set the table,” agreed Myla. “And see if you have the stomach for the main meal. Are you ready?”

“I didn’t come here to waste any time.” Prickles of excitement sent shivers down his arms, causing his stomach to tighten. “How would you word it?”

“Repeat after me,” said Myla, and her gaze had grown intent, her speculative manner giving way to something more solemn. “And let’s see just how serious you are about your offer.”


Chapter 29

The Nightmare Lady

Naomi lost herself to wonder.

Traversing the Lustrous Maria was akin to wandering through an endless dream. Acherzua had been many things thus far, from the dour impressiveness of the Fiery Shoals to the grim bleakness of the valleys in the Iron Weald, the instinctively homelike Farmlands and the ethereal enervation of the Silver Unfathom.

But it had never been endlessly, impossibly beautiful.

Nox led her through regions sheltered between towering menhirs where emerald waters glimmered between lily pads encrusted with jeweled growths, so that it felt as if she wandered through an artist’s impressionistic palette. The horizon lost in a magenta haze, the sky above an endlessly spectacular sunset or sunrise.

In some places, the mesas and rough columns crowded sufficiently close together that the land took on the aspect of a stone forest, the ground crowded with vibrant corals which also grew up the sides of the cliff faces and menhirs, their stone fronds gently undulating as they breathed in the Gold and Silver mana. The air became a moody blue, as if they were a fathom underwater, and the sky far above shimmered azure and silver.

They slept in hollows and under great shelves of veined rock. They drank from the azure waters which were sweet, not salty, and feasted from the riot of fiendish life that everywhere swarmed around them.

For in comparison to the barren Silver Unfathom, the Lustrous Maria was alive with fiends.

Flocks of striped reptilian discs floated over certain coral bushes, their sides flashing as they darted back and forth. Immensely fat lizards sunned in the open, their crimson markings indicating their poisonous nature. Heavily armored lobsters the size of horses grazed within the undergrowth, while flocks of lavender horses on stilt-like legs a dozen yards tall moved with impossible grace across the landscape like errant clouds.

Naomi felt herself growing strong. The colors soothed her soul. The vibrancy mocked her austere depression. She felt herself breathing deeper of the rich scented air, and one beautiful day she bathed in a deep well of water so clear it felt as if she hovered over a shaft thirty yards deep on whose white sands below she could just make out jeweled starfish.

Nox visibly relaxed, and the more Naomi indicated her amazement at the Lustrous Maria, the more he puffed up with pride, as if he were personally responsible for the wonders and glories that surrounded them.

“Lustrous Maria very nice,” he’d allow, and Naomi could almost hear him sniff. “Quite pretty, many tasty snacks.”

But Naomi never quite let down her guard. It was from this realm that the Blood Ox had recruited his army, and despite his cavalier attitude, Nox was careful in the paths he chose, how exposed he allowed them to become. On their third day traversing along a coral ridge a hundred feet above a glimmering bay, they saw a herd of massive fiends moving along a causeway far below. Platinum carapaces encased huge black tentacles and coils, their heads horned helms, their forearms clasped by great silver vambraces.

Naomi stared, fascinated. She’d fought these alongside Scorio and the others, recalled all too well how fast they’d moved, their ferocity, their terrible might.

Now? They moved at a leisurely pace, leaping over stretches of water, pausing to crack open nodules and root inside the rubble for congealed mana. A dozen individuals, with a few smaller ones in their center.

A pack? A pride?

No matter. Nox and Naomi held very still, even though they were so high up and far away, till the fiends were gone.

Another day they saw a Symmetron perched atop a mesa, four-faced, four-legged, each of its four arms clutching a great coral club of a different hue, its gold, impassive faces gazing in the four cardinal directions as if it were a self-appointed sentinel or guardian of the realm.

Nox didn’t appear quite so grandiose whenever they were forced to slink past these potential foes.

But otherwise it was a dream. Gold mana flowed in magisterial rivers through the air, the countless corals and fronds and fiends drinking deep. Silver curled around the Gold, as if drawn to its noble nature, while Bronze and Copper flew overhead, Iron powered along in great stubborn runnels, and Coal, as well.

The sight of the seams of Coal worming along the cracks and filling the occasional ravine filled Naomi with a deep and persistent melancholy, so that always she averted her eyes.

Their most disturbing encounter occurred while passing through a petrified forest of flame. The ground was slate gray and riven by rivulets of pearlescent blue waters that chuckled and ran down toward a distant estuary a half-mile away. Entire swathes of the stony ground were covered in bright crimson lichen, and everywhere great flesh-colored mushrooms of stone arose, surrounded by clams as big as Naomi whose shells were parted so that tendrils could rise to draw in the mana.

But it was the trees and their impossible foliage that filled Naomi with awe. Every trunk bent to the west, as if bowing before an unfelt wind, and from their boughs streamed thick filaments of red and orange, of the palest pink and dark lavender. The effect was intoxicating. It felt as if she followed Nox through an eternal burning cloud that had caught upon the prongs of the branches, the cool grays and blues of the ground only emphasizing the ruddy glowing light of the canopy just overhead.

Nox was warbling one of his travel songs, which was composed of snatches of old quantic trials. At first, Naomi had sought to divine meaning or sense from his verses, but had finally grown accustomed to their being free associations, word poems with little meaning but somehow pleasing and comforting to the ear.

“Tulip branch upon black spear home,

Rising moon seen through broken cave.

Moist burrow where Nox seeks to dwell,

Tulip branch in Great Soul hell.

Black spear thrust through falling moon,

Broken cave where none may dwell.

Tulip branch and emerald spire—”

Naomi followed in her human form, a slender walking stick of spiraling white coral in one fist, an eye out for the small speckled conchs she liked to cook for dinner in a salty soup, when one of the flame red trees to the side suddenly twisted about, trunk supple, so that a humanoid torso in its center rotated into view, great blood-veined petals extending from the nape of its neck and shoulder blades to frame it like the heart of an impossible orchid.

Naomi startled and leaped away, Heart Igniting instantly so that she became the Nightmare Lady, while Nox let out a huffy croak and expanded his vocal sacs in distress, ready to unleash a mana blast.

The fiend, the person, the… whatever it was, however, made no attack. Six-armed, its flesh roseate like the canopy above, bald, its face a minimalist simulacra of humanity, it fixed its yellow agate eyes on Naomi. Then it grinned, revealing a mouth full of what might have been insect legs or flower pistils.

“The queen returns,” it hissed, all six arms rising and falling, long taloned fingers flexing, the vast petals shivering. “The queen returns, diminished!”

The Nightmare Lady checked herself, tail lashing, ready to leap away, ready to shred the tree fiend or flower monster or whatever it was. “Queen?”

“Seen dimly, darkly, adumbrated your form, royalty still, royalty forevermore,” hissed the repulsive creature. “Long gone, long lost, word goes forth, message through root and thorn. Welcome, half-queen, wastrel girl, mocking echo.”

The Nightmare Lady glanced at Nox, who’d turned about with his ungainly steps to face their interlocutor. “What are you talking about?”

“Foolish tree. Idiot tree.” Nox allowed his sacs to collapse back into his throat. “Not mana mad.”

Its six arms continued to rise and fall with unnatural grace, its yellow eyes burning. “Word of your arrival preceded you, word of your going advances ahead. The land knows. The land knows. The land knows its own.”

“My arrival?” The Nightmare Lady glanced about the vale, not wishing to grow so distracted that an enemy could creep up on them. “I’m… known here?”

“The echo is ignorant of the prime sound. Muddied water. Dying vine.” The lipless mouth split open even wider. “Let me embrace you. Come into my folds. What once was lost can be torn free. I do this as a service. Humble servling to once-great queen. Cast off impurity. Remove weakness.”

The Nightmare Lady lashed her tail from side to side. “I don’t think so.”

“Nox remove its head. Better if it stop talking.”

The fiend evinced no fear. Its eyes were somehow growing larger, the eyelids retracting to reveal ever more of their burning yellow spheres. “You are known! You are seen! Word shall reach your home. I send it now. You shall be collected! You shall be flensed! You shall be flayed!”

“Time to go,” said the Nightmare Lady, backing away. She didn’t want to get close to those grasping arms, to that widening mouth, to the huge petals that palpated the air hungrily, their blood-filled veins visible in their amber flesh.

“Nasty tree,” agreed Nox, throat bobbing. “Rude.”

They hurried over the slate rise and down the far side, leaving the rooted fiend behind. But now the flame trees around them stirred as if lashed by a wind, their long, crystalline leaves chiming eerily and loosing a mist of fine, crimson mica that glittered like blood snow as it fell upon them.

It was so pretty.

But the Nightmare Lady didn’t want the dust falling on her black skin. She bounded ahead, leaping over orange coral bushes and fast-flowing rivulets, till at last they broke out of the flame trees onto a great oblique ridge that carved a path down and around to a sunlight-dappled bay where a Six Snake fiend was grazing, half-submerged.

The Nightmare Lady stomped and shook herself, a faint cloud of crimson dust coming off her bony frame, but then stopped.

The undulations weren’t limited to the fire trees. Though the great boughs behind them had fallen still, the Nightmare Lady could track the passage like a great shiver of movement expanding outward around them, down the ridge, causing the small bushes, the larger fronds to quiver, on and on till she couldn’t be sure of her senses.

Nox waddled up beside her, his black form dusted pink.

“You see that?” She pointed with one talon. “Whatever message that fiend sent, it’s gone far ahead of us.”

Nox stayed silent, lips pursed in the manner indicating displeasure.

“You ever meet something like that?” The Nightmare Lady studied him.

Nox belched, and settled in a little deeper where he sat, wobbling from side to side. “Acherzua hold many fiends. The Lustrous Maria has most of them. Nox never meet rude tree before.”

“It seemed to recognize me.” The Nightmare Lady stared blankly at Nox, then down at her upturned palms. “I don’t… it called me a queen?”

“It not spend much time with you.”

The Nightmare Lady grimaced but made no comment.

They traveled on.

But now the land seemed aware of their passage. The wind brought whispers as they progressed, half-understood, that caused the Nightmare Lady to slow and tilt her head. The vegetation and corals at times shivered as she passed them by. Fiends circled overhead.

But Nox was undismayed. Her attempts to engage him in the matter fell flat. His behavior grew strange. He began pausing for no reason she could discern, great shovel head half-cocked to one side, listening. Or abruptly he would clamber up a spire shelf of rock to gaze alertly out over the expanse of the Lustrous Maria, intent on some mysterious signal she couldn’t discern.

One morning as they made their way through shallow emerald waters, hopping from great stone lily pad to lily pad, he suddenly stopped and tensed.

The Nightmare Lady turned in a slow circle, seeking in frustration some sign of whatever foe or danger had caused her companion to freeze yet again.

Nothing.

Then a world-shattering reverberation sounded from Nox, his huge throat expanding as if he’d just swallowed a massive fiend, and his call blasted forth, nearly deafening her.

Hissing, the Nightmare Lady pressed her palms to her earholes and crouched. Nox inhaled deeply and again croaked, the sound prodigious, propulsive, echoing out over the watery flats.

“What the…?” She glared at her companion, who remained fixated on a distant clump of corals. “Nox! What are you—?”

A second call sounded forth, made thin by the distance, but unmistakably similar to Nox’s.

Nox shifted his weight excitedly from side to side. “Nox does not abide a challenge!”

“A challenge? From who? Another Emperor Wraith Toad?”

“Nox supreme!” Never had she heard him sound so excited. “Nox thin the field!”

And he squatted deep into himself, body ridging and rising into folds about the elbows of his arms and huge rear legs, then exploded forth into a leap so prodigious that the roseate lily pad beneath him shattered. The Nightmare Lady recoiled, one arm raised against the chunks of rock and gust of wind, and watched in blank shock as Nox sailed through the air, the farthest she’d ever seen him leap.

He landed a good hundred yards away in a great splash.

A second figure hurled itself aloft from the distant corals to land before her friend.

A second toad.

“Oh, damn,” whispered the Nightmare Lady, rising from her crouch.

The other toad was as massive if not bigger. Dark as coal and with red jagged stripes running down its side, its eyeless sockets were rimmed with spikes and an aura of crimson light burned off its lumpen hide. Horns extended from its elbows, and rimmed its broad back.

Nox warbled and shook and swayed from side to side, his sound felt more in the Nightmare Lady’s bones than heard, and then the second toad began the same, shifting and swaying and issuing its own call.

The Nightmare Lady ran forward, leaping from pad to pad, tail lashing behind her.

Their song grew louder. Even at this distance it was deafening. Nox began to burn with a fearsome black aura she’d never seen before, and the waves of weaponized Coal mana could be felt even at this distance. It felt like she was running into an ever-thickening cloud of pressure.

Their song was complex and interweaving. But not harmonious. Each toad strove for mastery. Their rhythms and cadences vied for supremacy, at times clashing and then resolving as one took the lead, only for the other to rumble and croak and sing forth a new challenge.

Small waves were pushing away from where the pair stood, washing over the corals and pads. The air shivered.

Should she intervene? Would Nox even welcome her help?

The duet grew more ugly, the surging rise and fall more chaotic as neither acquiesced to follow the other’s lead, and then abruptly both toads hurled themselves at each other.

The collision was momentous. They leaped with enough power to cross another hundred yards, but only flew a dozen before they collided. Limbs clutched at each other, mouths opened wide, tongues lolling as their auras blazed even brighter, and the backlash of mana was so tremendous that the Nightmare Lady dropped to one knee, arm raised again to shield her eyes.

The toads fell into the emerald waters and began to toss and tumble, rolling and striving for mastery. The strange toad was larger, and at first it seemed it would overwhelm Nox, his crimson aura surging like wildfire. But then Nox got his rear legs under him and rose tall, pushing up and forcing the second toad to rear up as well.

For a moment, they teetered, rear legs fully extended, and then they crashed down onto their sides.

The Nightmare Lady couldn’t comprehend how they were even fighting. They were too massive, their talons too meager to do actual damage. No, it was their auras. They surged and sizzled and spat where they overlaid each other, black fighting against crimson. Both toads resonated as they rumbled deep and powerfully, and wave after wave of mana burned through the air, buffeting her where she crouched.

Scowling, she pressed on. As she drew closer, she heard both toads calling forth—insults? Their voices were interwoven, words and phrases meshing and clashing.

“—dry warren where no eggs are laid—”

“—eggs of the mother hatched inside the pool—”

“—dry hide of hideous pretender—”

“—hide of gleaming gems—”

“—eyes like gems, fecund females, all thirsting for Nox!”

The Imperial Wraith Toad hurled the crimson toad aside and immediately charged his foe before he could right himself. With a great shoulder thrust, he knocked the other toad onto its back, then hunched his shoulders and unleashed a terrific Coal detonation.

Black fire washed over the crimson aura, negating it, and then Nox unleashed a second detonation, then a third.

Each caused his opponent to dim, his crimson stripes darkening, his aura snuffing out. The water around them was lifted up and hurled away in great curtains of stinging spray, the ground cracked, and again the Nightmare Lady fell back lest the mana detonations sear her hide.

Then—silence.

Nox remained crouched beside his toppled foe, who struggled weakly as if dazed, his limbs stirring back and forth as he remained trapped on his back.

Nox gazed over the fallen toad with a sneer. “Hollow egg. Nox supreme male. Know your place.”

And he began to waddle away, splashing through the emerald waters that had flooded back in.

The other toad remained flipped, mouth slowly opening and closing, straining as if caught in a nightmare of invisible honey.

Nox strolled past the Nightmare Lady, wisps of black smoke still rising from his pebbled hide. He held his head high, his chest puffed, and the Nightmare Lady followed him warily, occasionally glancing back at the defeated toad.

Only once they had left the arena of battle behind and rounded the base of a ragged island that rose to a high plateau did Nox cease to strut. He abruptly sagged, shoulders slumping, and sank into the lambent waters.

“Are you… are you alright?” asked the Nightmare Lady.

“Nox…” The Emperor Wraith Toad inhaled deeply. “Nox mighty. Nox crush pretender male. Nox… need nap.”

A dozen questions arose in the Nightmare Lady’s mind, then fell away. “I’ll hunt something for you to snack on. You must be hungry.”

“Naomi good friend.” Nox began to crawl toward a dark cleft in the island’s cliff face. “Nox must recover from excess virility. Must not disappoint… must not disappoint females.”

The Nightmare Lady watched him go, then shook her head and smirked. “Perish the thought. I’ll be right back. Stay safe, alright?”

The great toad turned so that he could move backward and squeeze his bulk into the dark slash in the rock. Once wedged in tight, he sagged down again, water lapping about his chin.

He made no response.

The Nightmare Lady watched him for a moment longer, then loped off, casting about for prey. As she ran, the closest corals, bright outgrowths of vermillion flecked with gold, ripped as if in alarm, or acknowledgment of her passage.

Reaching the Radiant Pools of Gold was going to be a far stranger experience than she’d anticipated.


Chapter 30

Scorio

The large entrance hall was filled with even more faces when Scorio descended to find his friends. The central firepit was blazing, and knots of people stood here and there in low conversation while others were eating meals at the tables proper.

Dinner time? Scorio’s stomach grumbled as he realized he’d lost track of meals, hours, days, even. The Silver Unfathom was the first place in hell he’d visited without some kind of diurnal cycle.

Other than the two years he’d spent trapped in the depths of the Crucible.

Shoving that memory away, he stepped into the hall only for a wave of interest to ripple through the crowd as people noticed and heads turned to stare at him.

Great.

He didn’t recognize most of the people here, but a few were familiar, faces he’d seen somewhere or other but whose names he’d lost track of.

Still. He wasn’t here to meet folks and shake hands, so he stared straight ahead as he made his way to the far end where his companions sat with Massamach. They’d clearly just finished their meals as empty plates were set before them.

“There you are!” beamed Xandera as Scorio sat on the bench next to her. “It’s been so long since you flew away that I was growing worried. But Jova assured me I was being silly, and that this Aezryna wouldn’t kill you.”

“Healthy suspicion,” smiled Scorio, relaxing a smidge amongst his companions. “Though, yeah, I made it out in one piece.”

“How’d it go?” Jova pushed a plate of cold food toward him, then leaned forward, arms crossed on the table. “She say anything worth sharing?”

“You know.” Scorio took up his fork, appetite suddenly voracious. “The usual. I’m happy to share details when we’ve more privacy. How are you feeling, Nyrix?”

“Fine.” Nyrix frowned. “Annoyed and frustrated that I was the only one dropped during the exit, but… yeah. Fine.”

“So what’s the plan?” asked Kelona. “We staying? We going?”

“Going,” said Jova.

“Staying,” said Scorio, then laughed. “Sorry. Only for a day or two. Aezryna offered to help me with my training, and I’d like a chance to catch up with Druanna.”

Leonis was sitting stiffly at the head of the table, trying to not look uncomfortable. “She asked for you to find her. She’s of the same mind.”

“Great. We’ll stay one more night. Or whatever passes for a night around here. You’ve found rooms?”

“There are plenty of places to stay,” said Massamach. “Half the Red Keep is just empty suites and chambers. You can pretty much claim any of them, but upkeep is up to you. With the lowest ranked Great Souls being Flame Vaults, the place is staffed by Silverines, but you can guess what they demand in payment.”

“And we’ll be needing a guide,” said Jova. “Someone competent and respected to take us out to The Tomb of Sadness. I’ll work on that while you do your social calls.” Scorio went to protest, but to his amazement, she smiled darkly at him. “I jest. It was a joke.”

“Ah,” said Scorio. “Ha. Very, ah, funny.”

“I liked it!” piped Xandera.

“Watch out,” said Massamach, tone low. A large man was approaching their table.

Another face from his past.

And not a pleasant one.

Kuragin.

It was like seeing a memory come to life.

He was as massive as ever, but no longer quite as youthful. He’d filled out, his bronzed skin taut and healthy over his husky frame. His features were hard and rough as ever, as if he’d spent years braving storms, and his thick black hair grown out and tied back into a ponytail.

Kelona and Nyrix glanced at Scorio in confusion as Kuragin stopped before their table and crossed his arms. “Scorio. The man himself.”

“Kuragin.” Scorio decided not to stand. “It’s been a while.”

“Jova.” Kuragin gave her an upnod, then sat without being invited, straddling the bench and placing an elbow on the table and turning back to Scorio. “I’ve heard the wildest stories about you.”

“That’s strange.” Scorio didn’t like the other man’s tone. “I’ve heard nothing about you at all.”

“Ooh,” said Xandera appreciatively.

Kuragin grunted in amusement. “Fair. I’ve been keeping my head down and getting work done. I just made Dread Blaze a few months ago. You?”

“Pyre Lord.”

“So it’s really true. Huh. I’d not credited the stories. That makes only six of us that I know of from our class that have advanced so quickly. Massamach, Jova, you’ve both got to hurry it up.”

Jova raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean? I’m a Pyre Lady.”

“Ooh!” said Xandera, clapping her hands.

“Ah.” Kuragin recovered with a grin. “So. I guess it really was worth leaving the Academy like you did.”

“Yeah,” said Scorio, tonguing the inside of his cheek and trying to decide if this was going to end in a fight. “It was. You signed up?”

“I’m a House Hydra man.” Kuragin’s grin became predatory. “Though I didn’t exactly mourn Praximar’s death. His obsessions and vanity were bringing everything down.”

Jova leaned forward. “You’re aware that Scorio and I killed him?”

“Yeah.” Kuragin grimaced. “I… I’m sure I don’t know half of what was actually going on. I wasn’t in Bastion for long after being recruited. Shockingly, I wasn’t good with the locals. They sent me out onto the Rascor Plains to patrol under Valtaire’s lead. Did that for a year, holding the perimeter.”

“I heard good things about Valtaire.” Though Scorio couldn’t remember from whom.

“He’s a good man. Fair, but not a fool. Strong. His powers are awesome.” All said in a factual manner. Kuragin shrugged. “But I got bored. So I transferred to the Hydra base out in the Iron Weald. Far from the Fury Spires. An old research outpost by the Defender’s Shield.”

“Haven’t heard of it,” said Jova.

“It’s, well, a giant shield.” Kuragin took a sip of the cup he’d brought with him, a wry, humorless smile curving the corner of his lips. “Huge. Made of bronze. Maybe a half-mile across. It crushed an entire range between two of the Iron Weald’s valleys. Draws the World Worms for some reason, as well as huge reserves of Bronze mana.” For a moment, Kuragin just stared out into the middle distance, then he shook his head. “The higher-ups there think it’s connected in some way to the Titan’s Causeway that’s just beyond in the Telurian Band. I don’t know. My job was to keep the Gurlocks away. They kept flooding out of the ground every few weeks. Was good fighting.”

“A half-mile across?” asked Kelona. “Just… a huge bronze shield?”

“Yeah. Hell’s weird.” Kuragin stared into his cup. “Anyway. Spent about a year there. But Praximar ordered us to draw down the research. Said if the specialists hadn’t learned anything in the past few centuries, they sure wouldn’t in the last few years. Drove a few of the old hands mad with fury. They were on the verge of some big breakthrough. Something about the shield being a summoned construct of matrix mana, or some other hodgepodge of fancy words. Whatever. Myla and I opted to steer clear of the nonsense taking place in Bastion and transferred into the Telurian Band to the guard detail on the Titan’s Causeway. We figured we’d be pulled into the Blood Ox war soon enough, but it never happened.”

“Huh.” It felt like hearing about an entirely different hell. “A… friend once told me about the Titan’s Causeway.” Scorio thought of Plassus lying on the rocks, his spine broken, his Heart ruptured. “There a portal at the end of it?”

“Sure is.” Kuragin drained his cup and pushed it aside. “Permanent, too. But our job was to stop folks from using it. Kill whatever came through. Don’t know where it led. Bad news, apparently. Gold-ranked fiends would come out. But they always seemed lost. We had our work cut out for us.”

Scorio mulled Kuragin’s words over. “Gold-ranked fiends. So out into the Lustrous Maria?”

Kuragin shrugged again. “We were told not to speculate. So I didn’t.”

Scorio snorted softly. “Fair enough. What brought you to the Red Keep, then?”

“Praximar’s death resulted in a big shake-up in House Hydra. Our commander at the Titan’s Causeway returned to Bastion, and we were all given the opportunity to renew our oaths or cut free. Myla and I cut free. She suggested we head deeper into hell, and all roads lead through the Red Keep. There she is now. Myla!”

Kuragin raised his hand to a waifish girl who’d emerged from the stairwell at the far end of the hall. Her silvery-white hair was cut short, curling about her ears and jawline, and she wore a jaunty cap. Snub-nosed and with dark brows, she waved back eagerly and began making her way over.

“She’s a Dread Blaze, too.” Kuragin scooted over to make room on the bench. “Don’t underestimate her. She’s tougher than I am.”

Scorio watched Myla approach. Her eyes widened at the sight of him, as if she recognized him from somewhere, just before she tripped on something and nearly crashed to her knees, arms windmilling. Someone reached out to steady her, and she laughed weakly as she thanked the stranger before resettling her cap and reaching their table.

“Hey, Kuragin. Uh—hi, Scorio. Hello everyone. Don’t worry. I’m not absolutely mortified at nearly falling on my face like that.” Her grin was impish, her tone self-deprecating. “I, ah, tend to do that all the time. It’s… it’s my hobby.”

“I think we’re going to get along,” smiled Kelona.

“Myla, grab a cup. How’d it go with that thing upstairs?”

“Weird. And a waste of my time. I can tell you the details later.”

“Alright.”

She sat on the bench and flashed a smile at everyone. “Hello! Hope it’s alright to join you all. Just… kind of hard to pass up on an opportunity to embarrass myself before Scorio, you know?”

Kelona nodded knowingly.

“Have we met?” asked Scorio. Something about her seemed familiar.

“No!” Myla laughed. “Not in this life, at any rate. I just know who you are. I mean, everyone knows who you are. Scorio the Disrupter, Scorio the Ass Kicker, and so forth. Sorry. I should have pretended not to know so we could be properly introduced. I’m Myla, Dread Blaze, Class of 871.” She extended her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Bemused, Scorio shook. “Scorio. Pyre Lord. Class of 873.”

Everyone else chimed in with their introductions but Jova.

“I’ve heard so many rumors I don’t even know where to begin,” said Myla, smiling shyly. “But playing ‘true or false’ for half an hour will only make things awkward, so I’ll just assume they’re all true.” She grinned. “What brings you all to the Red Keep? Heading down to destroy the Viridian Heart?”

Scorio smiled. “Not just yet. Doing some research here in the Silver Unfathom. We’ll be leaving tomorrow.”

“Research?” Kuragin sounded intrigued. “On the Silverines?”

“You should talk with Lady Krula,” added Myla. “She’s obsessed with them. Has all kinds of amazing theories about their Suns. Maybe she can help? Unless!” Myla winced. “You’ve probably already spoken with her. Sorry. Should have guessed.”

“No problem,” said Scorio. “But yeah. Jova and I had an audience a few hours ago.”

Kuragin shifted in his seat. “This research of yours. It have something to do with Bravurn being a traitor?”

“Word’s getting around?”

“Sure is,” said Myla, tone turning serious. “Everybody’s talking about it. How he was in league with a true fiend against our forces in the Bone Plains? And part of a secret cabal that’s been ruining things for everyone all this time? The Wordsmen?”

“Herdsmen,” said Scorio. “And yeah. He was.”

“Damn,” said Kuragin. He scratched his chin. “Everybody’s second-guessing themselves now. Their next course of action. We’d originally planned to hit the Emerald Reach, help with the Heart, but…”

Kelona nodded sympathetically. “Same here. I met Scorio in the Telurian Band, but after learning the way of things, I realized that if we can’t trust the leadership, how are we to know what’s the right thing to do? Made sense to just try to hunt down more traitors.”

Myla nodded sympathetically. “That’s exactly it. The more the higher-ups tell us to just relax and do what we’re told, the more suspicious we get.”

“Can’t blame you,” said Scorio, then forked a mass of squiggly green fronds into his mouth.

“Um.” Myla glanced at Kuragin, as if for reassurance, then back to Scorio. “Actually, Kuragin and I have been killing time here while trying to figure out what the right next move is. Do you by chance need help on this research trip?”

“Myla,” began Kuragin.

“Because, well, we’re both Dread Blazes and I for one am sick of guard duty or being told to kill fiends by superiors who can’t be bothered to explain why.” Myla glared defiantly at Kuragin. “Don’t tell me you’re not.”

Kuragin glowered. “Scorio and I have some old bad blood between us. I doubt he’d just want to sweep that under the rug.”

“What I know,” protested Myla, “is that the Silver Unfathom has become a really wild and dangerous place. You leave the Red Road, you’re in trouble. Maybe having a couple of extra Dread Blazes along will help keep everyone alive? I don’t know. There’s no harm in asking. And!” She turned to beam at Scorio. “I bet we’ll hit Pyre Lord far quicker if we’re in the thick of it with you than sitting in some war camp in the Emerald Reach.”

“I’ve asked everyone joining my group to swear they’re not Herdsmen, or working for them,” said Scorio, glancing at Jova.

“No problem!” Myla beamed. “Seeing as we’re not Herdsmen, we’d be happy to swear, right Kuragin?”

“Nobody’s extended you a formal invitation,” said Jova. “So don’t get too excited.”

“Right,” said Myla, nodding firmly. “Absolutely. But at least we’ve submitted our application. Or something.”

Jova frowned at her.

“Well, let me think about it,” said Scorio. “I appreciate the offer. But the team and I have to discuss these kinds of things before I can make a decision.”

“Oh. Of course. I’m sorry.” Myla slumped. “I should have—I mean, you obviously—”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Scorio. “Honestly, I appreciate the offer. We’ve already discovered firsthand how treacherous the Silver Unfathom can be. We’ll let you know what we decide.”

Kuragin stood and extended his hand. “Well, it was good running into you. And to see that the rumors, if anything, haven’t done you justice.”

“Yeah,” said Scorio, shaking his hand. “It was good to see you again.”

“Jova. Everyone.” Kuragin nodded and began walking away.

Myla also stood, still obviously abashed. “Pleasure making your acquaintance, Scorio. Bye, everyone.”

“Same. I’ll be seeing you guys around.”

She hurried to catch up with Kuragin, and began talking animatedly as they crossed down the length of the hall.

“Eager, that one,” said Jova.

“I liked her,” said Kelona. “Nothing wrong with being friendly.”

“Agreed.” Xandera shrugged. “There are very few nice people in hell. It’s nice to meet nice people.”

“Kuragin seems… capable,” said Nyrix, tone strangely ambivalent.

“I don’t know.” Leonis hunched forward over his crossed arms. “Kuragin does seem competent, but Myla…”

“Nice people can be competent,” protested Xandera.

“Let’s head back to our rooms so we can talk,” said Scorio.

Everyone nodded, rose, and cleared away their dishes and cups. They then took Scorio up to the suite they’d claimed, which was composed of four bedrooms off a central living space.

People claimed chairs, settled in.

“I wouldn’t mind having them along.” Nyrix shrugged. “It’d be interesting to know what they can do first, but Scorio wasn’t kidding when he mentioned our already having run into trouble. And that was right by the Red Road. Imagine how much worse it can get deeper in.”

Scorio caught Jova’s eyes. “What do you think?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “Kuragin’s good in a scrap. Myla? Liable to get on my nerves.”

“I’m hoping to recruit Druanna.” Scorio stretched. “And Aezryna didn’t immediately decline my invitation, either.”

“Aezryna?” Kelona’s eyes went wide. “She might come?”

Jova crossed her arms. “What happened to asking our opinions before inviting folks in?”

Scorio grinned. “Given that we’re going somewhere your Charnel Duchess self couldn’t handle? I figured you’d accept a Blood Baroness’ help. You guys worked together on the plain, right?”

“We did.” Jova scrunched up one corner of her lips, then sighed. “She’s good people. I guess. Though she’s completely loyal to the Seamstress.”

“I’m serious, though.” Scorio made eye contact with each member of their little group. “After what happened with the warren, I want to minimize risks. And as far as I can tell, the best way to do that is to bring competent people with us. Druanna, Aezryna… hell. Maybe even Kuragin and Myla.”

“As long as they swear,” said Nyrix softly.

“As long as they swear the same Heart Oaths.” Scorio nodded. “The deeper we get into hell, the more word spreads about what we’re trying to do, the more we should anticipate the Herdsmen taking notice and trying to sabotage or kill us.”

“The Shadow Petal’s still out there,” said Jova darkly.

Xandera twisted around to study the back corner of the room.

“Don’t I know it. Worse, Dameon’s around. That makes everything worse. Jova, you tell them about Lady Krula’s offer?”

“I did, yes.”

“And how we refused?”

“We agree with your thinking,” said Leonis, tone dark. “There’s absolutely nothing that man can say that I’ll believe. He could tell me that we’re in hell and need mana to Ignite our Hearts, and I’d call him a liar.”

“Right,” said Scorio. “Lady Krula having drawn him into her plans means I just can’t risk taking part in anything she’s angling for. We’re going to decline soon. Then we’ll see who wishes to join our group, conduct the Heart Oaths, find a Silverine guide, and head out into the Unfathom.”

Nods all round.

“Well.” Scorio rose to his feet. “I’m not going to waste any time, then. If Druanna told me to come find her, that’s what I mean to do. And you all?”

“Training,” said Leonis.

“Agreed,” said Nyrix.

Jova leaned back in her chair. “I’m going to start working on my vortices.”

“Don’t master them just yet,” grinned Scorio. “Give me a fighting chance to keep pace.”

“That’s on you,” she smiled.

“Fair. Anyway. I’ll circle back around once I have news. With a little luck, we’ll be out of here by tomorrow morning. Sound good? Then keep your heads down, and I’ll see you soon.”


Chapter 31

Scorio

“So is this what happens when you move up in the ranks?” asked Scorio, sitting back in the armchair and balancing his cup of liquor on his knee. “Endless rounds of talking and talking?”

Half of Druanna’s face was lit in warm tones of the leaping firelight, the other cast in shadow. Her gaze was pensive, her smirk subtle. “I consider myself fortunate in getting a moment of your time. Seeing as you’re in such demand and all.”

“I remember hating this at the Fury Spires. All these Great Souls circling each other like wary predators, holding meetings, calling in pawns in the hopes of leveraging an advantage. Aezryna. Charoth. Bravurn. Moira. Not Plassus though.” Scorio raised his cup to his lips. “I think that’s what drew me to him. His impatience with the whole charade. There was something fierce, something real about his madness.”

“For one, I don’t think you qualify as a pawn any longer. And two, if you want to avoid these go-rounds, you should either avoid causing such a stir, or avoid these gathering places.”

“I know, I know. I’m just griping.” Scorio shifted his weight in the chair. “I just can’t imagine what it must be like to be a Charnel Duke, or a Crimson Earl. The Seamstress must live in meetings. Always talking, never doing.”

“Something tells me that’s not going to be your fate.” Druanna sipped from her own cup, and if the strength of the liquor affected her, she gave no sign. “It feels like just a few days ago we were camping in the Iron Weald. You’re moving fast.”

“Yeah.” Scorio gazed into the fire, memories flickering across the walls of his mind as if cast by the leaping flames.

“I’ve heard snatches from different people. But I’d like to hear it from you.”

For a moment, Scorio thought she was going to ask about the true fiend, or how he managed to kill Bravurn, or perhaps even how he came to befriend a blazeborn queen. But to his sad delight, Druanna skipped past all those trite matters. “What happened to Naomi?”

“Naomi.” Scorio inhaled, frowned, and saw in the gold and crimson flames her face gazing out at him, black hair tousled and falling before her cheeks, eyes narrowed, all intensity, all madness.

Druanna didn’t press him. Her room, like all the others in the Red Keep, was small, functional, plain. The fireplace was the only mark of ostentation and sole source of light. The darkness was velvety, and it felt as if they existed in a bubble of rich, dancing redness, the rest of hell vanished into the night.

It hurt to cast his mind back to those memories. It took effort. Nobody had dared ask about Naomi and her fate, not so baldly, but Druanna, well. It felt right to share with her. She’d helped them destroy Praximar. She’d escorted them out into the Iron Weald. She’d not been a friend, exactly—being a Pyre Lady had elevated her beyond that possibility, at the time, but now?

Now she had the right to an answer.

In a low voice, Scorio told her. Of Naomi’s anger and growing suspicion. Of her paranoia and how often it was borne out. Her desire that they flee into deep hell together, and be quit of all Great Souls and their affairs. How she raged at him for his willingness to trust and work with others. How they’d become close, their bond stronger than her fear, how he’d taken that irrevocable step that made them a couple even as he struggled with the rightness of it, and those final, terrible moments when she executed Valdun and then killed Alain when he intervened.

He’d drained his cup somewhere along the telling, and Druanna leaned forward to refill it.

“I should have pressed her harder,” he said at last. “When she spoke of the Nightmare Lady being separate from her. Speaking to her. Lying to her. I wanted to think of it as… I don’t know, metaphorical language. A way for her to distance herself emotionally from her own pain. But now.” He inhaled deeply, exhaustion cloaking him, a weariness that his Gold-tempered body could never fight. “Now I think it was cowardice on my part. That I didn’t want to face the reality of her being… different. In some fundamental way.”

“She was different,” agreed Druanna, voice soft. “Natural born.”

“Natural born,” agreed Scorio. “And then pumped full of so many pills and elixirs by her father that she managed to Ignite.”

“Her family. What do you know of them?”

“Not much. She never wanted to discuss them. Her father was a high-ranking member of House Kraken. Ruined himself, she said, elevating her into the Academy. She never once mentioned wanting to visit him. I don’t even know if he’s still alive. Or about her mother. Anything, really.”

“She was private,” agreed Druanna. “And made it painfully clear she didn’t welcome those kinds of questions.”

“But I should have pressed her. Maybe…” The pain in his heart flexed. “Maybe if I had, if I’d forced her to talk about it, I could have helped her. Dealt with the problem.”

Druanna’s expression was nothing if not compassionate. “Perhaps. But perhaps not. You trusted your instincts. Perhaps you sensed the danger in pressing her. Perhaps you’d have lost her sooner. Or not. But there’s no sense in second-guessing yourself now.”

“I know that. At least, the rational part of my mind does. But when I think back to Alain, to those last moments, her pain, her…” Scorio shuddered and drained his cup. “I know I should have done more.”

They sat in silence.

Finally, Scorio roused himself from his thoughts. “What about you? Did you make it to the Kraken base?”

“I did.” Her smile was mirthless. “Perhaps a week after we went our own ways. It was an… interesting welcome. My old friends were wary. In short, they tried to convince me to rejoin. I declined. Our warm reunion soured, and I realized that I wasn’t welcome. In retrospect, I can’t say I’m too surprised. I think they’d hoped all along to turn me into an asset for the House.” She smiled bitterly. “Having great power is like having enormous wealth. It’s hard to make friends that don’t seek to use you in some way to their advantage.”

“Yeah.” Scorio leaned forward to take up the bottle. The liquor was making him feel mellow and relaxed. “There’s no better incentive to figure out your own path than to be constantly recruited by folks who want to use you.”

“And your path’s taking you deeper into the Silver Unfathom? That’s what Kelona shared while you were gone. This mysterious quest of yours.”

“No mystery to it.” Scorio sat back. “We found clues leading us to the Herdsmen’s ancient base. Or one of them. A mobile floating invisible cube that’s supposed to house all their miraculous machinery. But the Silver Unfathom’s a mess. Even if we use our rose compass to find the Lost Cube, there’s no telling what fractured plane it’ll be on. So we’re going to explore a second location Jova discovered in an old journal of hers. Also connected to the Herdsmen, it seems. What about you?”

“I was making my way—reluctantly I guess—to the Emerald Reach. A Pyre Lady like myself is always in demand, and Broic the Brawler has offered to help me reach Blood Baroness in exchange for my services.”

“Broic the Brawler. The Seamstress’ Kraken counterpart?”

“My ex-House elder, yes.” Druanna sipped. “I wasn’t overly excited by the prospect, but it was an easy option to default to.”

Scorio studied the woman. Powerful, athletic, she somehow still managed to appear dangerous even while relaxed in her armchair. Druanna. He recalled how awed the Manticore camp at the Abyss had been by her arrival. Recalled her fearless fury as she’d marched into Praximar’s hall to assault almost a hundred Great Souls for defending the chancellor’s perfidy.

“You should come with us,” he said abruptly. “Into the Silver Unfathom.”

She arched a dark brow and smiled. “I was wondering how long it’d take you to ask.”

“That means you’re up for it?”

“That means I’m not surprised. But I’m not convinced this isn’t a wild goose chase.”

So he told her. Of Lady Krula’s map, of Jova’s journal entry, of their surmises and plans.

“Not a wild goose chase,” Druanna allowed when he was done. “But perhaps even riskier than I’d imagined. You’re hoping to overcome whatever was able to defeat Jova Spike as a Charnel Duchess?”

“Our odds of doing so would vastly improve with your help.” He smirked. “Having an indestructible six-armed eidolon of death would be nice.”

Druanna laughed. “And here I thought you wanted me for my sense of humor.”

Scorio feigned surprise. “You have a sense of humor?”

“I’m a regular comedian You have a guide?”

“Jova said she was working on it.”

“How fast can your group go?”

“If pressed, we can move fast. Me in dragon form and Jova ferrying others on her plinth. But only for short spells. My dragon form consumes vast amounts of mana, and I’ve not yet mastered my vortices. Plus, we might be taking on a couple of other Dread Blazes. Not sure yet. So it might be slower than I’d like.”

“I see. I can also move quickly when pressed. I just ride my eidolon as it charges toward the horizon.”

“There’s also our blazeborn companion, Xandera. She needs time with her feet on the ground if she’s not to grow weak. That’s a natural break on staying aloft for too long. So it’d work out.”

She studied him, one finger laid along the seam of her lips. “It’s an interesting proposition. And there’s no gainsaying how remarkable… I mean, how cataclysmic your results have been thus far.”

“Side bonus: I’d not attempt to recruit you to House Kraken like Broic.”

“There is that.”

Scorio smiled. “You knew I’d ask. And you still invited me to join you for a drink.”

“Did you know I’m terrible at card games? I can’t bluff to save my life.” Druanna canted her head to one side, amused. “You’re right. When you walked in the front door of the Red Keep this morning, I’d a sense there and then that our paths had crossed for a reason.”

Hope arose within Scorio. “So you’ll join us?”

“You already knew I would.” She raised her cup. “It’ll be good to work with someone whose powers aren’t completely overshadowed by my own.”

Scorio grinned and raised his cup in turn. “Jova’s no slouch, either.”

“I bet she’d love to hear you describe her as such. To learning more about the Herdsmen.”

“To exposing their secrets, ruining their plans, and revealing the truth about their presence in hell.”

“Good toast.” She clinked her cup against his. “When do we leave?”

Scorio sipped and sat back, warmed not just by the liquor now but the knowledge that one of the singularly most potent Great Souls north of the Lustrous Maria was going to be helping him on their quest. “Tomorrow at dawn. I’m going to decline Lady Krula’s request, round up the troops, and begin our journey as quickly as possible.”

“Sounds good. I’ll be ready.”

“I’m glad you’re coming, Druanna.” He met her steady gaze. “And not just because of your six-armed death-dealing invulnerable eidolon of death-dealing death.”

She smirked. “That’s sweet of you. Let’s hope it’s up to handling whatever’s locked away in that tomb.”

“One way to find out.”

“One way to find out,” she agreed.

* *

Scorio met with his crew back in their suite.

“Our team’s expanding rapidly,” said Jova from where she leaned against the wall, arms crossed.

Scorio couldn’t read her tone. “Given the dangers out there, Druanna’s a definite asset. She’s good people. I trust her. And she can more than hold her own in a fight.”

“I’ve heard her story,” said Kelona, who sat with her knees tucked under her chin. “To think she was held by Praximar for two years under Hydra’s palace.” She shook her head, marveling. “It’s incredible, your freeing her and then both of you attacking those feasting above.”

“Jova and Leonis were involved,” said Scorio, tone wry.

Leonis sat on the very edge of the bed, knees on elbows, expression morose. “That was my first real fight. I’m glad it was against Praximar. But compared to what Druanna, Jova, and Scorio did…” He trailed off.

“Nobody’s debating Druanna’s merit,” said Jova. “I’m not sure about Kuragin and this Myla.”

“The more the merrier?” Nyrix smirked. “And they’re Dread Blazes. Perhaps not as fearsome as you Pyre Lords, but if they swear the same Heart Oaths we did…?”

“That was my thinking,” agreed Scorio. “Kuragin’s strong, and while I don’t know yet what Myla can do, even if she’s on the weaker end of the spectrum, that’d still be of help.”

“Because of what awaits us in The Tomb of Sadness,” said Jova.

“Because what’s awaiting us in The Tomb of Sadness killed Charnel Duchess you,” agreed Scorio. “You must have been incredible at that tier. If the same challenge awaits us now, we’ll need all the help we can get.”

Everyone nodded thoughtfully.

Except for Xandera, who clasped her hands under her chin and beamed. “I think it’s a good idea. The Heart Oaths will make sure they’re safe, and we’ll have more company on the road. Druanna sounds fascinating, and camping will be so much more interesting with more Great Souls there. Can we recruit anyone else?”

Kelona laughed. “You want to lead an army into The Tomb of Sadness?”

“Aezryna is debating my offer,” said Scorio. “She’s truly formidable. Having her on our side would really improve our chances like nothing else.”

“It would effectively turn our mission into one overseen by the Seamstress,” said Jova. “Don’t forget her true loyalties.”

“I’m all about sharing the truth with the world,” said Scorio. “That doesn’t bother me.”

“I can’t guess at how powerful I’ve become,” said Jova, tone cool. “But Druanna, Scorio, and I already pack a punch.” She considered, head moving from side to side. “And, I suppose, if we think of it along these lines, having two other Dread Blazes would only help.”

Kelona exchanged a glance with Nyrix.

“I’ll help, too!” Xandera’s tone was earnest. “I don’t know what rank I’d be considered, Great Soul-wise, but I’m powerful.”

“We know,” smiled Scorio. “This is quite the team we’re assembling. If Kuragin and Myla are willing to swear the oaths, I think I’d feel better off bringing them.”

“Let’s speak with them soon, then,” said Jova. “You, Druanna, and I. We’ll evaluate them and make a decision. If we’re to travel together, we have to all be of one mind on their inclusion.”

“Fair,” agreed Scorio. “Barring any problems, though, I think we’ll be heading out in strength. Any luck with the Silverine guide?”

Jova shrugged one shoulder. “I asked around, then spoke with a handful of them. One in particular stood out as more reliable than the others. He calls himself Braxofitz. I planned to ask Lady Krula if she knew anything about him when we next spoke to her.”

“Which might as well be now,” said Scorio. “Ready? No sense in leaving everything for tomorrow morning.”

Jova pushed off the wall. “Ready.”

“Good.” Scorio looked around at the others. “Get some rest. I want to set out at dawn.”

“What dawn?” asked Kelona. “It’s just perpetual twilight out here.”

“You know what I mean.” Scorio smiled. “Enjoy the nice mattresses and food. It’s sleeping rolls and hard tack for the foreseeable future.”

Kelona groaned and fell back onto her bed.

* *

“I see,” said Lady Krula. “I can’t deny my disappointment. But Great Souls are nothing if not independent-minded.” She considered them both, one leg crossed over the other. “Your mind seems set, but allow me to tempt you. I know you hunt these Herdsmen. It’s entirely possible that fulfilling my mission will aid in yours.”

“Because you believe the Herdsmen took your sister?” asked Jova.

“Precisely. Recall that I agreed to tarry here in the Red Keep and enjoy my love affair because she’d fallen in with a secretive crowd whose research she admired and was intrigued by. I never managed to pry much about this group from her, which should have alerted me to the danger my sister was in, but given your revelations, it’s a safe assumption it was the Herdsmen. If we’re correct in our surmises, then the Silverine Suns and my sister’s disappearance are connected to your own goal.”

“Possibly,” allowed Scorio. “But there’s no guarantee we’ll discover the truth of the matter simply by approaching a Sun and asking its Abstractions for answers. No matter how highly you rank my diplomacy.”

“You never know.” Lady Krula’s smile was humorless. “But I can sweeten the deal. Elixirs, rare pills, high quality mana. Make it so that you ride into battle ready for any eventuality. And even if my own mission proves a failure, it’s only a mild detour from your true quarry. You recall, I’m sure, that the direct path to The Tomb of Sadness takes you very close to a Silverine Sun. You would have to swing out quite widely to avoid it. Why not take the direct path, expedite your journey, and simply make what inquiries you can when you pass the Sun? If the matter proves unsatisfactory, you need only proceed to your goal.”

Scorio exchanged a look with Jova.

“All that I ask is that you escort Grey to the Sun, and then make a good faith effort to learn what you can,” said Lady Krula softly. “It’s in your path, and there’s a strong chance you’ll learn more about your enemy.”

Scorio considered. Her words made sense. The paths aligned. There wasn’t, actually, a good reason to decline.

Other than Dameon’s involvement.

Lady Krula stood. “I’ll give you a moment. Nobody likes being pressured into an agreement.” And with a wry nod of her head, she strode toward the back of the large room and passed beyond into her study.

“Well?” Scorio turned to Jova, voice low. “She makes a good argument.”

“On all counts, yes.” Jova’s face was puckered in dissatisfaction. “But I can’t forget that Dameon’s involved.”

“I hear you there.” Scorio rose to his feet and paced. “But Lady Krula’s a Charnel Duchess. She’s using him as much as he’s trying to use her.”

“Oh, yes, it’s all very reasonable.” Jova shrugged her shoulders as she hugged herself tightly. “But I’m inclined to refuse just because it’s annoying me this much. Annoying us both. Our instincts can’t be wrong.”

“Good point.” Scorio came to a stop and stared at a tapestry depicting the Fiery Shoals. A singular pink-leafed tree stood on a rocky outcropping as lava flowed by on both sides to waterfall below. “Though we’d take as long going out wide as we would going toward the Sun.”

“It sounds like you’re arguing in favor.”

“We could make killing Dameon our precondition?”

“Ha.” Jova smirked. “Charming. We’re unlikely to be indulged.”

“Unlikely, yeah.” Scorio rubbed at his jaw. “I don’t know. There’s a chance we could learn more about the Herdsmen this way.”

Jova sighed. “Supposedly. And if their suspicions are correct? If we verify—somehow—that the Suns are not what the Silverines claim, and Lady Krula and Dameon put into effect this plan to collapse one?”

“Aezryna and the Seamstress won’t be pleased,” agreed Scorio. “But at that point, we’re just guessing what the implications might be. If the Suns aren’t Silverine gods in the process of being born, if they’re something worse, something that aids our enemies… maybe they need to be destroyed.”

“There he is,” said Jova, smile acidly amused. “I was wondering where Scorio had gone to.”

“Ha.” He rubbed at his chin. “Or. We decline her offer, refuse to escort Grey, and take the direct path regardless. Whatever we learn, we can then decide what we wish to share. Everything will remain under our control.”

“Unless this Grey is necessary to our approaching the Sun in the first place.”

“That’s where our having a good guide would be key. Unless he lies and leads us into the heart of their territory to be devoured far away from help.”

Jova blew out her cheeks. “Another argument to go wide.”

“Agreed.” Scorio scowled. “What a mess.”

“Look. We can figure out the details. But on principle, I think we should say no just because Dameon’s involved. We can’t guess at his plans, but I bet helping Lady Krula helps him in ways we’d bitterly regret down the road.”

“Right.” Scorio stared out at nothing, then nodded. “Right. Can’t argue with that. But.” He blinked, glanced at the distant arch through which Lady Krula had stepped, then moved closer to Jova. “I’ve already vowed to myself I’m going to see Dameon dead before I quit the Silver Unfathom. I don’t care what he says, whom he pleases, how useful he claims to be. I’ll have my revenge.”

Jova held his gaze and then nodded slowly. “We’re of one mind, then.”

The Twilight Lady returned shortly thereafter, and smiled as she took her seat. “Have you found merit in my offer?”

“Unfortunately, no,” said Jova. “We appreciate the logic and offer of assistance, but we can’t work with anyone who’s taking Dameon’s advice.”

“I see.” Lady Krula studied them both. “Your hatred for him runs that deep. How unfortunate. I’d hoped you’d be more pragmatic.”

“We’ve learned this particular lesson the hard way,” said Scorio. “My apologies. We have nothing but respect for you, Lady Krula. But Dameon’s our sworn enemy. He only breathes even now because of your laws of hospitality.”

The Twilight Lady inclined her head. “Well, then. Would you be amenable to escorting Grey and a handful of other Great Souls as close to the Sun as you’re willing to go?”

“No,” said Jova. “We can’t risk aiding Dameon in any capacity.”

Lady Krula raised a brow. “My, my. How forthright of you. Very well. Then I believe this audience is at an end. Good day, Jova. Scorio.”

Her tone had grown decidedly chilly, as well it might. Scorio, heart hammering, bowed low to indicate his respect, then followed Jova out of the chambers.

“That went well,” he whispered as they entered the stairwell.

“As in, we were allowed to leave alive?” Jova smirked. “True.”

Scorio glanced back, half-expecting to see Lady Krula towering over them at the top of the stairs, hand outstretched to stop time.

“We’ll be gone from here soon enough,” said Jova quietly. “The sooner the better. But we’ll leave free of Dameon’s machinations, and that’s worth upsetting any number of powerful people.”

“Right,” said Scorio softly. Still, the cold, flat stare Lady Krula had leveled at him as he’d left had him deeply unsettled. “Right.”


Chapter 32

Scorio

In the bowels of the Red Keep lay a great hall, long abandoned, devoid of furniture, and vast in scope. It was deep underground and reached by means of a winding staircase whose endless steps became mesmerizing as one descended for what felt like ages. Down and around, down and around, until at last they opened up into what felt like a twin of the cavern beneath the Silverine warren, but this one all of worked stone.

Aezryna met him there at what might have passed as dawn the next day. Such was the isolation and silence that Scorio grew uneasy. Were it any other Great Soul, he’d have believed himself walking into an ambush.

But no. Aezryna turned to him with a smile in the light of the solitary scale lantern, her blue-enameled armor glinting, her hair pulled back into her typical workmanlike bun.

“Good morning!” Her voice was cheerful, her gaze sharp, her focus total. “I thought this a fitting place for us to train. Outside, we’d have been pestered to no end by Silverines, and I’m not one for practicing before a crowd of curious hangers-on.”

“I can agree with that,” said Scorio, leaving the steps to join her. His footsteps echoed. “What is this place?”

“Once the Red Keep was a major hub of activity,” said Aezryna, turning with hands on her hips to take in the huge hall. “Supposedly hundreds upon hundreds were stationed here as they held the Silver Unfathom against a brutal race of fiends who ruled the Lustrous Maria. I think this space was hollowed out during that time. There are passageways that lead off from here into maze-like warrens of rooms, and more stairs going down. It’s all quite fascinating. Lady Krula no doubt has mapped the entirety of it, but I’ve only seen a fraction. That being said.”

Scorio raised a brow.

Aezryna’s smile turned confidential. “There’s a great door far below that’s impressively locked and reinforced. It reeks of secrets and power. When I asked Lady Krula about it, she requested that I not mention it again, and steer clear of it moving forward.”

“Now that sounds interesting.” Scorio hesitated. “You’ve got theories?”

“Of course. The Seamstress was also curious, and together we believe that the source of the Red Keep’s power lies beyond it.”

“The power that keeps the many planes collapsed into one on the Red Road?”

“The very same. But! Seeing as Lady Krula doesn’t want the matter probed, I’ve let it lie. Anyway. All quite fascinating, but mostly just ancient history. Shall we begin?”

“Before we do.”

“Ah yes. My apologies. The Seamstress’ interests are best served by my remaining here to keep an eye on Lady Krula and Dameon. Seeing as you’ve declared no interest in detonating a Silverine Sun and starting a new war against an entirely overwhelming group of fiends, I think I’d best stay close to those who might do just that.”

“Makes sense.” Disappointment caused him sigh. “Of course. You’ll be missed.”

“Will I now?” Her smile was challenging. “For my personality or command of ice?”

“Can’t it be both?”

She relented. “Assuredly. But, yes. I’d actually have liked to go. It’s been too long since I adventured for its own sake. Life has become…” She waved her hand vaguely. “A never-ending series of obligations. Such is the true weight of power.”

“Then maybe it’s for the best that I turned down your invitation to meet with the Seamstress.”

Aezryna laughed. “Maybe so! She’d have given you what you desire in such a way that you’d probably have been bound to her interests for decades to come. She’s earned her moniker a thousand times over. But, with that all being said, shall we turn our attention to vortices?”

“Yeah.” Scorio shook off the disappointment, an entire future in which Aezryna and her formidable powers led them into the heart of The Tomb of Sadness fading before his eyes. “Where to begin?”

“Show me what you can do.”

“I can’t summon any.”

“No matter. I’ll watch your Heart. You manipulate your mana and do your best.”

Scorio set his jaw and opened his Heart senses. The vast room was turgid with slow-flowing Iron, though here and there, streams of Silver slipped sinuously by. His reservoir was still full of Silver mana from the warren. He’d used Nox’s technique the whole way down to the Red Keep. The urge to continue doing the same here was strong, but he set aside that ability and instead began the Dread Blaze technique of pouring more and then less mana into his Heart.

“Good control,” said Aezryna, staring at him. “Not amazing, but good enough. Your rank is clearly benefitting you. Now. What do you know about summoning a vortex?”

Scorio ceased his manipulation. “That I just visualize the same manipulation but a few inches outside my Heart?”

“Sure. But let me refine that. Imperators have a truly profound understanding of mana and its manipulation. It’s what allows them to declare dominion, and further, create their own pocket realms. Their insight, insofar as I understand it, is that our divisions of the world into ‘reservoir’ and ‘Heart’ and ambient mana are largely arbitrary.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I know. But the concept is important. Chars and Emberlings can understand and intuit the notion of drawing ambient mana directly into their reservoir, because they can visualize it. Everyone comes up with their own metaphor. Pouring milk into a bowl, stirring a stream with a ladle, swirling living fire around a bucket. All inelegant, but all understandable.”

Scorio decided not to mention his paddle.

“But as we grow in power, we have to outgrow those limited models. Pyre Lord is where we truly break with that intuitive world we exist in and move into a bizarre world where the laws of reality become impossible. It makes no sense for mana at the end of this hall to flow into my vortex and magically appear in my reservoir. How does it cross the intervening distance? Our minds can’t understand it if we remain trapped by our crude models. But obviously vortices work, and mana can teleport across the air. Our reservoirs can be directly fed by distant mana. That, according to the Imperators, is because our reservoirs are not bound as we understand them. Not truly. They can encompass as much as we can imagine. When Charnel Dukes and up contest for dominion, they’re fighting for who can control all the ambient mana. Who can siphon it all into their reservoirs and Hearts.”

Scorio fought to understand, to keep up with her explanation. “So… my understanding of my reservoir is holding me back?”

“For now, the hurdle is slight. But as you continue to climb the ranks, you’ll have to continuously expand your understanding. I myself still wrestle with aspects of it that limit me to Blood Baroness. But the more you internalize this counterintuitive truth, the easier these techniques will become.”

Scorio nodded firmly.

“So. A vortex.” Aezryna pointed, and one appeared at the far side of the hall, a good thirty yards away. “On one level, I can understand that to be a portal leading to my reservoir, which is—where?” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Inside my chest? Lodged between my lungs?”

“Beside your Heart?” hazarded Scorio.

“Does it need to be?”

“I… don’t… I guess not?”

She smiled. “We visualize it as close because that’s more convenient. And I can make the vortex send me mana by thinking of it simply teleporting across the space to where my reservoir is located, roughly, I don’t know, here somewhere.” And she gestured above her shoulder. “But what if I imagined my reservoir as being over there, where the vortex hovers?”

“Then it wouldn’t be magically flying through the air.”

“Correct. Simple enough. My vortex is there, my reservoir is there, too, and one drains into the other. But what if I also create a vortex down there?”

And a second flew from Aezryna to the south end of the hall, to again hover a good twenty or so yards distant.

“Now your reservoir is in both places?”

“Hard to imagine, is it not? Unless…?”

“Unless your reservoir is huge? And stretches across the whole hall?”

Aezryna grinned. “That would be one explanation.”

Scorio frowned. “There’s another?”

“Imperators say there’s no such thing as a reservoir in the first place. It’s a heuristic we construct to grapple with impossibilities.”

“No reservoir?” Scorio put his hand to his temple and grimaced. “But then what have I been filling and emptying and refining and working on all this time?”

“Apparently, your concept of a reservoir. The path from Char to Pyre Lord is one of strengthening our command over mana, and the reservoir is a particularly effective tool for helping us understand what to do. Now, I don’t truly understand this all myself, hence the fact that I’m not an Imperator yet, but apparently this whole time what we’ve been doing is not changing the properties of a distinct entity, a reservoir, but training our minds, our wills, to manipulate mana.”

“Then how do we carry mana around within our reservoir? I’ve still got Silver from the warren I fell into a few days ago.”

“The Silver mana is real. Your ability to carry it with you is real. But the limitations and location of your reservoir itself are, apparently, fictional. Imperators can steal your mana directly from your reservoir because it isn’t actually a bound and secret space. It’s merely twinned with your Heart and hidden from view as a result to low-ranked examination. But its boundaries extend as far as your philosophy allows.”

“I’m sorry.” Scorio spread his hands apologetically. “This is all beyond me.”

“Some of it’s beyond me, too.” Aezryna’s smile was sympathetic. “Just because I’m parroting what I’ve heard doesn’t mean I’ve yet mastered it. Understood it. Internalized it. Some tools, some visualizations, are just too useful, too intuitive, to be discarded because we’re told to. But the fact remains, as a Pyre Lord, you will be able to pour distant mana into your reservoir without it having to stream through the air to where you stand.”

Scorio stared at one of her distant vortices. It was barely discernible, made visible more by the way it affected the mana around it than because of its own shape. “Right. So if I focus on the fact that my reservoir is actually without border, it’ll make it easier to summon vortices?”

“Correct. Those who still labor with the reality of what they’re doing will summon a vortex within themselves and then send it flying out to where the mana lies. The true masters, however? They open vortices directly where they desire.”

“Because their reservoirs are everywhere.”

“Correct. Despite everything I know, I still have trouble not originating mine where I stand. But if I focus really hard?”

Scorio watched as Aezryna frowned, and then sensed a disturbance close to the archway that led to the stairway. A third vortex had appeared there.

She smiled. “That takes real effort. There are prodigies that can manifest eight vortices at a distance simultaneously. It’s said Iulius the Golden could summon fifteen as a Flame Vault.”

“What?” Scorio scowled. “That’s…”

“Ridiculous?” Aezryna laughed. “Who knows if it’s true? The legends around that man have only grown the longer he’s stayed away. But the fact remains. The key to mastering Mana Manipulation lies in unlocking these truths. So.” Her vortices disappeared. “Back to you. Ever since you were an Emberling, you’ve manifested your will just outside your reservoir, and guided local mana into it with some manner of visualization. Correct?”

Scorio nodded.

“But that’s all arbitrary. With clarity of focus, you can manifest that same will wherever you like. So, attempt to discard your visual tool, and instead imagine your will as omnipotent, manifesting wherever you need it to be. And instead of imagining yourself funneling the mana into your reservoir, imagine that your reservoir is already there.”

Scorio frowned. Aezryna’s explanations felt at once too technical and too abstract, but he thought he understood the gist. His tools were limiting him. He had to expand his reality, to understand that he had more control over mana than he’d thought possible.

To draw mana into himself without bringing the mana to his reservoir.

He frowned, trying to wrestle with the concepts and put them into practice. Extending his Heart sense, he took in the room, the great lumbering masses of Iron, the fluid Silver here and there swirling north.

No paddle. No drawing the mana to himself.

He was already there.

His reservoir was everywhere.

But his mind reflexively reached for an image, a metaphor. No paddle, sure, but then what instead? A hand? A hand tightening around the mana, squeezing it like a fist? Not pushing it, not guiding it, but…

Scorio’s frown deepened.

“You’ve got it,” said Aezryna quietly. “The mana is yours. Your will has been refined by all your prior practice. Your reservoir is vast and dense and focused. Your presence extends outwards around you, invisible, a weak form of dominion. All you need do is understand your own power. Draw the mana into yourself, with your body already where you need it to be.”

Scorio’s frown turned into a grimace. The mana flowed on, unconcerned with his fumbling attempts.

He visualized a great fist around a large column of Iron. Closed it tight, squeezing against the Iron’s resilient power. He was there. His reservoir was beneath it, around it… inside it?

He thought of Sol combating Imogen for primacy. He thought of Plassus extending dominion across the Bone Plains. It wasn’t just power that separated them from Scorio, but understanding. They’d transcended the basic tools, the crude metaphors, and pierced the veil of logic to the comprehensive power that lay beyond.

His reservoir was vast. His Heart was perfect. He was a Pyre Lord.

The mana would obey him.

He clenched his jaw and willed the fist to tighten around the Iron.

Enter my damned reservoir, he hissed in his mind. You are mine.

The Iron slowed its advance.

Scorio imagined his reservoir. Always it had been an inky black space, like a grotto glimpsed from afar, its size hard to define due to its feeling distant, a hundred yards away from him, reduced to the size of a small barrel, but in truth huge in its own right.

A strange vision, now that he thought about it. Something big seen from afar, so that it actually felt small and thus easily encompassed by his mind.

But those were arbitrary measurements. Distant. Large. Small. Close.

Just his mind’s crude attempts to understand what Aezryna had been trying to explain.

That his reservoir was everywhere.

He imagined himself small in comparison to that grotto. Made the grotto the size of the hall in which he stood. Vast so that if he called out, his voice would echo.

A great dark space through which the Iron and Silver were wending their way.

And if that was the case, then he simply needed to shift the mana from flowing in the hall, to flowing inside his reservoir.

His brow was prickling with sweat. It was just a different point of view. The grotto, vast. The mana, small. Himself, irrelevant. The mana, his. The reservoir, hungry.

He thought of Nox’s words.

Use imperial gel, break equilibrium, become mana hole. Mana fall toward you, never hit, always miss, circle toad, pull more mana in.

Everyone had called Nox’s Delightful Secret Marinating Technique a version of the Pyre Lord technique. It was a variation, because it drew mana directly from the atmosphere into his Heart, skipping his reservoir.

But whether it skipped his reservoir or not, the point was he could draw the ambient mana with just his will, and direct it as he desired. The heart of the technique lay in the ability to break the equilibrium, as Nox put it, and cause mana to siphon into his Heart.

The imperial gel had stabilized the mana and insulated Scorio from its worst effects. But that stabilization was just a supplement to his own weak will as a Flame Vault. He didn’t need it, hadn’t needed it since the Crucible.

In fact, if he imagined this vast hall to be filled with imperial gel, he could imagine all the mana here as falling directly into his Heart.

Or into his reservoir.

Scorio felt his expression smooth out.

He relaxed his jaw.

He filled the hall to the brim with imperial gel. Imagined himself surrounded by the matrix. The matrix of his will. All the Iron, all the Silver, it moved through the matrix and was under his control.

Scorio willed it to fall into his Heart.

“What the fuck?” said Aezryna.

The mana in the entire hall responded to his will. The vast masses of Iron, the flowing tongues of Silver. Instead of flowing north toward the bastion, all of it, the entire mass, began to curve, with Scorio at its center.

“What are you doing?” whispered Aezryna. “Scorio?”

He felt himself light, as if he might lift up off the floor. A rushing roar filled his ears. The entire hall was under his control, for the entire hall was Nox’s marinating pool.

And it was his to burn.

Vortices opened everywhere.

Not one or two.

Not three or four.

Dozens upon dozens.

Everywhere.

And Scorio felt mana engulf him, wash over him, his Heart Igniting with a cacophonous, explosive roar, burning so bright he couldn’t even see its spherical form, so lost did it become within the flames.

“Scorio!” cried out Aezryna. “Stop!”

He was screaming. Screaming because he was trying to Ignite all the mana in the hall at once.

All of it was falling into his Heart simultaneously, his vortices budding new ones with each passing second, so that in a trice there were a hundred in the hall, and every single one of those trying to bud another.

His Heart blazed so bright he felt his mind char, felt impossible power suffuse him, felt as if his eyes were burning out, his tongue a river of flame, his heart bursting, his blood molten, and then he was rising into his draconic form, the vortices doubling and doubling—

A titanic blow smashed him across the face, his head turning so violently that his neck wrenched as he was lifted off the ground to spin in the air, and all went dark.

* *

Scorio blinked.

He lay upon the flagstones of the hall. All was silent. All was quiet. His head was upon someone’s lap. The side of his face smoldered as if someone had bound a white-hot iron to his cheek and left it there to cook.

“There you are.” Aezryna’s voice, low with concern and relief.

“I…” He reached up to touch his temple. The skin was puffy and smooth and hot to the touch.

“I’m sorry. I blasted you with my Ferula. You were ignoring everything else. I had to stop you before your Heart ruptured.”

“My Heart…” Scorio winced and sat up. “What happened?”

“I was hoping you could tell me.” Aezryna remained cross-legged beside him. The hall was coming into focus. All was dark and still. “One moment you were focusing on your Heart, the next…” She shook her head. “Everything went mad. Vortices started opening everywhere as all the mana began to fall into your Heart. It was… it was like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

“Damn.” He winced, steeled himself, then summoned his Heart so that he could inspect the damage.

It appeared before him, a great polished sphere, massive and perfect, unblemished, unmarred.

“But my Heart… it’s not…?”

“I know.” Aezryna shook her head in wonder. “I can’t explain it, other than perhaps its durability being beyond anything I’ve witnessed due to its perfect shape. I’ve never seen its like. No Crimson Earl, no Imperator has its equal. Theirs might be more powerful, in distinct ways, of course, but so perfectly shaped at such an early rank?”

“I… it felt like I opened hundreds of vortices.”

“Again, impossible. I would laugh in your face if I hadn’t seen it myself.”

“What does it mean?”

“I honestly don’t know. Perhaps someone more advanced could tell you, but it goes far beyond what theory I’ve been taught. We’re told that the more spherical and smooth the shape of your Heart, the more capable you are of receiving mana from every direction. Each ridge, each rough angle, makes channeling mana from that quarter more difficult. It’s why smoothness is so prized, why people seek to shape their Hearts as they advance.”

“So its spherical nature makes it…?”

“Perfectly suited to absorb mana from everywhere and anywhere at any time. Traditionally, that would lead me to think you could generate more vortices, say fifteen, or the fiends wept, maybe twenty. But what you were doing…”

“Hundreds,” he whispered.

“I don’t understand it.” Aezryna’s tone had become sharp and brittle at once. “Charnel Dukes and higher can exert their will upon all ambient mana by means of dominion, but that doesn’t mean they can draw it all at once. Not as you were doing. Dominion allows one to claim ownership, to lock all mana so that no other can use it, and yes, when you reach the higher ranks, to absorb as much as your Heart can burn with as many vortices as might be needed. But you were far exceeding your own capability. You were simply trying to burn it all in one go.”

Scorio grimaced as he touched the swollen side of his face. His head was pounding. His darkvision was strangely affected, so that everything looked flat and without depth. “Well, I won’t be doing that again anytime soon.”

“Can you recall what you were thinking, what you were doing, just before it happened?”

“I…” Should he share? He trusted her, but he knew that trust had to be circumscribed by how much he trusted the Seamstress. Word of this would get back to her. Aezryna was staring intently at him, concern writ large on her face, but something held him back. “I was just trying to do what you said.”

“I see. Well. Perhaps it’s a side effect of your unique path to power. Your perfect Heart. I don’t know. But I would recommend you speak with Lady Krula before you depart.”

“I think I may have exhausted her generosity.”

“That’s a pity. In which case, I would advise you to experiment very, very carefully. I was blasting you with ice and you hardly noticed. It took a direct attack from my Ferula at its lowest power to break your concentration.”

“Right.” Scorio winced as he gently palpitated his swollen face again. “Trust me. I won’t be doing that again anytime soon.”

Aezryna rose to her feet and extended her hand. “Well. Wonders never cease. If you ever master that technique—whatever it was—I don’t think hell will know what hit it.”

Scorio snorted as he allowed her to haul him up. “If I survive the learning.”

“If you survive the learning.” Aezryna grinned ruefully. “By the ten hells, Scorio. You never cease to amaze.”


Chapter 33

Dameon

Damn it.

Damn it all to hell.

Dameon hitched his pack nervously and glanced out of the stairwell into the entry hall. Even at this impossibly early hour, a few people were up and serving themselves some of the fine slop that Lady Krula had trained the domestic Silverines to produce. Nobody important, luckily, so if he affected an air of sublime indifference…

He marched down the last few steps, through the archway, and with a calm and casual expression, made his way down the hall.

Anybody glancing at him would have thought he was going out for a casual stroll around the Red Keep. Getting a little exercise. Some fresh air.

But within, he was practically screaming in panic.

Fuck!

Out through the main entrance and onto the Red Keep’s landing. The gray diffuse Silver Unfathom light was as ubiquitous and awful as ever, shreds of cloud passing by slowly overhead, the ground fog devouring the sandy wasteland a hundred paces out in every direction, so that it felt as if he stood upon an island lost in a nebulous sea.

As expected, Silverines descended upon him in a twittering clamor.

“A fortunate voyager sets forth in search of his fortune, and is most fortunate to be offered assistance by—”

“Wherewith the twither bither you seek to meet your doom? I, forthwith, should—”

“I humble myself before your noble essence, your puissant force, for I alone—”

The offers tumbled about him like a melodic waterfall, some Silverines hovering above, others genuflecting low upon the landing, still others swooping down and then up and away with trilling laughter.

Madness.

To entrust himself to their care.

To throw himself upon their mercy!

Dameon drew himself up as tall as he could, squared his shoulders, and stepped away and to the side so that nobody within the hall could see him.

The Philosophers, sensing something of interest, something awry, clamored ever closer, thirty or forty of them swirling about and pressing in.

“Listen to my request!” he snapped, fear making him sharp. “Who here is the Philosopher most advanced? Who is closest to Uplift?”

A stir. The Silverines quieted, heads canting from side to side as they examined him, and then they gave vent to a musical swell of notes and half-formed words so that it felt as if a tide were rising about him, a musical deluge that would sweep him away.

But the crowd did part, and a single Silverine stepped forth. Dameon immediately recognized its power, for it seemed more dense, more real than its fellows. Slender of form, its skin was lead gray and formed into the tight, muscular body of a young man, though textured strangely as if carved with near-perfect strokes from a chisel that had left countless subtle marks. White cloth like ivory was gathered into a skirt about its waist and held there by a burst of golden fronds that encircled him and spread like the branches of a tree up his navel. Butterfly wings of pearlescent white extended from his shoulders, each segment delineated in gleaming gold, and his head was an ivory mask with great fin-like ears and a crest of sharp-tipped fronds framing his featureless, stark, and somehow menacing face where only two black holes were punched out.

“You ask for the Philosopher most adjacent to Uplift,” said this Silverine, tone svelte and smooth and cold like a knife. “I am known as and do name myself Braxofitz. I have consumed near unto sufficient light that I can upon the nonce hear the aetherial strains. What would you have of me, Great Soul?”

“I, ah, was told to seek you out and request a favor.” Dameon’s throat was tight, his mouth dry, his stomach a single clenched acid-sweating knot. “My name’s Dameon. I’m a Dread Blaze. I can guarantee, I can promise with the most sacred oaths to deliver you Pyre Lords and Dread Blazes and Flame Vaults. About ten in number.”

This caused the great cloud of Silverines to lift into the air in a twitter of delight and excitement, wings beating, others simply levitating, heads turning, limbs stirring.

Braxofitz inclined his head in that bird-like manner of all Philosophers. “I listen.”

Dameon took a deep breath. “But in this matter I must talk with an Abstraction. You will guide me to the closest, and quickly. If we delay, we’ll lose the opportunity.”

“Great Souls are not brought upon the Abstractions of our kind, for your minds are punificent and unequal to the task of interlocution with such a being.”

“I’m well aware of my own limitations. But I can only meet with an Abstraction on this. I need their full support for my scheme, my proposal, if it’s to work.” Dameon licked his dry lower lip. “To, ah, guarantee the authority with which I speak, I bring this.”

And he reached into his robes to draw out the amulet which Myla had given him.

The horde of Silverines drew close and then sighed, falling back.

Braxofitz leaned in, fixing the amulet with his empty-socketed stare, and then inclined his ivory-masked head. “I see the ancient sigil, and do recognize its authenticity. You shall be borne to the closest Abstraction.”

“Thank the fucking fiends,” whispered Dameon. Had they doubted its veracity, had Myla been selling him a lie, the Silverines would have torn him limb from limb for his audacity. “Good. We should leave now. How long will it take?”

“The closest Abstraction is the Willingness of the Past to Consider the Present as it Should Have Been as Dreamed by One Who Died Too Soon,” said Braxofitz. “We can convey you to itself in the amount of time it will take to carry you there.”

“Right,” said Dameon, putting the amulet away. “Is that… can you hazard a guess as to how long I would consider that to be?”

“You are hasteworthy, so you shall believe it o’er long no matter how quick.”

Dameon bit back a curse. “Right. Let’s just get going. How shall we—” His words cut off as he squawked in dismay. A handful of Silverines dipped down to close their hands or long-toed feet or claws about his shoulders and arms and hoist him aloft, their grip firm and confident, their laughter piping and hooting as he kicked his legs and fought to calm his panic.

Never allow yourself to be alone with the Silverines, he’d heard, time and time again, spoken as fact by the lowest Flame Vault to Lady Krula herself. They want nothing more than to consume you.

The Red Keep fell away as they flew up into the clouds. A flock followed after, but these lost interest in quick succession and fell away to swoop back to the Red Keep.

Besides those that gripped him, only Braxofitz flew ahead, his complex ivory butterfly wings not stirring, as if he couldn’t be bothered to feign that they were his source of flight. The others laughed and peppered him with questions, asking him if he’d ever had intercourse with a river, or how he liked his steaks cooked, or why his toes pointed forward instead of backward. Dameon tuned them out. Arms gripped out to the side, the wind streaming into his face, he fought to relax as his body swayed and was buffeted by the icy cold winds.

On they flew. His robes grew crusted with silt. The clouds in the Silver Unfathom weren’t made of moisture, but flecks of silvered mica. Soon his lashes were gummed with the stuff, and his mouth tasted like iron fillngs. He took to spitting and keeping his eyes closed, his face angled down so the stuff wouldn’t get in his nose.

They broke free of the clouds without warning and were high above the Silver Unfathom floor. Spitting again and again to clear his mouth of the last of the metallic crud, he craned his neck and tried to spot the Red Road.

Of course it was gone.

Obsidian dolmens punched up from the dunes of white sands below. They were massive, each a dour tower of weathered black rock, and they passed beneath him by the hundreds, a great silent forest amongst which blew fine sand like a pale fog.

On they flew, Braxofitz never turning back, and the land below became fractured, great chasms tearing it apart so that it began to look like a sheet of white glass dropped on the ground where it had broken into patterned blocks. The cracks grew bigger, the fragments becoming plateaus, and then they ended altogether and Dameon was carried out over an ocean of cloud far, far below.

Dameon’s stomach clenched and he fought the urge to pull his knees up to his chest.

The plateaus fell behind and then were lost in the general mist. Clouds above, fog ocean below. The Silverines had finally ceased their questions, and now played a musical game, one trilling a tune, the next taking it up and repeating it with new trills and additions, the third doing the same, round and round except for sudden bursts of laughter as if something hilarious had taken place with the latest iteration.

Dameon’s arms had grown completely numb. His shoulders burned, and where the long toes dug into them, ached. He wanted desperately to drink from his waterskin, to stand on firm land, to just fucking get there.

Instead, he closed his eyes and summoned his Dread Blaze power. Before him bloomed the many roads, ranging from the crimson of certain death to the threads of copper, bands of silver, the paths of gold.

Taking a deep breath, he restated his purpose: to ascend to Imperator, to become a being of incalculable power, to earn the respect and fear of all other Great Souls and bow to nothing but his own desires. And then he smiled.

The slender golden thread that had led him to Myla had broadened and moved to the center of the tapestry. It wasn’t as broad as he’d like, not nearly as bold and certain, but it was a definite band now, brilliant and true. The path he’d chosen to walk was bearing fruit.

Dameon let out a breathless laugh, exhilaration filling him, making the landscape gorgeous, the future beautiful, everything worth it, every sacrifice, every murder, every loss, every moment of doubt and pain.

“Twillest thy becockingest grillo?” called down one of the Silverines.

“You sound like an idiot!” Dameon called back, feeling invincible.

“My companionest does not yet understand the nature of wordings!” called down another, as amused as Dameon. “They are but very teeny-tiny eons removed from arising from the Instinctual frame of mind!”

“May the Pit bless their ascension!” shouted Dameon back.

“You seem abruptly amused by nothing we can discern!” This from the largest Silverine whose claws were sunk into Dameon’s shoulders. “Wherefore whither thither the cause of thy merriment?”

“Because I am invincible!” Dameon roared this answer not at the Silverines, but back at the whole damned expanse of hell, all of the Silver Unfathom, addressing the Imperators and the true fiends, the Academy and the Red Keep, Scorio and Jova and every other prepossessing asshole out there who’d underestimated him. “Invincible!”

“So if we droppingest you at this very moment, you shall survive?” asked the same, genuinely curious.

“No, I’d splatter into a thousand thousand wet pieces of quivering meat, but you’re not going to drop me.” Dameon kicked his legs a little just for the fun of it. “Not after I showed you that amulet.”

“Very true,” called the fourth. “You are rendered immaculate, sheathed in ancient tradition and endowed with wondrous glory!”

“That I am,” grinned Dameon. “And don’t you forget it.”

On they flew, the wind whistling by, Dameon occasionally pulling up his vision of the future to admire that broad beaming band of gold. The cold no longer touched him. The temerity of his course of action now confirmed his bravura instead of filling him with terror. Of course this would work! All one needed to conquer hell was knowledge, talent, and the verve, the tenacity, to do what needed to be done.

And by the ten hells, he had all of those in spades.

Eventually, a cliff arose from the fog ocean below, its face white as if dusted with snow, its top a broad and rough plateau. Down toward this they flew, Braxofitz as ever in the lead.

White mist blew off the plateau into the void in a continuous vaporous cloud, but the plateau itself was adorned with a riot of purple blossoms whose bright hue clashed violently with the otherwise monochrome world. Great purple roses, and from his high vantage Dameon saw that they formed a great spiral, their arms revolving and tightening to mount broad white steps to a platform on which a god-like being, a titan, an impossibility was crouched.

The Abstraction.

Dameon marveled.

Hell truly was wondrous.

The Silverine was huge, vaguely humanoid, immobile. Its head was a great rectangular solid, no, a series of rectangular slices that hovered in perfect alignment to give the illusion of a solid, their face carved with sigils and intertwining geometric patterns. Bare torsoed, its hips wrapped in a great swathe of white cloth that flooded down to meld with the plateau proper, its chest burst open and proving to be the source of the purple blossoms which poured down from between its exposed ribs to litter the platform. Its arms were extended forward, fingers dug into the rock, each hand massive enough to form a tent under which Dameon could cower, the whole of its body tensed as if it were about to pounce.

But from its back extended a morass of tendrils, bands of white fabric or ivory or soul-stuff, a confusion, a web that reached some hundred yards up into the air before just… fading from view.

But Dameon knew better.

As they drew closer, ever closer, he gazed upon the Abstraction with his Heart senses.

The sky above it blazed alight with mystical Silver mana, but mana constrained, contained, processed and untouchable. Mana that flowed up through the bands of ivory to filter into the air and there become a miasma that wafted up and up into the heavens, moving, he knew, in the direction of the closest Silverine Sun.

Could he tap that cloud? Siphon it? No. The mana had been rendered immune to his influence.

But so much. A wealth of power just gassing up into the air, all of it processed by the Abstraction, which itself glowed as if white-hot in his Heart vision, a terrific concentration of power unlike anything he’d ever seen.

Dameon’s exultation began to fade.

A memory from five centuries before resurfaced. Four Imperators in the sky around a different Abstraction, the great titan rearing back and poisoning the air with its weaponized mana, reality curdling, whorls of dimensional space collapsing upon itself. Only the Imperators’ combined will kept bubbles of stasis around themselves as Dameon approached, himself an Imperator, oh, how godlike he‘d been, complete, refulgent, to sacrifice himself upon the Abstraction’s altar, to force it to consume him, to take his consciousness into itself.

The seventeenth he’d helped destroy, the seventeenth he’d take over from within and forced to reverse its plane-dividing power so that it became an anchor instead, and could be compacted, mutilated, broken, and buried beneath the Red Keep so as to keep the Red Road always and forever on one harmonious singular plane.

Dameon grinned as they descended rapidly toward the titan. It hadn’t moved, but all around it hovered Philosophers, hundreds of them visible now, tending to their miniature god, their great stationary master.

If only they knew.

If only they recalled!

But Dameon banished the memory. He was no longer an Imperator, and had not the strength nor will to curb such a vast fiend.

No, today he approached as a supplicant.

Braxofitz flew forth to meet with a dozen other Philosophers who’d flown up to meet him. Dameon’s escort slowed to give them time, and then when Braxofitz turned to gesture, sped down.

Up close the Abstraction was only more impressive, more awe-inspiring, more alien and terrifying. It loomed massively over Dameon as he was deposited on the platform before it, the great rectangular cross sections of its head hovering high above, the white skies visible between each slice.

The air thrummed.

A Philosopher stepped forth from between the tree-like arms. This Silverine was clad in purple robes of the same hue as the giant blossoms that spread across the platform, and its face was crystalline, its eyes sapphire blue, its tiny mouth the size of a coin. Now this was a truly advanced Silverine. Any day now, it’d be feeding itself to the Abstraction, merging its essence with the titan and that of their entire species.

Braxofitz bowed low, arms spread wide, then righted itself with singular grace and spun in a circle. “I am being now and for however long this infinity lasts the Philosopher Braxofitz, and I have hied here from the Red Keep, commanded by ancient pact and emblem to bring this Great Soul, Dameon, to the Abstraction, as was agreed upon in the years after the Writhing!”

The august Philosopher raised its chin and scrutinized Dameon.

Braxofitz began to dance, a fitful jerking composed mostly of shuffle steps, pumping its arms out and pointing in erratic directions, and then abruptly it went still and stepped aside.

“Hello,” called out Dameon. With the huge bulk of the Abstraction looming overhead, it was hard to hold to his earlier euphoria. “I come in peace and with an offer from your ancient allies. I bear their symbol, and I call upon the ancient pact so that we may reach an accord.”

Still, the great Philosopher said nothing.

Hundreds of other Silverines floated in silence, watching.

Dameon cleared his throat and threw his arms out wide. “We live in perilous times! Times of scarcity. Where once the Silver Unfathom teemed with life, with plentiful mana, now all is desolation and Silverines! You crave excess, but where can it be found? The amount of Silver mana flowing in from the south is constant but insufficient! You must grow, you must cause your Suns to incandesce, but the centuries have gone by, and still they hover, quiescent!”

He had their attention. He had the Abstraction’s attention. It coalesced around him like a closing fist, making it hard to breathe.

But Dameon had always had a talent for performance. He lowered his arms. “Just as in times of yore, I bring you the symbol of your oldest allies and promise you great mana, Great Soul mana, Great Souls themselves for your feasting! Three Pyre Lords, three Dread Blazes, two Flame Vaults, and a blazeborn queen shall soon venture into the Silver Unfathom, and I shall lead you to them!”

The floating Silverine Philosophers broke into eager whispering.

“All this I offer to you in honor of our alliance.” Dameon made a half-bow from the waist. “In honor of ancient pacts, ancient promises. I shall lead you to them, so that you and you alone may benefit from their great Hearts, their rich mana, their beautiful energy. A thousand Philosophers will be needed, perhaps more, as they are powerful beyond compare, legends in their own rights. But with enough numbers, you shall sweep their resistance away, and drink deep of their refined mana!”

His voice faded away, to be replaced by the low moan of the wind. It stirred the purple blossoms, it caused a fine mist to rise and blow out over the cliff into the endless sky beyond.

Was it the wind, he wondered, or the Abstraction thinking out loud?

“Your facial features and energetic signature are known to us,” called the august Philosopher. “Long centuries past, you were part of the Great Rivening, when many of our focal points were extinguished. Your voice. Your bathos. It is as if yesterday were today, and the chance to right wrongs presented to us anew.”

Fuck.

“My friends!” Dameon pitched his voice to carry as he drew forth the amulet once more. “That Dameon is gone! Dead, less than dust, his memories scattered, his deeds reviled! I am not that man. If you devour me, you gain a mouthful of paltry mana, but for what? Those deeds cannot be undone. I spit on his memory, but like you, I can’t change the past! All I can do is make amends, and I do so by bringing you an offer of far greater power, of ascension, of potential uplift! Allow my apology to be a tangible one, especially as it is one made on the platform of an ancient alliance!”

And here, he held the amulet aloft.

C’mon. C’mon. Take the damned bait, you stupid ravenous gluttons.

The Abstraction’s attention was so focused now that the air around him was shimmering, smears of rainbow iridescence manifesting then fading away.

The Philosophers stood stock still.

Braxofitz wasn’t even looking at him.

Despite the chill, Dameon’s brow prickled with sweat.

He wanted to thrust the amulet closer to the Abstraction, to fling it up at that huge weird head. Myla had sworn this would work. Worse, he’d sworn Heart Oaths that made it so he didn’t have a choice. She could have asked him to chew off his foot and he’d have been forced to do just that.

But that band of gold. That avenue of beautiful success.

Dameon resisted the urge to summon it anew.

C’mon. C’mon!

“We shall respect the ancient accords,” said the Philosopher at last, and Dameon’s shoulders sagged with relief. “If you can deliver such magnificent Great Souls, you shall have paid penance for your previous transgressions.”

Dameon bit his dry lower lip. Glanced around at all the watching Silverines, then stared up at the huge titan that loomed above him.

And grinned. “Wonderful. There’s just one caveat. You may have them all to consume, but there is one—just one—that you must deliver to me.”

“One?” The Philosopher canted his head to one side. “Very well.”

“Then please, whenever you’re ready. Gather up your army, a thousand or more, and I shall lead you to them.”

The gelid focus of the Abstraction began to ease, the rainbow shimmers to disappear.

It was done.

Unable to resist, Dameon summoned his tapestry of paths.

And saw that the golden band had more than doubled in width.


Chapter 34

Leonis

How did one come back from the dead twice?

Always in this life he’d felt haunted by his past self, the last-dead Leonis, the man who’d fallen to Manticore and been the friend of heroes, the source of Praximar’s and Dameon’s true fixations. Deep down—and he could admit it now—he’d felt a ghost in this incarnation, walking two steps behind a larger-than-life figure, the true Golden King.

And now?

Leonis inhaled deeply and kept his gaze locked on his bowl of gruel. They departed today. Would leave the Red Road, would strike northeast toward Jova’s Tomb of Sadness. More adventure. More glory. More pain. More death.

But he felt… nothing.

He was doubly dead now. He was present, yes, his bulk took up space, and others saw him, recognized him, spoke to him on occasion.

But he felt… numb. That was a pleasant way to put it. Detached. Disassociated from it all.

He ate mechanically, the spoon small in his grip, the voices of his companions washing over him. Nobody singled him out for conversation. Why would they? Until but days ago, he’d been a brash idiot, a melodramatic fool, a perennial victim so insistent on drowning in his own self-pity it was a wonder Scorio had allowed him to even remain.

Chewing with slow deliberation, Leonis raised his gaze to study Scorio where he stood in quiet conference with Jova, Druanna, and the two newcomers, Kuragin and Myla. The rest of their party sat at the table with him, discussing the upcoming trip, their Silverine guide, Lady Krula’s blessings on their departure.

But he might as well have been sitting a million miles away.

Leonis lowered his gaze to his bowl of gruel and resumed eating.

That moment in the caverns, after he’d dealt Scorio that treacherous blow, after he’d uttered that blasphemy. That moment in which his fragile ego had finally cracked and the dark, bilious truth poured out. It had felt… good, in a perverse way. To finally excise a wound, to lance a poisoned boil. He’d felt light, freed of his anger, his nonsensical chagrin, his horrendous pride.

For a few hours, he’d felt washed clean.

But too much of this life had been wrapped up in that hate and anger. Too much of his identity had been cultivated into wounded resentment. Now that he could no longer blame Lianshi or Scorio, now that he’d taken the full brunt of responsibility upon himself, he’d come to realize that… he didn’t even know who he was.

He wasn’t the Leonis of his past life. The Leonis of this current cycle, ripe with hatred and despair, had died.

What was left?

Leonis stared at his hand. The whorls of his knuckles, the way the lantern light caused the pewter spoon to gleam softly. A strong hand. But it didn’t even feel like his own.

His chewing slowed, stopped.

He felt ponderous, heavy, immobile. A great carved statue, a leaden effigy to the man he’d once been.

Leonis the Golden King.

The words were like ash in his mouth. Not… not because of self-pity. He was glad, at any rate, to be free of that maudlin and bitter sentimentality.

It was as if he’d been a rotted fruit. And the act of carving away all the bruised and bad parts had left little more than a small pit at the very center.

He was reduced to… something. This new self. This fragment. This sliver of a man.

Without his desire for vengeance, without the driving force of his pride, he felt adrift.

Power? He knew he should desire it. But the desire to train as he’d once done was gone. The urge to brutalize himself, to flagellate his soul so as to deepen his resentment had vanished.

Dread Blaze. Wasn’t that what he should desire above all else?

“You alright there, Leonis?”

He blinked and looked up. Kelona had turned to him, was leaning on one elbow, her bowl empty before her. Brows raised, she seemed guileless, her question frank, innocent.

“Sure, yeah.” His voice was a rough rasp, so he cleared his throat and tried again. “Fine. Just… eating my fill before we head out.”

“Smart. Unless Kuragin or Myla are talented cooks, we’ll not be eating this well again.” She studied him for a moment longer, then smiled and turned away.

Leonis’ smile was perfunctory, a grimace, and he held it for a beat before letting it drop and returning his gaze to his gruel.

That had been… nice.

Unnecessary, on her part. But then again, Kelona was indiscriminately nice, wasn’t she? It wasn’t anything personal…

Leonis winced and his grimace deepened. Stop that. Enough with the self-pity. It had been a genuine question. Enough. Just… enough.

He rubbed at his eyes.

How easy it would be to become a ghost in truth. To not speak, to follow this crew into the Silver Unfathom, always there but never taking part in the conversations, the decisions, the camaraderie. To… what? Give up?

Leonis scowled.

Why was the simple act of living so hard?

He resisted the urge to sigh and resumed eating.

But he had a choice. He could sense it, hovering before him, a future where he remained a ghost. Where the act of surrendering his grief and anger broke him. Where he became an overlooked shadow and offered weak help to the others until some Silverine slew him.

Wasn’t that just another form of self-pity? Had he cut it free of his soul, after all? The anger was gone. The bitterness. His pride was shattered and ground to dust. But was he actually done playing the victim?

He couldn’t help but smile. Apparently not.

“What’s funny?” asked Xandera as she slipped onto the bench across from him. Her lambent orange hair flowed over her bare dusty-black shoulders, for she’d shaped her gray dress so that it was shoulderless and fit her slender form like a sleeve. Her orange eyes were bright with curiosity, and Leonis realized as he hesitated, trying to come up with an answer, that he’d never actually had a conversation with her before.

“Nothing much.” He shifted his weight. Already her smile was becoming polite, already she was shifting away to see what Kelona was discussing so animatedly with Nyrix. “Ah. Do you… do you miss your home?”

Xandera gave him her full attention once more. “Do you mean the Fury Spires?”

“Sure. Where you were born, right?”

“Correct. I…” Her brow quirked, and for a long moment she just studied him, unsure. “I do miss my hive. In some ways. In others, not really.”

“It’s complicated, then.”

“Indeed.” She sought the right words. “My return home feels inevitable. One day I shall grow into a full queen, and my instinct to create my own hive will become impossible to deny. As such, I don’t actively miss it now, for this time as a young queen feels precious. But… there are aspects I miss? I experienced them only briefly before petitioning to leave with Scorio, but in the hive, the walls, the floor, the very rocks felt alive, felt… responsive, to my senses. Our history was woven into the rock, and the heat that arose from below was comforting, was correct. The company of my sister-selves was infuriating and delightful and…” She trailed off, looking away, a half-smile on her lips. “I miss them for they were each a mirror to my own self, a variation on my theme. An affirmation? It is hard to put into words.”

Leonis nodded gravely, pretending he understood.

Xandera sighed, then her smile brightened. “But all that awaits me in the Iron Weald. For now? Such excitement! Such… strangeness. You Great Souls are so mercurial. My own kind can be as fierce, if not more so, as dedicated, but our dedication is woven into our very souls. We have no choice in being what we are. The heat forges us. There is comfort in that. In having no choice but being steadfast. You Great Souls though…”

Leonis chuckled softly. “We’re a mess.”

“Such a wonderful, confusing, entertaining, exciting mess, yes!” Xandera sat up straight, beaming. “You have so much scope for self-determination, and at times I think it a curse. Your emotions flow from anger to resentment to delighted to enthused, then sad, then passionate—and all of it within one day. It must be exhausting. Bewildering! You are multitudes in one body. So few of you are guided by absolute certainty in what and who you are and desire to be.”

“Tell me about it,” said Leonis softly.

Xandera peered at him. “You, for example, are very confusing. Am I being too forthright?”

“Not at all.”

“You haven’t been good company. But you have been interesting company. You seemed constant, as if forged from one manner of rock, but then you changed so deeply within the warrens that you seem another entity altogether.”

Leonis took a deep breath. “Yep.”

“And now…?” Xandera’s gaze was bright and inquisitive. “Now you seem very sad. Wait. Are you missing your home?”

“Home.” Leonis rubbed at his bearded jawline. “I last truly saw my home over a thousand years ago. My family, my friends, my foes, the people I’ve seen and interacted with in my trials—they’re all long turned to dust. The buildings no doubt fallen, the very memory of my country erased or lost in the sands of time.”

“Oh,” said Xandera, voice quiet. “That must be… I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“It’s alright.” And, he realized, it was. “That home belonged to a different Leonis. The first.”

“Leonis Prime,” said Xandera softly.

“Leonis Prime. I’m Leonis the Hundred and Twenty-First. Whoever that is.”

“Well, that’s… that’s you.”

“Right.” The gulf of uncertainty yawned open at his feet, and he decided to not bother trying to explain it to the blazeborn queen. “Most people… they’re born into a family. A place. They grow up somewhere, then decide to stay or leave, to reject their kind or embrace it. But they get a choice. We Great Souls?” He glanced around the Red Keep’s entry hall, the different Great Souls going about their business. “I think we default to pretending we’re the Prime version of ourselves, but eventually…”

Xandera’s eyes widened. “Eventually you realize you’re not, and that leaves you…?”

“Right. Needing to define who we are, this time round.”

“And who are you, this time?”

Leonis blew out his cheeks then stared down at his gruel. For some reason, his eyes began to prickle. “I guess I’m trying to figure that out. I’ve not… I’ve not done a good job of it so far.”

Xandera placed her dry, warm hand over his own. Hers was tiny, little more than a child’s in comparison to his big mitt, but he could sense the strength there, the power. “You are doing a good job.”

Leonis’ throat constricted and he was forced to blink rapidly. He wanted to pull his hand away, to stand, to stalk off into the shadows. His chest expanded, and when he was finally able to exhale, it came out all shuddery and sudden.

“You are,” said Xandera, tone low and forceful. “You are doing a good job. Now.”

“Now,” laughed Leonis weakly, desperately hoping nobody was noticing this conversation. “I… I’m trying.”

“That is what matters. We blazeborns don’t get to try. To decide. We simply are. Drudges or titans, bishops or queens, we are born as we are, and live that way till we die. But you? You Great Souls are tormented by choice, but… you get to choose.”

“We get to choose,” said Leonis softly.

“So, choose.” She withdrew her hand and shrugged lightly. “That’s all you have to do.”

Leonis raised his gaze, met her bright one, then laughed. “That’s it?”

She nodded gravely. “That’s it. What kind of Great Soul do you wish to be?”

“Is there a menu?”

“A menu?”

“At certain restaurants, they list what’s available on a piece of card. A menu.”

“Oh.” She considered, then held out an invisible something to him. “Here you go. A menu. On it is every quality and virtue you could desire. Good ones and bad. What do you want to order?”

Leonis studied the young queen, then, having trouble breathing once more, he mimed taking the invisible menu from her hand. Held it before him and clenched his jaw tight.

Xandera grinned. “I recommend the ‘good person’ meal. It’s very good.”

“The good person meal is good?” repeated Leonis, feeling dazed. “Then… sure. I’ll have a bowl of that.”

Xandera beamed. “Good! What else?”

Leonis dry swallowed and stared at his invisible menu. How ludicrous. How… but no. It wasn’t, was it?

What did he want to order? What did he want to be?

“I’d like… I’d like an order of… generosity.”

“Hmm, very well chosen.” Xandera pretended to scribble on the palm of her hand. “Anything else?”

He thought of Lianshi, the many memories of her face in pain as they’d argued. “I’d like… compassion.”

“Hmm. Very in season. So we have an order for good, for generosity, and compassion.” She leaned forward to peer at him. “But don’t Great Souls always want ambition, power, and… that kind of stuff?”

“Oh, right.” Leonis pretended to turn the menu over. “Here’s all that stuff. Ambition. Strength. Respect. Oh, look here: feared. All the important stuff.”

Xandera waited, hand still cupped as if it were a pad of paper.

“But you know…” Leonis sighed and turned the menu back around. “I think I’ll pass on all that.” His breath shuddered again in his chest, and he forced a smile as he looked over the pretend menu at the blazeborn queen. “I don’t… that stuff doesn’t have much appeal right now.”

“Fair enough,” agreed Xandera. “So. Anything else?”

Leonis stared past her at where Scorio stood, hands on his hips, nodding gravely as he listened to Jova.

“I want… I’ll order a portion of… loyalty.” He barely whispered the words. “Or… dependability.”

“Ooh, that’s good, yes.” She pretend-scribbled. “So: goodness, generosity, compassion, and loyalty. Sounds like you’ve figured out your order.”

“Yes.” He wanted to laugh, but kept his face sober as he handed the invisible menu back. “Thank you.”

Xandera mimed taking the menu, then chucked it over her shoulder and beamed. “You’re welcome!”

Could it be that simple? Could he just choose to be… it felt indescribably maudlin and naive to put it so baldly, but could he just decide to be a good… person? Generous, kind, compassionate, and steadfast?

Xandera was smiling at him, inordinately pleased with herself.

And why not? He’d chosen self-pity and anger before. Had chosen to believe the lies of others and his own. If that had been a choice, and if he was now a blank slate, couldn’t he simply choose… otherwise?

Leonis took a deep, deep breath, held it, then exhaled heavily.

He could.

He could make that choice.

“Alright.” He considered, frowned, then gave a sharp little nod. “Alright. That’s what I’ve ordered. That’s what I’ll be. From hereon out.”

“Excellent. You’re going to do great. You’ll see. And it’s so much more fun being a nice person than a miserable, angry one. My mother-self, Xandera Prime? She told me a little bit about Bravurn, the Great Soul who enslaved us? And he sounded awful. Weird and strange and very unhappy. Who would want to be him?” She made a face. “Much better to be a nice, happy person. You’ll see.”

“Sure.” And for the first time, a smile came to Leonis’ lips. “I... I bet you’re right.”

“Course I am.” Xandera stood up and stared down her nose at him imperiously. “I’m royalty, after all.”


Chapter 35

Scorio

“Then we’re agreed.” Scorio glanced around the small group. “Swear the Heart Oaths, and we’ll head out into the Silver Unfathom.”

“Great!” Myla rocked onto the balls of her feet, hands linked behind her back. “Happy to swear anything that’s not weirdly personal or makes us your indentured servants or whatever.”

“Not what we’re looking for,” said Druanna, smile wry. “Just clear yourselves of the Herdsmen and we’ll be set.”

“Sure thing,” said Kuragin. “Do you have a set oath?”

“It’s pretty basic,” said Scorio. “Just swear that you’re not a Herdsman or associated with them by some other name, and that you’re not working in their interests. That you’re willing to do everything you can to help us reveal the truth about them and bring them down.”

“Basic but comprehensive.” Kuragin glanced around the entry hall. “Want us to do it here?”

“Whatever you prefer,” said Scorio.

“I don’t mind!” Myla beamed. “Let me know if this suffices: I swear our most ancient oath.” Her voice swelled with power as her Heart Ignited with Bronze. It was of moderate size, rough-edged, oval. Scorio scrutinized it, curious, and could see the coppery flames dancing over its surface. His Heart senses were getting sharper. He could sense how it was a Dread Blaze Heart on some instinctual level. “I swear a Heart Oath upon my burning Heart, that what I now say is true: I am not a Herdsman, or associated with them by another name, and I’m not working in their interests. I’ll do everything I can to help you reveal the truth about them and force them to help us seal the Pit or whatever else you think is best.”

Myla’s words rung with power. Scorio glanced at Druanna and Jova, then nodded in approval. As before, he could sense the veracity of her words, underscored by the fact that her Heart didn’t immediately shatter.

“Welcome aboard,” said Jova. She didn’t sound particularly enthused. “Kuragin?”

The large Dread Blaze glanced once about the entry hall. Everyone else had taken note of the oath ceremony and were watching with open curiosity. “Sure. I swear our most ancient oath.” His Heart incandesced in turn, large and ridged like a chunk of black flint. He repeated Myla’s words, and again Scorio sensed the truth behind his words, how their intent and letter were seared into his very essence to safeguard him against ever betraying them.

“Excellent.” Druanna looked to Scorio. “I think that means we’re ready to go.”

A stir at the back of the hall. Personages were descending into view through the staircase arch. Lady Krula, Grey, Asha, Aezryna, a handful of others.

Jova raised her chin. “Looks like we’re getting a royal send-off.”

His companions rose from the table to move behind him, and together they watched Lady Krula stride down the length of her hall, nodding to the left and right as other Great Souls murmured their greetings and respects.

She stopped before Scorio, tall and aloof in the lantern light. Clad in sweeping robes of light gray and white, she exuded power, grace, deliberation. “Your visit has been a brief one, Scorio. Word has reached me that you intend to depart shortly.”

Had he erred in not making a point of saying goodbye? He sketched a shallow bow to hide his uncertainty, then straightened, expression once more poised. “We are. I didn’t wish to bother you.” Everybody was watching now, curiosity marked. “But thank you for your hospitality, Lady Krula.”

“Think nothing of it.” She’d subtly pitched her voice to carry. “You’ve chosen not to aid me in my personal quest, but I harbor no ill-will. I am glad to have met you, Scorio, and to have retained my head after learning of all your deeds. Am I the first ruler of a demesne that you’ve seen fit to spare?”

For a second, Scorio was caught flat-footed. But she was smiling, so he managed a chuckle. “I—ah—had no cause, to… well—”

“I jest. Know that you are welcome back at the Red Keep at any time, and if you should come into any information that pertains to my quest for my lost sister, doubly so. I pray that your expedition be met only with unparalleled success, and look forward to learning of your exploits.”

“Thank you.” Again he sketched a half-bow. “You do me too much honor, Lady Krula.”

“Hardly. Would that there were a dozen more of you to shake up all of hell.” She gazed about the crowd, smile thinning. “But alas, the rest of us are but common Great Souls, fixated on far less noble quests. A question though: have you seen or heard from Dameon since we last spoke?”

Scorio, thinking the audience was drawing to a close, paused. “Dameon?”

“Hmm,” agreed Lady Krula, raising a slender brow.

Scorio glanced at Jova, but she seemed as surprised as he. “I haven’t. Has he left the Red Keep?”

“He has. I felt an unusually potent disturbance in the Red Keep’s mana down below earlier, and now I find him missing. It would be easy to assume he chose to continue deeper into hell, but he doesn’t travel on the Red Road, either.” She was watching him most carefully. Of course. Why wouldn’t she suspect him and Jova?

“That mana disturbance might have been me.” Scorio fought the urge to blush. “I was training with Aezryna. She can verify my account. But we didn’t see Dameon.”

Lady Aezryna inclined her head in agreement.

“That was you?” Lady Krula raised an eyebrow. “Yet I see you remain a Pyre Lord. For a moment… but never mind. Well. Travel safely.”

“Thank you.” His thoughts were spinning. Had Dameon fled? But why? He was safest here. Unless some vision from his power had told him that staying with Lady Krula was dangerous to his health? “Thanks again for your hospitality.”

And deciding a show of confidence was best, he stepped back, turned, and led his companions out of the Red Keep onto the broad landing outside the main doors.

“He’s gone?” hissed Jova, striding alongside him. “What the hell?”

Silverines took to the skies as they emerged to begin wheeling overhead like oversized vultures.

“That can’t be good,” said Druanna. “Then again, he’s removed himself from Lady Krula’s protection. Isn’t that what we wanted?”

“Yes,” agreed Scorio hesitantly. He rubbed the back of his head as he turned to regard the Red Keep. “I could have sworn he’d just wait here, but… the man’s dangerous. We’ll have to be extra careful heading out.”

“As if we planned to lower our guard,” said Jova. A huge plinth of stone arose into view, easily five yards on each side. “But unless he’s developed a means to fly, he’ll be hard-pressed to bother us.”

A Silverine descended from the mass of flyers overhead. Slender, gray-skinned, and so flensed of fat as to be a walking anatomical lesson, it lowered gently to the ground without needing to beat its butterfly wings of silvery-white. Great fin-like ears and a crest of sharp-tipped fronds framed its blank mask in which two menacing holes of pure black were punched out.

“This is Braxofitz,” said Jova. “He’s to be our guide.”

The Silverine was less servile than his brethren. He didn’t bow or fawn or immediately launch into a hurried mess of words. Instead, he regarded Scorio with acute curiosity, head canting from one side to the other like that of a bird.

“You know which way we’re headed?” asked Scorio.

“I have been thusly informed,” said the Silverine, voice low and confident. “Your destination is verboten, but I can guide you along the vector till we reach the limit of where Great Souls are allowed to tread.”

Druanna crossed her arms. “And when we reach that limit?”

The Silverine regarded her in turn. “Then I shall warn you from progressing further. The consequences of which shall fall outside the scope of my services and protection both.”

“Fair enough,” said Scorio, trying to not let the fiend’s alien manner unnerve him. Almost, he missed the duplicitous but effusive Sybelleo. “We’ll be flying but taking frequent rests. You lead the way. We’ll follow.”

“And remember that we’ve told Lady Krula that you’re our guide,” said Jova. “She knows our safety lies in your hands.”

Braxofitz deliberately raised both palms and shrugged, the gesture at once clear yet awkward, as if pantomimed. “The Silver Unfathom is a perilous place. I am your guide, but I’m not omnipotent. You venture forth at your own risk.”

Druanna’s smile was humorless. “There are no dangers left in the Silver Unfathom but Silverines.”

“We Silverines are fractious, fragmented, and fierce.” Still the Silverine spoke without inflection. “I can vouch for my own kind, but there are many who would wish to devour me for my inheritable power and wisdom as they would your Hearts. We sojourn together, and together we risk the dangers of the Silver Unfathom.”

“Fair enough,” said Scorio, eager to be gone. “Then let’s away.”

Jova gave a sharp nod. “Kuragin, Myla, you’re with Leonis and me.”

Kelona, who’d been watching this exchange with avid curiosity, hefted one of the large dragon packs. “Druanna, will you be riding with us?”

Druanna raised a brow. “I appreciate the offer.” Her smile was darkly amused. “But I’ve my own means of conveyance.”

And her eidolon appeared before them all.

By the ten hells, it could still steal his breath. Scorio gazed upon the wondrous six-armed statue with awe. He could still remember as if it were yesterday how it had waded into Praximar’s dining hall to do battle with almost a hundred Great Souls, its hide impervious to every attack, its blades unstoppable. Six yards in height and made of smooth, polished jet, utterly black except where blue light seemed to reflect off its curvature. Its six scimitars caused the wind to keen as if sheared by passing over their blades, and cold mist fell in slow waves from its frigid surface.

Druanna smirked, stepped forth, then lightly leaped to place one foot on the eidolon’s knee as it half-crouched, and swung up to sit athwart its shoulders. The great statue rose to its full height, and Scorio felt again a sense of profound gratitude to have Druanna on their side.

Their party broke up, some moving onto Jova’s plinth, others waiting as he Ignited and shifted into his dragon form. Nyrix and Kelona busied themselves with hauling the pack straps over his shoulders, then climbed upon his back as Xandera found her customary position nestled between his shoulder blades and wings.

Braxofitz rose higher into the air. “Follow me.”

Scorio sank low onto his haunches then sprang up, beating his wings powerfully as he fought for height, to slip the greedy clutches of gravity. For a moment, he strained, and then he swept forward, over the sharply descending steps, and out and up into the frigid air.

Jova’s plinth rose smoothly by his side, her mastery now such that she could keep pace with him without strain, even with her added cargo. Together they speared out over the silvery sands, and below, Druanna’s eidolon began to lope forward, its arms and scimitars swinging back and forth as its huge legs ate up the ground with indefatigable speed.

Scorio rose to a height of some forty yards, then arched his neck to look back over his shoulder at the receding Red Keep. Already it fell behind, its Silverine guardians settling once more upon its facade and roof.

He was glad not to have found reason to fight with Lady Krula. There had been room for conflict—she could have pressed him into her service, sought to cajole or demand his obedience. But she’d made her request, then respected his refusal.

And he could respect her for that. In fact, he found his thoughts lingering on her enigmatic smile, her hooded eyes, her ageless visage. A fascinating woman. Terrifying powers, and trapped here for a century by her vanished sister.

A wonder of hell in and of herself.

Looking forward once more, he powered on, following Braxofitz who flew forth before them all, upright and immobile, as if too dignified to pretend to beat his wings or go through the motions of flight.

Silver sands, heavy gray rocks, thick mist. The sky overhead obscured by low cloud cover, and in the distance, barely discernible through the fog, a distant range of rough hillocks.

Gladness swelled in his heart.

They were finally free of stone walls, of veiled conversations, of Great Soul politics. Back once more into the wild, to test their wits and strength against hell and the Herdsmen.

Unable to restrain himself, he trumpeted an eager roar, and below Druanna laughed as her eidolon raised one fist to flourish a scimitar. He glanced to the side, and saw Jova shake her head with mock despair, but to his delight and surprise, Leonis raised a fist and gave him a firm nod.

Invigorated, eager, he powered on, through the mist, through the fog, and left the Red Road and its illusionary safety behind.

* *

Flight.

Hours of the searing cold winds beneath his wings. Xandera curled up into a ball upon his back, Kelona working her Dread Blaze mana technique, Nyrix on rearguard, watching the skies behind them.

The Silver Unfathom passed endlessly beneath.

Vast, hammered valleys of silver and gray rock cupped between towering mesas. A lunar landscape rent by the occasional ravine or plain of shattered rock. Fog that would sweep in and engulf them so that they flew as if lost within the heart of clouds, only to break before bleak winds that rushed up from the south to howl by.

And stillness. But for the wind blowing drifts of sand, there was no life but the Silverines. And Silverines they saw sometimes not at all for stretches of time, and then floods of them ranging across the land below. Huge herds a thousand strong picking their way over rock and desert, pausing only to crane their heads and watch the passage of the flyers overhead, sometimes parting before Druanna’s eidolon or swarming in and forcing Jova and Scorio to descend and rain absolute destruction upon them until they broke and fled.

It was terrifying to witness Jova’s new power.

She could tear the rock apart beneath the fiends’ feet, rip out boulders and send these flying only a foot or two above the ground through their ranks to churn and break bodies like some mobile siege weapon. These she’d then shatter into a million fragments and thresh the remaining fiends, leaving them bloodied and broken.

Were they not Silver-ranked, she could have killed them all off without effort. Even so, she left them brutalized, their resilient bodies pulped and broken so that when Scorio flew low overhead to strafe them with dragon fire, they inevitably fled.

Druanna didn’t even bother moving to engage. She watched the carnage unfold about her and kept on course, her eidolon loping endlessly on, consuming the terrain with its mile-eating stride as her vortices flew hither and yon, directing the mana into her Heart and thus into her construct.

A problem that Scorio wrestled with. As vast as his reservoir was, he couldn’t do much more than use the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique to draw on mana that slipped by at great speed as he flew through the sky, so that the sensation was akin to trying to drink from a waterfall. And his dragon form, unlike his draconic humanoid one, drained him of his reserves with incredible speed.

Not that he could fly for too long without impacting Xandera. As such, they landed every few hours for her to reconnect with the ground and allow him time to refill his reserves.

But his limitation was real.

He couldn’t hold his dragon form for as long as he should. Druanna seemed capable of running forever with her eidolon, her seven vortices flying in a constant pattern around her, and Jova herself had greater staying power with her huge plinth of rock. She couldn’t send forth any vortices yet, but with her mastery of the Dread Blaze technique, he knew it was just a matter of time.

And always, on the periphery of his mind, lurked the near-death experience he’d been saved from by Aezryna. He’d not spoken of it to anyone else. The way in which he’d caused all the ambient mana to burn simultaneously in the huge subterranean hall.

Staring into the pale silver flames of their campfire, arms looped around his knees, he dwelled on that moment. The others spoke around him, Kelona and Myla clearly developing a fast friendship, Leonis quietly ladling out the soup they’d heated in a large pot, Jova and Druanna off to one side.

A Pyre Lord was one who’d integrated their sense of self into a greater whole, and in doing so found mastery over their power suite, a mastery which allowed them to begin walking the road of mana dominion. Vortices were the expression of one’s will, the ability to tap distant mana directly, to direct it into one’s reservoir without needing it to flow across the intervening space.

But when he’d used Nox’s technique, he’d spawned scores of vortices. They’d begun generating new ones without his willing it, so that the entire hall had fallen into his Heart. The entire hall had begun to burn simultaneously.

Scorio bit his lower lip, eyes narrowed as he stared into the flames. The truth, the trick of it, was right there on the tip of his tongue. He’d thought of vortices as definite objects, like Ferulas, or his own hand. A vortex was a thing.

But then how had he spawned hundreds?

They were concepts.

Short hand.

Heuristics, just like the reservoir.

The truth lay just beyond them.

If his reservoir was vast, everywhere and nowhere at once, then vortices were…?

Damn it.

The thought slipped away.

Worse, he couldn’t experiment.

The risk of flaming out and exploding his Heart was too great.

But the experience tantalized him.

For two paths lay before him: one the traditional, tried-and-true road walked by all Great Souls once they made Pyre Lord. The other? His weird, fiend-hybrid path in which he used the insights granted by Nox to accomplish… what?

Total conflagration?

Druanna sat down beside him and smiled at Leonis as he handed her a bowl of steaming soup. “What’s got you so wound up?”

“You’re a Pyre Lady.”

She eyed him. “You just figure that out?”

“What is a vortex?”

“Ah.” She raised a spoonful of soup, blew on it, then considered. “That’s one of those questions whose answer changes as you grow. Right now? It’s a portal I can send anywhere I need to drain mana.”

“Send. Like a rock you throw.”

Druanna considered, spoon lowering back to the bowl. “It was, at first. Now I can manifest them where I need them to appear.”

“But once it appears, it’s… what?”

She eyed him again. “Like I said. A portal to my reservoir.”

“Aezryna said reservoirs don’t exist.”

“Ah.” Druanna smiled ruefully. “Sounds like she tried to throw you into the deep end of the pool.”

“She wrong?”

“No. But we also know that Imperators can recall their past lives, don’t we? Yet we can’t. Theoretical knowledge will only get you so far.”

“So I should forget what she said?”

Druanna shrugged one shoulder and sipped her soup. “Prodigies can make leaps of logic that allow them to advance rapidly. Merely talented Great Souls like myself? I use each rung of the ladder. For now, that means thinking of vortices as portals to my reservoir.”

“Which exists, where?”

“The way I see it?” Druanna considered him. “A great sphere around me, which extends tentacle-like arms to wherever the vortices are.”

“Like… a huge octopus?”

Druanna laughed huskily. “Yes, I suppose. But lately I’ve not been trying to visualize it so much. You know what it takes to make Blood Baron, I presume?”

“Actually, no.”

She eyed him again. “That’s a surprise. I’d have thought you’d have researched all that. To make Blood Baron, your command of mana needs to coalesce to such a degree that you can condense it into a Ferula.”

“That’s what Ferulas are? Just condensed mana?”

“Just?” Druanna laughed again. “I’m sorry to disappoint. But, yes. In a way.”

Scorio frowned. He’d never explored the technique of turning raw mana into physical objects. But he’d seen it done numerous times. Lianshi had been adept, as had others. They could fashion small, malleable objects with great effort. He’d never seen fit to try, however. “But Great Souls can condense mana even as Emberlings.”

Druanna swallowed another spoonful of soup and nodded. “Sure. But Ferulas are sheaths of hardened mana around a permanent vortex. Or inverse vortex. Where we Pyre Lords send vortices out into the air, Blood Barons can summon mana to their Ferulas.”

“Huh.” Scorio considered. “So they’re… conduits? For local mana?”

“Almost. You take the best mana you have access to, and fashion it around a permanent anti-vortex. When used, a Blood Baron wills local mana to pass through their Ignited Hearts into their Ferulas, where the mana is enhanced to the Ferula’s type, and unleashed as a bolt of deadly energy.”

“Blood Barons can convert mana?” Scorio stared at Druanna. “Like, turn Coal into Emerald?”

Druanna nodded as she chewed on a chunk of something within the soup. “Mmhmm. With their Ferulas, at any rate. Which touches upon the whole mana and reservoirs and vortices not being what we think they are aspect we were discussing. Honestly, it’s got me stumped. It’s why I’ve been a Pyre Lady for several years now without progress.”

Scorio nodded sympathetically. “I can imagine. Huh.” He considered. “Ferulas are inverse vortices. That draw on mana that’s passed through your Ignited Heart but which isn’t burned or used up in the process.”

“Mmhmm.” Again, Druanna swallowed. She was making short work of her soup. “I could go on about it, but that’s the long and short of it. If you can make better sense of this puzzle, let me know.”

Scorio nodded and returned his frown to the fire.

Because Druanna was wrong. Aezryna had unwittingly done him a favor by sharing those advanced theories. There was a confluence there with the underpinnings of the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique that sent a frisson of excitement through him.

A hidden truth he’d almost glimpsed.

Something about vortices not being portals, nor reservoirs even existing. It all came down to the will and the movement of mana. The relationship of his Heart to all mana, the act of Ignition and the malleable nature of reality.

For a moment, the answer glimmered in his mind, right there.

If vortices weren’t portals, if he could burn all mana simultaneously, then…

But, no.

It was gone.

“We ready?” asked Jova, crouching beside him. “We should try for one more leg before we take a proper rest.”

“Sure,” said Scorio. “Quick question, though.” Jova gave him a brisk upnod, clearly ready to get moving. “You got a handle on your vortices yet?”

“Yet?” Jova exhaled sharply in amusement. “I’ve been a Pyre Lady for little over a week.”

Scorio raised an eyebrow. Druanna’s chewing stopped as she also eyed Jova.

Who was unable to restrain a slight smile as she raised her palm and birthed a vortex just above it.


Chapter 36

Scorio

The days became rhythmic. An hour or two of flight behind Braxofitz punctuated by time spent camping as Scorio regained his mana reserves. Xandera would crouch, hands pressed to the rock, eyes closed, as she channeled Acherzua’s strength through her palms. Some of their number would train, engage in light sparring, while others focused on their meditations and mana control techniques. Their Silverine guide was standoffish, and would find a lonesome rock on which to perch. Leonis ensured everyone was fed. People conversed in low tones, and kept watch against the ever-ravening hordes of Instinctuals.

But nobody slacked off. Jova, Druanna, and Scorio kept the tone focused and on point. Everybody was eager to progress, and it was with increasing relish that people jumped off Scorio’s back or Jova’s plinth to immediately engage in their training.

The Silver Unfathom revealed its subtle splendors. At a glance, it seemed little more than an unending miasma of fog, silver or white sands, and rugged outcroppings of jagged boulders or harsh, raw stone hills.

But time spent soaring across it revealed its treasures.

They crossed an area riven by hundreds of Silver streams, the tracery of metallic veins punctuated by petrified fiends who’d paused to drink from the congealed mana. Silverines, yes, but also older wonders, fiends now long gone from this layer of hell. Some massive, others small, all turned to stone by the poisonous mana ways.

Curving around a great mountain, they came upon a region of titanic, slanted, mirror-like slabs rising from the silver sands at oblique angles. They reflected the ambient light eerily, shimmers running up their great faceted faces, and Braxofitz called out a warning, urging everyone to fly higher. Druanna slowed as she traversed this area atop her eidolon, and only later did she recount that were it not for her construct’s automated drive to press on, she might have lingered, mesmerized by the glimpses of what she saw in the reflective rocks’ depths.

On their third day, they were forced to navigate a morass of floating shards, some as large as islands. These spun in slow orbits around their largest members, with the largest being visible high overhead in the mists. Strange white vegetation grew upon their tops, hanging limply over their sides and trailing in the wind, their tips expanding into gel-like bulbs of glimmering Silver mana.

Silverines were enmeshed in these vines, drawn in, no doubt, by the lures, then caught and wrapped and paralyzed by the growths. But the Instinctuals here were not dismayed. They floated around the islands in great numbers, darting in to nip at the fronds and pallid growths and then fly back out as the vines reached for them.

What might once have been a deadly garden now seemed an impossible to resist spread of rare mana. Even as Scorio navigated the islands and shards, he saw one large, supple blue and red Silverine become ensnared as it dared too much, its thrashing quickly abating as it succumbed to the poison.

Silverine Philosophers were present as well, and in the act of harvesting the vines, they turned to watch Scorio and his crew fly past, their expressions inscrutable, the limp white vines bundled in great nets of black rope.

“What are they doing?” Scorio called to Braxofitz, who obligingly fell back to conversational distance.

“These are the lyrnxia vines from which we have built our great southern web,” said the Philosopher. “Once they grew everywhere. But we have harvested it near to extinction.”

“Ah. That’s how you keep the Instinctuals bound in place,” surmised Scorio.

“Correct. Without the vines, they would struggle free.” Braxofitz considered, then shrugged. “It is an elegant solution, though we are now forced to forage far, far afield.”

They were not able to pass unmolested, however. Instinctuals tested them, pressing in voraciously at first, but Jova weaponized the very floating islands themselves, and swatted dozens of them out of the air as she swung the great shards of rock about herself.

The Instinctuals reluctantly backed away.

It befell upon Scorio to determine when it was time to rest and sleep. The interminable light gave no hint, so that he had to pay attention not only to his own deep muscular fatigue, but the energy of his comrades. He’d search for a defensible location, then ultimately make the call and descend.

Druanna’s eidolon was the perfect guard; to Scorio’s surprise, it could remain alert even as she slept, something it had been unable to do during their sojourn through the Iron Weald. Druanna had only smiled knowingly when pressed, and commented that Scorio wasn’t the only one advancing his powers to their utmost and seeking to advance.

Each “night” they would gather around a campfire. A certain kind of rock, crumbly and filled with miniature holes, would burn if Scorio breathed on it long enough, and once set alight would smolder for hours. They’d gather around this and dine on heated stew and withered fruit, either talking in muted tones or simply staring into the burning pile of rocks.

The Silver Unfathom always felt vast and inimical during these moments, when they were fatigued and worn and craving darkness.

To Scorio’s surprise Nyrix had developed a fixation with teasing Kuragin. At first, he’d steadfastly pretended to ignore the other man, but Scorio caught him watching Kuragin a few times as the other Dread Blaze trained or went about his exercises.

Then, starting on the third day, Nyrix began to needle the other Great Soul, subtle barbs that were offered with a smile. Kuragin would frown, stare at Nyrix in confusion and annoyance, but rarely respond. It never amounted to something worth addressing, but Scorio could tell Kuragin was discomfited and annoyed.

On the fourth night, it finally came to a head.

They were all seated around the fire, having finished devouring their bowls of hearty soup, and Leonis was moving about, collecting bowls, when Kuragin rose, dusted off his hands, and glanced about the group.

“I’m still sore from sitting on Jova’s plinth all day. Anybody up for some exercise?”

Nyrix’s smile was inscrutable. “What kind of exercise are you offering?”

Kuragin frowned at him. “Lifting rocks.”

“That all you can think of doing with your hands?”

Wait. Scorio stared at Nyrix. Was he…?

Myla snickered.

“I could bash your head in,” Kuragin offered.

“You mean you could try.”

Kuragin’s eyes narrowed. “Wait. I thought you were just a useless archer kind of guy, who helped people escape from fights.”

“And I’m pretty sure you’re just a big lump of muscle who couldn’t think his way out of a dead-end tunnel if he got stuck in one.”

Scorio went to raise his voice, but Myla put her hand on his arm and gave a slight shake of her head.

Kuragin grinned. The expression wasn’t reassuring. “You know, if you weren’t so weak, I’d actually take pleasure in punching your nose down your throat.”

“That what we’re calling it these days?” asked Nyrix innocently.

“What the hell are you two going on about?” asked Jova from the far side of the fire.

Nyrix rose to his feet. “How about this. You think you can beat me? Let’s find out. Unless you’re scared, in which case you can just play with your rocks here by the fire.”

And Nyrix left their group to walk across the sand and out of sight behind a large mass of tumbled rocks.

Kuragin cracked his knuckles, a fierce glint in his eyes, and snorted. “Idiot. Excuse me, everyone. I’ve got to go teach him some manners.”

And he followed Nyrix out of sight behind the rocks.

Scorio stared after them, then turned to Myla. “What the…?”

Leonis chuckled, shook his head, and resumed scrubbing the bowls out with fistfuls of sand.

Myla grinned. The firelight glimmered in the depths of her pale eyes, and she reached up to ruffle her short, curly hair. “You honestly don’t know what that was about?”

“I… maybe?”

She snorted. “I’ve known Kuragin for some time now. We’ve traveled together, fought alongside each other, occasionally even been forced by circumstances to share the same sleeping bag.”

Jova and Druanna rose from the far side of the fire to go train. They’d been working on their vortices together for the past few nights, and Scorio felt the tug to join them. But he wanted to understand this first. “So?”

“Well, Kuragin’s always been a consummate gentleman.”

“That’s not how I’d describe him.”

“Maybe because you’re a guy.”

“Oh.” Scorio again glanced in the direction of the rocky hill. “Oh…”

Myla winked at him, clearly amused. “Everybody needs to blow off some steam once in a while, right?”

“I guess so.” He felt so dense. He’d known Nyrix all this time and never asked, never wondered about his… personal life. “I mean, yeah. Huh.” Then he shrugged. “I guess that’s the first time I’ve seen people… express their interest that way.”

“Everybody’s got their own approach.” Myla sounded philosophical. “Some are overt, some wait to be hit on, others are very, very direct.” She glanced up at him. “Don’t tell me other Great Souls haven’t been interested in you before?”

A flash of memory: Naomi in the dark beneath him, the ragged sound of her breathing—

“Yeah, I mean, sure.” He shrugged. “But…”

“But what?”

Why was he even talking to her about this? “Nothing. It’s all good.”

She sensed that he was about to get up. “Can I ask you a question?”

Wary, he relaxed and remained seated. “Yeah?”

Myla stared into the fire. “I’ve had a lot of time while sitting on Jova’s flying rock to think about things. How strange life can be. The choices I’ve made or the things that happened that led to my being here, tonight, on this mission with you all.”

Scorio nodded encouragingly. “I bet.”

“It’s strange. We’re reborn into complete confusion, and then the Academy offers us all the certainty we could want on a silver platter. For a moment there, a year or two, everything feels like it makes sense. I thought I understood what was at stake, and my role in it all. Then…?” She sighed. “You get out there, into hell proper, and things get… messy. What you see contradicts what you’ve been told, and all those truths start to fall apart. When I first heard about you, I was so glad!” She glanced up nervously at him. “So glad that someone was finally losing their patience with all the nonsense. Because every time I’d complained, you know what they told me?”

“Let me guess. Wait till you rank up?”

“Yes!” She bounced her knees in agitation or excitement or something. “Yes! But nobody mentions that everybody who ranks up and learns this supposed truth then chooses to stay silent about it. Like our trials. You’re not supposed to know what’s going on till you deserve to know, and then? Then you just go quiet. All the Imperators and Crimson Earls and Charnel Dukes… all of them have to know more about this, but none of them will tell us a thing.”

Scorio grinned wryly. “Funny, that.”

“So when I heard you were ripping the lid off this entire mystery, I was so excited. And I thought: that’s what I need to do. That’s the guy I need to help. Which is why I convinced Kuragin to come wait for you at the Red Keep. I knew you’d have to pass through eventually. It was a long shot, but—”

“But?” prompted Scorio.

“This might sound crazy, but… I’ve noticed how much you hate the Herdsmen, and I’m like—shouldn’t we keep an open mind? Honestly, I know the Iron Tyrant was the worst, but—”

Scorio’s brow lowered.

“—but here’s the thing: everyone that’s lied to us, that’s hidden the truth from us, they’ve been part of our regular society, right? The House leaders, the important folks deeper in hell. They’re the ones who aren’t telling us everything. So—and tell me if I’m just being crazy here—if there was a group that was working against the folks that are lying to us, maybe—maybe they have something worth hearing about first?”

“They sent the Shadow Petal to kill me.”

“No, I mean, I know. I know.” She looked away hurriedly. “I’m absolutely not saying they’re the good guys here. I’m just wondering—if we’ve all been living a lie, about Eterra, and the Pit, and—and—the fiends, and hell, and our role here—then an outside group that’s fighting against the liars—maybe we need to just hear them out first, before we decide they just need to die?”

Scorio bit back his retort. Considered. “You’re… right.” It was hard to say, but he forced himself to speak calmly. “I mean to learn about them, their goals, their…” He shrugged. “What they’re all about. But. In a past life, I left a warning to myself to not trust them, ever. Now, could that past me have been wrong? Maybe. But I’m taking his warning seriously. And from what I’ve seen thus far? The Herdsmen aren’t the good guys in all this.”

Myla nodded morosely. “I didn’t know that. Sure, that makes sense. I just… if our superiors are lying, and the Herdsmen are also lying, then… who can tell us the truth?”

“I think most of the Great Souls aren’t lying, they’ve just been deceived. The Imperators must know what’s going on. Their memories stretch back to the very beginning. And they’ve all decided to remain focused on the Pit. So there must be a good reason for that. But maybe we’ve just not been told the truth for some reason, even if sealing the Pit is the best thing we can do. As for what the Herdsmen are up to—I think they’re behind the lies, the manipulations, the loss of knowledge.”

“But the Imperators must know about them.”

“Sure. Probably. At the very least, they have to know how the stories we’re told today differ from the truth of what actually happened. I don’t have the answers for you. Not yet. But I’m hoping to find them in the Tomb of Sadness, and if we find it, the Lost Cube. I’m not going to wait to make Imperator to learn what’s really going on. I’m going to find out, now.”

Myla nodded, slowly at first, then more decisively, and sat up straighter. “Right. Me, too. Whatever the truth is, it’s better than the lie we’ve been living.”

“Exactly.” Scorio considered her. “But I applaud your actively trying to keep an open mind. Too many people are too eager for certainty, no matter how rushed or ill-fitting that certainty might be. And—thanks.”

She glanced at him in surprise. “For what?”

“For reminding me to keep an open mind in turn. I have to stick to the facts. I know my past self didn’t trust the Herdsmen, and Bravurn was a loathsome example of their manipulation and double-dealing, but—still. Whatever we learn about them, I’ll accept. I won’t deny any aspect of the truth just because I don’t like it.”

She smiled. “Good. The truth above all things.”

“The truth above all things,” agreed Scorio, rising to his feet. “Now that’s a creed I can live by.”

Instead of following Jova and Druanna to where they’d gone to train, Scorio moved over to a quiet corner by the large dragon packs and there sat, facing out across the desolate expanse of the Silver Unfathom.

So much uncertainty. He felt at once purposeful, in that he had a definite destination, yet adrift. He yearned for the focus and clarity Jova felt in pursuing Blood Baroness, but his own heretical approach to ascension had clouded the rightness of just blindly doing what every other Great Soul had done at his rank. He yearned for confirmation that the Herdsmen were the evil manipulators behind all the woes in Acherzua, but how to reconcile the role the Imperators played in everything?

He gazed out into the shifting mists. Where was Naomi? Was she taking care of herself? Had she retreated into some primitive existence like the years she’d spent in the Chasm while she’d thought him dead? He hoped not. He missed her. Not the bitter, vengeful woman she’d become at the very, very end, but his companion, his confidante, his friend and the woman he loved and admired above all others. The Naomi that had trained him in the ruins of Bastion, who’d traveled with him across the Iron Weald, who had labored by his side for those endless months under Dameon’s direction.

What he wouldn’t give to have her seated by his side right now.

Scorio sighed and lowered his head.

Would he see her again? Would he recognize her if he did? Or would she forevermore be the Nightmare Lady now, consumed by her darkness and rage and bitterness?

He’d caught the way Kelona glanced at him occasionally. The tentative smile. It wouldn’t take much to tip that friendship into something else. But…

He pressed his brow against his wrist and closed his eyes.

Someone sat down beside him. Scorio cracked open an eye and tilted his head. Leonis.

The big man was wiping sand off his hands with a small towel, his gaze cast far afield, expression neutral.

Warmth blossomed in Scorio’s chest, and he couldn’t resist a crooked smile. For a second there, Leonis looked just like the Leonis of old.

“You doing alright?” asked the big man.

“Yeah.” Scorio straightened. “Just… missing Naomi.” That was at once hard to admit yet good to say.

“I can imagine.” Leonis checked himself, as if aware that the statement might sound presumptuous, and glanced sidelong at Scorio. “Insofar as I find myself missing Lianshi.”

“I miss her, too.”

Leonis snorted gently. “Course you do. She’s amazing.”

“She sure is.” They stared back out into the mists. “I hope she reached Bastion alright.”

Leonis just nodded.

Silence.

“How are you holding up?” asked Scorio.

Leonis inhaled deeply, considered, then sighed. “Fine. Better.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” The big man’s rumble sounded… solid. Calm. Resolute. “Ever since our… confrontation. I’ve been thinking on things. Life’s grown simpler. I find myself… reduced.”

“Reduced? That doesn’t sound good.”

“But it is.” Leonis smile was weary and warm at the same time. “I’ve shed a lot of unnecessary cargo. I built so much of this life around asinine assumptions and anger, that… there’s not much left once I stopped being angry.”

Scorio nodded uncertainly. “That’s good, I guess.”

“Feels that way. I feel lighter, at any rate. More at peace. For the first time that I can remember, I’m not…” He searched for the right words, then shrugged. “Not insulting myself, on the inside. Not goading myself on.” His smile was crooked. “It’s nice.”

“You’ve not been training.”

“No.” Leonis frowned, and stayed quiet, staring down at the sand before them.

Scorio waited.

“What was he like?” The change in topic was deliberate, Leonis’ glance tentative. “The Leonis you knew from before?”

“What was he like? I mean, he was you.”

“No.” Leonis sounded sad. “He wasn’t. From what I’ve heard, he was a better man. What was he like?”

Scorio hesitated, licked his lower lip. “Jovial. Big laugh. Always up for a drink, always looking for a reason to celebrate.” An old pain flexed in his chest. “He filled up a room. And he was… always aware of people. What they were going through. He didn’t seem like it. But he knew when people were having a tough time. He’d make them feel better.”

Leonis nodded, his expression wistful.

Scorio stared off into nothing. “And he… he was this amazing guy. You could just—you knew that he’d be there for you when it mattered. And he was. He sacrificed himself in the final Gauntlet run so I could make Tomb Spark. I know it wasn’t easy for him, but he still did it.” Scorio felt his eyes prickle as emotion arose within him. “He was my very best friend.” His voice grew husky. “I’d have died for him a hundred times over.”

Leonis pursed his lips.

Scorio took a ragged breath. After some time, his breath came easy again, and the emotion receded, like the tide pulling back from rocky shores. Curious, uncertain how to continue the conversation, he glanced at Leonis by his side.

The same man. But also not.

Leonis clapped Scorio on the shoulder and rose to his feet. “Thanks for sharing. I’m going to get some rest.”

And with that, he walked away. Scorio twisted, watching him go, then turned back to the silver mists. By the ten hells, existence wasn’t easy. But in that moment, as he’d watched Leonis walk away, it felt—ever so briefly—as if he were watching his old friend in the flesh once more.


Chapter 37

Scorio

Scorio slumbered. Fingers interlaced beneath his head, he’d lain still for what felt like ages, gazing up unseeing at the shifting clouds, fragments of conversations playing in his mind. Emotions arose and then fell back into nothingness. Warmth and purpose, loss and pain. Leonis and Moira, Aezryna and Lady Krula. The mysteries of Acherzua, Myla’s doubts, his own few but rock-solid certainties.

Eventually, his eyes closed, and he fell into dreams.

Only to convulse back into awakening, his whole body straining, every muscle rigid, his hands grasping, his mouth opened into a soundless cry.

Braxofitz leaned over him, his alien, expressionless face framed by the Silver Unfathom’s endless heavens.

Scorio’s body burned cold, his skin seared by endless lacerations. Braxofitz cocked his head to one side, the movement birdlike, his small mouth pursed with what might have been satisfaction.

Scorio clawed for reason, for thought. He had to scream, call out this treachery. His companions slumbered right beside them. But all he could do was strain, as if fighting to heave off a house-sized boulder from his chest, arms half-raised, his neck corded with effort, his fingers clawing at the air.

A slow hiss escaped Scorio’s clenched jaws. What was happening? His mind reeled. The colorless fire flooded his body, a burning sensation that his draconic core rejected, unearthly, unnatural. Sweat prickled, then beaded, then ran in rivulets. Summoning all his presence of mind, he invoked his Heart and flooded it with mana, and willed it to Ignite.

It took tremendous effort. His mind reeled, his thoughts were sluggish. What had become an instantaneous practice now felt like shoving mud.

Braxofitz crouched and pressed a slender vial to his lips. Cocked Scorio’s head back so that his mouth opened, and poured the contents into his gullet.

Molten lead flowed into his throat. Scorio tried to scream, but the gelatinous liquid quelled the ability. It poured down his throat into his chest, his stomach, and the vision of his Heart wavered and disappeared.

The colorless fire was within him now, searing him alive.

Braxofitz reached down with heavily gloved hands to adjust whatever lay upon Scorio, and then with terrifying strength took hold of him by the belt and the nape of his neck to rise from the ground in perfect silence.

All Scorio could do was gargle in wretched fury.

A new sound arose.

“Scorio?” Jova, voice sharp with alarm. “What are you—”

Braxofitz surged upward into the pale sky. Head lolling, Scorio gazed helplessly down at the camp in time to see Jova tear a dozen rocks from the ground, her eyes wide, her jaw clenched. Yes, he thought, pulp the bastard, do it Jova, do it!

Then hell washed over the camp.

Philosophers flew up the rise into view in perfect silence. Advanced Silverines by the dozens, hundreds. Scorio’s breath caught. Braxofitz veered as if to accommodate his victim, and Scorio’s field of view shifted to encompass the deluge of Philosophers that swarmed the camp.

Jova screamed and her rocks began to blur around her. Druanna’s eidolon pounded into the fray, blades swinging, and the others scrambled to their feet.

Higher. Braxofitz flew on, uncaring, and with each moment, Scorio saw more of the landscape.

More of the enemy.

An ocean of Philosophers was pouring into the camp. They’d flown in low, perhaps only a few feet above the silver sands, and now they swarmed around his friends. Scorio’s heart wanted to break. He had to be down there, he had to embrace his dragon form, he had to breathe flame, to fight, to protect—

But they flew higher yet, and his thoughts quelled, froze before the sight. There weren’t hundreds of Philosophers throwing themselves against his companions.

There were thousands.

A great army of the fiends, multifarious, some winged, some more humanoid than others, all intent, all awaiting their turn, rank upon rank upon rank rising up now even as Scorio watched, discarding caution, discarding order to fill the air like a locust swarm and fall upon the camp.

The last glimpse Scorio caught was of the eidolon being utterly smothered by Silverines, of a vortex of boulders scything around and around the Great Souls, Nyrix loosing bolts of bright light, Kuragin shifting into his armored form, Xandera hurling forth a stream of lava—

Then Braxofitz leaned forward and put on speed, and the sight fell away.

Scorio struggled, but he might as well have been within Ydrielle’s prism once more. His limbs hung limp and he could barely breathe. His thoughts were scattered, his ability to focus on his Heart ruined.

Fury.

Deep within his inert body, Scorio raged. He fought to gather his focus, to wrest control of his body from whatever drug Braxofitz had poured between his lips, but he might as well have willed a statue to life.

The wind howled around them.

Abruptly, they descended to land amidst a crown of menhirs. Braxofitz alighted delicately upon the rough, rocky ground, and laid Scorio upon an altar. The stone was cold beneath his fevered skin.

A figure stepped into view.

Dameon.

Scorio managed a low, hoarse growl.

Dameon eyed him nervously, then beamed. “Scorio! Fancy seeing you here. Ah, what a turn of events.”

Tears of impotent fury leaked from Scorio’s eyes. A constant, tearing growl emerged from deep within his chest, his whole body shivering as he fought to regain control.

“Honestly, I’d relax if I were you, I urged Braxy here to give you ten times what he thought an appropriate dose of lyrnxia vine. You’ve been dosed with enough purified paralytic to topple a cloud whale.”

Scorio couldn’t even clench his jaw. Horrific memories of sinking into liquid Gold mana flashed before his eyes, that fury, that helplessness.

Dameon eyed him critically, then relaxed. “And, I hate to say it, we’re going to dose you with it every few minutes. You must be mad if you think I’d risk you Igniting and ruining my plans. Oh, my plans. Did I mention them to you? Namely, not allowing you to kill me. How? By agreeing to feed you to an Abstraction. Heard of them? I’m sure you have. Fascinating. Absolutely fascinating. Braxy here will fly you to the closest one soon, and then you’ll get to investigate the Silverine Suns. From the inside!”

Dameon clapped his hands as if delighted by his own jest.

Scorio’s whole body shuddered, his chest vibrating, his head slowly turning from side to side.

“Damn,” said Dameon, leaning in. “Braxy, I think he needs another dose already.”

The Philosopher had stood to one side, unmoving, but now he considered Scorio, head tilting. “He cannot be freeing himself of the lyrnxia’s influence already.”

“Look, all he needs to do is shift into a castle-sized dragon once to ruin our plans. Let’s avoid that, shall we?”

“As you wish.” The Silverine stepped forth, unstoppered a fresh vial, and poured more colorless fire into Scorio’s mouth, tilting his head back again so that it flowed down his throat.

What little motility Scorio had wrested from the poison disappeared.

“There.” Dameon crossed his arms and beamed. “I’ll be honest, I really shouldn’t stay and gloat. It’s… unbecoming of me. And you’ll not believe this, but I respect you, Scorio. For what you’ve accomplished. I’d like to think we’re equals, in a way. I killed your friends, you killed mine. You ruined my plans, I’ve ruined yours. You’re like my big, dumb, brutish reflection. So I’ll spare you the torment of having to listen to me any further. Maybe we’ll meet in another life. But I doubt it.”

Dameon reached down to pat Scorio’s cheek. “Have fun with the Abstraction.”

And with that, he turned and walked away.

Scorio tried to growl, tried to summon his Heart. He caught the briefest flicker of it, but then it vanished like a reflection dashed from the surface of a pool.

Rage.

Rage against Dameon for his perfidy. Rage against Braxofitz for his betrayal.

But most of all, rage against himself for having fallen victim to this ploy. For having failed his friends. For not having been there to fight at their sides.

Scorio sank into a fevered nightmare. Every few moments, Braxofitz would pour more of the lyrnxia venom into his mouth. The Philosopher was stoic, expressionless, endlessly patient.

Time passed. Trapped and burning, it felt like days, but the rational part of his mind knew it couldn’t have even been an hour or so. The sky remained its perfect silvery hue, banks of fog swept by overhead, and Scorio remained trapped upon the plinth, unable to do more than rage and sweat and shake.

Movement.

A second figure appeared in the corner of his eye. With immense effort he moved his head just a fraction to see Myla step out from behind one of the menhir’s. Her robes were torn, her face bruised, her expression fierce.

Hope leaped within his chest.

Braxofitz turned sharply to face her, then froze as she made a complex sign with her fingers. The Philosopher bowed his head.

“Be gone,” whispered Myla.

Braxofitz levitated into the air, angled his body, and flew away.

“It’s alright,” whispered Myla, rushing up to where Scorio lay. “Well, not alright, but I’ll get you out of here. Hold on.”

She pulled off her boot, yanking it free, then with great care used its toe to dislodge the heavy ropes that yet lay over Scorio’s chest and legs.

“There.” She tugged her boot back on, hopping around for a moment, then stomped it into place and moved up alongside Scorio. “Let’s go.”

She tapped his shoulder to use her Emberling power, and he lifted off the plinth on a cushion of firm air. Taking hold of his arm, she pulled him after her, at first slowly but then breaking into a jog, leaving the circle of menhirs and darting out over the sands. Faster she ran, Scorio bobbing and floating along behind her, and for a good span of time they simply raced along until at last they began climbing a steep, rocky slope, and found a natural shelter beneath a sharp overhang of gray stone.

“Ignite your Heart as soon as you can,” said Myla, pressing him down so that he lay upon the ground. “That’ll help you burn off the lyrnxia vines quickly.”

Scorio stared at her, straining for control, for autonomy.

Myla crouched against the rough wall and wrapped her arms around her shins. “I ran. After Jova died, I knew we had no hope. I’m so sorry.” Her expression was bleak. “I know they were your friends. I did what I could, but I’m not a strong fighter, that’s not my—I used my teleportation power to skip out, then I ran in the direction I saw Braxofitz carry you. I knew he was keeping you alive for a reason. I was terrified he’d simply take you miles and miles away, but then I saw that old ruin, and figured maybe—and there you were.”

Scorio growled deep in his chest. Tears leaked from his eyes.

Myla leaned forward to dab at his face with the corner of her robes. “I’m sorry. I wish there were a better way to tell you, but… I don’t think anyone survived. Druanna was…” Myla took a deep, shuddery breath and looked away. “There were just too many of them.”

Scorio closed his eyes. It was too much. He couldn’t process it.

“Look. I have to tell you something.” Myla’s voice had grown firm, as if she’d reached a decision. “I haven’t been completely honest with you about who I am.”

Scorio opened his eyes once more.

“I… don’t know quite how to say it, and it’s tormented me ever since I ran into you at the Red Keep, but…” Myla took a deep breath. “I used to be a Herdsman.”

Scorio stilled.

“I… I was reborn inside the Fortress of Symmetry, what you’ve been calling the Lost Cube. I never had a choice in the matter.” Myla flushed. “And for a while, I was happy to do what I was told. It all made sense, after all. Then Lady Krula—not the one at the Red Keep, her missing sister—a few years ago, she started getting impatient with her superiors. She—and through her, I—believed in the Herdsmen’s duty of preparing the weapons and armor and tools to tip the balance in the Great Souls’ favor in the war against the Pit at the final hour, but there’s this prophecy, that only a natural born Great Soul can assume control of the Fortress of Symmetry and usher in the final days, and she—”

Myla took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of her nose, centering herself. “Alright, let me try again.” She opened her gray eyes to study Scorio. “Lady Krula was recruited by the Herdsmen a century ago to help refine and perfect and bring back to life the machines that have laid in wait inside the Fortress of Symmetry all this time. The tools that will help us win the war and go home to Eterra. But over the past decade she’s grown impatient. Her superiors insist that they cannot show their cards till the Acherzua-born Great Soul takes ownership of the Fortress of Symmetry, but it’s become clear that will never happen.”

Scorio’s mind raced. Natural born. He worked his jaw. The lyrnxia was slowly fading. He tried to summon his Heart, almost managed. Instead, he croaked, “… Naomi.”

Myla shook her head. “No. That was our last hope. But she’s not truly natural born. We influenced it too much. When the higher-ups realized it hadn’t worked, they abandoned that attempt and returned to just waiting. Which eventually drove Lady Krula mad. We’re out of time. They accused her of lacking faith, but…” Myla shrugged. “So she’s secretly broken away from the order. She’s too carefully watched to do anything without being silenced, but she recruited me to help. I went to the Titan’s Causeway because I thought perhaps the—never mind. That’s where I met up with Kuragin, and where we both learned of your deeds. Oh, he didn’t know. Kuragin, that is.”

Scorio coughed. He still felt dazed, could barely follow along.

“When he told me he knew you from before, I convinced him to come with me to the Red Keep. I knew you’d have to pass through there. My hope was to help you penetrate the defenses of the Tomb of Sadness, and show you the truth behind the Herdsmen there, explain it, and recruit you to Lady Krula’s side.”

Myla leaned forward. “Because she wants you to come to the Fortress of Symmetry. She believes you can awaken the artifacts. That you can force the Herdsmen to finally quit the sidelines and join the main war effort before it’s too late.”

Scorio stared at her.

It was too much to take in.

He summoned his Heart again, and it finally coalesced in his Heart sense. With savage immediacy he swept Bronze mana into its depths and Ignited.

The flames cleansed the last of the stupor away, and with a grunt, he shifted up into his draconic form and sprang to his feet.

Myla shrank back against the overhang’s wall, eyes wide.

“You…” Scorio loomed over the Dread Blaze. “Why should I trust a word you’re saying?”

Myla’s gaze darted from side to side, then stilled. Her shoulders slumped. “I can swear a new Heart Oath if you like. I meant everything in my first Oath, too—I’m not a Herdsmen, and I don’t want to further their goals. Or—I don’t know. You said earlier that you’d take the facts as they came. I’ve put myself at your mercy. You can—you can kill me now, if you wish. I’m not powerful enough to stop you.” Tears welled in her eyes as she gazed up at him. “But—I just want to end the war. I want to help Lady Krula end the war. You can do that. You can reveal the truth behind the Herdsmen. Force their hand. Help the Imperators. I’ll take you to the Lost Cube. I know how to find it. I can open its hidden doors. You can speak with Lady Krula herself, examine the artifacts. I…” She hugged her knees to her chest again and looked away. “I’m sorry. I wish I could do more.”

Scorio’s shoulders heaved. The effects of the lyrnxia vines was gone, but still he struggled to understand everything that had happened.

His friends… dead?

Myla might be lying.

But he’d seen the thousands upon thousands of Philosophers swarming the site. Had fought in the Bone Plains against similar numbers. Knew how overwhelming such a force could be, especially if they were Silver-ranked fiends. Not even Instinctuals. Philosophers.

Dameon.

Dameon had clearly been the architect behind this ambush. He’d disappeared before Scorio had left the Red Keep. Had convinced Braxofitz to betray them.

He wanted to kill something. To vent his rage. Myla had deceived him. Lied about not knowing the Herdsmen. Broken her Heart Oath? He recalled the terms, remembered how she’d quickly volunteered the words herself: I am not a Herdsman, and I’m not working in their interests. I’ll do everything I can to help you reveal the truth about them and defeat them in whatever way you think is best.

All of that was technically true. She’d betrayed them. Was working against her superiors. Was trying to force their hand.

Scorio closed his eyes and staggered back. Hung his head.

Xandera. Leonis. Jova.

All of them.

Gone?

He had to be sure. “I must go find my friends.”

“Sure,” said Myla, wiping at her face. “I understand. But Silverines…”

Silverines ate their prey.

“I don’t care. I have to be sure.”

“I can lead us back there.”

Scorio studied the girl. Her face was flushed, her eyes glassy. He didn’t trust her. But she was willing to return. She’d know the way. “Can you fly?”

“No, I can only cause others to float if I touch them.”

“Then…” He wanted nothing less, but he had to hurry. “Get on my back. We’ll fly there now. Tell me which way to go.”

Myla nodded and rose.

Scorio extruded his wings, crouched so she could climb on, then took a dozen running steps and leaped.

Beat his wings powerfully, and took to the air.

Myla pointed the way.

They flew.

Scorio’s mind was smooth and null.

He pushed himself as hard as he could. They cut through the fog, lowering so that the ground became visible, and powered along till at last they reached the campsite.

There was no mistaking it. Boulders were littered everywhere. The ground was completely churned up. The remnants of some packs lay to one side. Here and there, he saw splotches of silvery blood.

He descended, landed, and Myla released her hold to hop down.

Mute, Scorio wandered in a great, faltering circle.

It was the campsite. But there were no corpses. Neither Philosophers nor Great Souls.

The thousands must have devoured everything immediately, and then… flown away.

Why remain?

He stopped when he reached a great spray of congealed black lava.

Dropped into a crouch and hung his head.

His friends were gone.

No words.

Just a great aching void where his heart had been.

He remained thus for an eternity, feeling nothing, thinking nothing.

Eventually, he rose.

All that remained within him was volition. Determination. To wrest some truth, some benefit, some advantage from this horrific loss.

He turned back to where Myla awaited, hands linked behind her back, face downcast. “You said this Lady Krula expects me.”

“Yes. She wants you to tear everything wide open. She wants you to do what you’ve done before.”

“You know where the Lost Cube is.”

“I do.”

Scorio bowed his head. What was the right play? Should he kill Myla here and now, and then…?

Then what? Wander the Silver Unfathom alone, searching for the hidden Lost Cube? Return to the Red Keep and inform the original Lady Krula that her sister was alive and hidden in the Lost Cube? He could drag Myla back with him, and then together with Krula interrogate her, wrest her secrets free, then mount a new party—

Perhaps that was the smart thing to do.

But he… he didn’t have it in him. To travel all the way back, Myla bound hand and foot, gagged, to not sleep the whole way to ensure she didn’t escape, to then explain everything, endure everything, to mount…

No.

Bleak horror was scrabbling at the walls of his mind.

Alone.

He was finally, truly alone. Lianshi back at Bastion, but otherwise…

Alone.

His own impetus to find the Lost Cube was the barest of threads keeping him moving.

“Fine,” he rasped. “Take me to the Lost Cube. Take me to Lady Krula. I don’t even care if you’re lying. One way or another, I’ll have my vengeance.”

Myla nodded, expression sober. “Absolutely. And your vengeance will be Lady Krula’s, too.”

“How far to the Lost Cube?”

“If we fly? Only a few days.”

“A few days.”

He thought of Leonis, of—but no. He couldn’t afford those thoughts. All he could think of now was blood and ruin.

Scorio took a deep breath and raised his face to the heavens.

Blood and ruin.

That’s all that remained to him.

“Then let us go.”


Chapter 38

Naomi

The Radiant Pools of Gold were right ahead. Naomi could tell from the pale effulgence that glimmered in the sky beyond the hummocks of encrusted hillocks, the way Gold mana swirled in the air in a great, languid, glorious vortex, and from the hundreds of toads that were closing in on the area from all directions.

It was unnerving and strangely awesome to see so many of Nox’s kind scrambling and clambering and hopping ever closer. The air rippled with croaks and deep rumbles, as if the ground itself were in the process of falling apart, about to split underfoot and give way altogether.

Nox was vibrating with purpose, his every line radiating tension, his manner stiff, his whole body attuned to the moment. His attention was everywhere even as he struggled to appear indifferent to his peers, his rivals, his potential mates.

And what a cavalcade of toadosity it was. Naomi wasn’t nearly acquainted enough with the potential variety of toads to discern with any surety what all their ranks were, or whether the variation in coloration and size could occur within each tier itself. The toads were of every hue and size, some massive and ponderous, others lithe and adroit, some brilliant vermillion, others deep umber, some azure, some noxious yellow. All were blind, all radiated power, and all were intent on the same destination.

None, however, were the deep obsidian black of Nox. None, to Naomi’s untrained eye, marched with the same tremulous majesty, the same ferocious focus.

The region around the Pools of Gold was devoid of all other fiends. Even the skies were free of circling denizens of the Lustrous Maria, as if all other fiends were aware that they weren’t welcome here.

On they marched, the other toads growing in number, so that at a glance in any direction she could take in scores of them.

The ground rose, the gentle slope growing precipitous at the very last, and over this edge the toads either leaped or scrambled to fall ignominiously on the other side. The golden light rose like a diaphanous veil from just beyond, filling the sky with a shimmering, ephemeral glow. Gold mana was everywhere, the great vortex that had begun a mile out finally consolidating into a funnel that descended into whatever lay beyond.

Nox strode up the slope, his dignity enormous, and Naomi sensed that even now, at the very limits of his self-control, he was choosing to remain grounded and not leap like most of the others due to her presence.

They climbed the last few yards, the ground becoming nearly vertical, and when Naomi crested the rise, she froze, eyes widening.

A great crater lay beyond, perhaps a half-mile across, its extent dappled with innumerable pools whose surfaces were sheened with liquid Gold mana. Metallic ferns arose here and there, but by far the most salient feature were the toads themselves.

Toads in the thousands.

They shoved and shouldered at each other, seeking to climb over their own huge bodies to reach the center. Some leaped in frustration to crash down upon their fellows, while others hunched their backs as if too superior to bother with their brothers and sisters who swarmed around them. Countless toads sang their lusty songs, melodies interweaving and rising and rising into the air, a great tapestry of sound, but one that seemed to have some sense of order to it, some governing principle that she could almost tease apart. A refrain, perhaps, that was repeated, broken, spliced, then accentuated by the hundreds upon hundreds of toads that sought to elevate themselves in any way possible above their brethren.

“Behold,” rumbled Nox by her side. “The Radiant Pools of Gold.”

Naomi laughed in delighted awe. “I’d not… this is more than I thought…”

“The Radiant Pools of Gold are sacred to Nox’s kind. Pools for sacred battle. Home of quantics. Here, toads contest for majesty. Here, Nox sire a million young. But first, Nox bring best friend Naomi to elder toads for wisdom.”

And with that, Nox hopped over the upturned lip to fall upon the shallow slope a dozen yards below. He fought for balance, slid, hopped, then settled at a lower declivity. Naomi resisted the urge to shift into the Nightmare Lady form, uncertain if that would provoke some toads to rebuff her, and vaulted over the stony ledge to drop after Nox.

Toads parted for him, a sign, she assumed, of respect. The toads who lingered on the outskirts were clearly inferior in some way. Most were smaller, or displayed less prominent zigzagging stripes of alluring color. Their calls were more subdued, but that didn’t stop them from straining and rising as high as they could to peer deeper into the crater.

Nox forced his way through their ranks with bullish disdain, occasionally climbing right over a squirming lesser who failed to get out of the way in time.

“Monarch Shade Toads,” Nox told her as a small, grayish fellow with a green tinge scurried away. “Least of our kind. Nox was Monarch Shade Toad very briefly. Rose quickly to Imperial Ghost Toad.”

“Of course you did,” agreed Naomi, trying not to smile.

The next ring was clearly composed of greater examples of his kind. These were stouter, more assertive, but still dressed in simpler colors. They tended to be of one shade, mostly of copper or bronze. They shuffled angrily but gave way as Nox rumbled and croaked, issuing his call whenever some reluctant toad thought to contest his right to pass through.

Imperial Ghost Toads, hazarded Naomi. What Nox had been when they’d first met.

Nox led the way, nostrils raised as high as he could, throat rippling and issuing a constant warning warble. Naomi pressed in close. The other toads were eyeing her angrily, as if they could vent their disgruntlement on her.

They circled a few of the golden pools. Examining them with her Heart sense, she realized they were of pure, liquid Gold mana. The kind that had existed, Scorio had told her, at the bottom of the Fiery Shoals’ Crucible. She shivered as avarice seized her by the throat. What would it be like to immerse herself in such a pool? To drink deep, literally, of such power?

But the ripples were strange, and it was only after she passed her third pool that she realized why: all were filled with toad gel, the same matrix in which she’d learned the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique.

Huh.

On they pressed, and now they reached the Emperor Wraith Toads like Nox. These were more ostentatious, their pebbled hides rich with gradating hues, their stripes more prominent and boldly colored. The very air here seemed more tangible, as if their authority were becoming physically manifest.

Here, Nox changed his call. Where before his croaks had been peremptory and supercilious, now his tone of warning became subtly urgent and clear. Not a challenge, it sounded like, but a statement.

The Emperor Wraith Toads studied her as they clambered aside.

Naomi resisted the urge to shrink closer to Nox’s side.

The vast majority of the toads present at the pools were Emperor Wraith Toads, it seemed. They made their way closer and closer to the center of the crater, and only at the last did they reach an altogether different kind of toad.

These didn’t press or shoulder each other, but rather had staked out a clear space in which to squat with royal dignity. They didn’t even issue cries, just waited in deeply somber silence.

And here Naomi saw what Nox might one day become. These toads were, if not larger, then somehow more vivid. More vibrant, more present, more… everything. They seemed denser, to consume more of the light. Their coloration was burnished, the hoods over their eyes more pronounced, with spikes radiating like crests around their heads and flourishing down their spines. And where before the toads had boasted metallic hues, these were iridescent, such that the light gleamed and shimmered over their bodies, copper with hints of royal purple gradating seamlessly to silver, then liquid viridian. Each still had a basic hue: copper, gray, or gold—but now she saw emerald toads, others of the deepest azure.

Nox’s entire demeanor had changed. No longer did he thrust himself forward with his entire body radiating disdain. Instead, he took on a humble manner, his carriage still proud but no longer remotely challenging.

“Do not stare,” he croaked quietly. “We not worthy to gaze upon Supreme Phantom Toads.”

Naomi immediately averted her gaze.

It was easy to pass through their ranks, however. There had to be one Supreme Phantom Toad for every twenty Emperor Wraith Toads, if that. They threaded a path through the regal toads, and still they pressed on.

At the very center of the crater arose a small plateau, perhaps only a few yards higher than the rest of the area, and on which a dozen toads could be seen.

Nox stopped at the edge of this rise, and there issued a deeply plaintive croak, complex and shot through with need.

Naomi, thoroughly unnerved, kept her gaze down.

A croak sounded in response, one so rich in power and depth that it felt rippled and embedded with meaning, as if a hundred croaks had been layered into one.

Nox trembled, gave himself a small shake, then clambered up onto the plateau.

Naomi followed suit.

She risked a glance behind.

Every toad was watching, having paused their sport and contests to watch with their eerily empty eye sockets.

Her skin goosepimpled, and she quickly looked away.

There were eight toads on the plateau. Each was equidistant from the other and facing inward in a great circle, where a second rise emerged, but this throne, or whatever it might be, was empty.

The eight toads didn’t move, but Naomi could sense the weight of their attention settle upon her. Such was their authority that it became hard to breathe.

She wanted to stare, to scrutinize, but dared not. Out of the corners of her eyes she could make out the closest one, chalky white with streaks of burning blue down its side. But it was a white that surged and pulsed in a manner that made her queasy, and though chalky, she caught the faintest glimmers of other metallic colors, as if they surged beneath the absence, manifesting only at the curvature of elbows or the edges of horns.

Nox prostrated himself so that his gut swelled out on all sides and went completely still.

Naomi didn’t need any prompting. She kneeled and pressed her brow to the ground. It wasn’t even a calculated gesture. The air here shivered with power, an august presence that made bowing natural, instinctive, right.

The weight of the toads’ regard hung in the air, and then finally one of them issued the slightest of chirps, the sound inquisitive.

Nox relaxed. “Greetings and most humble salutations, oh mighty Sovereign Death Toads! I declare myself Nox, mere Emperor Wraith Toad. Nox modest toad, promising tadpole, and soon Sovereign Death Toads shall witness his total domination of spawning pools!”

The eight other toads didn’t move in the slightest.

Nox seemed to catch himself, for he shivered and pressed back into the ground. “Nox digress. With Nox is best friend Naomi, Great Soul from Great Soul city Bastion. Nox vouch for Naomi. Naomi good best friend. Worthy. Nox bring her to speak with Maharajah Void Toad.”

At last, one of the eight responded, though Naomi couldn’t tell which. Their voice was like the tolling of a great bell, impossible to translate into meaning until after, as if the import of their words took her mind precious seconds to process. “Grand Maharajah Void Toad not come this year to Radiant Pools of Gold.”

Nox hesitated, then sagged. For a moment, he simply shuffled from side to side, then he stilled. “Nox ask Sovereign Death Toads for aid. Naomi best friend. Naomi troubled. Naomi self not her own self, but other self in her true self. Nox lowly toad, though promising. Not understand Naomi’s problem. Sovereign Death Toads understand?”

The weight across Naomi’s shoulders redoubled as their full attention befell her. She fought to remain still and not crumple beneath their terrible power.

“Move to center, Great Soul.”

Nox turned to her, just a fraction of an inch, and bobbed his huge head.

Naomi took a deep breath and forced herself to rise. Her heart was pounding, pounding, and she could hear the Nightmare Lady screeching within her, commanding her to run, to not be a fool, they were going to devour her, tear her apart, she was foreign, she was their enemy, she had to go, now.

With supreme effort, Naomi screwed her eyes as tightly closed as she could and tried to blot out the Nightmare Lady’s voice. She felt her knees weaken, her chest tighten, and then she summoned Scorio’s face, his roguish smile, the warm gleam in his eyes, and the sight of it, the memory of what he’d once thought of her, allowed her limbs to strengthen.

With a deep breath, she moved forward.

The very center would have meant climbing onto that singular high promontory where no doubt the Maharajah Void Toad would sit, but that she didn’t dare. Instead, she moved close to the rise and there straightened to meet the regard of the eight.

They were all white, that special, blanked out white that betrayed metallic swirls of color at the edges. Their eyes were hollow like Nox’s, but there was no doubting the penetrating nature of their regard. She felt herself pinned in place, unable to move as eight of the most powerful fiends she had ever met considered her predicament.

At last, one of them shuffled its weight in a manner that was startlingly similar to how Nox would sometimes move before making a pronouncement.

“Your best friend Naomi is indeed troubled. Wanch sense two selfs. One true self, second parasite self.”

Parasite self? The Nightmare Queen?

Another spoke, and she whirled about, barely able to breathe.

“Naomi Great Soul. This true. But power cracked open by other self. Made manifest by insertion. Other self augment Naomi.”

A third: “Inside Naomi mighty tenebrite. Queen rank. Horf help. Horf consume Naomi, ease troubles.”

Nox immediately thrust himself upright. “Most generous of Sovereign Death Toad Horf! Most kind, most everything. But Naomi best friend, bestest friend. Nox ask for other answer.”

The Sovereign Death Toads rumbled deep in their throats and shuffled from side to side.

Naomi didn’t even dare gulp. If these eight decided to… consume her, she knew there was nothing she or Nox could do to stop them. And… tenebrite? A queen-ranked tenebrite was inside her? She knew the name, that was what the horrific fiends in the Lustrous Maria were called, the greatest enemies of the Great Souls. Fiends who captured Great Souls and melded with them, took over their bodies and used their powers against other Great Souls.

There was… one inside her?

Somewhere, deep within, the Nightmare Lady was shrieking with glee.

One of the eight spoke at last. “Sovereign Death Toads not able to extract tenebrite. Process tear Naomi apart.”

“I…” Naomi couldn’t restrain herself any longer. She didn’t care if she was breaking decorum, “I… would I have… would I have Ignited my Heart without… her?”

Her words sounded thin and pitiful after the deep rumbles, but the other toads didn’t immediately punish her for her temerity. They seemed to still, considering. Time passed. Sweat prickled on Naomi’s brow, ran down the slope of her back. She could only breathe in shallow, quick inhales.

“No.” The judgment was final. “Naomi Great Soul powerful. True Great Soul. But Acherzua not allow new Great Soul manifestation. Naomi die powerless without tenebrite queen.”

She exhaled, reeled. Tried to understand. Acherzua didn’t allow for new Great Souls? Hell itself prevented… prevented the natural birth of…? She’d always heard that regular people could Ignite their Hearts if they were talented enough, but had never met, never even heard of a specific example of someone who had.

A memory came to her. Little Naomi, perhaps six, looking at her father’s broad palm as he held out a shiny gold pill.

“Here you go.” His voice came back to her from across the years. “Daddy believes in you, Naomi. I know you can do it. You just need a little help. We’re going to help you awaken. Just take this. There will be more tomorrow, and more treasures until we get the job done.”

Pills and elixirs. Potions and pastes. Her father had spent a fortune on the treasures, beggaring their household and eventually gotten himself fired from his House. She’d taken them all, dutiful and obedient. Some had been so powerful they’d given her splitting migraines for days, for weeks. Others had caused her to black out as her very spirit seemed to convulse. One—

One—

Naomi sank to her knees.

Recalled the black jar the size of her father’s forearm. The ornate seals, the heavy stopper of lead. The glass clouded, the roiling shadows within barely discernible.

“This is what we’ve been preparing you for,” her father had whispered as he set the jar reverently on the table. “Everything has been—”

No. No no no. She didn’t want to remember that.

Never that.

Never again.

Naomi pressed her fists into her eyes. Keep that thought down. Keep it locked away, with so many other memories of her childhood. Bad memories. Bad memories had to stay hidden.

But…

Naomi pressed her knuckles so hard into her closed eyes she saw stars.

But she had to remember, didn’t she?

How her father had bid her lie down on her stomach so that he could place the glass jar on her back. How he’d gently strapped her hands and ankles to the sides of the bed, and placed a wedge of leather between her teeth.

Naomi convulsed in the present and she vomited, hot, burning bile and fiend flesh erupting all over the ground.

The eight toads watched, inscrutable.

Naomi spat. Tears scalded her eyes.

She didn’t want to remember that. How she’d felt him—felt him pull the lid off the bottom of the jar so that freezing coldness had saturated her skin, the screaming, how she’d—

Her whole body spasmed again as she dry heaved and made groaning, gasping sounds.

She couldn’t replay the memory. But she could remember a few facts. The process had taken a week. They told her that after. She’d nearly died. It had taken her a month to recover. A month of unbreakable fever and wracking pain, her joints swelling up, her body wasting away—until she had begun to regain strength one morning, without rhyme or reason, as if an ocean of vitality had suddenly begun to pour into her.

Essence of the Midnight Ocean, her father had called it. The most precious, expensive, and ruinously powerful elixir he’d been able to get his hands on.

Her father.

She tried to picture his face, and realized she couldn’t.

Naomi froze.

What the hell? Her father. She pictured his outline, his broad shoulders, the smell of him. The herbs he’d pack in his pipe. He stood in her mind’s eye like a silhouette. But his face? Shadow.

What did that—how could she not even—?

Pain lanced through her mind. She clenched her jaw and ignored it. Her father. His name had been—

Nothing came to her.

He’d been House Kraken. Very wealthy, highly placed. They’d lived in luxurious quarters. He’d connections with the Academy. When she’d finally Ignited, he’d arranged for her transfer. He’d lost his job.

But beyond that—?

Nothing.

She’d never heard from him again. How was that even possible? Weirder, she’d never thought of reaching out to him. Not when life became hard, not when she fled the Academy. Not during any of those long, long solitary nights in the ruins.

Not once had she thought of him, of asking for help. Always, on some deep, abstracted level, she’d told herself it was because she blamed him for all this, because she didn’t want his help, because she knew he’d only make things worse—

His face. She demanded the memory surface. Squeezed her eyes shut as tightly as she could. But the best she could summon was his shadowed form, his deep voice. The smell of pipe smoke.

Nothing.

And—and her mother?

There was nothing there. No memory whatsoever. Her mother. Had she never once thought about her? How was that possible? How—no, there was something. A voice singing to her, holding her. A sense of… comfort. But the voice was so sad. So—

Naomi realized she was crying.

By the ten hells, how had she never realized how profound these absences were? With great effort she sat up on her heels and wiped her torn, dirty sleeve across her face. She felt exhausted, wretched, undone.

The eight white Sovereign Death Toads watched her without mercy, without compassion, without judgment.

“I…” Words failed her. She felt scraped hollow. A gentle breeze could have knocked her over.

Nox wiggled forward a little. “Nox care deeply for bestest friend Naomi. What can Nox do to help bestest friend Naomi with tenebrite queen?”

“Nothing.” This had to be Horf speaking, but she couldn’t be sure. “Tenebrite power alien to toads. Only tenebrites can help with tenebrite queen.”

Nox hesitated. “Tenebrites help Naomi?”

“Tenebrites love Great Souls. But Naomi already infested. Only tenebrites capable of understand more. This very strange. Horf never see tenebrite inside Great Soul. Very, very strange.”

Nox remained stock still, and then he bowed his head. “If only tenebrites help Naomi, then Nox take clutchmate to tenebrites.”

The eight white toads shifted their weight uneasily.

“Bad idea. Tenebrites dangerous. Tenebrites eat Nox. Nox very tasty to tenebrites.”

Nox raised his head with great dignity. “Nox not afraid. Naomi best friend. Naomi clutchmate. Nox help Naomi with Nightmare Lady.”

Naomi stared at Nox with hopeless wonder. What had she done to deserve this loyalty?

“Quantics contestations begin in seven days,” said one of the Sovereign Death Toads.

“Never fear. Nox return in time for quantics. Then females tremble. Nox all-conquering lust-master. But first.” He shifted around so that he was pointed back out at the pools.

Naomi rose unsteadily to her feet. She couldn’t think, much less understand exactly what was going on. But one thing was clear. “Nox. Are you sure?”

Nox’s throat worked, and then he bobbed his huge shovel head. “Nox sure. Come. Together Nox and Naomi find answer. Together, we end Nightmare Lady. Together, we free Naomi. Come.”

And with that, he hopped off the central plateau and was gone from view.

Naomi took a deep, shuddery breath, and for a moment it was all she could do to stare up at the shimmering veils of gold.

And then, not having any choice other than to lie down and die, she followed after.


Chapter 39

Jova

Jova poured her wrath into the stone before her. It was pliant, but sweat soaked her hair, her robes, and her Heart was pushed to the point of exhaustion. Any moment now, it would gutter. Reason said she could just rest. Reason said there was no longer urgency.

But damn reason to hell. She wanted out.

So she continued striding forward, step by inexorable step, tearing the rock before her into fragments and shuttling it back and around her along the walls of the tunnel she was carving. Behind her, Xandera liquefied the rock, plastering it to the walls where it rapidly cooled, darkened, and formed a hyper-compact and glass-smooth surface on which the others, a ways behind, could walk.

The air was baking hot, dusty, and barely breathable. That alone was reason enough to keep excavating. But it wasn’t that.

It was fury, plain and simple. The Silver Unfathom had turned upon them. Braxofitz had turned traitor. The sight of him ascending with Scorio in his arms filled her with white-hot rage. Scorio, slack-limbed, wreathed in those pallid vines.

And she’d been unable to do anything about it.

Leaning forward, she forced her will upon the dumb rock with greater intensity. It cracked, shattered, flew up and away around her in an infinite stream of dust, particles, and sharp fragments. The destruction helped, but she wanted to rend the very world around her into chasms.

Braxofitz. Was he cunning enough to have marshaled the horde of Philosophers that had swarmed them? To have planned such a betrayal so neatly?

No.

The name was obvious.

Dameon.

That’s where he’d fled. To make some kind of deal with the Silverines. Only he, silver-tongued as he was, could have pulled off something like this.

And that had been hours ago now.

Scorio was long gone, could be anywhere, could be—

Jova clamped down on that thought. First, they had to get back outside.

She angled the tunnel upward and continued blasting. Up they climbed, step by steady step, until abruptly the ceiling above ruptured to reveal the Silver Unfathom skies and allow sweet, cool, chill air to flow down.

Jova let out a bark of triumph, tore a fragment of rock free beneath her feet, and shot upward, bursting out of the hole into the air. Immediately, she sent forth her twin vortices and willed the plate of rock to spun in a circle. Let there be Philosophers present. Let there be a target for her wrath.

But they were alone.

Grimacing, she allowed the rocky plate to settle on the ground and stepped off. Allowed her Heart to gutter, and dropped into a crouch to pant, gaze stony, heart thudding as the others emerged one by one.

They spread into a rough circle, gasping and wiping the dust from their faces. Druanna immediately summoned her eidolon, so that it loomed over them, arms outstretched, curved blades at the ready.

But there was nothing to fight.

Nobody spoke.

They were all looking to her.

Summoning her reserves, she straightened. “Anybody see what happened to Myla? She'd been on watch, right?”

The others exchanged glances and shook their heads.

It was Druanna who responded. “I saw her break and run. She must have been torn down.”

Kuragin grimaced and stared away. Nyrix stepped in close, raised his hand as if to touch the other man’s arm, then dropped it.

“Fine.” Jova dismissed the Dread Blaze as a casualty. “It’s been—what? An hour since the attack?”

“Hard to say.” Leonis’ voice was rough, low, flinty. “Something like that.”

Jova bit her lower lip and studied the landscape. “The ambush was back there.” She pointed. “We traveled perhaps half a mile. But I saw Braxofitz carrying Scorio away. He’d covered him with those paralysis inducing vines.”

“He’s got an hour head start, then.” Nyrix shook his head. “And we don’t know where he might have flown.”

“We look for Scorio,” said Leonis, tone steadfast. “That’s all we can do.”

“Look where?” Kuragin’s rasp was harsh. “Braxofitz could fly as fast as Jova, as Scorio in dragon form. An hour? He could have gone ten, fifteen miles in any direction.”

“Toward the Silverine Sun,” said Xandera quietly. She’d dropped down to sit cross-legged on the rocks. “That’s where he’d have gone. To take him to an Abstraction.”

Everyone nodded slowly.

Jova put her hands on her hips and stared at the ground. “If that’s right, then there will be thousands of Philosophers around them.”

Leonis raised his chin. “So we find a way through them.”

Kuragin rounded on him. “Scorio’s dead.”

Leonis remained mild. “You don’t know that.”

“As good as a fact. Look, I admired the man as much as anyone else, but the Silverines eat Great Souls. Someone with Scorio’s Heart? It makes sense they did all this to grab him. He must be…” Kuragin cut himself off, and looked away.

Leonis nodded, as if everything Kuragin had said was reasonable. “Still. He wouldn’t give up on us.”

Kelona sank into a crouch and covered her mouth and nose with both hands.

Jova glanced toward Druanna. The other woman stood with her hands on her hips, her expression hard, her dark hair dusted to gray by their travel underground.

Nobody spoke.

“It happened so fast,” said Kelona quietly.

“It must have been Dameon’s doing,” said Jova. “He left the Red Keep before we did.”

“He came to speak with Myla.” Kuragin’s tone was reluctant. “I left them to talk, but she said he’d spouted a bunch of nonsense, plans about making Imperator, and she laughed him off.”

Leonis eyed him. “Yet she’s the only other one who went missing.”

Kuragin rounded on him. “I’ve known Myla for years. She swore a Heart Oath to help.”

“A Heart Oath that she wasn’t a Herdsmen,” said Druanna dryly. “Nothing about betraying him to the Silverines.”

Kuragin went to retort, but this time Nyrix did touch his arm. Kuragin bit back his words, then shrugged off Nyrix’s touch angrily and stalked off a few paces to stare out over the desert.

“We have a decision before us.” Druanna continued in the same quiet tone. “Loyalty versus common sense. We pursue Braxofitz to the Silverine Sun, or we continue to the Tomb of Sadness.”

“No choice as far as I’m concerned,” said Leonis.

“Agreed,” said Xandera quietly.

“There’s a problem.” Jova raked her fingers through her matted hair, flipping it all back to one side. “Without Scorio, we can’t travel quickly and carry all our supplies.”

“My eidolon can carry a couple more people,” Druanna allowed. “But if we add the packs, it will start to slow down.”

“I can carry another person on my plinth.” Jova considered. “But that will also slow me down.”

Nyrix scratched pensively at his stubble. “Just when we need the most speed. If Scorio’s to be fed to an Abstraction, we can’t go slow.”

“Then we send our fastest after him,” said Leonis. “Jova, you and Druanna go ahead, both on your plinth. You can be an hour behind them, maybe even catch up.”

“An hour.” Jova turned the unit of time over in her mind. “What are the odds that they’ll take more than an hour to feed him to the Abstraction?”

“Doesn’t matter what the odds are.” Leonis’ certainty was without end. “We still have to try.”

“That would mean leaving the others behind,” said Druanna. “At least a couple of people will have to fend for themselves.”

“If that’s a concern, I’ll be left behind,” said Leonis.

“I say we search the immediate area for Myla,” said Kuragin. “If we don’t find her, we press on to the Tomb of Sadness.”

“I’m obviously for chasing Scorio,” said Leonis. “Xandera?”

Her voice was small. “Of course.”

“I’m for going after him,” said Kelona.

“Three to one,” said Leonis. “Nyrix?”

Nyrix met Kuragin’s burning stare, then sighed and looked away. “We have to go after him. I don’t think there’s a chance he’s alive, but… even so.”

Leonis raised a brow. “Druanna?”

“I think Nyrix has the right of it.”

Leonis looked to Jova.

“Fuck.” Everyone watched her. “Scorio is dead. And if he isn’t dead, then he will be, soon. Going after him is a waste of energy, and endangers all of us needlessly. He’d not want us to throw our lives away by chasing after him into the heart of a Silverine Sun. Much better that we execute his goal of uncovering the Herdsmen. Much better that we use our time and energy and lives to further his war.”

Leonis crossed his arms, brow furrowing. Went to speak, but then stopped as Jova raised her hand.

“That being said.” She grimaced. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I also think we have to go after him and straight to the Sun.”

“Why?” Kuragin’s shock was almost innocent.

“Because…” She blew out her cheeks and stared up at the heavens. “Because he’s our friend. Because it’s the right thing to do. Because…” She struggled with the alien concept. Thought of that stone tower she’d raised over a millennium and a half ago, of the grief, the pain, the loneliness she’d craved. The fear of a moment exactly like this. “Because I want to.”

“Pah.” Kuragin threw up his hands. “Fine. I hope you’re all right. I’d be overjoyed if he’s still alive. Like most of you, I know he isn’t, but I understand. Let’s get after him.”

“To the Silverine Sun, then?” asked Druanna.

“Let’s return to camp and salvage our packs. I may have destroyed most of our equipment when I took us below. Let’s see if we can find the map.”

“And then navigate across the remaining several hundred miles to the Sun?” asked Nyrix hesitantly.

“Precisely,” said Jova. “The Tomb of Sadness lies in the same direction, roughly. There’s nowhere else to go but back.”

Kuragin snorted, and shook his head.

Jova was too tired to immediately re-Ignite, so instead they jogged across the stone scree back to their camp. It was little under a mile away, and in complete ruin. Lips pursed, she stopped and let the others scavenge for their equipment. Most of it was destroyed. Her lip curled into a sneer. Perhaps she should have been more precise and careful about flinging a dome of solid rock over their heads just before they were overwhelmed, then pulling it down after them as she detonated a tunnel right beneath their feet.

If so, too bad.

But a few of the packs had survived. They gathered around them and watched as Leonis and Kelona laid out all that remained. A good amount of food, some water, half their bedrolls.

No map.

“Damn it,” said Leonis. “Jova. Maybe you can do some digging, see what you can uncover?”

She nodded reluctantly, Ignited, and set to hauling the ground apart. The stone was loosely compacted under the shell she’d left behind to ward off the Silverines, and in short order, she uncovered a few more pack remnants. Ruptured waterskins, smooshed rations, a few cloaks and changes of robes that they were able to salvage.

And the map.

Torn, smudged, and partially ruined by sand and water.

Kelona very carefully unfolded what remained. Laid it out on a blanket, and bit her lip as she tried to undo some of the damage.

“Best…” Nyrix winced. “Maybe we if let it dry?”

They all stared down at it. A good half was illegible, smudged, or simply gone.

“We’ll need a new guide,” said Leonis. “That’s what we have to do. Find a new Philosopher to take us to the Sun.”

Nobody spoke.

Jova crouched down. She’d been marking their progress each day with an “x”, and could see where they’d camped. By looking at the direction they’d come, and orienting on the mountains to the west, she could extrapolate which direction to continue going in order to hit the Tomb of Sadness, which had been only two days away.

The Silverine Sun should be just a little to the east of that. She stood, extended her arm, and pointed off across the desert. “Roughly that way.”

“Roughly,” grunted Kuragin.

“We’ll need a guide,” said Druanna. “Leonis is right. Even the map was going to be hard to follow. Without it…”

Nobody spoke.

The air was heavy.

Jova looked north, toward the Tomb. A little to the east, toward the Sun.

She bit her lower lip.

What was the right call?


Chapter 40

Scorio

Scorio flew through the Silver Unfathom skies in a daze. His emotions were too mercurial, too powerful, changing from loss to grief to fury to helplessness at any given moment. Myla was a negligible weight upon his back. He barely thought of her. Instead, his mind replayed the last moments again and again and again, and tried to wrest some meaning, some purpose—something, from the catastrophe.

How had it all gone wrong so quickly? They’d been settling into the long journey. Establishing a rhythm. Training, eating, flight, growing camaraderie. Nyrix was discovering something with Kuragin. Leonis wrestling with his new sense of self. Jova mastering her Pyre Lady techniques with customary focus and discipline. In a few days’ time, they were set to reach the Tomb of Sadness. At that point, they’d proceed with maximum caution as they unraveled the secrets of the Herdsmen.

It had all felt so… right.

And then?

Braxofitz with his lyrnxia vines. Dameon. His friends crushed and devoured by a horde of Silverines. Death. Devastation. Ruin.

Leaving him alone with Myla.

Myla, a former Herdsman.

Who worked for Lady Krula’s sister. Who was rebelling against the senior Herdsmen. Who wanted… what?

Scorio could barely find the will to focus on the question. He wanted nothing so much as to land, stagger to a halt, and collapse. To cover his head with his hands and blot out the world. Acherzua promised nothing but misery, and that it delivered in spades. He’d thought there’d been a sense of progress, of growth. Jova. Leonis.

Dead. Torn apart.

His thoughts reeled. His wings pushed them forward, but he flew without looking, without caring. Myla would occasionally lean forward to touch his shoulder and point out a course correction, but otherwise she stayed still.

Time ceased to have meaning.

What could he have done differently? Where had he failed? Dameon. He couldn’t have defied Lady Krula’s orders. Killing the man within the Red Keep would have resulted in his own death.

But his timidity had led to the deaths of his friends. Was this therefore his fault?

Scorio clutched at his head, faltered, fell. Myla let out a cry of alarm, and Scorio caught himself, righted their flight path.

Should he search Dameon out now? Exact his vengeance? The need to see the man suffer and die was suffocating. But though it called to him, he knew that he needed greater answers instead.

The Lost Cube.

Myla.

An ex-Herdsman.

What a coincidence that she alone had found him after Dameon had departed.

And how had she dismissed Braxofitz?

Slowly, the questions began to percolate through his misery.

She’d made a gesture, hadn’t she? One the Philosopher hadn’t contested. In fact, the Silverine had simply flown off, without displaying any surprise.

He chewed on that fact for a spell, allowing implications to sink in. She’d claimed to have found him by luck. To have oriented on the crown of menhirs. On the face of it, that had made sense—but now, high above the Silver Unfathom, gazing down upon countless rocky formations that littered the white sands, it didn’t pass muster.

She’d been in league with Dameon. That had to be the answer. She’d not suggested Braxofitz flee, she’d commanded authority over him. Dameon had left him to the Silverine, ostensibly to be delivered to an Abstraction, but the Silverine had then waited—for what?

Myla.

They’d both been at the Red Keep together. They must have conspired to enact this ambush. Why?

Dameon to remove a threat, perhaps. To kill Jova and Leonis, and place him in the hands of the Herdsmen. Or… some other reward Scorio couldn’t fathom.

Myla?

To isolate him. To make him vulnerable with grief so she could manipulate him into going alone to the Lost Cube.

To use his notorious rage and powerful loyalty to his friends against him. But she’d sworn a Heart Oath. She couldn’t be a member of the Herdsmen. Couldn’t be acting in their interests. So perhaps her tale of Lady Krula going rogue was true, and their seeking to use him to force the main body of the Herdsmen was also real.

But the fact remained.

Myla had engineered the deaths of his friends.

Scorio felt his emotions grow quiet. His grief and rage, which had flared like wildfire, closed and concentrated.

He ceased to beat his wings and instead entered a downward glide.

“What’s going on?” Myla called into his ear.

Scorio didn’t answer. He picked the most open expanse of silvery sand that he could find, and a moment later he landed, ran a few steps, then turned as Myla hopped down. He furled his wings and stared at her.

She was small. Her shoulders hunched against the cold of constant flight. Her pale locks curled about her cute face, her eyes wide, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. She looked young, too young for such nefarious plans, and innocent, too. He couldn’t see anything but helpless hope and fear and nervousness in her gray eyes.

“Scorio?” Her voice quavered. “What’s wrong?”

She couldn’t have done it. His instincts warned him against the possibility. She was small, innocent. She was just a Dread Blaze. She’d sworn the Heart Oath.

“I… I was thinking as we flew.” He kept his draconic form. It made him loom even more massively over her. “When you saved me. You made a sign that caused Braxofitz to fly away. What was that?”

“Oh.” She blinked. “The Herdsmen, we have an ancient pact with the Silverines. We helped them early on in their evolutionary cycle, and refined their powers so they could become, you know, dominant.”

Scorio nodded slowly, encouraging her to go on.

“In exchange, they’ve protected some of our holdings. Like the Tomb we were going to. It’s an old alliance, and the Herdsmen are taught the signs and phrases of power that enforce the alliance. So.” She shrugged one shoulder, still clearly nervous. “I used one to make him leave.”

“There’s a symbol that means just that? Go?”

She hesitated. “Yeah. Kind of. It’s a, how to put it, more of a displeasure, leave, stop what you’re doing sign. I mean, I also told him to leave. So he left.”

Scorio cocked his head to one side as he studied her. “He didn’t seem surprised to see you.”

Myla laughed, then abruptly cut herself off. She hugged herself tighter. “I mean, Braxofitz never showed much emotion anyway far as I ever saw.”

“Why was he waiting there with me? Once Dameon left, he just stood around.”

“Oh.” Myla considered. “I don’t know. Maybe he was waiting for others to come help carry you? You’re pretty dangerous.”

“Huh.”

She quirked a brow. “What?”

“You weren’t surprised when I said Dameon was there.”

“You told me before?”

“No.” Scorio considered, reviewed their conversations. “I didn’t.”

For the briefest moment, she froze, eyes narrowing just a fraction, and then shrugged. “Well, I saw someone running away as I came up. Like, in the distance. I guess they reminded me of him?”

“Did they, now?”

Her eyes widened in fear. “Yes—they did. And—I’m on your side, here, Scorio. I saved you from the Silverines. I—I’m going to give you all the answers you want.”

“Will you?” His voice had grown soft.

She backed away again and cast a fearful glance around the empty white sands around them. Nowhere to run. “Please. Stop. You’re scaring me.”

Her voice was raw, on the verge of tears, and it plucked at Scorio’s heart, made him falter. What was he doing, threatening a Dread Blaze like this? She looked ready to collapse into tears—

Scorio clenched his jaw. “TELL ME THE TRUTH.”

His power washed over her like a deluge, empowered by the Silver , enforced by the perfection of his Heart.

Her eyes widened in shock. “I arranged—” Then she clamped her hand over her mouth and a moment later collapsed to the ground, eyes rolling up in her head.

Scorio froze. She’d fainted? Was it a ploy? She wasn’t moving. More than that, she wasn’t breathing.

He reared his head back. Had she just died of fear?

For long seconds, he stared at the corpse. Her mouth was half-open, her face pressed into the sand, her right eye unblinking where it brushed the ground.

He nudged her with his taloned foot. Nothing. Suddenly impatient, he shifted down to his human form and pressed his fingers into the side of her neck.

Nothing.

No pulse.

She was dead.

“What the actual fuck?” he hissed, and sat back on his heels to gaze around the sands. The wind caused a veil of dust to hiss by, but otherwise all was still.

It had to be a power of hers. Something defensive. She triggered it the moment she realized she was going to blurt out something damning. Biting his lower lip and scowling, he turned in a slow circle, pivoting on the ball of one foot. No movement anywhere.

But.

He rose to his feet.

He’d chosen this expanse of sand in particular for its lack of features. A small shadow lay in the distance, unmoving. A small rock?

He rose into his draconic form once more, seized the dead Myla by the nape of the neck, and flew powerfully toward the shadow. He landed beside it, and dropped Myla’s corpse next to a second one.

Two dead Mylas.

He scowled in profound confusion. This second body was a good distance away. Not covered in sand at all. She’d just died here a moment ago.

The two dead Mylas lay still beside each other.

Heart pounding, he again scanned the environs. Nothing but bleak, desolate sand extending into the near distance, but for an eruption of black boulders some six hundred yards away.

This time, he left the two corpses and flew over to the rocks. Landed atop the tallest one, and saw a third Myla corpse wedged into the cleft at their heart.

He glanced back at the two corpses. Some six hundred yards, maybe. Again he searched the area, but the ground became rockier out here, the empty stretch of sand interrupted more frequently.

Impatient, he leaped up into the air and beat his wings strongly, fighting for altitude. Up, up, and then he entered a slow glide, moving out to a radius of some five or so hundred feet to scan the ground in the vector the line the three bodies had created.

Nothing immediately apparent.

Say this was her teleportation technique. Its range was limited. The location of the third corpse was the center of the circle. He’d assumed she’d keep traveling in a straight line, but maybe she’d guessed he would and change direction to throw him off.

He widened the curvature of his search, and some ten minutes later found a fourth corpse that had stuffed itself purposefully under an overhang.

Scorio crouched before it, clawed hands hanging between his knees, and stared at the body. This Myla had crawled in as deep as she could before dying. She’d tried to hide herself.

He glanced back at the outcropping of rocks that hid the third corpse. Again, about five or six hundred yards. Something like that.

He took to the skies.

She’d doubled back for the fifth corpse, then struck north for the sixth.

But there just weren’t that many good places to hide a body. Scorio remained aloft and searched the near distance for signs of movement.

Nothing.

She was picking her destinations carefully.

But he had nothing but time and determination. This technique had to be mana intensive. She couldn’t simply travel this way forever.

It took him far longer to find the seventh corpse, and it was already cool when he touched it, but the eighth was warm.

She’d waited, watching, to see if he’d find her, and only jumped when she had no choice.

He was close. He leaped into the air, rose a little higher, and again circled. This time, when he thought himself at the right range, he bellowed, “SHOW YOURSELF!”

It reminded him of his fruitless hunt for the Shadow Petal.

But this time it worked.

Myla stepped out from behind a rough rock, eyes wide, then keeled over, dead.

Scorio ignored the body and immediately searched again for movement.

There.

He speared down rapidly, crossing hundreds of yards in a few seconds, and the tenth Myla broke into a run, quitting the poor cover she’d chosen hastily to race over the sand, gazing over her shoulder in horror.

That’s when he noticed them.

Vortices.

They were flung out around her, some six or seven, draining the local Bronze mana.

His eyes widened.

But he had her on the run. She looked ahead, scanning the broken rocks and rising hills, and just before he reached her, toppled to crash face-first down upon the rough rocks with brutal indifference to her wellbeing.

Scorio pulled up just enough to follow the direction of her line of sight, and saw a blur as someone ducked down behind a rock.

“STOP!” he roared as he drew closer. His authority, his power, augmented by his tremendous will and grief, washed out before him.

He landed on the rock and gazed into the nook contained between it and the next. Myla shivered below him, hunched over. He plunged his hand down, seized her by the neck, and tore her free.

Only for her to shift into a haze of red mist. It caused the black plates and scales of his arm to sizzle, and when the crimson cloud surged to move over him, he hopped back off the rock to land on the sand.

The mist seemed to hesitate, and then shifted back into Myla’s form. She stood, fists clenched as she glared at him, and then she let out a dramatic sigh and sat upon the rock. “Fine. I won’t run anymore.”

And somehow, despite everything, she still managed to look pitiful and put upon and overwhelmed.

“Tell me the truth,” he rasped. “Or I’ll kill you here and go tear it from Dameon.”

“The truth?” She eyed him. “What’s funny is that I’ve mostly told you the truth thus far. Lady Krula’s sister, her rebelling against the Herdsmen, my following suit.” She shrugged. “It’s all true. But I did arrange to have Dameon lead a Silverine force against our party to isolate you.”

“Why?” He fought the urge to seize her. “Why didn’t you just talk to us?”

“Why?” She arched a dark brow. “Have you heard what you’re like when you’re talking about the Herdsmen? You’re not entirely reasonable. If I so much as gave a hint of having been part of their organization, you’d have torn my head off. I tried by the fire, and could barely get you to agree to basic logic. Too much is at stake for me to trust in your being open-minded. The entire fate of our kind. If we want to get back to Eterra, if we want to survive the destruction of Bastion, we needed to make sure you’d come to the Fortress of Symmetry with an open mind. We just couldn’t risk it.”

“So you killed my friends.”

“I’d apologize if doing so wouldn’t provoke you to tear my face off.” Her expression turned grave. “If anything, that should just indicate how serious the stakes are.”

“Your face isn’t safe yet.” His body trembled. She’d killed everyone. She was right there. Three steps and a claw swing—

“I’ll swear a new Heart Oath,” she offered, sitting upright suddenly as if the thought had just occurred to her. “Look. Uh, I swear our most ancient oath.” Her voice swelled with that unique power as her Heart Ignited with Bronze. Again, he saw it in his mind’s eye, of moderate size, rough-edged, oval.

“My name is Myla, I’m a former Herdsman, I wish that there had been another way to get you to listen other than what occurred, but I was so frightened, and I just had to be sure, and I swear it, upon my Heart, that I—I loathe myself for having to do this, I wish—but I’m sincere in wanting to help all Great Souls get to Eterra, I want you to help bring the truth to all Great Souls, and I swear that I’ll be loyal to you, in both spirit as well as the letter of this Heart Oath, I’ll put your life and your interests and your—your needs above my own, above even Lady Krula’s.” Her eyes glimmered with intense emotion. “Anything you need, I’ll do it. I swear it.”

Scorio felt her words sear themselves upon her Heart. Felt the power, the truth, the veracity of her oath. If she broke it, she’d be undone. She’d no longer be a Great Soul. A moment later, and her Heart hadn’t shattered. What she’d sworn was true.

But.

“I appreciate the oath,” he said.

She smiled nervously. “Of course. It’s the absolute least I could do after—after everything.”

“But there’s just one problem.”

She raised a brow. “I can swear anything else that you want. Just say it.”

“No, that oath covered everything I’d want to hear. It’s just that you swore it on your Heart.”

She frowned in confusion. “Right?”

“And my powers as a Pyre Lord may be growing slowly, but I know enough to recognize a Dread Blaze Heart when I see it.”

She froze.

“And you, Myla.” His voice grew leaden with lethality. “You are a Pyre Lady.”


Chapter 41

Scorio

Myla drew back, eyes going wide.

A gust of wind blew dust across the plain and howled through the fluted rocks about them, setting up a mournful wail that perfectly matched Scorio’s mood.

“Now, you can do your corpse teleportation trick a few more times, or shift into a crimson mist, but I think we both know that’s not going to get you far. And this conviction I’ve got, that you’re weak and innocent, that’s your Tomb Spark power, isn’t it?”

Myla visibly forced herself to relax. “You’re not as dumb as everyone said.”

Scorio’s smile could have caused lava to ice over. “You’re not going to sweet-talk your way out of this.”

“No, I reckon I’m not.” She dropped into a crouch and cupped her hands over her mouth and nose, considered him, then sighed. “Fine. Fine! I think we can all agree I did my level best at manipulating you. Came up short, though. So where does that leave us? You going to kill me?”

“Probably.” He realized the statement was true. “You arranged for my friends to be massacred. There’s no coming back from that.”

“Unless.”

Scorio raised a heavy, scaled brow.

“Unless,” she continued, smile turning impish. “I prove myself of such value you can’t afford to kill me.”

“Tall order. The only card you’ve got left is the location of the Cube.”

“It’s not lost. It never was. That’s why we call it the Fortress of Symmetry.”

“I couldn’t care less. The moment you take me there, your utility ends. You refuse to take me there, your utility ends now.”

“Don’t underestimate my charm.” But she offered this in a sober, pensive manner. “Fine. So, shall we consider all this—” and she waved at the expanse of sand, “a regretful intermission? Resume flying to the Fortress of Symmetry?”

“I’ve a few questions, first. How are you falsifying your Heart Oaths?”

“Easy.” She drew forth a necklace from under her robes, from which a small stone Heart hung. “One of our most useful toys. A False Heart. I can choose to direct that Heart Oath at it instead of my own Heart.”

Scorio extended his clawed hand, and without hesitation, she drew the necklace over her head and handed it over.

Scorio held it up, Heart pinched between thumb and forefinger. It was a perfectly carved replica of the Heart he’d glimpsed each time she’d sworn. Probing it with his Heart sense, he felt nothing.

“It’s fashioned to not reveal itself,” said Myla, tone helpful. “Otherwise it’d give itself and the whole game away, right?”

“All Herdsmen have these?”

She shrugged. “The smart ones in the field? Yeah.”

“And your Fortress of Symmetry. It has its own Archspire?”

She nodded. “I’m tied to it. Kill me, and I’ll be reborn there immediately.”

“Immediately?”

“We don’t bother with classes and distributing power like the Academy one does. So why wait?”

“Why wait?” whispered Scorio, considering the False Heart once more. He bounced it in his palm a couple of times, then closed his fist over it. “Who else is a Herdsman? Which Imperator?”

“I don’t know.” She held up both palms. “Which—yes, I know—is an ironic thing to protest. We’re organized in cells and are only aware of our immediate superior. I guess it’s meant to prevent situations exactly like this one.”

“Swear a Heart Oath to that effect.”

“Honestly? I wouldn’t bother asking me to. Herdsmen often carry multiple False Hearts, and make a habit of swallowing the second just for moments like this. I’d swear on the second one, you’d have no way of knowing it was inside my digestive tract, and then—well. Trust problems.”

“Trust problems,” repeated Scorio softly.

“See? I’m being helpful.”

Scorio felt something ugly settle upon his spirit. “Watch yourself, Myla. You could help me just as much with a broken arm. Or two.”

“True. But, c’mon, you’re not the type.” She canted her head to one side as if to examine him from a slightly different angle. “Maybe in the heat of battle or passion? But cold-blooded torture? I don’t see it. Not unless you absolutely had no choice. And I’m being cooperative.”

“Bravurn was a Red Knight. What’s your rank?”

“Oh, you know about that? Impressive, but not too surprising, I guess. I’m a Red Pawn. See? Pyre Ladies are Pawns, Blood Barons are Knights, and so on.”

“Right up to Red Kings. Imperators.”

Myla shrugged. “Logically speaking, sure. But I’m guessing there can’t be more than one. There are only six Imperators out there, after all. We can’t have that many on our side.”

“How do you find the Lost Cube? Given how it travels on different planes.”

“I’ve got a Compass Rose just like yours. It’s a treasure like the False Heart. Like a divining rod. I can activate it to lead me through the planes to where the Fortress of Symmetry is. Anybody can if you activate it close enough to its location.”

She spoke so blithely, so smoothly, so quickly, that Scorio’s every instinct bid him believe her. But he never would, not blindly, not ever.

“And you all have been around since the beginning?”

“So it’s said. Again, I’m bottom rung. Which I know has to be frustrating for you, given how much you want to know, but you’re really going to need to ask Lady Krula all these questions. She knows much more than I do. I got some orientation upon rebirth, sure, but it was pretty basic, with a heavy emphasis on needing to prove myself and rise in the ranks in order to learn the really juicy stuff. What I know is this.”

She sat on the rock, settled herself in, and then began. “We all came through the portal from Eterra to bring the war home to the fiends who’d invaded our home world. The Archmagus wanted to ensure it never happened again, because, you know, the devastation and loss of innocent life was terrible. But the very nature of hell was so overwhelming that we couldn’t keep the portal open forever. As powerful as the Archmagus was—and he’s supposed to have been more powerful than even an Imperator—he couldn’t just keep the lifeline open indefinitely. So he made a deal with the most dedicated of our kind: we would stay behind in hell and harvest the Pit of its Noumenon, and in doing so, close it forever. That Noumenon would allow one of the Imperators to rise to Infernarch, which basically means they’d have the power to open the portal back to Eterra. Not for long. Everybody alive would have to be ready to rush back through the portal before it closed and hell would be left behind forever.”

Despite his suspicion and deep, sun-quenching fury, Scorio couldn’t help but listen closely, to be fascinated. “So why did your kind hide themselves? Why not help us win the war sooner?”

“Meh, politics.” Myla waved a hand. “We humans can’t help but complicate everything with ego and personal ambition. Apparently, in those first few decades, we were all working together, and there were no Herdsmen. But then a couple of Imperators decided they wanted to control all the power, and there began a period of infighting. Worse, they tried to use the machines of power against Great Souls, when they should only ever have been used against true fiends. When that happened, the Herdsmen were born from those who remained loyal to the Archmagus. They began the process of hiding the most powerful of the weapons and then hiding their own existence.”

“And fatally crippled our war effort in the process.”

“You were there, but you don’t remember,” said Myla. “I don’t either, so it’s reckless to place judgment on what happened so long ago. I was told that the first century or whatever was just a terrible fight for basic survival. The fiends assaulted Bastion without any breaks. But slowly we beat them back. But the Herdsmen decided—and I can only guess with good reason—that we were all too fragmented, too weak, to use the weapons, the knowledge. They decided that a century or two of getting our feet under us would help refine our systems, the Academy, and allow for a more natural process of selection to empower the greatest number of us. But.”

Scorio raised a brow.

“But—and this is where Lady Krula and others have grown impatient—that trial period just never ended. The top Herdsmen bought into the prophecy about the natural born Great Soul leading the way to the Pit, and just kept… hiding. That’s why Lady Krula finally snapped and lost her patience. The Herdsmen, who were supposed to guide the Great Souls, lost their way in turn. Which is why I’m here, leading you to her, so that we can right this sinking ship and get everybody back on course.”

“So you say.”

Myla sighed. “So I say. Want me to swear a Heart Oath?”

“And the true fiends? What are they?”

“Just the worst that Acherzua has to throw at us. They’re the ones who led the attack on Eterra. They hate us for being perfect, or something, which is why they copy our forms and way of magic. They came to extinguish all life, and when we threw them back, their hatred only doubled. I’ve never met one. You should be the one telling me.”

That echoed what Aezryna had told him.

Scorio considered. “What happens when we reach the Lost Cube?”

“For all its size, most of its defenses are automated.” Myla considered. “Which is why you need me, because I know how to approach without triggering them. I also know how to make it appear, and how to activate the front door. We’ll go inside, and I’ll lead you to Lady Krula. She’ll try to convince you to lead the rebellion against the Herdsmen leadership, which will involve seeing if you can take control of the Fortress of Symmetry itself. Lady Krula controls it, but she can’t make it leave its route. She hopes that you, however, given that you’re Whispered and—well—you, might be able to do more. Fly it into the Emerald Reach and deliver the treasures and knowledge and weapons to the war effort.”

“Why does she think I can do this?”

“That, I don’t know.” Myla pulled a face. “Other than your being Scorio the Scourer, which, apparently, means a lot to the higher-ups. I think she believes you're fated to conquer the Fortress of Symmetry, that the prophecy got it wrong. You're the one everyone's been waiting for. Or so she says.”

“You don’t agree?”

“I’m just a Red Pawn, remember? It’s why I was sent on this insanely dangerous and honestly poorly thought-out quest. I argued in favor of a mysterious invite being sent your way, but no, you had to be isolated and in rough shape so that you wouldn’t try to kill Lady Krula simply for being a Herdsman.” She paused, as if reflecting. “I guess your reputation does make it hard to believe you’d listen first, kill second.”

“I’m listening now.”

“Which… just means I’ll be dying later rather than sooner.” She slumped. “Being a pawn in other people’s plans is the worst. Honestly. I thought being part of a secret society would lend itself to being an advantage, but no…”

“You have my sympathies,” said Scorio, tone as dry as bone dust. “How far are we from the Lost Cube?”

“You mean the Fortress of Symmetry?” Scorio just stared at her till she deflated. “Probably another day of flying. Um.” She eyed him uncertainly. “Are you going to kill me when we get there?”

“Would you believe me if I said no?”

“Probably not.” She stared off into the distance, then sighed. “Though, I guess death isn’t so bad. I’ll just be reborn right away inside the Fortress. Hey, if Lady Krula convinces you to weaponize it, maybe we’ll be friends in my next life?”

He stared at her. “Unlikely.”

“Right, right. Well.” She stood. “Shall we?”

The thought of having her on his back made his scales crawl, but what choice did he have? He couldn’t fly while holding her by the nape of the neck. Not for long, anyway. Could she hurt him while he flew? He was incredibly resilient in his draconic form, his body Gold-tempered. She could shift to mist, corpse teleport, but he thought they were past such tricks at this point.

“Arms out to the side. I’m going to search you first.”

“Makes sense,” said Myla, doing as she was bid. “I don’t have anything on me, though. But go ahead.”

He stiffly patted her down and was grateful that she didn’t make any off-color remarks. If he dwelled for even a moment too long on what had happened to his friends, he was liable to lose control and kill her where she stood.

But he didn’t find anything suspicious other than her own Compass Rose.

“As before,” he rasped. “Lead me directly to the Lost Cube. The Fortress of Symmetry. Whatever. Tell me when we’re close.”

“Absolutely.” She gave a firm nod. “And thank you for not killing me immediately. I know I’m going to die, but—well. It’s nice to not die right away.”

“You die each time you teleport.”

“Not really. It’s more like blinking your eyes. But—I know what you mean. Like you probably know what I mean?”

He didn’t answer. Tense, ready to shift into his flame form should she do anything suspicious, he turned so she could clamber up on his back. Once she was holding on, he ran forward and leaped, wings beating powerfully, and rose into the air.

Myla pointed out the direction.

He veered obediently and set forth.

Myla curled up as best she could on his back.

Scorio flew. Mind an iron cage, his fury barely restrained, he fought for speed. Answers. He didn’t trust Myla, but perhaps he could learn more from Lady Krula. But even if he had to kill everyone in the Lost Cube so as to discover the truths on his own, he’d do whatever it took to earn vengeance for his fallen companions.


Chapter 42

Naomi

How do you process a selfless deed you know you don’t deserve? As Naomi struggled to keep up with Nox, she wrestled with what was happening, the deed he was doing, the contest he was eschewing, and came up short.

She wanted to protest, but feared he would abandon her if she pressed too hard. Somewhere, somehow, he’d become a true friend. Even his willingness to bring her to the Radiant Pools of Gold could have been understood as only a minor inconvenience to him seeing as how he was intent on going there anyway, but this?

She didn’t want it. Couldn’t, on some fundamental level, accept that he was willing to put his entire reason for existing aside to escort her deeper into the Lustrous Maria in search of answers.

But protesting felt petty; worse, it would feel pathetic. She didn’t want to force him to justify his selfless aid. To explain, patiently, as a parent might a child, why he was willing to risk missing the entire quantics contest on her behalf.

So all she could do was lumber after him, distraught, unable to will herself to catch up, pulled along as if by an invisible twine, a reluctant attachment to his determined progress.

And for the first time, she traveled as Naomi. Her puny legs burned as she splashed through shallow blue pools, burned as she scrambled up rough rises, as she jogged across mineralized stretches of encrusted sand. She sweated freely in the humid air, paused frequently to cup water to her mouth, and fought back nausea as she ate the raw weeds and tiny fiends that the Nightmare Lady had devoured without question.

Because she couldn’t summon that… other self to the fore again.

Could she? A tenebrite. A queen tenebrite. Implanted. Used to awaken her, to allow her to Ignite her Heart. The thought made her want to vomit, violated her sense of self in a way that the Nightmare Lady’s whisperings and torment never had.

Her father. Her mother. Her past. Her very life. Who was she? Was everything a lie? Had she been born into that mansion, or placed there? Where had her father gone? Why had he done this?

What twisted horror was this that truths and revelations only made her past feel more muddied and hidden?

Deep within her soul, she felt the Nightmare Lady twisting and twining, watching and waiting. Naomi could feel her dark amusement, her scorn.

And what even could be done? If the tenebrites were willing, would she want the Nightmare Lady to be extracted? Where would that leave her? A regular person, without an Ignited Heart? Her powers were, after all, all Nightmare Lady-focused. Her form, her mastery of darkness, the tails she could summon from the abyss. If she excised the Nightmare Lady, but retained her Heart…?

Naomi couldn’t wrap her mind around it.

Instead, all she could do was stumble after Nox, who heaved his bulk in a definite direction without hesitation.

He wasn’t upset. He was… resolute. Each hour spent spearing deeper into the Lustrous Maria was a one he’d need to spend returning. There was no hesitation on his part as to the rightness of their quest, but nor was he willing to dilly dally.

So Naomi did the best she could and raced after him.

“We reach Shores of Night,” Nox rumbled one afternoon as they rested under a vermillion overhang beside cool waters. “Soon night happen, waters rise, Lustrous Maria change.”

“Shores of Night?” She stared out over the shallow valley of undulating hillocks from whose peaks veils of pearlescent white and gold shimmered into the air, capturing the passing mana. “What do you mean?”

Nox worked his broad mouth, shifted about, and she could sense him frowning. How, she didn’t know. Familiarity. He was seeking the right words. “Lustrous Maria vast. Vast mean big.”

“I know what vast means.”

“We travel through borderland. Sunwise Rim. Always golden light. But now enter Shores of Night. Darkness grow each cycle. With darkness, tides rise. We seek high ground, then travel by day. Shores of Night where tenebrites reign.”

“Oh. You don’t usually come through here, right? After… after your competition, you return to Bastion?”

Nox remained silent in that manner that indicated he saw no need to confirm the obvious.

“But some of your kind do? The… Supreme Phantom Toads and Sovereign Death Toads?”

“Best friend Naomi correct.” Nox considered. “Once Nox ascend to Supreme Phantom Toad, Nox journey south. Enjoy Emerald and Sapphire saturation. But now, Nox lead Naomi to tenebrites. Dangerous. Great caution. Nox not want to be eaten.”

“No, me neither.” Naomi wrapped her arms around her shins. “But… what do you think the tenebrites will… do? If they… I mean…?”

Nox didn’t answer.

“I guess we’ll find out,” said Naomi softly.

“Tenebrites filthy fiends. Nasty. Intelligent, yes, but nasty. Tenebrites find Great Souls very tasty. What tenebrites think of Naomi, Nox not know. But we find out.”

“Thank you.” She whispered this, and for some reason, just voicing her gratitude nearly broke her. Tears filled her eyes, and her body felt taut and tense like a tightly wrung dish rag. She could barely breathe. “Thank you for…”

Nox shifted his weight irritably. “Naomi clutchmate. Obvious. Naomi annoying second, clutchmate first. Nox say no more.”

Naomi couldn’t help but laugh, but even to her it sounded despairing. She curled a thick, matted strand of dark hair behind one ear, and lay down to sleep.

It was only after their next full day of scrambling south that she saw what Nox had warned her of. The sky began to bruise, then darken, and the landscape began to change. It wasn’t simply dusk. The colors shifted, the corals grew and forked or twined, and the very air felt heavier, velvety, and tinted a purply-blue.

As if it had taken a step toward becoming water.

They’d been traveling through heavily broken terrain, the land carved by endless gullies and rising in warped towers. It felt like they were traversing an endless series of platforms and ridges instead of over the ground, as that they often had to climb up or leap down so as to continue making progress. It required careful navigation, but now, as “night” fell upon them, it all changed.

The bright coral bushes stretched and grew slender arms whose hues shifted to silver, lavender, and dark purple. The air grew murky, and the sky above darkened to a shimmering kaleidoscope of purple, crimson, and black swirls.

Even the fiends changed. The small crustaceans and spindly-legged spiders hid as schools of never before seen fiends the size of her palm drifted into view, hundreds upon hundreds of them floating with perfect coordination so that they shimmered in the air like a single organism.

“Move carefully,” said Nox, his croak barely audible. “Follow.”

Naomi stared about in wonder as she did so. It was as if they’d entered a completely different realm. A large mass of crimson vines that grew thicker where they met at the center to form a starfish swarmed into view, picking its way around the side of a distant column, its many legs reaching out to probe at bushes and hunt in cervices.

Nox froze, so Naomi did the same, but the fiend had noticed them. Its center mass shivered then unfurled, fleshly petals peeling back to reveal an ivory face whose eyes were chunks of gold. It stared at them, eerie and beautiful, and then the petals folded back over its face and it resumed foraging.

An hour or so later, a fiend flew overhead on silent wings; its body humanoid, utterly black and impossibly elongated, its head composed mostly of twin pincers with a single eye embedded just below their joint. A mass of flesh-colored fronds acted as wings, dozens layered over each other like roseate moth petals.

“Freeze,” croaked Nox in alarm, and Naomi did so, half-hunched and about to step down to a lower rock.

The flesh-moth black-sylph fiend drifted by overhead, pincer-head opening and closing, and then was gone.

Nox waited a good while, then shook himself. “Unfreeze.”

Their passage wasn’t unnoticed, however. The dark corals and strange growths reacted to her presence as before, if not more so. Wherever she stepped, they shivered, and like a pebble dropped into water, those shivers passed from bush to bush in widening ripples.

A message was being sent forth.

That was good, right?

Nox continued to lead the way, albeit with greater reluctance and wariness. He’d leap across a gulf to a ledge some ten yards up, or hop down into a steep drop to a profusely overgrown garden below. Naomi did her best, but at times Nox was forced to wait patiently as she found alternative means to join him.

She’d not summon the Nightmare Lady unless she had no choice.

They continued in this manner until Nox froze again, head cocked to one side, his whole body suddenly radiating tension and alarm.

Naomi dropped into a crouch and froze as well. She scanned the somber growths that grew from the rough cliff face beside them, the depthless blue that lay beyond their ridge. Thick air currents pushed against her like a tide. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and her mouth dried of its own accord. What was—?

Up.

A figure had emerged into view over the top of the cliff. A woman. Kind of. At its core was a woman, dark-skinned and athletic of frame who’d have been nude if she wasn’t dressed in—or engulfed by—something else.

It was wrapped around her like a living cloak, covering her back and shoulders, sweeping down her arms and fanning out across her chest and abdomen so that only a central strip of dark skin was visible from her nose down her neck and between her breasts to her navel.

Of the palest purple, this alien flesh was ridged yet supple, like scale mail, and a great tail rose into the air behind her head, its tip an obscenely sharp-looking triangular blade.

Naomi felt pinned to the ground, her blood turned to sluggish ice, her stomach clenched, her mouth parting of its own volition.

For the upper part of the woman’s head was engulfed by a crown of large, alien eyes. These were embedded in the base of a dozen thick tentacles that hovered in the air behind her like the arms of an octopus, an octopus that had latched on to the head of its prey and there remained, the rest of its body melting and flowing out to encompass the Great Soul’s body.

Because there were two beings above her. The Great Soul, and the tenebrite.

Seven or perhaps eight large, palm-sized eyes regarded her with such fierce interest and focus that Naomi felt herself hapless, helpless, and utterly disarmed.

Naomi knew that monster’s style. From its tail to its lethal grace to the long talons that curled into view over the edge of the cliff, its every line screamed to her of the Nightmare Lady.

Nox puffed out his cheeks. “Nox and best friend Naomi come searching for tenebrite. Nox ask tenebrite not attack. Naomi carry Nightmare Lady inside. Naomi need help.”

The lips of the Great Soul curved into a sardonic smile. Drops of ooze extended into slender ropes from the tips of the tenebrite’s grip around her face. “So I see,” said the tenebrite through the woman’s mouth. “How amusing. How unforeseen.”

Naomi knew she should speak. Should react. But her mind was blank with terror, her breath caught. If nothing else, the very sight of this fiend confirmed her ever-dark suspicion.

Nox waddled forth a step. “Tenebrite help. Remove Nightmare Lady. Leave Naomi.”

“Remove the Nightmare Lady?” The tenebrite quirked her head to one side with such alien rapidity that any semblance of humanity was dashed. “You mean extract the queen? Why should I do that?”

“Best friend Naomi not want Nightmare Lady.” Nox hesitated. “Nightmare Lady happy with tenebrites. Play with tenebrite friends. Much better.”

“Play?” The fiend sounded increasingly delighted. “My, I am always interested in playing. But my style of… play… might not accord with your sensibilities.”

Nox edged back.

Naomi broke free of the spell and rose to her feet. “Can you remove her? Is it even possible?”

“Why bother removing that which is best slain?” The tenebrite eased forward, claws sinking deep into the rock. “Why should we welcome a new queen in our midst when we could slay her outright within your soft shell?”

“You don’t need to accept her,” said Naomi, stepping back as well. The tenebrite was looming. “Just—we don’t want trouble, we just want to—”

But the tenebrite abruptly flowed forward, her dozen head-tentacles thrashing as she raced down the cliff on all fours, the golden eyes that the Great Soul wore like a crown flashing bright as if refracting and reflecting hidden sunlight.

Damn it.

Naomi unleashed the Nightmare Lady.

It felt glorious to shed Naomi’s exhausted and ragged form to become her full, magnificent self. The tenebrite rushing toward her was impressive, yes, but little more than an amusing challenge. Darkness began to boil up all around them, gouting forth like jets of ink into water, even as the Nightmare Lady felt her presence magnify, chilling the air, numbing any who would dare move against her.

Then things got strange.

The tenebrite split into six copies of herself, each flinging itself in a different direction, some racing out laterally, others approaching obliquely, one coming straight down the cliff while the last leaped directly at her, talons extended.

But that wasn’t all. Each tore a huge chunk of the cliff free, wresting a six-foot club of living rock out of the living rock which they wielded as if it weighed nothing, the titanic clubs swinging back and forth as they raced with dizzying speed.

The Nightmare Lady froze for but an instant, the explosion of movement and power before her overwhelming, then laughed.

Of course. The Great Soul’s powers.

She flung herself into the closest patch of shadows and dipped through darkness to appear on a distant ledge of her own. Tails were manifesting all around, creating a forest of scythe-like blades that began seeking a target.

There were six of them, but even as the blades slashed through the skittering tenebrites, most of the images simply vanished, massive clubs and all.

Illusions.

The stone beneath the Nightmare Lady’s feet exploded. It burst upwards in a violent mess of shards and sharp-edged rocks, shattering and blasting her into the air so that she spun, black hide wrenched and torn by fragments, to fall forward and then down into a chasm, pain and shock giving way to fury.

She fell into her special darkness, emerged back on the first expanse of rock. The tenebrite was falling upon her, tentacle hair splayed wide, a scream tearing from her lips as she swung her absurdly huge club.

Once, the Nightmare Lady might have rolled aside, or dipped back into shadow. But ever since she’d made Dread Blaze out on the Telurian Band, she’d wanted to revel in her strength, to test herself against a fitting foe.

So she screamed, Heart blazing with Bronze, and leaped to meet the falling tenebrite and punch her huge club directly in its downward swinging face.

Her bony fist burst the column of rock so that chunks of stone and purple weed and dirt went flying. Her fist passed through the weapon altogether to seek out the tenebrite’s face, which petrified in an instant to become rock seamed with dirt just like her club from a second ago.

The Nightmare Lady’s fist cracked against the crown of gray, lifeless eyes, but without enough force to shatter. Instead, the stone tenebrite was knocked away to crash on the ground, where she became flesh once more and leaped up onto all fours, then split once more into six duplicates to come swarming around to attack the Nightmare Lady on all sides.

Nox detonated.

Black Coal mana seared the air, washing over the tenebrite copies and immolating them where they ran.

The Nightmare Lady rushed in to attack the sole surviving copy, the others having vanished. The tenebrite rose, tore free a gigantic stone club the plateau floor, and swung it wickedly fast at that the Nightmare Lady could do little more than hunch against the blow as it smashed into her side to knock her away

But her tail curled around the club, held her fast, so that as the club swung upwards she curled around it released to fly up into the cobalt-blue air, then fell upon the tenebrite.

Whose tentacles surged together to form a peak from whose tips flashed golden light. The Nightmare Lady sensed a prodigious amount of Gold mana burning and then a beam of pure destruction manifested.

The Nightmare Lady didn’t even have time to scream. She willed darkness to flood the air between them both and dipped through the shadow to appear right behind the tenebrite just as it unleashed a wrist-thick blast of molten light into the heavens.

The Nightmare Lady’s tail smashed into the back of the tenebrite’s legs just as they turned into stone, but such was the force of her attack that she sheared one clear off below the knee. The tenebrite collapsed onto her side, and the Nightmare Lady felt the ground shiver beneath her just in time to dip into shadow once more.

She emerged high up on the cliff as the tenebrite’s explosive power caused the ledge to burst upward in a mass of stone fragments, leaving a crater below and flinging chunks of coral and rock into the sky.

Nox’s tongue slapped it into the tenebrite’s side, then he whipped his head to the side to fling her bodily into the cliff. Again the tenebrite turned herself into stone just before she cracked into the rock, but Nox didn’t release her. Instead, he snapped his head away, tongue arcing and yanking the fiend back out into the air and hurled her clear across the plateau before the tenebrite could react to smash her into a far ledge.

Where the Nightmare Lady emerged at precisely the right moment to slam the tip of her tail into the tenebrite’s abdomen. Rock or not, her triangular blade dug inches deep into the stone flesh and pinned her there.

The tenebrite reverted to flesh and gore fountained up from the stomach wound and from her severed leg. Her massive tentacles again flew forward in an attempt to pinch together and form a beam-generating attack, but the Nightmare Lady swiped once, twice with her talons and sheared the tentacles apart, cutting three clean away and leaving purple ichor-oozing stumps.

“Stop!” cried the tenebrite, blood bursting from between her lips. “I—”

The Nightmare Lady seized the fiend by the nape of the neck, then smashed her face down, again, and then a third time, and then a fourth, each blow causing the stone ledge to crack, then crater.

The Great Soul’s skull collapsed.

The Nightmare Lady dug her talons under the tenebrite’s suctioning crown and peeled the octopus fiend off the dead woman. It came away with a great, bloody sucking sound, chunks of skull coming away with it, tentacles flapping madly as the rest of its corpus began to peel off the corpse.

The Nightmare Lady didn’t wait. She leaped off the ledge, dragging the tenebrite behind her, the dead Great Soul finally falling free to topple into the chasm, and landed on the ruined ground beside Nox to slam the pulpy octopoid fiend into the ground with extreme force.

Purple blood spattered upward.

“Now,” hissed the Nightmare Lady, raising the soft, floppy fiend, its tentacles weakly slapping at her arm. “Are you ready to do as you are told?”

The tenebrite shuddered and closed its golden eyes.

Yes, the Nightmare Lady heard deep inside her mind. Yes, my queen.


Chapter 43

Leonis

Jova led the way, her plinth spearing out low and fast above the Silver Unfathom’s interminable silver sands. Leonis sat at the rear of her platform, gazing behind at the subtle plume of dust their passage disturbed even at the height of some ten or fifteen yards. In the near distance, powering along to keep up, ran Druanna’s eidolon, its six blades flashing as it ran while carrying Kuragin, Nyrix, Kelona, and Druanna herself.

The mood was terrible. Nobody spoke, and not just because of the biting wind and its low, droning moan. With Scorio gone, it felt as if the heart had been ripped out of their party. Jova was fierce and focused but impersonal, while Druanna was a stranger, kindly and generous but aloof amongst people she didn’t know.

Nyrix and Kuragin had something going on, but neither seemed to yet know what it was, nor whether to even acknowledge it in public. Xandera had retreated into herself and sat beside Leonis with her arms wrapped tightly around her shins. Kelona was hollow-eyed, as if Scorio’s kidnapping and possible—if not probable death—had torn some deep certainty about Acherzua right out of her soul.

Leonis knew how that felt.

Scorio had seemed… unstoppable. Not just because of his own fierce nature and indomitable might, but because he was Whispered. He’d accomplished so many death-defying deeds that he’d become burnished with an aura of invincibility. And as long as he’d been there, in their midst, smiling and laughing and driving them on, anything had felt possible.

Now he was gone.

And the Silver Unfathom seemed all the more vast and inimical for it.

Jova stood at the fore of her plinth, arms crossed, leaning into the wind, hair whipping in the wind behind her, a permanent frown etched into her face. She’d grown bitter and caustic since agreeing to find the Silverine Sun, as if to balance out the foolishness of their quixotic quest.

But still. She’d agreed to go.

A small miracle in and of itself, given the woman he’d come to know back in LastRock.

It didn’t pay to consider what lay before them. That they had to try to rescue Scorio, there was no doubt, but the practicalities of that endeavor… Leonis rubbed one thumb into the palm of the other hand and frowned at where the eidolon ran behind them.

A Silverine Sun. Would that they had taken Lady Krula up on her offer, because then they might have Grey with them, a guide, someone who could help them navigate the perils of the Silverines themselves.

Were they all going to be snapped up and fed to the Abstractions? What could their small group do against such vast numbers? Was this madness?

It was madness.

But what choice was there?

If they arrived in time, and found Scorio being held prisoner by scores of Philosophers who were preparing to feed him to an Abstraction, they would—what? Attack? Even Jova and Druanna had been overwhelmed by the numbers that had assailed them at the campsite.

Leonis took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly. They’d figure it out when they got there.

The plinth slowed and slid out wide as Jova leaned into a curve. “Silverines!”

Leonis startled, twisted about, and saw three dots approaching at speed from the side. They were Philosophers, not Instinctuals, clothed and humanoid.

“What do we do?” asked Kelona. “Kill them?”

Jova was slowing down to fall back into Druanna’s range. “Probably.”

The eidolon slowed its pace in turn as Druanna saw them draw closer, and Jova lowered the plinth so that it hovered alongside the massive construct. Leonis rose carefully to his feet. They were still moving at what would have been a fast run for him. Xandera and Kelona did the same, and together they faced the trio that approached from just above, and who also slowed as they drew close.

“If they try to flee, slay them,” commanded Druanna from athwart the eidolon’s shoulders. “We can’t let word of our approach precede us.”

Jova only nodded.

The plinth stopped altogether, the eidolon taking a few more steps forward before also stopping. The ground about them groaned and cracked as Jova prepared herself.

The trio descended slowly, their interest avid. Their leader, who wore voluminous, layered skirts of the purest white, and nothing else, came to a stop some twenty yards above, its companions higher still. Golden branches extended from its back, the leaves large and approximating ragged wings if you squinted. Twin horns like those of a giant deer or goat emerged from its temples, and its eyes were large and red and utterly alien.

“Fair meetings!” called the Silverine. “A wonder to encounter a sortie of Great Souls upon the Plains of Neverwrack. We cannot between us prevent ourselves from sharing the notion that you are without a guide! A loathsome lack. May we proffer our services? You venture dangerousomely close to a Sun. Continuations in this direction may lead to your ruin.”

Jova took the lead. “Greetings, Philosophers.” Her voice was as cold and bleak as the wind. “It’s no mistake that we move toward the Sun. It’s our objective.”

The Silverine cocked its head, huge horns scything through the air. “Most puzzlesome! You are not aware of the Sun being verboten to your kind?”

“We are. Regardless, we have business there. Perhaps you could act as an intermediary.” It wasn’t even a question. Leonis could hear the indifference behind her words—if they refused, they would die.

“Business with a Sun?” The notion seemed to delight the Philosopher, who trilled in amusement, the sound picked up by its twin companions. “Most irregular! What business might you have with something so far beyond your ken?”

“Your kind stole a friend of ours.” Jova’s tone clashed with the merriment from above. “We aim to rescue him by any means possible.”

“We did?” The leader looked up. “Did we?”

“I didn’t,” said the second.

“Nor I, though it seems we’ve been missing out on fulsome fun.”

“We didn’t,” replied the leader, tone growing in certainty. “And are just exeunt from the Sun’s holy environs. Who is this friend of yours? A Great Soul?”

“A Great Soul,” confirmed Jova. “His name is Scorio. He was stolen by Braxofitz.”

“Braxofitz!” The leader again seemed delighted and surprised both. “We but spoke with him! He arrived at the Sun alonesome. Most, most alonesome.”

“That can’t be,” said Jova, but Leonis felt his heart sink. Had the Silverine…?

“It most certainly can be, for it is.” The leader drifted down a little closer. “Your friendsome was released into the authority of another. All is as it should be, though… hmm.” The leader’s red eyes gleamed. “Were you by chance assailed by an endless cavalcade of Silverines, not too long ago? It is said that a small group did delve into the ground itself, and in so doing escaped a most consuming fate.”

“The authority of another?” Jova ignored the question. “Which other?”

“A Great Soul other,” said one of the other two Philosophers, who then darted back as the leader whipped around to glare. “But tis true!”

“It is true, though not something we should speak of.” The leader turned back. “Still, it is delightful to find you here and not underground. We would be pleased to lead you to the Sun!”

“Sure,” muttered Nyrix from the eidolon’s shoulder. “To be feasted on.”

“Perhaps!” The leader spread his arms. “Perhaps not? There is but one way to find out.”

“Another Great Soul,” murmured Leonis, then pitched his voice to carry. “Would this person be called Dameon? A Dread Blaze?”

“Oh, no, Dameon is already with us, and soon shall be part of us. He made promises Acherzua did not keep. Though!” An idea seemed to strike the leader. “If you come, all of you, and docilely entrust yourself into our motherly care, we can explore the possibilities of releasing Dameon. For then would his bargain have been concluded. If you love him, that is.”

“We love him not,” said Jova. “Dameon.” She said his name as if it were a curse, and the ground all around them shifted and groaned and cracked.

The trio of Silverines eyed the shifting sands nervously and rose higher.

“So he’s not the one that claimed Scorio?” called out Druanna.

“Nay! He engendered the bargain, yes, but by the authority of another. The very same who claimed Scorio! It was all very fun.”

“Who?” Jova’s fists were clenched. “Who took him?”

The leader eyed the shifting ground around them again. Large chunks of rock had begun to emerge from the ground, some as large as the plinth upon which Jova stood.

“Ah. You seem distraught. We shall retire, and perhaps seek the pleasure of conversing with you at a later date?”

“Who?!” Jova’s cry tore at the air, and twin boulders flew forth with such terrible speed that neither of the leader’s companions had time to react before they were punched right out of the sky. The rocks flew past the main Silverine on either side, causing its white skirts to stream back, and the sound of stone breaking bone and the high, panicked trills being cut off were abrupt, shocking, and viscerally satisfying.

Leonis and everyone else watched both Philosophers fall to the ground some hundred yards beyond. They hit the white, pebbled sand, and lay still, their blood leaking out.

The leader turned back after considering its fallen fellows.

“You are most convincing! Braxofitz did entrust them to the honorable Herdsmen, they who uplifted us out of the eons of Primordial Writhing and ushered us into the Consumption of Light! Allies, caretakers, distant friends. We honor the accords. Why shoulds’t we not do as we are bid?”

Leonis couldn’t breathe. Kelona reached out and squeezed his arm, her fingers digging into his muscle, and Xandera clapped her hand over her mouth.

“The Herdsmen?” Jova’s voice grew quiet. “You gave Scorio to the Herdsmen?”

“Not I, to be clear. Braxofitz. It’s all done deals. Long gone, goodbye, so long. I presume you no longer wish to sojourn to the Sun?”

“No.” Jova turned to look at the rest of them. Her expression was sober, her gaze flat. “No, I guess not. Now… I don’t know what we do now.”

Leonis called forth once more. “This Herdsman. Can you take us to them?”

“Herdswoman, is it not? You Great Souls are most particular about the presence or lack of the dangly bits between your legs. I, Pinnacle, am very aware and sensitive to your values.” The Philosopher bowed low. “So you see, there can indeed be etiquette and consideration between our kind.”

“Herdswoman,” said Kelona softly. “Myla?”

Leonis’ gut clenched. “Impossible. She swore a Heart Oath.”

“I know not her name!” The leader beamed as it straightened. “Nor where she left to, or went, or is going. The Silver Unfathom is broad, and I? I know but a slender swathe. Where else may you choose to journey? Surely a guide would be beneficial?”

Jova rubbed at her face. “The Herdsmen have him. Fuck.”

Nobody spoke. Even worse than a suicide mission was having no mission at all.

Druanna said, “Do you know where the Herdsmen live? Even if you cannot tell us?”

“Alas! I am but a meagersome fellow. Also, it occurs to me, were I to admit of such valuable knowledge, you would be prone to breaking my body until I agreed to offer it to you. No?” The Silverine’s small mouth quirked into a smile. “We are both superficially genteel, but prone to violence when it meets our ends.”

“What do we do?” asked Kelona quietly.

Jova pinched the bridge of her nose. “Do you know the location of the Tomb of Sadness?”

The Philosopher drew back. “That of course I do, but—”

A mass of smaller rocks flew up from the ground, tearing themselves free in explosions of sand. The Philosopher cried out, drew back, but was pummeled by the hundreds of fist-sized rocks, all of which battered its torso and limbs.

A moment later, it fell to lie upon the ground moaning and twitching.

“Well,” said Jova, tone bright and unconvincing as she beamed at the rest of them. “Looks like we have a guide to the Tomb.”

Leonis wanted to protest, but to what end? They’d lost the trail. Scorio had no doubt been taken to the Cube. The very one they’d admitted before they couldn’t find.

“Oh, Scorio,” whispered Xandera, and slipped her hand into Leonis’ own.

Druanna had been staring off to the side, brow furrowed, but then sighed and gave a sharp nod. “I suppose Jova is correct. Unless we find new information on Scorio’s whereabouts, we might as well proceed to our original destination.”

“Myla,” said Kelona softly. “If she was the Herdswoman…”

Kuragin raised both palms as if in surrender. “I already swore a damn Heart Oath. I’ll swear another about not knowing she was a Herdswoman if that’s what it takes for you to believe me.”

Everyone was staring at him now.

“Myla did swear,” mused Druanna.

“But it’s too great a coincidence.” Kelona stepped up to the edge of the plinth. “She’s the only one who goes missing—who ran away from us into the Silverines—and Scorio got handed over to a Herdswoman?”

“We’ve no proof it was her,” said Druanna calmly. “It’s suspicious, but any Herdsman has a fifty-fifty chance of being female. Odds are Myla was torn apart.”

“I’ll swear it,” said Kuragin, tone gruff. He glanced around defiantly. “I knew nothing of her being other than what she said. We’ve fought together, lived together, I trusted her. She’s…” His face screwed up in disbelief. “Myla? A Herdswoman? I—I just can’t see it.”

Leonis thought of Myla, how small and young she seemed, how good-natured and easily flustered. She was the last person he’d guess would betray them, but…

“Swear the Oath, then,” Leonis called. “Let’s clear the air.”

“I swear our most ancient oath.” Kuragin began without hesitation, and Leonis sensed his Heart Ignite. “To my knowledge, Myla is exactly what she’s always claimed to be: a Great Soul from Bastion, from the Academy, a Dread Blaze and a good person. I’ve no knowledge of her being part of any secret organization, nor have I ever suspected as much.”

His words of power faded. Jova exchanged a glance with Druanna, who nodded in approval.

“I don’t buy it,” said Kelona. Her tone was sharp, loud, brittle. “If Myla is a Herdswoman, she found a way to break Heart Oaths. What’s to say Kuragin isn’t doing the same?”

“Oh, come on,” replied Nyrix. “Enough is enough, Kelona. He swore. What, are we going to start suspecting Heart Oaths as well, now? Those are unbreakable. Kuragin’s no traitor.”

“Just because he’s your new boyfriend doesn’t make him reliable,” snapped Kelona.

Nyrix’s expression grew hard, but before he could retort, Jova cut in.

“Enough! Scorio is gone, and we don’t know where. It’s too dangerous to go around in circles in the Silver Unfathom. Kuragin has sworn two Heart Oaths now. I’ve never heard of them being breakable, and for all we know Myla died in the assault. Now. Either we vote to continue to the Tomb of Sadness together, or we turn back and return to the Red Keep to split up. Which will it be?”

“The Tomb of Sadness,” said Leonis reluctantly. “Maybe we’ll learn something there that’ll let us help Scorio.”

“The Tomb of Sadness,” agreed Xandera, little hand still in his own.

“I’m for the Tomb,” said Jova firmly.

“Yes, fine.” Druanna sat back, legs still draped down over the eidolon’s shoulders. “We might as well get something out of this expedition.”

“Go back,” said Kuragin. “I won’t travel with those who don’t trust me.”

“Agreed,” said Nyrix. “The Tomb was already dangerous enough. Without Scorio… what are we even doing?”

“The Tomb,” said Kelona, glaring at Nyrix.

Leonis crossed his arms. “In the end, only Druanna’s and Jova’s votes matter. The rest of us can’t hoof it back to the Red Keep without them. That being said, Kuragin’s right. We can’t continue if there’s no trust. We either decide we believe in Heart Oaths, or we fall apart.”

Kelona sniffed and looked away.

“I’ve never heard of their not being reliable,” said Druanna firmly. “Until given reason to, I will continue to trust in them. Kuragin has my trust.”

“And mine,” said Jova. “If little more than that.”

Leonis put his hand on Kelona’s shoulder and lowered his voice. “We’re all hurting, Kel. None of this is good, nothing is like it should have been. But here we are. I understand the urge to lash out more than most. But would Scorio want us to fall apart and fight each other?”

Kelona was tense under his touch, but finally her shoulder sagged. “No.”

“No,” he agreed. “We’re in the Silver Unfathom. At our limit. We’ve precious little rations, precious little water left. We’re surrounded by Silverines. We have to stand together until given cause.”

Kelona lowered her head and grimaced. “Fine.” She looked up. “Kuragin, I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m sorry.”

“I appreciate the apology.” The other man’s words were stony. “And seeing as Leonis is right, I guess we’re heading to the Tomb. Unless Jova wants to give Nyrix and me a ride back to the Red Keep real quick?”

Jova shook her head. “We press on.”

“We press on, then.” Kuragin shrugged. “Very well.”

Leonis caught the glance Nyrix and Kuragin exchanged, and couldn’t help but feel a pulse of happiness for them both. Whatever had been holding them back, this exchange had helped.

At least something good had come from it all.

“Let’s bring the Silverine on board, then.” Jova gestured to the moaning fiend. “And hurry. We’re too close to the Sun. The sooner we’re gone from this area, the better.”

Leonis stepped down off the plinth and made his way to the wounded Philosopher. He couldn’t agree more.

Even as he grabbed the fiend by the nape of the neck and began hauling it back to the platform, however, he found his thoughts turning to his missing friend.

Scorio hadn’t been consumed by Silverines. It was bleak news that the Herdsmen had him, but that meant—he hoped—that he was still alive.

Their only hope was finding information in the Tomb of Sadness. Something that might point them to the Lost Cube.

It was a slender hope, almost ridiculous, but it was all Leonis had.

So he’d hold on to it for now, and keep the faith.


Chapter 44

Dameon

Hospitality was not one of the Silverines’ strong suits. Never had been. But Dameon had never spent quite this much time simply sitting to one side watching them at play.

In previous lives, sure, he’d had plenty of interactions. But those had usually been surgical, either fighting his way south to the Lustrous Maria or, obviously, that one momentous life when he’d reached Imperator and helped construct the Red Road.

But he’d never been forced to just sit and observe them.

They were… surprisingly simple. There were, obviously, far more complex fiendish species out there. The blazeborns, the Viridian Host, the Volutes, the utterly bizarre Unkmesh of the Void Veil. But none, he’d warrant, were as numerous now as the Silverines. You’d think the sheer scale of their species would give rise to greater complexity, but somehow they’d remained single-minded.

Upon being brought back from his rendezvous with Scorio he’d picked a spot as far from the Abstraction as he could get, right up at the edge of the plateau, and there sat to pass the hours and hope the ambush on the others was resolved successfully before he starved. And during the past span of time—however long it had been—he’d watched the Philosophers as they flew and whirled through the air, as they dipped down to land before the Abstraction and feed it mana, only to hurry off again in search of more.

They were like honey bees, he decided. The Silverine Suns were their hives, and their every thought was bent toward feeding those vast agglomerations of mana. It didn’t matter that they learned to talk, or made gestures toward clothing, for in the end, that’s all it was: gestures. They aped Great Souls to a sufficient degree to earn their trust, and by doing so either become employable or lured them into ambushes.

They had no real culture to speak of. Perhaps it was because they weren’t afraid of death. Quite the opposite, actually. Did one need a healthy fear of death to evolve culture, religion, and complexity? Dameon toyed with the idea. Probably.

But the Silverines. Eels to Instinctuals to Philosophers to Abstractions to Suns. A long life cycle. They built no cities, created no art, had no traditions beyond their vague mythology. Even the Abstractions were single-minded. Attuned to the vast rivers of power that flowed between the Suns, they were more akin to spiders sitting at the center of webs than anything else, their thought patterns more alien than elevated.

Dameon’s stomach growled. He did his best to ignore it.

Yet had any species of fiend been as successful as the Silverines? Their closest parallel was the Veridian Host marching out of the Emerald Reach, but even the Host, vast and incredibly powerful as it was, lacked the… Dameon searched for the right term. The elegance of the Silverine ecosystem. Without the philosophies or religions or cultural practices of other species, all the Silverines did was dedicate themselves to growth.

Like insects.

It was a pity that the Great Souls were running out of time. It would be fascinating to be reborn again and again to witness how the Silverines would handle the crisis of resource management. Already they’d consumed almost all of the Silver mana that flowed north into the Unfathom. What would they do when their numbers demanded more than hell’s natural output? Pour into the Lustrous Maria to begin collecting Gold? The tenebrites would prove fearsome foes, individually as powerful as Great Souls, if not more so, but they were far too few in number to hold the Silverine horde at bay.

The Viridian Host was marching north. The Silverines would swarm south. The Lustrous Maria would become a vast battlefield between the Suns and the Viridian Heart.

Now that would be a fascinating war to observe.

But… alas. Time was up for the Great Souls. As soon as the Academy fell to the rot that was consuming Bastion, their eternal cycle would be disrupted. One by one, they’d die, and then humanity’s presence in hell would be erased.

Dameon sighed, the thought making him morose. If only his memories extended all the way back to the founding of Bastion. But the farther back he tried to squint, the more vague everything became. He could recall his last dozen lives as if they’d happened yesterday, the hundred before that with rough clarity, but then…? It got lost in the fog. What was interesting were the memories of his having that perfect recollection of the first lives. It was as if he could only hold some hundred lives’ worth of memories at once, and each addition over time resulted in the loss of the eldest memory.

Dameon stared out over the cloud ocean and tried to recall his very first memory. The new Academy had actually been new at that point, in operation for a couple of centuries. The rot had only extended several hundred yards out from the portal. He’d reached… what had he reached in that life… Blood Baron, he thought it was.

But the memories felt alien. Clearly his own, but the man who’d created those memories felt… other. Lighter, in some sense, clearer of purpose. He’d been fascinated with the deep tunnels under the Iron Weald, the alien construction that had preceded humanity’s arrival in hell. How the channels that ran from Bastion south into the Iron Weald flowed into each other and eventually formed, echoing chambers of cyclopean size.

Who had built them? To what end? Why had their orientation been on Bastion? He recalled probing the channels beneath the Iron Weald’s Defender’s Shield, and there dying, just as he’d been on the verge of an epiphany. Something had arisen from a chasm, from the dark.

Dameon narrowed his eyes, trying to recall. A hint of mechanical movement, a body of stone and steel.

But no. It was gone.

He sighed.

Boy, he’d really grown melancholy while sitting here waiting, hadn’t he? He raked his hair back and forced a grin. He generally avoided all his earliest memories. Something about that Dameon rubbed him the wrong way. How earnest he’d been, how focused on… being a goody-two-shoes. If he stepped back and looked at the arc of all his lives, there was a definite pattern, a sense of growing more obsessed with power, or the power he’d once held, as if the very knowledge of all his past lives influenced each new self, who sought…

Dameon made a face.

Power.

Perhaps he was no better than the Silverines, after all.

Still. There was no denying how much easier it had once been to reach Pyre Lord. Once, he’d tended to race up the ranks, easily reaching Blood Baron or Charnel Duke each time. But the past sixty or seventy lives… well.

Not so much.

Dread Blaze had become a near insurmountable barrier.

The last time he’d cracked it had been twenty-seven reincarnations ago. And that was because of his rather soul-shaking love affair with Bronwen. What an incredibly poetic and messed-up relationship that had been. He’d caught a glimpse of her in Bastion during this last go round. She’d been a… what? Tomb Spark? Obviously no memory of him.

Dameon’s shoulders slumped.

As always, he’d been tempted to go up to her, to strike up a conversation, to seek in the depths of her blue eyes some spark, some hint of the passion they’d once felt. It wouldn’t be there, of course. Perhaps he could have kindled a new affair, a new love, but already knew that wouldn’t go well.

How many times had he tried to rediscover a genuine friendship, a soul-shaking romance, only to find his own meta-awareness of their shared past ruined the very effort?

He was surrounded by living ghosts.

A few Great Souls, however, were reliably great. Though, again, if he examined his deep memories, he’d find that he’d once been attracted to people he found insufferable today. Why on earth had he been drawn so strongly to Grunsch? Over dozens of their early lives, they’d found a natural working synergy and shared principles that now felt so alien to him.

How naive he’d been, how sincere, how principled.

Ah, well.

Much better to keep an eye out for folks like Simeon and Davelos. Strength married to a flexible morality that allowed one to take shortcuts and advantage of hell.

Dameon sighed. What would it be like to approach a new life in hell shorn of all knowledge, biases, experiences, and disappointments? To have love be fresh and exciting, friendships not contextualized by a dozen past go-rounds, to see the Rain Barrier or the Reach’s Green Fire Canyon for the very first time?

To feel wonder?

Hope?

No.

All that remained was the dizzying joys of power. He was so sick of the upper reaches of hell. He’d cavorted and fought and fucked and explored his way through the Rascor Plains and Iron Weald and Telurian Band so many damned times they made him sick.

What he wouldn’t give to reach the Scorched Swale again. The Azure Expanse.

Dameon closed his eyes and summoned one of his most precious memories. The ineluctable weirdness and majesty of the Twilight Cradle, where all sound was muted, every gesture significant, where symmetrical trees, like the patterns inscribed in the subterranean channels, rose toward the arcs as the alabaster spheres emerged from the pools of steel…

A figure alighted beside him.

Dameon cracked open an eye.

Braxofitz.

“Ah!” He sprang to his feet, energized. “You’ve returned. How did it go? Myla claim Scorio?”

“She did,” agreed the Silverine, bowing his web-eared head. “I discharged my dolorous duty as agreed by the accords.”

“And the rest of them? Jova, Druanna…? You took enough numbers, surely…?”

“They escaped by swimming into the rock.” Braxofitz didn’t sound too disappointed. “We dug after them, but Philosophers are not Instinctuals.”

“They escaped?” Dameon froze, thoughts spinning. Could they pin…? They might suspect, but he wasn’t in evidence, and—

“Thusly, your end of the bargain has not been fulfilled,” continued Braxofitz. “We delivered one of the two Great Souls we have captured to the Herdsmen, but remained empty-handed of the rest.”

“Right, right.” Dameon paused. “One of the two? Who else did you capture?”

“We have you in our possession,” said Braxofitz politely.

Dameon glanced up and around. Scores of Philosophers were watching, each hanging in the air in perfect silence. The vast Abstraction itself was no doubt aware of this, too.

“I am your guest,” said Dameon tentatively.

“You were our guest,” agreed Braxofitz. “But you promised us much and delivered nothing.”

“Because your Philosophers weren’t able to grab a handful of Great Souls before they dug a hole. I delivered the dish. You failed to eat the dinner.”

“Perhaps we Silverines are focused overly much on end results. We do not like to quibble. You promised us Great Souls. We have none. You are here. You are now ours.”

Dameon resisted the urge to back away. Arguing with Braxofitz was a useless endeavor. He might as well try to convince the Silverines to stop being hungry for just a bit while he ran away.

“So… you’re going to feed me to a Sun?”

“An Abstraction,” corrected Braxofitz. “You are of moderate power, but valued highly due to your traumatizing actions many centuries ago. We still today can hear the cries of the broken Abstractions you helped entomb beneath the Red Keep. It is not pleasant, but it is a constant reminder that there are debts to be paid. You shall pay your portion of it.”

Dameon resisted the urge to curse. Instead, he forced a smile. “I… I reckon it’ll be tricky to convince you otherwise. Which Abstraction will it be?”

“We shall feed you to The Shadow of the Shadow of the Memory of the Moon,” said Braxofitz. “They are Primarch to the closest Sun, and eager to taste your dissolution. It is poetry that your essence shall empower us, when it so long ago caused us pain.”

“I love it, yeah.” Dameon shrugged. “Great. And you know me, I can’t resist poetry.” There was only one hope. “But I do have this.” He drew out Myla’s amulet. “So, by the authority invested in this symbol of the ancient pact, I must demand you return me to the Red Keep.”

Braxofitz stared at the amulet, then, faster than Dameon could track, backhanded it out of his grasp so that it sailed over the edge of the plateau and fell into the clouds.

“I don’t see what you’re referring to,” said Braxofitz calmly.

Dameon opened and closed his hand, glanced down into the clouds, then back to the Silverine. “I… understand your confusion. To be honest, I thought your debt to the Herdsmen was sacred.”

“Our accords are sacred above all else,” agreed Braxofitz. “But you are not a Herdsman, merely their envoy. If they protest, later, that we erred in eating you, we shall sincerely apologize.”

Dameon was rarely left at a loss for words, but now he simply stared at the Silverine, and then laughed. “Well! I do appreciate that assurance. Let’s not delay, then. Are you ready to convey me to Sir Shadow of a Shadow of the Memory of the Moon?”

Silverines descended upon him, grasping him by the arms and shoulders once more. Braxofitz arose at the same speed, his butterfly wings not stirring. “We are ready.”

“Splendid. I would hate to keep them waiting.”

They flew higher, the wind cutting and cold, and Dameon closed his eyes so they’d not tear.

Into that darkness behind his eyelids, he summoned his tapestry of future paths.

And as before, his road to Charnel Duke was as broad and golden as the heart of the Crucible. Perhaps broader.

Panic became excitement, and Dameon grinned.

That meant his wild plan wasn’t as insane as he’d feared.

Maybe, in fact, it was a stroke of genius.

What should have been suicide was guaranteed now by his Dread Blaze power to work.

Somehow.

Delighted, Dameon laughed, the sound tinged with hysteria even to his own ears, but honestly, who could blame him?

“What is funnisome?” called a Silverine from above.

“Oh, nothing. I just can’t wait to be served up to your Abstraction. The thought is making me giddy.”

“How nobility-infused of you!” The voice of the second Silverine was rich with longing. “If only all Great Souls were as generous and obliging!”

“Oh, I’m afraid there’s only one of me.” Dameon’s smile eased to a wry, predatory grin. “But trust me. That’s more than even all of hell can handle.”


Chapter 45

Scorio

How often had he been here?

How many times had he flung himself into the unknown, without much of a plan, deprived of allies, alone, and pitting himself against all of hell?

Despite the growing exhaustion, Scorio flew on, resolute, grim, his mindset savage. For days they’d been flying, Myla occasionally passing forward one of her waterskins. At times, she fell asleep upon his back, but never so deeply that she released her grip on him altogether.

Scorio needed no rest. No sleep. All there remained for him was his destination. The Lost Cube. The venture that had claimed the last of his companions and left him, for the first time, truly alone in hell.

Others would have regrouped, reconsidered. Aezryna would no doubt have retreated to the Red Keep, to confer and deliberate with Lady Krula, to plan and organize a fresh strike.

Scorio knew he should do the same. Knew that it was foolish to venture on with only Myla to guide him. That he was thrusting himself deeper into his enemy’s plans. But he found that he didn’t care. He felt like a great boulder hurled at an enemy castle’s walls. Once cast, the boulder no longer had agency, just purpose, and that was to impact its foe at extreme velocity to cause maximum damage.

Wise?

No.

But he simply didn’t have it in him to dig any deeper. His rage, all-consuming, long banked, had finally reared its head once more. His old friend. His constant companion. He yearned now for nothing so much as to find foes to rend, obstacles to crush, challenges to overcome. For as he flew, he saw faces before him, ghosts of those who but a few days ago had laughed and lived and entrusted their fate to him.

Consumed, now, by Silverines.

Perhaps he didn’t really care about the fate of hell. Perhaps he’d been fighting for his friends all this time. Perhaps he’d been a hypocrite, lying to himself and anyone who’d listen that he fought injustice on a grand scale.

Perhaps he’d simply been looking to protect those he knew and cared for.

It didn’t matter.

He’d find his own end soon.

Moira had tried to warn him. Lose too much, suffer too much, and you become bleak. Suicidal. Flying right at the Lost Cube with a former Herdswoman on his back couldn’t be construed as anything but.

Scorio narrowed his eyes and powered on. The shifting banks of fog parted before him, revealing endless vistas of the Silver Unfathom. Hour to hour, it varied tremendously. Plains pocked with great craters in whose depths metallic water glimmered. Washes of toxic-looking sand that spread across the ground like an impossible tributary. Gulches that crisscrossed each other to form geometric grids that appeared wholly unnatural, that surely had to be orchestrated by some foreign hand.

Packs of Instinctuals coursed below as if on some grand migration, some numbering in the hundreds, some in the thousands. They moved with a herd instinct, turning as one so that they flowed across ravines and over rises like a single organism.

Schools of Philosophers would venture close, sometimes in trios, others in small groups of ten or twenty, once in a great flock hundreds strong. But each time, Myla would rouse herself and gesture or call forth a greeting.

Always the Philosophers fell away, their trills respectful, their manner turning from euphoric at a prospective feast to demure and humbled.

Scorio cared not.

Had they tested him, they would have been met with dragon fire.

Finally, eons later, his body wracked with soreness and fatigue, Myla tapped his shoulder and edged up to call into his ear.

“We’re close! But on the wrong plane! Keep flying, I’ll guide us through.”

Scorio roused himself and focused on the wisps of cloud that strayed before him. The land was barren and empty. No matter how he peered ahead, he saw nothing.

But then mana pulsed upon his back as Myla engaged some technique. He felt her Heart Ignite, felt mana well out about them, forming a bubble. It was Bronze, but infused with something else, something that inscribed strange patterns upon the gleaming surface.

And before him, the air shimmered with rainbow hues. He passed through one such bank, and the landscape around him shifted slightly, dunes of sand changing their patterns, the cloudscapes high above rearranging themselves.

Another ripple of iridescence, and again the world shifted. Scorio flew into a thick fog, the gritty flecks forcing him to narrow his eyes.

Another band of metallic hues, and they flew out into a brightly lit day, the clouds gone, the fog banished to wreath the distant mountain range on the horizon. Below stretched the flat desert of iron dust, silver rising in endless undulating dunes.

The huge skies were empty.

Myla extended the Rose Compass over his shoulder and called out in a language he didn’t understand. Power girded her words, and Scorio felt her sweep mana into the Rose Compass.

The air ahead rippled, and then, abruptly, it appeared.

And there.

Right before them, massive and ornate, floated a giant ivory cube.

The scale of it was breathtaking.

Half a mile across on each side, with each face etched with a great diamond and inexpressibly beautiful carvings. The corners of each diamond touched each side at the midpoint, but no part of the cube was left plain. Vast patterns were cut into the white stone, curling, intertwining, geometric. A soft golden radiance could barely be discerned to be glowing from the Lost Cube’s interior, betraying itself only in the deepest depressions of the patterns, so that it seemed as if a subtle sun burned deep within the Lost Cube’s heart.

The Lost Cube.

A creation out of legend. A myth. The home of the Herdsmen.

Here, at long last, before him.

Myla was crouched high upon his back, and she pointed over his shoulder toward one of the faces. “Since we’re flying, we might as well approach! I’ll open the door!”

Scorio had settled into a glide, but now he powered forward once more, curving out to the right to approach the Lost Cube’s closest face. There were no windows, no doors, no indication of human habitation whatsoever.

The Lost Cube loomed massively before them. There was something spiritually unnerving about it. Not just the impossibility of its floating there, several hundred yards above the silver dunes, but the very scale of it, the complexity of its beauty.

Who could craft such an artifact? How? His small treasures, like his lost rod, his chalk, the bridge, even, he could understand: they were small, could feasibly be created in a forge or craftsman’s shop.

But something this massive? What manner of skill, knowledge, and talent would it take? Had their forebears truly been such giants of creation? Were there inherent powers that old Great Souls had possessed, that allowed them to forge such artifacts, just as Scorio himself could turn into a dragon, or…?

Scorio drew closer. The air took on a mineral tang, as of petrichor. Even with his Heart senses he couldn’t discern how the Lost Cube remained aloft—there was no column of mana being projected below it like with the flying islands of the Rascor Plains. It seemed utterly self-contained.

A dark doorway opened into the interior. The portal’s size seemed minute compared to the Lost Cube’s total scale, but as Scorio winged toward it he saw that she’d opened a massive entrance, easily ten yards in height and four across.

Darkvision failed to pierce the darkness.

“What lies within?” he called over his shoulder.

“Lady Krula. She’s sensed our approach, I’m sure. We’ll be greeted inside.”

It was too late to cavil. Scorio settled into a glide and rode a rising thermal to the entrance. It was situated just outside the great diamond pattern’s lower left side, a quarter of the way in from the bottom left corner. For some reason, Scorio had expected it to appear right at the bottom edge, but then again, why should it?

At the very last, he banked, dropping his body so that he could land on the floor beyond the threshold, and passed into the darkness.

The air grew still, cool, and took on the scent of dust and deep time. He landed on a stone floor covered with grit and drifts of sand, and immediately received a sense of dizzying, vertiginous height and space.

A hall. A hall massive enough to dwarf the basilica of the Academy in which the hundreds of biers had radiated out around the Archspire.

Myla slipped off his back as he turned in a slow circle, struck with wonder.

Columns as broad as houses rose hundreds of feet into the air to march down the length of the hall and support a ponderous-looking ceiling in which the occasional dome was scooped out. Faint light defused into the hall from the peak of these domes, not from windows, exactly, but bands of what might have been radiant gold.

The archway to the outside world was gone. Instead, the hall continued behind them, extending past where the Lost Cube’s exterior wall should have been.

The entirety of the place had the air of a ruin. Drifts of sand were piled up against the walls and the base of the columns, along with chunks of rock that looked to have fallen from above. A flight of broad, shallow steps rose about midway down the hall, their risers eroded and cracked. The walls were rough, and a haze hung in the air, making the far end of the chamber indistinct. Towering alcoves were built into the far walls beyond the flanking columns, with hints of further architectural details high up, smaller columns along the front of a hidden gallery, or the ceiling itself rising out of view.

“What is this?” whispered Scorio, stunned by the scale and museum-like silence of the place.

“Greetings, Scorio.” The voice was familiar, arch, educated, wry. Stepping into view at the top of the broad, shallow steps appeared a tall lady, clothed in plain gray robes tied off at the waist with a golden belt, her sable hair pulled into a bun through which the tops of two golden sticks were visible, her crescent-moon face the mirror of Lady Krula’s. Her skin was chalky white, her frame angular, her eyes heavy-lidded. “It is my honor and distinct pleasure to welcome you to the Lost Cube.”

“Lady Krula,” said Scorio guardedly.

Myla stepped out to the side, hands linked behind her back, a winsome smile on her lips. “I have done as you bid, Mistress.” She sounded very pleased with herself. “Precisely as you bid.”

“You have my thanks, Fionna.” Lady Krula smiled benignly at the Pyre Lady. “And your role in these final, momentous events shall be recorded for posterity.” She looked back to Scorio. “But please, call me Anseline. Lady Krula is my sister. She rules still in the Red Keep?”

“And searches for you,” said Scorio, glancing askance at Myla. Fionna? Was that her real name? “She thinks you imprisoned within a Silverine Sun.”

“Does she?” Anseline’s broad mouth curved into a smile. “How delightful. And metaphorically, quite true. I hope to soon be reunited with her. But first we must reach an accord. You are come to the Lost Cube by my invitation, but still must prove yourself worthy of the Cube’s inheritance. How much has Fionna shared?”

“I’ve told him the basics,” said Myla—Fionna? hurriedly. “About the prophecy, and our rebellion. How you hope he’ll break the stasis and bring us to the endgame.”

Scorio glanced about himself again. All was still. So huge was the hall that their voices didn’t echo, but rather hung thin in the high air, diminished by the sheer scale of the walls. “I’m not natural born. I was reincarnated by the Archspire.”

“So you were. But not all prophecies are true. Some are fashioned to act as prisons, preventing right action. Others are outright tools of expediency. You are aware, no doubt, of the Empyreal Prophecy?”

“That the Imperators would seal the Pit a few years back? Yes.”

“A farce, obviously, a political machination to keep the hoi polloi in line while also marshaling the Imperators into a unified force in the hopes of actually sealing the Pit.” Anseline waved a long-fingered hand. “A tool, poorly used, which did more damage than it did good.”

“Your tool?” asked Scorio.

“Not this time. The Herdsmen have had an active hand in shaping events and guiding the Great Souls, but that one was born from the fevered imaginings of Crimson Earls intent on a desperate victory.”

Scorio sought to stay on track. “You’re saying this natural born prophecy is false, then?”

“That’s my belief. But I’m a heretic by the Herdsmen’s standards. A century I’ve been here, locked inside these walls, laboring to bring about victory. All my peers and superiors are children by my count, yet here I remain, my advice ignored, my warnings laughed at. No longer.”

“Why haven’t you taken control of the organization, then?” Scorio took a step forward. “You’ve been here long enough.”

“I’m not interested in the trappings of power, nor playing at politics. No. My fascination had always been the wonders and intricacies of the marvels we fashioned long centuries past. That, and my sister.” Anseline frowned. “We swore an oath to not go deeper into hell without each other, and—well. She would not approve of my interests.”

“So you’re trapped here by your oath?”

“By several oaths, and my own interests as well. It was a happy existence, at first.” She scrutinized him. “You don’t strike me as the intellectual type, Scorio, but believe me when I say that there are enough treasures hidden in these vaults to keep a discerning mind content for endless decades. So much lost wisdom. But. All good things must come to an end.”

“Hence my being here.”

“Hence your being here. My apologies for the nature of the invitation. I expect you want nothing more than my head for the loss of your friends. But your reputation forced my hand.”

Scorio simply stared at her.

Anseline’s smile grew wry. “This is where I appeal to your vision, your ambition, your desire for justice. My head would appease your bloodlust for—what—an hour? And then you’d find yourself trapped and without guidance. Together, we can bring the Fortress of Symmetry back into the light and leverage its wonders for our kind’s benefit.”

Still, Scorio remained silent.

“My superiors demand patience,” continued Anseline after deciding he’d not speak. “Faith. That in the final hours a natural born Great Soul shall be revealed who can lead us all to victory. Well, my patience has lasted a century, but is now well and truly run dry. There are no natural born Great Souls. Hell does not allow their birth. All who are not tied to the Archspire are born with a caul over their Hearts. I can’t help but wonder which of my own kind created this prophecy, and to what end—why paralyze the very organization that was created to guide our people? I can’t understand it. That is why it’s called ‘faith’, I suppose. But mine has run out.”

“I’m here,” said Scorio. “What now?”

“Now? You must harness the power of the Fortress of Symmetry. If I could simply grant it to you, I would, but that’s not how it works. You must earn it, as I did. You must become the Warden, usurping that title from me, by passing the same test.”

“Test,” said Scorio. “What test?”

Anseline gestured around the huge hall with one long, lanky arm. “You are already within the grounds. The test begins as soon as I leave you. There lies within these halls a golden key. The symbolism is pat. You must find it and claim it. The moment you do, you shall earn the right to the title of Warden.”

“Why? Why can’t you, as the Warden, do this instead?”

“It is… complicated. I am a Herdswoman. I am bound by oaths. While I cannot outright betray my kind, I can arrange my own defeat. I have studied your actions these past years, Scorio. As during your first life, I have seen you accomplish the impossible. You have wrought change where none was allowed. I believe that you are the salvation we have been waiting for. While the prophecy demands we wait for the natural born, I believe we have actually been waiting for you. It is why I allowed to escape, after all. And what a life you have already lived! Your accomplishments are as glorious and radical as they are impossible. You are the chosen one. You will pass the test, you will take control of the Fortress of Symmetry once more, and you shall lead us into the final days. Which is why I shall leave Fionna in your care. She shall help guide you to the key.”

Fionna’s placid smile vanished. “What?”

“Aid Scorio as best you can,” said Anseline, tone benign.

“I—wait. What?!” Fionna took three rapid steps toward the distant Charnel Duchess. “You’re going to make me take the test, too?”

“All of hell appreciates your sacrifice,” said Anseline. “Be brave, darling. The rewards shall be commensurate to the pain.”

“Lady Krula—Anseline!” Myla’s horror was abject. “You can’t—I did as you bid, that’s—that’s not fair!”

“Fair, as ever, has nothing to do with anything,” said Anseline. “Good luck. I shall speak with you anon, Scorio, once you have secured the key. I know I ask much—after all, this test was designed for Charnel Dukes and Duchesses—but you are Whispered and an agent of chaos, are you not? I’m sure you’ll succeed.”

Scorio felt the blood drain from his face, but made no protest. What point was there? Yelling his incredulity and anger at the woman would only make him sound like a child.

“No!” Fionna darted down the hall toward Anseline, but the woman simply vanished from the top of the steps. Fionna staggered on a few more steps, then fell to her knees to stare at where she’d gone.

Scorio reached out with his Heart senses. Silver and Bronze washed through the hall. Mana wouldn’t be a problem, at any rate. Again he turned in a circle.

Stillness. Silence. Hints of tunnel mouths at the base of distant walls, along with the galleries high up in the wings, offering exits to explore.

“Up, Myla. Fionna. Whoever you are.” His voice was cold even to his own ears. “What can you tell me about this test?”

“We’re fucked,” said Fionna simply, tone stunned. “That’s… that’s not what we agreed. She couldn’t…”

“Fionna.” Scorio put some bark into his voice. “Get up. What’s the test?”

Fionna remained staring at the top of the steps.

Scorio Ignited and infused his voice with undeniable command and impatience. “GET UP.”

She jerked to her feet, swayed, then turned to stare at him, eyes glassy and wide. “We… we have to get to the key.”

“Alright. So the test lies in finding it?”

“No. Finding the key is easy.” She dry swallowed, gaze flickering out to the sides. “It’s… it’s getting to it that’s impossible.”

A sound. Distant, barely discernible. Akin to scratching on rock, perhaps, or the rushing of air through empty halls. “Talk to me, Fionna. Impossible how?”

“We have to fight our way there. Against… against everything the Fortress can throw at us. Anseline spoke true.” Tears welled up in Fionna’s eyes. “This is a test designed for Charnel Dukes. We’ve not a hope in hell.”

“Then we’ll die trying. It’s what I expected, coming here.” He shrugged. “And you said yourself you expected the same.”

“From you, maybe.” She turned to face the walls and began backing toward him. “But it’s not death I fear. We can’t die here.”

“Wait. What?”

She glared at him, suddenly impatient. “We’re in a Gauntlet. Death just sends us back to this spot. We’re doomed. Doomed to die again and again forever till we go mad or hell itself comes to an end.”

Scorio took in the vastness of the hall again and suddenly understood. “Oh. Fuck.”

Fionna laughed, the sound unhinged. “Do you understand? She was meant to pull me out of here, to leave you to face the test alone. It isn’t fair! It’s—I did everything she asked! She can’t leave me here! Anseline!” Her cry was almost a scream. “Get me out! Please! Get me out!”

The sound of whispering, or perhaps approaching footsteps, was growing louder.

“Please,” said Fionna, falling to her knees once more, voice cracking with strain and fear. “Please, Anseline. Please. Get me out. Don’t leave me here.”


Chapter 46

Scorio

Scorio exhaled slowly, finding his center, his control. If this was indeed a Gauntlet run, then he had time. Death was assured, certainly, but that meant he could learn, adapt, get better at whatever challenge was coming his way.

Unlike most Great Souls, he’d learned not to fear death in the Gauntlet. His time with Leonis, Lianshi, and Naomi back in the old Academy had taught him that.

It might hurt. It might hurt terribly. But he’d only get better with each iteration.

“Up,” he rasped. “Get up and help.”

Fionna simply looked down and away.

Useless, for now. Death would no doubt shock her out of her stupor.

The enemy was approaching. He could hear the rapid pitter-patter of their feet. Not bestial. Booted. Humanoid, then?

He’d soon find out.

Scorio shifted up into his draconic form. The enemy would no doubt swarm out of the side tunnels. Which meant he should seek the high ground. “Fionna. I’m heading up. You coming with me or not?”

Fionna blinked owlishly at him, tears running down her cheeks, then nodded numbly and scrambled to her feet. So she did have some survival instincts. Good. Anseline had thought she’d be of use, after all. Fionna rushed toward him as he extended his wings, stepping into his arm as he leaped and beat down powerfully, sending blasts of sand and dust away as they flew up alongside one of the huge columns.

There were no easy perches. No convenient ledges. The domes were bright but without exits. He could dip into one of the wings beyond the columns and fly up to a gallery or those dark tunnel mouths, but he was liable to be swarmed if that’s where the enemy chose to emerge.

So instead, he simply flew up to one of the columns and sank his burning talons into the rock. They cut deep and held, the stone immediately creaking and cracking under the tremendous heat, but he was able to perch there, one arm extended to its fullest, the talons of his toes caught against the stone just below.

Fionna hung on to him, her gaze raking the ground.

And then the first of their foes appeared.

It was a man, at least it seemed to be at first glance, gorgeously attired like a courtier in midnight black. A black shin-length skirt, its torso highly filigreed with textures and needlework that evoked armor, vertebrae, and high fashion, a pauldron cloak descending from one massive shoulder to hide its right arm, the left puffed and quilted with bright ruby-red lights pinpricking the fabric and providing the sole element of color.

But its head.

Its head was a featureless monolith, jet black and rectangular and emerging from a high collar. Somehow, the smooth gloss of this geometry was far worse than any bestial or monstrous face.

Scorio stared, fascinated, as the figure slowed to a stop below. It didn’t cast around as if searching, but rather froze, and then abruptly Scorio felt its attention engulf him as if a huge psychic light shone upward to capture them where they hung against the column.

Had it sensed his burning Heart? Scorio was about to detach and fall upon it when it projected its will upon the room.

Scorio had felt the like only a couple of times before. Once, when Sol and Imogen had fought for dominance. The other, when Plassus had claimed dominion over all the ambient mana.

For that’s what happened now. The Bronze and Silver that were flowing around the huge hall became inert. Worse, the power radiating from that void-like obelisk of a head reached into his reservoir and tore his mana free—all of it.

Scorio’s Heart guttered, and with a hoarse cry he became human once more, his hand unable to find purchase on the column’s face, to fall as Fionna screamed, to the ground below.

The figure didn’t move as they plummeted fifty yards. The ground rushed up at terrific speed. Scorio windmilled his arms, but then all went white as he collided with the ground.

Pain.

With a groan, he opened his eyes. His body was all wrong. Gold-tempered as he was, he’d somehow survived the fall. His legs. He couldn’t move them. And his chest, something in his lungs, he couldn’t inhale. His mind floated upon an ocean of pain.

The jet-black figure stepped into view. Up close, it radiated extreme cold. For a moment, it simply loomed over him, immaculate in its finery, and then, faster than Scorio could follow, it raised its shining boot and stomped him in the face.

Scorio screamed and staggered forward, every muscle clenched. Wait. He was standing again. In the hall, unhurt.

Fionna dropped into a ball by his side, wrapped her arms around her shins, and began weeping into her knees.

The lingering pain vanished swiftly.

“Thank the ten hells,” he sighed, rubbing his hand across his brow where his skull had been stomped in.

“Thank the ten hells?” Fionna looked up in complete confusion. “What is there to be grateful for? I just fell—I just fell to my death, from up there—and—”

“Oh, this is a pretty good setup,” said Scorio. “Sure, the dying part hurts, but we’re not left in agony for ages after we wake up.”

Fionna’s eyes slowly widened as she stared at him. “That’s your silver lining?”

“Hey, you take what you can get.” Scorio listened intently. In the far distance, he could hear running feet. The figure was returning. “We don’t have long. What can you tell me?”

But she simply stared at him in horror and wonder.

Forget her, then. It could claim dominion. Which meant he couldn’t Ignite. However, even if he lost his powers, he could still fight, still had his Gold-tempered body. And it had come from that tunnel mouth over there. Which meant if he hid behind that column—

Scorio jogged over, got in place, and began refilling his empty reservoir. Fionna lowered her face to her knees again. Clearly, she wasn’t used to dying again and again in agonizing ways.

Yet.

She’d get there.

The footsteps drew louder. He’d wait to Ignite at the very last second. Closer. It ran lightly into the hall, came into view, exactly as before. Cloak draped over one arm, its rectangular head, the high boots, the agile gait.

Scorio threw himself at the foe with all the speed and ferocity he possessed even as he Ignited and swung his searing talons at the creature.

It didn’t hesitate but claimed dominion before Scorio had taken two steps. His Heart guttered, the pain awful, his reservoir brutally stripped again. By the hells that hurt! But Scorio came on, fist swinging through the air.

A beam of simmering crimson light emerged from the closest facet of its rectangular head to cut across Scorio’s stomach.

The pain was absolute. It felt like a dozen white-hot pokers had been jabbed into his gut. With a scream, Scorio folded over, his flesh parting, innards boiling inside his torso. Unable to breathe, he crashed down onto his knees.

The figure stepped up even as Scorio tried instinctively to push his guts back inside. It stopped, seemed to consider, then spun on the ball of its foot to bring its foot scything around to smash its heel with utter finality into Scorio’s temple.

Everything exploded into light, which became darkness, then—

Scorio gasped and staggered, on his feet again, hands pressed to his healthy stomach. The pain faded, going from absolute to nothing in seconds.

Fionna screamed by his side and then cut herself off, hands going to her jaw as if expecting it to fall off. She dropped into a crouch again and shrieked, “Anseline! Get me out of here! Anseline!”

Scorio blew out his cheeks. Alright. It could claim dominion with a thought, and unleash a searing ray attack that could almost cut his Gold-tempered body in half. He bounced up and down on the balls of his feet, shook out his arms, and then ran back to the same column.

“What are you doing?” moaned Fionna.

“Trying my next trick,” grinned Scorio.

She stared at him. “You’re as mad as she is.”

“It’s possible,” he agreed, then closed his eyes to listen. “Entirely possible.”

He wasn’t feeling fear. If anything, he felt eager. Eager to find a way to destroy this thing. This black filigreed courtier, this impossible shadow of death. It was obvious why this was a Charnel Duke challenge—without the ability to contest dominance, he was rendered helpless.

But he wasn’t about to give up yet.

The footsteps drew closer. Confident, sure-footed, nimble.

This time, when the foe jogged into view, Scorio clenched his fists and roared, “FALL!”

His command washed over his foe to no effect. It immediately claimed dominance, stripped him of mana, guttered his Heart, and then blasted him in the face with a crimson beam.

The last thing Scorio felt was his face melting off the front of his skull.

“Arrgh!” he cried, staggering backwards, hands touching his undamaged features. He was back. The pain faded. Three deaths in rapid succession. His shouted command hadn’t even fazed it.

“Fuck this,” he growled, and began drinking deep of the local mana even as he shifted up into his dragon form.

His body morphed, grew rapidly, wings like sails bursting from his back, tail lashing down the length of the hall, neck elongating, sheer might suffusing him. The stone floor splintered under his talons, and he moved forward, past the column behind which he’d hid, to stand beside the tunnel mouth like a cat awaiting the mouse.

The moment the sound of footsteps drew close, he inhaled a chestful of black fire, as much as he possibly could, then lowered his head and exhaled a plume right into the tunnel, turning its hidden depths into an inferno.

The flame streamed forth, filling the confines with black majesty, the roar tremendous, the heat causing the very air to waver. On and on he blew, until at last he had absolutely nothing left, and retracted his head.

The black-clad foe emerged. Its peerless uniform was cindered and charred, revealing a perfectly formed human torso beneath, as black and glossy and smooth as Druanna’s eidolon, the flesh unmarred even as its clothing fell in smoking chunks from its shoulders.

Dominance. Scorio collapsed to all fours, his Heart guttering instantly. The pain was worse this time, his perfect Heart feeling wretched as he coughed and hacked.

The black-clad figure kicked his shoulder hard enough to knock Scorio onto his back. Then, clothing still smoldering, put the sole of its boot on Scorio’s face and began to press down.

Scorio screamed, the sound muffled. He grasped the boot, sought to wrench it away, but failed. Slowly, gradually, the construct crushed his head. Scorio felt the architecture of his face buckle, creak, then snap. His vision blurred then disappeared, the pain was horrific, and then he was upright again, screaming as he stumbled to one side, hands rising to grasp his skull as if it might fall apart.

He was healed again.

Fionna immediately dropped into a crouch and covered her head again. “Make it stop,” she whimpered. “Make it stop!”

Scorio glared at the offending tunnel. The pain was gone. His thoughts sharp. He set to filling his reservoir from the abundant mana. He toyed with trying to block the creature with his Shroud, but what was the point? It would simply drain him again.

“Time for a new plan,” he muttered. Without hesitation, he turned and ran.

“Scorio!” Fionna’s wail faded behind him as he raced for the closest tunnel mouth that stood opposite the enemy’s.

If he couldn’t fight his foe, he’d seek some other advantage. He ducked into the closest tunnel and sped along, darkvision illuminating its length.

The key.

If he could find this key before the figure caught up with him—

He broke out into a new chamber. Its floor was lost beneath sand which rose up like waves cresting upon each wall. It was divided by buttress-like columns, each made of the same brutal stone, and high above one dome allowed pale light to filter down.

Not thinking, acting on instinct, Scorio ascended into his draconic form and flew aloft, beating his wings frantically as he ascended into the dome. He studied the band of gold intently. What was it, could he use it, could he—?

The band burned with Copper mana, was little more than a channel through which the mana flowed. He swiped at its surface with his talons, scored deep gauges and watched as the Copper oozed forth like lambent honey.

Nothing. Just a source of light.

He dropped, furling his wings, and then snapped them open at the last just shy of the floor to sweep around a huge column and right toward his black-clad nemesis which had appeared in a distant tunnel mouth.

“Damn it!” he swore and veered violently, nearly hit the wall, got his feet up in time and pushed off it, flipping mid-flight to head in the other direction.

His nemesis claimed dominance, his Heart guttered, and his scant reservoir was stripped.

Scorio hit the sand face-first, rolled, came up to his feet and kept running.

One glance cast behind him as he fled into the next tunnel confirmed that his nemesis wasn’t following.

Into the darkness. He tried to Ignite, but was still in his foe’s realm of influence. He ran lightly down the tunnel’s length, hit a T-junction, took the right, kept running. Emerged a moment later into yet another cyclopean hall, this one as sandy-bottomed as the last, but long, stretching a quarter of a mile away toward a tall, narrow arch that blazed with white light. Alcoves big enough for him to pass through in his dragon form were embedded down the walls, but there were no domes, just shadow.

Scorio veered toward the distant archway and kept running. This was the longest he’d lasted so far. Perhaps he was on to something. That distant arch. That white light. Could the key lie beyond it? Of course not. A Charnel Duke trial couldn’t be this easy.

But hope was hard to deny.

Scorio sprinted down the length of the hall, feet slipping in the silty sand. The white archway loomed larger as he drew close, and then a small figure with a rectangular head stepped into view, silhouetted against the blaze.

Scorio stopped so abruptly that he fell on his ass, kicked against the sand as he sought to get up, but a burst of crimson light took off his left leg at the knee.

Scorio screamed, clutched the stump, went to ignore the wound and try to get up, then stopped. He’d lost a leg. There was no winning this round. Instead, he hugged his knee to his chest, blood pumping out of the wound, and roared his defiance at the figure.

Who stood, immobile, perfectly clad once more, and then unleashed a blaze of crimson that tore the top off Scorio’s head.

“Damn it!” Scorio reeled, caught his balance, took off again at a run even as Fionna renewed her wailing.

This time, he didn’t care where he went. He needed to think. He couldn’t brute force this. Finding the key wouldn’t—couldn’t—be as simple as turning the right corner. His nemesis—he’d call it blockhead for short—was able to negotiate this complex far better than he.

Scorio took the same tunnel, raced down its length, burst into the same sandy chamber with the single dome, and continued sprinting down the tunnel he’d fled into last time.

No wasting time on the dome.

This was a Charnel Duke test. On the face of it, that meant his foe was Ruby-mana ranked. The kind of fiend one might fight in the Scorched Swale. As long as it could claim dominance, it would continue to strip him of his powers and destroy him.

Scorio couldn’t claim dominance. He couldn’t even send forth his vortices. But was that the answer? If he sent his vortices forth, would the blockhead’s attempt at dominion be impaired?

Scorio thought of that moment in the Red Keep with Aezryna. How he’d weaponized all the mana at once, created a hundred vortices. Was that the answer? He’d nearly exploded his Heart, nearly died.

But what did he have to lose?

He emerged into the lengthy hall and stopped. Considered. Extended his Heart sense to check the room and found massive amounts of Iron and Bronze coiling along the ground, with eddies of Copper up on high.

Scorio blew out his cheeks.

What choice did he have? The last time he’d sought to activate all the mana. What if he… what? Activated only a little? Just as the blockhead claimed dominance?

Resolve hardened his heart. He’d try it.

Slowly, resolutely, he marched down the center of the huge hall. The blockhead stepped out from a titanic alcove to his left. Perfectly dressed, cloak over one arm, its geometric head gleaming with inhuman precision.

Scorio stopped and held his breath.

For a single second, they stared at each other. It would claim dominance—now!

Scorio imagined the hall filled with Nox’s gel, imagined the perfect cells, the layers of ordered power. The Iron and Bronze—

The blockhead claimed dominion and guttered Scorio’s Heart.

“Damn—”

A beam of crimson line cut across his neck and all went dark.

“—it!” roared Scorio, staggering again as he coughed and cleared his mouth. Fionna didn’t crouch this time, simply hugged herself.

Fine. He’d prepare sooner.

Scorio unfocused his gaze and studied the huge hall. Silver and Bronze here, Iron along the edges, even some Coal in the corners. It was all his. He claimed it with savage intensity. The whole chamber, all of it, was filled with imperial gel. He visualized the matrix, forced his mind to consider it done. He had no reservoir, his Heart was everywhere and nowhere, he was the owner of this place, its supreme lord.

Then, with terrible focus, he willed it all to obey him, to begin falling into his Heart.

“Scorio…” whispered Fionna. “What are you…?”

It felt akin to stirring an ocean of honey. But he didn’t need to stir. He discarded the image of his paddle and instead thought of the mana as falling, falling as it had done while he’d bathed in Nox’s gel pool, falling around his Heart.

The entire hall stilled, grew sluggish, then began to swirl around him.

Sweat beaded Scorio’s brow. His nails dug into his palms. He clenched his jaw so hard he thought his teeth might crack.

He’d broken the hall’s equilibrium. Become the fulcrum, the center.

An impossible amount of mana became akin to an external reservoir, and his to burn.

The sound of distant footsteps grew louder, and it seemed they ran with greater urgency.

“Mine,” Scorio hissed. “All… mine!”

The entire hall began to burn as his vortices popped open, one, a dozen, a score of them around him, flying out and budding. Scorio’s head was filled with a rushing roar, and he felt like he was burning in turn, a sheet of paper cast into a fire, charring and curling and immolating as his Heart blazed so bright he ceased to be able to see it for the inferno that consumed it.

All the mana. All the Bronze, the Iron, the Copper, the Coal. Even the Silver. It all began to burn at once.

Tremendous, impossible power suffused him. He felt like a god, as if he could tear down these vast walls, snuff out all life—

It was too much. He could hear himself screaming as if from far away.

The obsidian blockhead stepped into view… and froze.

The entire hall was a funeral pyre of exploding mana.

Scorio reeled, bared his teeth at the figure, felt himself a feral force of nature. “Mine!” he roared. “All mine! Kneel!”

The blockhead claimed dominance.

Scorio’s Heart guttered, his vortices collapsed, and the vast ocean of mana ceased to obey him.

It felt akin to being slapped across the face with a shovel.

Scorio staggered, momentarily blinded by the backlash. He couldn’t breathe, he was bathed in sweat. Coughing, gagging, he dropped to his knees, his head rent by the worst pain he’d ever felt.

A gloved hand closed around his neck and he was lifted up by the blockhead. Effortlessly it raised him a foot off the sand. Its freezing aura seared Scorio, brought him back to lucidity.

He clasped at the creature’s velvet vambrace, sought to tear its fingers apart. For a moment, it turned him from side to side, as if examining him with renewed curiosity, and then a beam of total crimson flared and all went black.

“Gah!” cried Scorio, and this time he staggered back and fell on his ass. His thoughts were shattered, and despite there not being any pain, he couldn’t catch his breath.

It hadn’t worked.

He’d been sure—absolutely sure he’d found the answer.

But it had wrested dominance from him like a bandit prying a golden bauble from the fingers of a dead child.

“See?” Fionna’s smile wavered as tears ran down her cheeks. “Do you understand, now? There’s no winning. We’re trapped. We’re trapped here forever until we go mad. It’s all over.”

And she bowed her head and interlaced her fingers over the nape of her neck.

From the distance came the sound of running feet.

Scorio inhaled shakily, and for the first time, he didn’t move. For the first time, no new ideas occurred to him.

He just sat there, arms roped around his knees, mind blank, and stared at the tunnel mouth with burgeoning horror as the sound of racing footsteps grew louder.


Chapter 47

Fionna

It wasn’t fair.

She’d never asked for any of this. At least, not in this life.

She’d just woken up in the Tomb of Sadness to be greeted by Prisca and ushered into her new role. Herdswoman. Welcome, here are your robes, here’s your future, here’s a decision you made a thousand years ago and now you’re wedded to it, no chance to change, no option but to grin and bear it and do your damned best.

And look where it had brought her.

It wasn’t fair.

Had she ever complained? Sure, she might not have always given the creed and the mission her all, perhaps at times she’d coasted, but she’d never failed, never been insufficient to the task. She’d reached Pyre Lady in less than six years, and fine, that might not raise any eyebrows or mark her as a prodigy, but it was still pretty damned fast, and—and—

Fionna screwed her eyes shut tightly and clutched at her neck, tried to curl up into a ball, the tiniest target possible.

Not that it would make a difference. Not that the Keeper would fail to notice her. But she couldn’t help it, pathetic as it made her feel. It was all she could do to not just collapse sobbing upon the sand.

Though she knew that would come, sooner or later.

How? Why? What had she done wrong? She’d delivered, she’d lured Scorio in, she’d played the long game so perfectly Kuragin had never doubted her, not once questioned her “Myla” persona. She’d—

Running footsteps. The Keeper, he was here, implacable, sadistic, and utterly ruthless. No begging, no reasoning, it was all futile. All she could do was cower like a broken cur and await the lash, the burn, the pain—

Fire erupted across her scalp and shoulders. She barely had time to scream before it was over, and she was back on her feet, pain receding, blood in her mouth from where she’d just bitten her tongue, and Scorio?

The bastard was just kneeling there, gazing at the tunnel with a pensive expression, as if he were trying to figure out a complex math problem. Didn’t he understand? Didn’t he see how utterly and truly fucked they were? The urge to laugh bubbled up within her, to yell at him, to shake him by the shoulders till he understood.

But instead, she just dropped into a crouch again.

This wouldn’t end. The only release would come when her mind finally broke, and she just lay there babbling and soiling herself, not noticing each death, driven utterly mad by the prospect of eternity in the Outer Gauntlet, and the Keeper, the Keeper would never relent, never grow bored, never—

Footsteps.

“Please,” she whispered into her kneecaps. “Please. Please.”

Nobody heard her begging. Nobody answered.

She cringed, tightened her whole body like a fist as Scorio went down roaring his defiance, taken apart by the Keeper, who paused before her, as if inviting her to look up. When she refused, a tremendous blow caught her across the head, and then she was on her side, the pain impossible and her head loose and throbbing, one eye burst, until it placed its boot on her throat and pressed—

Fionna was back on her feet, hands flying to her neck, gulping and gasping for breath as the pain faded again. Tremulous, horrified laughter burbled up from the abyss of terror that was consuming her soul, and it was only by clamping her hand over her mouth that she kept it bottled in.

Scorio was tonguing the inside of his cheek, kneeling once more, eyes closed as if meditating.

Fionna shook her head in wonder. Scorio. The mighty, dreaded, —him. The Whispered agent of chaos, Anseline’s obsession, the infamous, the—the—

Fionna pressed the base of her palms to her eyes so hard she saw crimson stars shooting across sprays of white and gold behind her eyelids.

He was just a Great Soul. Sure, he’d accomplished fantastical things, but he was just a man. He couldn’t defeat a Charnel Duke challenge. In this life he was just a bloody Pyre Lord like her! It was—Anseline was mad, she’d finally gone completely insane, so what if statue stood prominent in the Gallery of Luminaries, if he—if he’d—what? Founded, or helped found their—their—

Footsteps, running, racing toward them, like a bride late to her own wedding, tripsome, lithesome, the Keeper eager for blood, for endless torrents of blood that would never sate its—

It cut her down mercifully from a distance, unseaming her across the gut so that organs and boiling blood poured forth as she screamed and clutched at her own dissolution, falling to her knees as Scorio struggled to rise and face the Keeper, so stupid, so stupid, didn’t he understand?!

Death.

Life.

She was back on her feet.

Madness. It couldn’t come quickly enough.

Scorio again kneeled, frowning, silent, stoic.

Did he think he could reason his way out of this? Perhaps their only way out was for Scorio to fail so abjectly that Anseline would have to pluck them both forth, and then Fionna would find a reprieve, but first Scorio had to crumple, to break, to beg.

Beg, she commanded him, trying to will his eyes to widen in horror. Beg!

But he wouldn’t.

Perhaps Prisca would rescue her. Rise from the Scorched Swale to come flying to her aid, to pluck her from this Gauntlet, but would she, could she? She was a Charnel Duchess like Anseline. Would her authority override the Warden of the Fortress…? If not, perhaps she could appeal to one of the two Red Queens, but no, what would they care, unless they realized how Anseline’s madness was endangering them all, but oh, that would take too long, weeks and weeks, and it had only been, what, an hour that she and Scorio had been trapped in here?

No escape.

Not with her mind intact.

The Keeper burst into the chamber and slew them anew.

Fionna came back to life and immediately began weeping. Scenes from her life came to her, her first four years in the Fortress, the endless explorations of the echoing, abandoned halls, the gleaming racks of weaponry in the storage rooms, the works of art, the magical machines. Training in the Inner Gauntlet, exploring each stage of hell with Prisca or Gorax watching over her, guiding her, teaching her to master her own powers.

Innocent years. Lonely years. Hours and sometimes days spent by herself, childlike, reading ancient texts or simply sitting and singing in beautiful chambers, to sleep long hours, to look forward to her lessons on hell and its politics and the purposeful madness they were engendering.

How she’d longed for freedom, to reach Flame Vault so she could finally venture forth, withstand the Curse by herself and be shown the wonders and mysteries of hell!

Fionna buried her face in her hands and wept. Prison. She’d been born into a prison, and told that if she tried hard enough, if she tricked enough people, if she pleased the Bishops and Queens and through them the two Red Kings, she’d be rewarded, she’d find purpose, she’d make a difference.

The Keeper entered the room. How horrible to have it be so merciless, after so many years of it being her sparring partner! How perverse, how—

Death.

Fionna awoke on her feet, pain melting away from her face.

Scorio exhaled heavily, brow furrowed, and lowered himself to kneel anew.

“What are you even thinking about?” she screamed at him. “What is there to—you—don’t you understand?”

He eyed her, then looked away.

She wasn’t even worth replying to. Of course not. What had she brought him but ruin and perdition in the Outer Gauntlet? Why wasn’t he striking her down, why had he even let her live? She’d thought it weakness on his part, but now—was she simply not even worth killing? Yelling at? Considering?

Tears brimmed in her eyes as she stared at him. He might as well have been carved from rock. He didn’t even know! Didn’t realize the role he’d played in all this, how stupid he sounded as he asked about the Herdsmen! Fionna sneered. The desire to hurt him arose within her, but she bit it back. Anseline might be listening, and if she revealed—

The Keeper stormed back into the hall. Had she once thought it handsome, in its own cultured manner? What a little idiot she’d been, confiding her secrets to it during her training sessions, imagining it an attentive listener, her truest, only friend? She could remember clasping it during one terrible evening, weeping into that black brocade, telling it how much she hated Prisca, how horrible everything was, and how, by the gods, how she’d yearned for it to just raise one gloved hand, to pat her back, anything—

Death.

Still Scorio didn’t break. Still he stared thoughtfully off into nothingness. It was inhuman. He was a monster. Or—no. She’d seen how his friends respected him. How they’d listen to his words, the respect bought by his deeds, his blood, his actions.

Handsome, accomplished, his body a—Fionna winced and looked away, somehow still able to be appalled and amused at her fancies, how that one evening when she’d seen him without his shirt as he washed himself at camp, the ridiculous, the utterly ridiculous musculature of the man—

Here it was. She grew calm. She was growing mad.

The Keeper charged into the room and blasted her apart.

This time, she took off running, unable to stay still, to just wait like Scorio was doing. She sprinted down dark halls, screaming as she ran, but the Keeper found her, and even as she begged for it to stop, to not hurt her, tried to remind it of their one-sided friendship, how she’d even come to think of it as a stern uncle, a friend—

Death.

Self-pity consumed her. She curled up into a ball again, wrapped her arms about her head. So many years alone in the Fortress, and then when she was finally sent out into hell? It was as “Myla”, a dead Great Soul whose records could be verified at the Academy, and she’d lived a lie, made friends as another, her secret identity hanging between her and everyone she met, so that she was still alone, but now painfully aware of just how rich and wonderful hell could be, to watch people laugh and confess their true feelings, to form real bonds, to let down their guard with each other.

She’d thought of doing the same. Confessing to Kuragin, or Atelie, had been about to tell Quentos that terrible, beautiful evening after he’d kissed her in the rain, but then he’d gone and gotten himself killed at the Titan’s Causeway, and…

So many missed opportunities. So many losses. So much sadness. So much pain.

And for what?

To help the Herdsmen with their secret, stupid quest to save their kind and return to Eterra when the time was right.

Loathing, an old friend, blazed to life in her heart as she hugged her shins and waited for the Keeper. Loathing for Anseline and her increasingly erratic ways. For the silence that echoed in the Fortress’s halls and promenades, places once filled with life but now the haunt of ghosts and failed ambitions.

Loathing for herself. For having always sought to please those who abused her. For yearning so madly for Prisca’s approval, for Anseline’s respect, for her fellow Pyre Lord’s love.

Love.

What did a twisted little thing like her know or deserve of love?

The Keeper ran into the hall and killed them both.

Pain, rebirth, fresh hell.

She stared at Scorio. He’d known love. He was loved. She could only imagine how horrified his companions had been when they’d seen him stolen away. He’d earned those friendships. How? By being true to himself. His stupid, misguided, idiotic ambitions. To uncover the Herdsmen! The fool!

But her bitter amusement had grown thin and didn’t even convince her. She let those thoughts fall away and studied him anew, really looked at him.

Why wasn’t he scared?

How did he not fear the coming of the Keeper? Was he just that strong? He’d been through so much, true, but this situation would undo anybody, wouldn’t it?

If only she’d met him before. When she was young. When she’d needed a friend. What if she’d not been born a Herdswoman, could she have been part of his crew? Might he have come to like her, respect her, if she liked and respected him back?

She thought of Leonis’ rough grin, of Kelona’s adoration, how Nyrix leaped at Scorio’s every request, Jova’s grudging admiration. Thought of the missing Lianshi, the incredibly mysterious Naomi. Could Fionna have been counted amongst their number if she’d been born in the Academy?

Her eyes brimmed with a different kind of grief, and she buried her face again. That would have been… would have been… nice.

To not be taught to lie, deceive, trick, coerce, compel, and manipulate everyone she met.

To just be… to just be herself.

The Keeper slew them both.

“How?” she asked Scorio when they were reborn. “How are you just kneeling there?”

She thought he’d not answer. But then, he did. “I’ve no choice.”

“What do you mean?” She wanted to laugh, was amazed, furious. “Of course you do!”

“No. Not if we’re to get out of here.”

She could only stare, then, as the footsteps grew louder, she stated, “We’re not getting out.”

His grin was rough, weary, indomitable. “Oh, we’re getting out. One way or another. Hang in there, Fionna. We can do this.”

And then he looked away, brow furrowing with thought.

She could only stare.

We?

Instinct, trained by brutal years of abuse, urged her to mock him, to scorn him, to laugh in his face.

But she crushed that instinct as a deeper realization took hold. He not only believed he could get them out of here, but to her horror and amazement, she actually believed that if anybody could, it was him.

Fionna bit her lower lip. What? Was this how her madness would manifest? Misplaced, lunatic hope?

Studying Scorio, watching his calm deliberation, she realized his was a perverse mirror of her own life. But where she’d believed she’d no choice but to be a Herdswoman, he’d never let anyone dictate what he had to do.

Which meant… that now, here, in this darkest of moments, she could continue a life of bitter obedience, or she could… fight back.

Find a way to actually help him.

How, she didn’t know.

But perhaps the first step lay in choosing not to despair. To… to place her faith in his strength, his ironclad will, his brutal intolerance of defeat.

Fionna inhaled deeply, her shoulders settling, and pulled herself back from the brink of madness.

Damn Anseline. Damn Prisca. Damn Gorax, the Fortress of Symmetry, and all the rest of them.

Maybe it was too late to make a difference, but… she’d never know if she didn’t try.

The Keeper raced into the room once more.


Chapter 48

Leonis

They encountered resistance on their third day out.

All joy was gone from the expedition. The nascent camaraderie, the humor around the campfires, the sense of hope and exhilaration.

What speared toward the Tomb of Sadness now was a crew of grim, focused Great Souls who were supremely aware of the cost they’d already paid. The cost they might yet pay. They kept double watch. Jova entombed the crippled Philosopher within a shell of thick rock during each sleep cycle with only a slender funnel emerging from the peak to allow air. Its cries were almost inaudible.

Almost.

But Leonis was surprised to find himself without empathy for the fiend’s plight. Even Xandera seemed inured to its pleas. It seemed to not feel pain, exactly, but distress over the fact that its body might not be consumed by other Silverines.

Nobody cared to interrogate it as to its absurd preoccupation.

He grew to hate the endless ravaged vistas of the Silver Unfathom. What had once possessed an alien beauty now weighed heavily on his soul. The silver desert that ran toward the horizon, the jagged peaks, the roiling skies. It was inhuman. Their kind was not meant to live here.

His instinct was to turn inward. To curse this hell that had stolen Scorio away just as Leonis was reawakening to his friendship. To grow somber, withdrawn, hard.

Always that instinct, to close down, to become silent, observant, apart.

But he fought it.

In part because Xandera’s pain and loss were more open than his own, her need so obvious that he couldn’t disdain her. He and Kelona took turns being close, holding her hand, or simply letting her lean against their side. She didn’t want words, but rather company, touch, to not be alone.

So Leonis gave that to her.

Nobody wanted to cook. Nobody wanted to clean camp. To roll up their precious few bedrolls, to think about rations. So Leonis did. He ensured that Kelona ate, for it turned out she’d rather give than receive, pleaded no appetite but would acquiesce when he stared her down.

Jova became remote, a stern figurehead at the front of her plinth, her gaze perpetually stormy. She sat apart. Leonis let her be.

Druanna became melancholic. Leonis intuited that, on some level, she blamed herself. She was the eldest, the most experienced. He argued with her briefly, putting aside his tact to remind her that there was nothing they could have done against such a sudden assault of so many Philosophers. And while he didn’t change her mind, he sensed her gratitude for his even trying.

Nyrix and Kuragin were… strange. He couldn’t fathom the exact nature of their relationship. At times Kuragin openly disdained Nyrix’s gestures of intimacy, would snap at the other man, sneer at him. Nyrix didn’t seem to mind. He persisted, and when it was time to sleep the pair would disappear behind rocks for privacy, only to return in silence to lay down together. Come morning, Kuragin would rise as if there was nothing between him and Nyrix, and the cycle would begin again.

Strange. But Leonis knew neither man closely enough to ask, so he let it be.

Their crippled guide slowly lost its mind, its babblings growing more nonsensical, but always Jova was able to compel it to guide them toward the Tomb, at first through punishment, and then through promises of delivering it to its fellows so it could be eaten. Just as it began to completely break down, however, and spout little more than rhyming couplets, they ran into their first challenge.

Jova had taken to flying low and alongside Druanna’s eidolon, which ran without ever growing fatigued, Nyrix and Kuragin clasped to its side. Leonis, Xandera, and Kelona clustered at the back of the plinth, and together they raced across the Unfathom’s landscape.

Until the first set of Philosophers drifted into view, some twenty of them stretched out in a loose cordon. These reacted to their approach by clustering, the closest, a stag-horned figure of porcelain white striped with streaks of jet, extending a palm in the universal sign that they should halt.

Leonis saw Jova clench her jaw, consider blasting their way through, but then stopped as she was bidden.

“Advancement is denied to all Great Souls!” called the stag-horned Philosopher. “We must be insisting that you turn back most promptly!”

“We’re headed to the Tomb of Sadness,” Jova responded. “That up ahead?”

The broken Philosopher at her feet burbled something about singing sand and melting clouds.

“We are forbidden from mentioning the Tomb of Sadness by name or location!” trilled the Silverine. “It is absolutely not up ahead, as there is nothing beyond this point worth your interest or time! Turn back, or become an instrumental step in our ascension toward the light!”

“Here,” said Jova, and kicked the crippled Philosopher off the plinth. It tumbled down onto the sands. “I promised to deliver this to your kind. And you have my apologies.”

The stag-horned Philosopher quirked its head to one side. “For whatest do you be apologizing?”

“For this,” said Jova, and summoned the land to engulf the Silverines where they hovered.

Boulders erupted from beneath the shifting sands, dozens of them rising to come crashing together and squash the screeching Philosophers between them. Nyrix began loosing blazing white bolts of light as the eidolon charged, its scimitars swinging.

But Jova had the fight well in hand. Her boulders ground the Philosophers down, pulping them and chasing them across the sky. In moments, they were dead.

“Let’s go,” said Jova, tone frigid, and the plinth surged past the eidolon to spear on toward The Tomb of Sadness.

Leonis, gazing back, tracked the small, crushed forms of the Silverines until they were lost in the fog.

But more Philosophers awaited them.

Many more.

Jova cleared the next two groups, but when they hit a flock some fifty strong, the battle became intense.

The Silverines no longer bothered issuing warnings. Instead, they descended from above, their musical cries pitched to stun. Jova thrust her fist skyward, and her boulders and rocks flew up to meet them, but there were too many this time to be crushed in one go.

Leonis Ignited his Heart, but there wasn’t room on the plinth for him to summon his golden armor. Instead, he manifested Nezzar in his fist and willed it to duplicate itself around the perimeter to aid his companions.

Nyrix leaped off the eidolon’s shoulder to land, crouch, and begin loosing bolts straight up into the plunging fiends, while Kuragin did the same and shifted into his hugely armored monstrous form. Druanna dropped down, scimitars appearing in her fists even as two more sets of arms emerged from her sides so that she became a mirror image of her own construct.

And the battle was on.

Jova did most of the damage. How could she not? She leaned into the battle, jaw clenched, willing the land to consume their foes. Boulders came crashing together, head-sized rocks flew whistling overhead to punch through torsos and shatter legs, while fist-sized rocks threshed in a great vortex that scoured the Silverines by the dozens.

But for the first time, Leonis felt something different with his own power. Before, always, his Nezzar copies had felt pale and insignificant, the boost they gave his companions negligible.

Now, however, it felt as if wide channels had opened between his Heart and each revolving copy. He poured incandescent Bronze mana into the distant clubs, and felt the network, the field of energy that they created, grow brighter, more effective, more powerful.

He didn’t understand why. All that he understood was the need to aid his companions, to be of some utility even if he wasn’t the star of the battle. So much so that he sat down on the plinth, crossed his legs, and closed his eyes.

Before, he’d always yearned to leap into combat, to prove his might, to be the shining center of the fight. Now? He was more than willing to cede that focus to the others. What he could do was empower them. Support them.

So he focused on his Nezzars. There were six. There had always been six. He’d never questioned it, but now he wondered: why? Even as he put all his attention into pouring his reservoir into his Heart and then into the clubs, he probed at the setup, at the channels, and wondered: could he do more?

Could he give more?

And he knew that he could.

He could give until his reservoir ran dry, his veins bled out, and both his hearts stopped beating.

When one had no worth beyond what one gave, then it was only through giving that one mattered.

So Leonis inhaled deeply, his large chest expanding as far as it could, and willed more power to flood through his Heart.

A seventh channel opened as a new Nezzar flickered into being. Sweat prickled his brow. He could visualize the field of power that was strung between the hovering clubs like a luminous cat’s cradle of burning Bronze. A seven-pointed star.

His reservoir had grown mightily as an Emberling, enhanced beyond its normal scope by all the treasures Praximar had plied him with. The one sole benefit of that patronage. He’d then condensed it back to its normal size so as to make Tomb Spark, and finally, with enormous effort, enhanced its reactivity so that Ignition became reflexive to make Flame Vault. It wasn’t the largest reservoir in existence—it paled in size compared to Scorio’s—but it was large enough now for him to remain in the battle, to empower his friends.

A dry, warm hand settled on his shoulder.

Xandera.

The touch grounded him further. He could give more.

An eighth channel opened

The Nezzar-field thrummed, and he dimly sensed the power sinking into his companions like water into parched earth. It didn’t matter if they were Pyre Ladies or Flame Vaults. All took the enhancement, and in his mind’s eye, began to glow.

More.

It took effort to maintain an even flood of mana into his Heart, but all his training to make Dread Blaze proved invaluable here. Steadily, he poured mana into the eight channels, and gave, and gave, and gave.

And then, suddenly, there was no need to give more.

His companions had ceased to fight.

With a gasp, Leonis realized that his reservoir was near emptied, and he opened his eyes as his Heart guttered.

Dead Silverines littered the ground around them.

But nobody was looking at the dead. They were all of them—Jova, Druanna, Kuragin, Nyrix, Kelona—all of them staring at him.

“What was that?” demanded Jova, tone harsh. “Did you just break into Dread Blaze?”

Before he could respond, Druanna shook her head. “He didn’t.”

“I…” He didn’t know what to say. “I just tried to help.”

“Help?” Nyrix laughed. “I’ve never felt so… awesome.”

Kuragin shifted back into his human form. Even his usual forbidding expression was now replaced with muted wonder. “Indeed. That was much appreciated.”

Jova’s glare became pensive, and then she pursed her lips and gave him a single approving nod.

Xandera squeezed Leonis’ shoulder and beamed at him, and he felt in turn a flutter in his chest, something affirming, something profound, something right, such that he couldn’t help but smile and pat her hand in turn.

“Let’s keep moving,” said Jova. “See how the mountain range curves ahead to form a wall blocking our path? I reckon the Tomb is hidden amongst those peaks.”

Everybody peered toward the horizon.

“That’s—what?” Nyrix squinted. “Twenty or so miles?”

“We should be able to cross it in a little over an hour,” agreed Druanna. “If we’re unimpeded.”

But they were.

The plain before them was thick with Philosophers. They hovered overhead in what looked like a trance, drifting as if with the wind, only to activate and swoop down as the crew came close. Worse, word seemed to spread, so that instead of awakening to their proximity, the Silverines further in began to move to attack with greater and greater rapidity.

“Don’t stop!” cried Jova as the sky began to darken with assailants. “Push on!”

Without her, they would have died. Druanna might have found a way to extricate herself, safely ensconced within her eidolon’s storm of whirling blades, but everyone else? They would have been slaughtered.

Together, however, they pressed on. But the sheer number of Philosophers forced them to slow. And the Philosophers grew ever more durable, as if proximity to the Tomb of Sadness reflected status and power.

The urge to remain wide-eyed and try to track every orbiting boulder, to follow every burning bolt, to call out warnings, was overwhelming.

But Leonis fought his instincts and once again sat upon the plinth. It took effort, but he released his fear. He had to trust in his friends. He had to let go. He unclenched his fists, straightened his spine, and once again expanded his perimeter of Nezzars.

Once more, he began pouring mana into them, and through them, into his friends.

Six clubs at first, but now he knew he could do more. So he pushed to seven, and then, with some effort, eight.

And, paradoxically, he found that the more Nezzars he summoned, the less mana each required even as their individual output became more potent.

Xandera and Kelona stood guard over him, but Leonis became only distantly aware of their presence.

What he had to focus on was his mana control. He could pour too much into the clubs and briefly exalt his friends, but then he’d gutter. No. What he needed to do was throttle the outflow so that just enough was fed into the network to keep it effective while maintaining as much in reserve as possible for longevity.

The battle, the screams, the shouts, faded away.

Leonis focused fiercely on his reservoir, his Heart, and the Nezzars. There were subtleties at play here that he’d never paid attention to before. The more equitable his mana distribution to each club, the less mana it needed. Before, he’d just shove mana at them all irritably, not caring which got more as long as the network remained active, but now he found that elegance in activation and maintenance went further, far further, than force-feeding them as much mana as he could pour into the network.

Fascinating.

Eight clubs, eight streams. Leonis sank deeper into his focus. He could intuit which stream was drawing more than the others, gently tamp it down, which would then indicate another that was off-balance. But each time the deviation was less.

And as he perfected the distribution, the amount of mana needed to maintain the network dropped off precipitously, allowing him longer to work on them.

Daring greatly, his mana expenditure lessened by half, he willed a ninth club to appear.

The channel opened and momentarily was glutted with too much mana. The other eight were thrown into disarray, and for a terrible second, Leonis thought he’d lose the entire network as his mana distribution surged and ebbed.

But again he drew down, running his mind over each and exerting his control. His focus leaped from one to the next, adjusting, fine-tuning, and then—all nine were blazing in harmony.

Fierce satisfaction filled him.

He’d done it.

A nine-pointed star, and the result was even more potent than he’d hoped for. The network wasn’t just empowering his companions at a 1:1 ratio; it was amplifying how much he shared with them by the number of clubs even as the amount needed overall to sustain his network dropped in turn.

He could sense that they were still moving, the plinth gliding forward even as Jova turned and pivoted and fought. The eidolon gleamed dully in his mind’s eye, perhaps some vestigial Heart sense, but Druanna, Nyrix, and Kuragin blazed bright.

And all of them drank deeply from his network.

Could he…? Only a third of his reservoir remained, mostly Bronze and Iron.

He could.

Leonis inhaled deeply, held the breath, and focused tightly on his control. He wouldn’t just spring the next club into existence and adjust after. He’d plan, prepare, modulate, and then—

A tenth Nezzar blossomed into existence.

And something more.

A sense of an event horizon, a burgeoning perfection. Even as his mana flowed into the ten channels, quickly regulating and growing steady, he sensed how the ten-pointed star was closer to what it needed to be, but not there yet.

A momentous step up in power awaited him if he could just push himself a little further. But he was burning up. He could distantly feel the sweat pouring off him. His breaths were coming in shallow gasps.

But his companions needed him.

He would not let them down.

Stilling his mind, banishing all awareness of his body, the battle, his doubts, his fears, Leonis honed in on one thought: purpose was found in giving. Worth was reflected in the hearts of others. The only true strength was that of your community, and he would be its foundation.

He would rise.

He would overcome.

He would be what they needed him to be.

Leonis exhaled and willed an eleventh and twelfth club to appear.

As they did, the outflow of mana from his reservoir slowed to a trickle. A great bell tolled deep within his heart, caused his very being to resonate, and the Nezzar network burst into an entirely different category of power.

Where it had burned Bronze, it now blazed white, as if each channel were carved from the sun, and he its ever-immolating hub.

Power. This was power unlike anything he’d ever dreamed of. Power that he’d craved, but which now—yes—amused him. Amused him because it wasn’t his. He was its source, but it belonged to his companions. He was a vessel. A chalice. He was nothing, but in giving, he found purpose and apotheosis.

Yes.

In his mind’s eye, he felt his companions burn brighter, ever brighter, their own gifts amplified, their lethality magnified, heard their distant laughter of incredulity, of amazement.

Corpses rained down about them, and in the center of the chaos, he sat, marveling at how simple it had always been to achieve this utility, this mastery, this might.

It had always been here, waiting for him.

But he’d never had the humility to see it.

But he saw it now.

The outflow of mana from his reservoir was down to the slenderest thread. He could maintain this output for days. For weeks. Each channel was as thin as a needle.

Each of the twelve channels was perfectly balanced.

His control over his mana had become total.

And then it all fell away.

The plinth, the Nezzar network, his companions, his calm and blazing Heart—all of it disappeared.

And Leonis found himself standing on a gray slate platform from whose edge arose a solitary freestanding portal, the void beyond starless and infinite.

The final door.

His Dread Blaze Trial.

Leonis smiled wryly. Of course. He strode forth with grim resolve toward the portal and into his last vision of his past.

He had to hurry.

His friends were waiting for him.


Chapter 49

Leonis

The hour was upon them. From outside the temple came the sound of voices, hundreds, thousands of people awaiting his emergence. The world was inhaling, drawing him forth, demanding he appear and prove himself equal to the moment.

All his struggles. His sacrifices. The wash of blood so many soldiers had expended upon the earth in his name, for his glory, for his immortality. All of it culminating in this moment, this hour, his hour, if only he could seize it.

Leonis remained kneeling before the huge statue of the Overgod. The smell of precious oils and incense filled the dimmed atrium. The murmur of prayers from the anchorites walled into their cells, twelve of them, the holy number, making this place the most righteous, and all of them, all of them praying for his success.

Footsteps. Distinct. His mother approaching.

Leonis grimaced.

“The Overgod has heard our prayers,” she said, voice arch, proud, disdainful. She knelt, not quite at his side, for that would be too presumptuous even for her, but only a few feet back. “Our long struggles are being rewarded. I have received word. He is come, as he promised, as I swore he would not. Your uncle is a braver, more foolish man than I believed. Like a calf he has come into the heart of your power, and he is now yours to do with as you wish.”

Leonis took up the golden vial and poured the honeyed oil over the Overgod’s foot. It treacled down to run between the large toes, into the stone slits and out of sight. He frowned.

He knew his mother studied him. Her tone grew sharp. “What’s the matter? Don’t you grasp how momentous this is? At long, long last?”

“Oh, I understand.”

“Then why do you dawdle? Your uncle awaits outside. He stands before the masses. Your generals, administrators, high priests, exarchs—all await. Rise, my son, and claim your destiny.”

“We gave him assurances,” said Leonis. He kept his voice measured, calm. “We swore the most sacred oaths in the Overgod’s name.”

“Pah.” He sensed her gaze rising to take in the immensity of the statue. “Our Lord understands necessity. He understood that for the flowers of our lineage to blossom, we must water the fields with blood, and plow the earth with the sword. He desires strength in such hours, Leonis. Not maudlin fidelity to oaths.”

“I swore that we would meet as equals.” Still, he kept his tone mild. “That I would welcome him as family, and together we would put an end to the civil war that has bled our kingdom dry.”

“Nothing will end this war but death,” hissed his mother. “What’s the matter with you? Treaties are broken as easily as oaths. You have him cornered, his forces broken after Myrcenia. Of course he has come to treat with you—he has no choice! Strike, cut him down, behead the fiend that would see you dead were the tables reversed.”

Leonis pursed his lips and lowered his gaze.

The murmur of the huge crowd outside the temple was akin to the ocean.

“Leonis, my darling boy.” Her tone became warm, fond, patient. “None of this has ever come easy to you. Politics. War. Executions. But this is a man’s world. A man must play the game by the unstated rules, or fall to those who are more ruthless. You hate the game, I know this, but you have done so well. Oh, but your father would be proud of you. So proud. But it is in his memory that you must cut down your uncle. Kill the kinslayer. Avenge your father. Secure your kingdom. Free yourself from tradition and expectations, and forge your own destiny. Now, while he is in your power!”

He glanced sidelong at her. “Wouldn’t that make me a kinslayer, too?”

“Vengeance absolves thee of all sins.” She raised her chin, eyes flashing in the gloom. “Your father’s ghost demands justice. It is force that has brought your uncle to the table. Your might. He is within your grasp. Either you clench your fist and crush him now, or you will weep tears of blood in the long years to come once he’s recovered his strength and breaks this treaty.”

Leonis considered her. Her cheeks had hollowed out, somewhere along the line these past few years. Her beauty, always striking, had become gaunt, accentuated by her gold blush, her dark eyeshadow. Her headdress gleamed gold and ivory in the gloom. His mother. His counselor, his strategist, his apologist, his everything.

But in the dark, she looked nothing so much as a vulture.

Leonis rose.

“Good. Act, my son. Remember your father. Think of the tens of thousands of souls you save today by killing your uncle. Be the Golden King. Make the hard decision. Own your destiny.”

Leonis bowed his head respectfully and strode past her.

Down the length of the huge temple. Past the incisions in the walls from which came the prayers of the anchorites. Past the priests and acolytes and hierophants who stepped back respectfully. Past the huge columns around whose sides were wrapped the founding myths of his people. Over the seventeen golden plates beneath which his ancestors were buried, from his father all the way back to Agloremon of the Sun, the mythical founder of their house.

The sunlight blazed like molten gold between the portico pillars. Leonis strode out through the huge archway into the light, and the dignitaries drew back. Senators and generals, mostly, with advisors, servants, and guards. A hundred worthies right there outside the door, and as he passed through them to appear in the open at the topmost temple step, he saw the Golden Plaza open before him, thronged with citizens, tens of thousands packed in tight to witness the spectacle.

His Golden Lions were arranged in neat regiments about the plaza, their gold and crimson war banners resplendent. A thousand of the most dangerous men in the kingdom gazed stonily at his uncle’s Golden Bolts, a single regiment one hundred strong. But his uncle’s men were worn, ragged, and much abused. Yet still they stood straight, gazes locked ahead, aware of their predicament but not betraying a single tremor, a single worried glance.

And at their head? Standing proudly before his lieutenants and counselors? Vexorius, his uncle, his beard now mostly white where it had been salt and pepper but five years before. He gazed up the broad steps at where Leonis stood, handsome still, broad-shouldered, his smile roguish, his regalia resplendent.

Fratricide, strategist without equal, a monster with the blade, and beloved of his people. It was said that his followers would hurl themselves into hell itself if he commanded them, would quench flames with their bodies, would glut the appetites of lions with their own flesh if it pleased their lord.

Pretender king.

False prophet.

Uncle.

The vast crowd settled and grew still.

The air was heavy and golden as the sun eased its final inches behind the Palatinate Hill, the huge palace burnished gold by the setting rays. All around him, the grand edifices of his capital were painted bronze. The whole world seemed to hold its breath.

A choice.

He need but raise his fist and the Golden Lions would massacre his uncle’s men, cut them down without mercy and drown the plaza in blood. His uncle would be dragged up the steps to be forced to kneel before him. The whole city would watch as Leonis summoned Nezzar and extinguished his life, ended the rebellion, and brought peace to the land.

It was the right thing to do. His father wouldn’t have hesitated. It was the path to power. To greatness. To becoming the true Golden King.

And yet.

Behind the rakish smile, Leonis could see a deep exhaustion in his uncle’s eyes. The man was bested, had come only because he had no choice. He knew his life was no longer his own to command. But even so, there burned a light in the man’s eyes that could only be called amusement.

Even now, his uncle’s laughter was close to the surface.

You had to admire the man.

Leonis pitched his voice to carry, “Approach, Lord Vexorius.”

A ripple ran through the crowd. So it wasn’t to be an immediate slaughter. His uncle tossed his crimson cloak back over one shoulder and did as he was bidden. Alone, he climbed the steps. It took some time, so massive were they, and as his uncle climbed, nobody stirred.

Leonis watched. He felt frozen. Irresolute. His mother’s ire was a bonfire at his back.

Glory. Cared he nothing for glory? For the undying fame of his ancestors, for the only coin with which true immortality could be bought? His uncle had come expecting death.

And yet.

Nine hundred and ninety-nine times out of a thousand, Leonis knew he would have done the right thing. Would have observed the rough law of supremacy and cut his uncle down. Would have claimed immortality, grandeur, magnificence at his uncle’s expense.

Would pursue fame and power at any cost. Would become… would become the Golden King.

But strangely, the title had no savor today.

Fame? Power? Immortality? The very words that his mother had whispered in his ear since he was born, the guiding stars of his life, sounded hollow and foolish and banal.

What had come over him?

Vexorius stopped three steps below Leonis. One hand rested on the pommel of his ceremonial blade. A wind off the distant harbor caused his hair to flow, his cloak to ripple. “Nephew. Golden King. I have chosen to accept your gracious invitation. Secured by your oaths of hospitality, I have come to treat with you. To end this war, and restore peace and prosperity to the kingdom.”

Now. Now was the time to order the man seized. To cut him down. To baptize with blood the birth of his immortal reign.

“Welcome, Uncle. It’s been a hell of a war.” Leonis’ smile felt as worn and tired as his uncle’s. “You’ve tried and tested the best of the Golden Kingdom, and your men have done you much honor. I’m glad you chose to come.”

His mother couldn’t restrain a scandalized hiss from the crowd behind him.

“And you, Nephew.” His uncle looked him up and down. “You have grown mighty in deed as well as stature. Why, you dwarf me now, where once I thought you a stripling. I am honored to be welcomed back into the capital, and look forward to hammering out terms.”

Leonis heard himself speak, the words coming as if from a different person, a world away, a lifetime ago. “Then let us retire with our advisors to the council chamber and—”

“Enough of this foolishness!” His mother burst forward, burgundy and gold skirt seized in both fists so that she could move freely, her eyes flashing. “Leonis! Cease this madness! Cut him down!”

The world froze.

Generals and exarchs, luminaries and senators, all gazed, stunned and amazed, at where the Queen Mother stood.

And in their faces, Leonis realized, there was no true shock. No real surprise. It had been common, if unspoken knowledge that she ruled him as one did an unruly hound. That the hardest decisions were made at her behest.

That she, not Leonis, was the granite will behind the kingdom’s continued success.

“Well?” She drew herself up. “Prove yourself a man, the rightful king, the Golden King! And have this travesty of a traitor executed!”

Her words were like whips. Once Leonis would have shuddered, but something had changed. Some deep, tectonic shift. He didn’t even feel anger, so much as sadness.

“Senator Bavos. Senator Effren. My mother is wearied by the sun. Please escort her to her quarters.”

Now did he see shock in the faces around them. The two senators, both loyal to his cause, glanced at each other in horror, and then stepped forward to do as they were bid.

“Weak,” hissed his mother, eyes flashing once more. “I had hope for you, but you are not worthy of the hour. You are not the man your father was. You are weak, Leonis. You ruin your kingdom!”

Leonis inclined his head. “You are correct, Mother. I am not the man my father was. But I bid you rest and recover. I shall visit you when duty allows.”

For an aching eternity, she remained poised, glaring, scarcely believing, and then with terrible dignity turned to walk away, flanked on both sides by the senators, to disappear into the crowd.

“Well.” Vexorius’ smile was rueful. “I must admit, I am surprised.”

“As perhaps am I. But.” He didn’t care how many hundreds heard him, how many men of power, of station, of rank. “If you are sincere in your desire to end this war, to observe the oaths, and bury our blades, I will treat with you. We shall find common cause. We shall place the kingdom before our ambitions.”

“And share power?” His uncle raised a skeptical eyebrow. “If you are speaking plain, then state as much. I, for one, scarce believe it, but came in hope that your letters spoke true. You would split the kingdom?”

Leonis gazed out over the Golden Plaza, over the thousands, at the ancient buildings painted blood and burgundy and copper by the setting sun. He was the eighteenth of his unbroken line. All this his ancestors had fought for, bled for, died for.

“I will split the kingdom,” he said. And his voice was strong. “With the Overgod as my witness, I choose peace over absolute power. I choose mercy over strength. I choose family over blood. Let us end our feud, Uncle. Let us usher in a new age together.”

And he extended his hand.

His uncle glanced at it, back up at him, and then stepped up the last two steps to clasp it tight and stand upon the same level. “Let it be so, Nephew. Let it be so.”

Leonis turned to face the crowd, to face his kingdom, to face his future. He raised his uncle’s arm alongside his, and stood thus as the crowd erupted into cheers, the Golden Lions roaring as loudly as his uncle’s men.

Leonis gazed out at the sea of faces, and hoped that this peace would last. That his uncle would hold true. That the age of bloodshed would end.

And if it didn’t?

Then he would die knowing he had done his best.

And with that thought, the world went dark, the host and his uncle disappeared, and Leonis found himself seated upon Jova’s plinth. Xandera and Kelona were fighting on either side of him, six Philosopher Silverines pressing them, and beyond whirled the cacophony of war.

His Nezzar network had vanished.

The world around him was pure chaos.

But great certainty filled him, an endless resolve, and Leonis inhaled deeply.

He’d done it.

He was a Dread Blaze.

And it was time to rejoin the battle.


Chapter 50

Jova

There were just too many of them.

It wasn’t a question of fury. She had plenty of that. Willpower. That was endless. She tore boulders from the quarried ground, flung them, directed them, allowed her power to do the rest. Her will was made manifest in the heavens as the rocks and shards and fragments spun and sheared and sliced and crushed the Silverines—but there were just too many.

For a moment there, however, she’d thought they had the situation in hand. Even as the sky darkened with Philosophers, their punishing, shrill song more terrible than thunder, Leonis’ power had surged. She’d felt invigorated, her powers heightened, and had laughed breathlessly in wonder as her already formidable Pyre Lady powers had been magnified.

She had wrested even more rocks from the ground, added them to the vortexes and tornadoes of flying stone, had broadened the sweep of her remit, and for a second, an ageless moment, thought that she could drive back the swooping, dodging, reckless infinitude of Silverines all by herself.

And then Leonis’ blessing disappeared like a vital thread snipped in twain. A third of her rocks had collapsed to the ground, the others lost their verve, and she was merely herself once more. The Philosophers grew capable again of dancing with her power, twisting and swerving as they dodged and avoided the largest of her boulders, their inherent Silver-ranked toughness allowing them to weather the storm of the smaller rocks for just enough time to fall upon her companions.

Infuriating. Galling. Horrific.

Their progress had stalled completely. Kuragin had leaped down to transform, Nyrix by his side, Druanna’s eidolon carving up the skies with unending precision. Druanna herself fought off foes who dove down to smother her with the press of their own bodies, such that she was constantly retreating, batting away corpses and muscling herself out of reckless clinches.

Leonis had disappeared completely. Fallen off her plinth? Xandera was turning from side to side, palms raised to unleash careful gouts of lava into the sky, the burning blazing trails darkening almost immediately as they engulfed Silverines, but for fear of spattering her own companions, her arcs were limited in scope. Kelona, golden, unleashed blasts of her Queen Flare or whatever she called it, driving off Silverines who drew too close to the blazeborn queen.

But there was no denying it.

They were losing.

There were simply too many fiends. Their bodies lay crumpled in drifts, tangled with each other upon the sands that were growing muddied with their blood. And still they came. Laughing, trilling, indifferent of death, happily diving down upon Druanna’s blades, being crushed midair by Jova’s rocks, seeking to pluck, to grasp, to tear apart their foes.

The air was nearly devoid of mana. Jova strained, thrusting her few vortices farther out, but soon she’d be tapping the last of her reservoir. The Flame Vaults and Dread Blazes wouldn’t last much longer—

Kelona let out a cry of sheer frustration as she guttered and sank down to one knee beside Xandera.

They had to keep moving. Paralysis was death. Urging the plinth on, she turned to cry out a warning to Druanna, and then froze.

Leonis reappeared at the rear of the plinth, seated, spine straight, hands resting on his knees.

Finally!

The big man didn’t stir. Instead, his odd, geometric clubs appeared once more on the perimeter, each hanging vertically above the sands, spinning slowly and infusing the air with power.

What power!

Jova let out a cry of savage satisfaction as his blessing infused her once more, and where she’d been faltering, fighting to keep her rocks aloft, now she felt buoyed, invigorated, renewed.

Shattered rocks and hefty stones rose from the cratered ground once more to fly with enhanced accuracy at their foes. Her rocks that were already aloft moved quicker and with greater strength.

It was marvelous.

But then the ten or so Nezzars arose into the air, the muted silver light of the Silver Unfathom gleaming off their sharp ridges and smooth facets, and came to life.

It was as if each one was wielded by an invisible Leonis. Each club began to swing and swoop through the air, remaining roughly in place, but demolishing any Philosopher that came close.

Jova stared, eyes wide, as one Nezzar swung clear through the top of a Silverine’s skull, splattering it apart like a ripe fruit.

It shouldn’t have cleaved open its head so easily. The Silverines had Silver-enhanced toughness, even her rocks only pulped, didn’t splatter.

And then the Nezzars began to rotate in a great circle, rising ever higher into the Philosopher’s flock, and where a club flew, it delivered death.

“Yes!” Jova couldn’t restrain her joy. They were back in the fight! She inhaled deeply and urged her plinth to float forward faster, her rocks crushing and demolishing the Philosophers.

How many of them had already died? The sands were a battlefield, a slaughterhouse floor. And still the Philosophers gathered above like storm clouds.

But between the dozen Nezzars and her own rocks, they could finally thin enough of the assault to get moving again.

The eidolon provided the rear guard, Kuragin lifting the unconscious Nyrix over one shoulder.

Faster.

The mountains loomed massive just out of reach. Sweat ran into her eyes. Even with Leonis’ blessing, she couldn’t catch her breath. Her shoulders rose and fell, her jaw was clenched, and she knew, she just knew, they had to break away or die.

“Druanna!” Her cry cut through the enmaddened song, the alien jubilation of the suicidal Silverines. “Run!”

And she lowered her rocks so that they formed a threshing vortex around her plinth and pushed the great flat stone as fast as it could go.

With Leonis’ blessing, it turned out, it could go fast.

The plinth burst forward, the sands going from creeping by to blurring. The rocks moaned as they cut through the air, and then were joined by Leonis’ Nezzars, three of which settled into view just above and ahead, the others still forming their perfect ring around their small group.

They cut their way free.

Blood, ichor, and body parts rained down on them. Philosophers in all their gaudy variety screeched, laughed, burst apart, died.

Jova wiped blood from her face, out of her eyes, and pushed the plinth to go faster. Leonis’s blessing empowered her, but mana was still in short supply. Her vortices fed her but a trickle now, and any moment they’d have to stop, have to conserve their strength, and in doing so, die—

Then they broke free.

Like emerging from the Rain Wall in the Rascor Plains, the plinth stabbed out of the Silverine maelstrom and into the clear. They sped along for a few moments, but then Jova willed the plinth to slow and turned to regard their foes.

Who didn’t pursue. They hung in the air, their song growing quiet, their expressions neutral, a host several hundred strong. None of them broke the line. It was as if they’d hit an invisible wall of force.

Druanna and her eidolon broke free a moment later, the great construct carrying the limp forms of Kuragin and Nyrix, and they powered forward until they, too, realized the change, and stopped.

“Why aren’t they following?” whispered Kelona, her words strangely loud in the echoing silence.

“I don’t know,” said Jova. The urge to fling her rocks back at the fiends was tremendous, but she didn’t want to break their stasis. Then, on a hunch, she turned to gaze at the closest mountain.

It loomed massive in the near distance, white sands clinging to the lower slopes like snow, but raw black cliffs rose precipitously to a sharp peak from which narrow black rectangular spires emerged. Almost as if the mountain had grown upward to swallow an ancient edifice, much as a tree might grow around a post.

The tops of those rectangular towers were lost in the low-hanging clouds. There were perhaps a half-dozen of them, clustered close, with one particularly large tower’s side descending almost halfway down the mountain where a cliff face failed to cover it.

“The Tomb of Sadness,” said Druanna, still fighting to catch her breath, six arms lowered, Silverine gore slicking off her scimitars.

Leonis rose to his feet and studied the mountain. “Must be. And.” He gazed back at the Silverines. “There must be a perimeter here that keeps them at bay. Maybe the Tomb itself is off-limits.”

Jova nodded reluctantly. “Must be. Doesn’t make sense, though. They’re meant to be its protectors. Why would they be prevented from following us?”

Leonis shrugged.

“How badly hurt are they?” asked Xandera, hopping off the plinth to approach where the eidolon had laid down the unconscious Dread Blazes. Kuragin had reverted to his human form, and though his skin was swelling up and bruised-looking, he didn’t seem to be cut or deeply wounded.

“The Silverines got him off the ground,” said Druanna. She kept a wary eye on the floating hundreds as if expecting them to break forward and attack. “Tried to pull him apart. My eidolon collected Nyrix while I managed to get him down, but he’d passed out by then.”

“Let’s get them on the plinth,” said Leonis, stepping down onto the sands. “Let’s keep moving.”

“Agreed,” said Jova, urging the plinth to float back to the unconscious Great Souls. “If we can find some kind of shelter at the base of the mountain, we can rest. Let them heal up.”

They did so. Druanna and Leonis placed Nyrix and Kuragin carefully on the flat rock, and then they began marching toward the mountain.

“What happened?” asked Jova, who’d hopped down to walk alongside Druanna and Leonis. “What was that?”

Leonis raised both brows briefly, then gave a rueful smile. “Guess I figured out a few quirks about my power.”

“Don’t give me that,” snapped Jova. “You disappeared. You’re a Dread Blaze?”

Leonis snorted. “Yeah. I guess so.”

“Congrats!” called Xandera, who sat on the back of the plinth, legs dangling. “That’s wonderful, Leonis!”

He gave a bashful wave back.

Jova studied him. “How did you refine your Dread Blaze technique in the midst of battle? I’ve never heard of someone mastering mana flow while fighting for their life.”

“I guess it was a mindset problem.” Leonis considered, then shrugged one broad shoulder. “I never appreciated my Nezzar network before. It always felt… insufficient. The effect was too subtle, too gradual.” He rubbed at his bearded jaw. “I was always too focused on trying to smash people’s faces in.”

Jova nodded. That had been how Leonis had fought during their sparring sessions back on LastRock. He’d been tempestuous, aggressive, punishingly fierce. Often to his detriment. It had felt like fighting a bull that only knew how to charge.

“But… I don’t know.” He glanced back abruptly as if to confirm that the Silverines were still holding back. “Swinging Nezzar from the ground wasn’t going to help us much. So I focused on helping you all instead.”

“That you did,” grinned Druanna. She was running a thick-toothed comb through her long black hair, working out the gobbets and chunks and worst of the ichor-sludge from her mane. “I’ve never felt so incredible.”

“Yeah?” Leonis grinned, then glanced away as if bashful. “Good.”

“That still doesn’t explain how you mastered your Dread Blaze technique,” said Jova.

He blew out his cheeks. “Well. The network, it functions by my channeling mana to each club from my Heart. And… as I sat there, things became clear. What mattered. What didn’t. And perhaps… I don’t know. I discovered a new understanding of what I could contribute, and why. It allowed me to calm down. To really focus. And in doing so, I was able to intuit how to feed the Nezzars. And one thing led to another.”

“And one thing led to another,” marveled Druanna. “That has to be the humblest explanation for reaching Dread Blaze that I’ve ever heard. How long were you a Flame Vault for?”

“How long?” Leonis pondered. “Perhaps a little under a year? I reached it while en route to the Fiery Shoals.” He chuckled. “Feels like a lifetime ago.”

Druanna let out an appreciative whistle. “Just under a year? Careful there, Leonis. You’re straying into prodigy territory.”

“Nah.” Leonis looked amused more than anything. “It’s the opposite. It’s like I finally learned to get out of my own way.”

“Well, it made all the difference,” said Jova. “Your network, or whatever you called it, was indeed… subtle… but this time? I couldn’t have done what I did without it.”

“Agreed.” Druanna cuffed Leonis lightly on the shoulder. “Well done, Dread Blaze. Well done.”

Leonis flushed, and though he wasn’t able to restrain a small smile, he kept his gaze fixed firmly on the white sands.

They crossed the last of the valley. Steep hills encroached on both sides, channeling them toward the base of the mountain. The desert sand grew ever finer till at last each step was causing curlicues of dust to arise with a puff. The air also grew noticeably more chill, and somehow the black towers loomed more massive and ominously with each passing moment.

Jova studied them. Their party had fallen silent. She’d died inside those towers centuries ago. Died as a Charnel Duchess. Now that she was here, having fought through that army of Philosophers, that truth felt like a terrible reality. She’d brushed it aside before, intent on achieving impossible results, but…

Damn.

No windows. No entrances. The black sides of the towers were pitted and rough, but unbroken. There had to be a way in. And if there wasn’t? She’d make one.

Looking back, she studied the distant wall of hovering Silverines. Their silence, their unwillingness to follow, only made the approach more unnerving.

“Let’s climb up the lower slopes to the actual rock,” suggested Druanna. “I’ll feel safer if we can find an overhang or cave.”

“Agreed,” said Jova. “But we won’t make much headway on foot.” Indeed, the first half of the mountain was buried in the thick drifts of fine sand. “If we go slowly, I’ll raise us all on the platform.”

“Good idea.” Druanna studied the slopes above them. “We’ll slip down two steps for each one we take.”

Jova nodded. She appreciated Druanna. The woman was smart, competent, and efficient. Exactly the kind of person she liked working with. No drama, no fuss, no complaining. It helped that she was stunningly lethal, too.

Scorio had been smart to recruit her.

Scorio.

Jova pursed her lips as a wave of complex emotions arose within her. She was used to only feeling conflicted anger and resentment at the thought of him, but now? Regret, mostly. Regret at what could have been. A partnership. The man knew how to get things done. How to tear down walls. He was, in his own way, terrifying.

And yet. He was a good person. Fundamentally so. Naive, frustrating, too trusting, and always driven by emotion, but… a good person.

Jova stared off into the empty waste. There’d been a time when she’d wondered—especially as they’d crossed the Farmlands—if they’d rediscover the connection, the attraction that her previous self had had for him. Incomprehensible as that had been. Perhaps it’d only have been a physical thing. The man was easy on the eyes, and his Gold-tempered body…

“Jova?”

She blinked and looked back at Druanna. “Sorry. Lost my train of thought. Let’s move.”

They gathered everybody on her plinth. It was crowded, standing room only but for the two unconscious men, but no matter. Igniting her Heart, Jova willed it to rise. It did so sluggishly. It wasn’t even the weight, she realized, but something about having to affect the living that rode it. She could direct several tons of rock to fly about in the air, but gently lifting six other people slowed her down.

Still, they climbed obliquely, steadily up the steep mountain slope.

The white sand passed below. The dark slopes drew closer. The air grew ever more cold. Clouds tore themselves into ragged strips upon the highest towers. Then they reached the lowest areas of raw rock. Rough and sharp-edged, she scanned the environs for somewhere to settle down.

“There,” said Xandera, touching her wrist and pointing over a rough ridge that descended toward the valley like a knobbled spine. “On the far side of that.”

Jova moved her plinth up and over and saw a pocket gulch hidden below the rise. It’d be completely invisible to anyone not directly above it. Shadowed and deep, it was akin to stumbling across a forest pool in the heart of an ancient forest. The plinth was just small enough to slot down vertically and reach the floor—a floor which was worked and polished.

“Looks like we found an entrance,” said Druanna, stepping down from the plinth to approach the huge door embedded in the mountain wall. It was impressive, almost eidolon-sized. Made of hammered black iron panels and rivets, it looked strong enough to withstand an all-out assault.

“This is weird,” said Leonis, turning in a slow circle to gaze about the claustrophobic walls. “No path out of here. Just this tiny courtyard.”

Kelona’s voice was hushed. “Maybe the only folks who come visit can fly.”

“But the Philosophers won’t approach,” rumbled Leonis. “But I guess you’re right. Didn’t see any entrances in the towers proper.”

There was no handle, no sign of how to open the great doors from this side. She watched as Druanna put both hands against the doors and shoved. For a moment, the other woman’s body strained, muscles coiling, and then she gave up. “Must be barred on the other side. Or magically locked.” She glanced back at Jova. “My eidolon could probably force it.”

“And announce our arrival,” said Jova.

Leonis scratched at his beard. “We should do some reconnaissance, but I’d wager every entrance will be locked or sealed.”

Jova gazed at where Kuragin and Nyrix lay. “Let’s rest. This place is hidden, and they need to heal up.”

“Good idea.” Leonis moved to the sole pack of rations that remained to them. “I can’t warm anything up, but we might as well get a good meal inside of us. We’ll need our strength for what’s awaiting—”

He cut off as the hinges of both huge doors screeched. The doors swung inward, slowly, to reveal a huge corridor spearing into the dark.

Jova pursed her lips.

“Damn it,” muttered Druanna, reaching up to gather her long hair back and tie it off swiftly with a leather tie. “Looks like they know we’re here.”

“What do we do?” asked Xandera nervously.

Jova stared into the darkness. The same darkness that had claimed her as a Charnel Duchess. Silence. Stillness. A mineral coldness entered the courtyard, numbing and gelid, as if the heart of the mountain were exhaling.

“We rest,” said Jova, forcing herself to sound confident. “Just because we’ve received an invitation doesn’t mean we’ll leave behind our friends. Druanna, can you place your eidolon before the door?”

“At least we don’t have to go scouting anymore,” said Kelona, hugging herself.

“Food.” Leonis moved to the pack but kept a weather eye on the dark hall. “Rest. Then whatever may come.”

Druanna summoned her eidolon. It filled the doorway nearly perfectly, its six scimitars held at the ready, black form gleaming in the diffuse evening light.

Jova forced herself to lower into a crouch and wrapped her arms around her shins. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the hallway even as the others attempted to relax.

Something within knew that they’d arrived.

And without being able to explain why, she felt recognized.

Seen.

And welcomed.


Chapter 51

The Nightmare Lady

The tenebrite gave them no more problems.

Instead, it coursed ahead like an eager hound, surprisingly agile on its tentacles, hauling itself across the ground and maneuvering over rocks and outcroppings with liquid ease. Its crown of golden eyes took in everything at once, but the Nightmare Lady felt their focus upon her especially.

It didn’t deign to talk to her, though.

Simply led her and Nox deeper, ever deeper into the strange land.

And the Nightmare Lady felt… good. Answers. Resolution. An end, of sorts, was at hand. But more than that. It was the emotion she derived from the tenebrite that surprised her: respect. With an undercurrent of fear and excitement.

She could get used to that.

Nox followed silently, but that was fine. He no longer needed to play an active role. And the rest of the Lustrous Maria’s fiends gave them wide berth, as if they could sense that this trio were too dangerous, on some instinctive level, to draw close to.

Night fell away. The somber hues lightened as the Lustrous Maria grew golden and bright once more. The coral bushes blazed with color, and the waters turned from ink to azure. The tenebrite’s excitement grew more apparent, until at last they reached a great sunken pit.

It was clearly a place of power. Though relatively shallow—the flat floor was only some seven yards down—it exuded some primal, dangerous aura that caused the Nightmare Lady to thrill. The pit’s edge was ringed by great crimson crystal talons, each perhaps four or so yards in height that curved inward, so that they seemed to form some malevolent crown. And the floor of the pit—it was mostly stone, yes, but everywhere were inlaid more of that crystal substance, like irregular paving stones of glassy blood.

And in the center? A single crystal spike, angular and cruel, with black gems clustered thickly at the base.

Into this pit slithered the tenebrite. The Nightmare Lady couldn’t see anything else within it—the macabre pit was large, perhaps some fifty yards across—but otherwise empty.

For a moment, she hesitated. Yet she felt the strangest sensation. As if Naomi were falling away from her, the longer she lingered here between the red talons, leaving her alone for the very first time.

Lucid, purposeful, and focused. The doubts and insecurities fell away, the pathetic self-recriminations and inability to seize power. This place. It was here that she’d finally be able to confront the truth.

Feeling a sense of savage satisfaction, the Nightmare Lady leaped down to land lightly, tail slashing at the air, and prowled after the octopoidal fiend to the central spire.

Here we wait, it hissed deep inside her mind. Soon. Soon.

“What is this place?” she demanded.

Holy place, whispered the tenebrite. Wondrous place. This is… home.

Time passed. Nox remained perched high at the pit’s edge, settling in for one of his naps, but the Nightmare Lady wasn’t fooled. He was alert, on edge, waiting.

She prowled back and forth, unable to settle. Just as her patience was fraying, fresh movement drew her gaze to the pit’s far side.

A new tenebrite, a human male as its host, the man’s musculature developed, athletic, powerful. He stood with shoulders thrust back, dominant, his tan skin at odds with the purplish pink tenebrite symbiote that encased his handsome face like an alien crown.

But this tenebrite was far more developed and complex than the one she’d defeated. Its oval yellow eyes burned just the same, each with its elongated black pupil, but the tentacles were a riot of thick textured ropes that rose and fell to run down his back like a glorious mane. Ridged, their tops scaled, their undersides muscular, they appeared more draconic than squidlike. Horns rose from where the symbiote clasped the man’s shoulders, ran down his forearms, wrapped around his hips, thighs, shins.

And authority. A regal might radiated off this tenebrite unlike anything she’d felt before. The Great Soul’s gift? The tenebrite’s natural state? The Nightmare Lady rose slowly from her crouch, eyes narrowed, ready to react with violence the moment the tenebrite gave her cause.

“I heard the messages whispered by the wind,” smiled the man, “But couldn’t believe them. Our once and former queen? Returned to us? And look at you now. I have never seen so complete a merging.”

“Who are you?”

The tenebrite’s smile was arrogance and amusement personified. Hands on his hips, he gazed down at her as if it were she that approached his throne. “You don’t care who I am. You’ve come in search of answers. But you have all the wrong questions.”

The Nightmare Lady slashed her tail. “You may think you know me, but I am not your tenebrite queen. I am something else. I am the Nightmare Lady. Don’t presume.”

“You were taken from us a long time ago, my queen.” He leaped lightly down into the pit, the drop not appearing to even be an inconvenience. “Captured and smuggled out of the Lustrous Maria by Great Souls. This host of mine was one of them.” At this, he ran his hand down over his defined pectorals, his ridged abdomen. “And it has served me well. We thought you forever gone. Yet you have returned. How strange. Ask your questions, then. Surprise me.”

More movement. Two more tenebrites had stepped into view between the crimson talons, but these remained low as they observed her, their movements predatory and slow.

The Nightmare Lady observed them, in no rush to answer. Was this a game? If so, she enjoyed playing. “My question is simple. Can the queen be separated from the Great Soul?”

“She can,” answered the man. “She would be malformed, weak, and we would kill her quickly. For her magnificence would be ruined. You see, while I can discharge my host with ease, you?” His smile grew pitying. “You are currently far greater than the sum of your parts. Each component would be left weak and mewling, sickly and straining to even exist. Why? Because you have grown together. You have mingled your essence. And the result has been… remarkable.”

The Nightmare Lady turned slowly as the tenebrite lord circled her. More movement. More tenebrites. Some six were now crouched along the rim of the pit, none daring to come close to the watchful Nox.

The man continued. “Look at you. Beautiful. I can sense how easily the mana flows through your body. Your host is remarkably, incredibly powerful. Her Heart is yours to command, her mind near enslaved. And yet.”

“And yet?” asked the Nightmare Lady.

“You could be so much more. You have received no guidance. How could you? You have struggled to grow alone. And… merged as you are, your natural instincts are weakened. You haven’t embraced your true might. Come even close to fulfilling your potential.”

“How so?” Since she was here, why not ask? What harm could it do?

“Your host is too active. Her mind, her will. I see she is diminished, which is a credit to your strength, but still she holds you back. With guidance, you could sublimate her and unleash your true potential. You have but a tenth of the power you could command.”

“You mean… become a Pyre Lady, advance through the ranks?”

The man laughed, the sound low and rich. “Hardly. Great Souls are fools. They needlessly divide the expression of their divinity, they split their powers into staggered ranks in a way that only holds them back. Why? Why pace yourself out so slowly? It is perverse, bizarre. No. Forget that idiocy. With our guidance, you could break down the walls that they have erected. You could seize all your power at once, and with this Great Soul’s potential, it would be power indeed. Why limit yourself to walking when you could fly? But there’s more.”

Still he paced around her, his handsome lips pulled into that crooked smile, the golden eyes embedded in the tenebrite searing their gaze into her. “You haven’t awoken your tenebrite heritage. You are forced to speak with her mouth. You haven’t unfurled your authority. Did you know that even the lowest of our kind here in the Lustrous Maria are obeyed by the other fiends as if they were the greatest lords? Our minds are our most beautiful weapons, and with them we dominate the very land, the forest, the waters. Or, at the very least, you could, now that you have advanced so far.”

The Nightmare Lady didn’t know what to say. “Pretty tales. Why should I believe you?”

“You already do,” said the man simply. “You know you’ve been held back by her morals, her qualms. Her weakness, her self-loathing. Great Souls rarely embrace what they are without reservations. But you. You know what it means to be great. Do you not?”

The Nightmare Lady lashed her tail from side to side. Naomi was weak. Oh, she had her strengths, but she was so limited. The constant whining and crying, the need to be liked, to be accepted. That wasn’t strength. Her very existence was contingent. Even when she seized what she wanted, it weakened her. Yes, it was good that she had mated with that other Great Soul, his strength was worthy of her, but it had only cracked her foundation further, only driven her to madness. Madness where there should have been clarity, confusion where there should have been only delight.

“You have a choice before you,” said the tenebrite. “Allow her weakness to sever your partnership, resulting in your being destroyed. Or consume her at last, and become the ultimate expression of what you could be. Think on it, my queen. How right it would feel to come into your own? When your mind and that of your host are aligned, are one, there is no longer this existential despair, this wringing of hands, this need for ‘purpose’. Your very existence becomes sufficient. You simply are. Unstoppable. Undeniable. A queen. All you would then need is to be worshipped.”

His words resonated powerfully within her. She’d never had this lucidity. Always she’d influenced Naomi, worked at her from the outskirts of her mind, but now? For the first time in forever, she had true primacy within her own skull.

She gazed at her black-clawed hands, flexed her fingers in wonder. Naomi was there, but their roles were reversed. The girl was a frightened mass at the back of her mind, frozen by horror and uncertainty.

The Nightmare Lady had control.

“We can do this here and now,” said the tenebrite. “This pit is a place of our power. Deep below the rock lies one of our nodes. Here is where we bring new hosts to consolidate our absorption of their minds, the dissolution of their egos. You can do the same. I will guide you. And with the power you shall wield, none in hell shall gainsay you.”

Naomi’s presence at the back of her mind tried to struggle, but her heart wasn’t in it. The girl was defeated. So had it always been. Every step of her path, every decision. Fraught with panic and grief, pity and woe. How different their life would have been if the Nightmare Lady had been in control!

And yet.

Over the years, Naomi had grown to be… what? A source of… amusement? No. Not quite. A lens through which she’d experienced alien emotions, unnecessary weaknesses that had been… pleasing, in turn.

The Nightmare Lady thought of Scorio. Thought of Leonis and Lianshi. Of the happiness she’d experienced through Naomi in those fleeting moments. Emotions she’d never quite understood, but had hankered for, after.

Weakness. But… at times it had felt good to be… weak. Was that even the right word?

She snarled, trying to thrust the confusing thoughts away. What was she even thinking?

“Yes,” whispered the tenebrite, coming to stop before her, his huge mass of tentacles writhing subtly. “I see your desire. Your hunger. Embrace it. Give me the word, and a new age shall dawn.”

“Best friend Naomi not want this,” croaked Nox sternly from the edge of the pit, and he leaped to land heavily by her side. “Best friend Naomi say no.”

“You don’t speak for me,” snarled the Nightmare Lady.

“Correct. Nightmare Lady freak. Nox speak for Naomi. Release her.”

A dozen tenebrites had gathered at the edge of the pit. They watched with eager anticipation.

The Nightmare Lady rounded on Nox, feeling furious and conflicted. “Naomi isn’t here. I am.”

“Not true.” Nox was utterly confident of this fact. “Naomi here. Noami hear Nox. Come out, Naomi. Nox call you.”

The presence at the back of her mind struggled fitfully, but failed to find purchase.

The Nightmare Lady forced down her own uncertainty and sneered. “You have served your purpose, toad. You brought me here. In light of your service, I shall allow you to depart. Go, now, and never return.”

“Nox not hear you,” said the toad with sublime obstinacy. “Nox only hear Naomi.”

“My queen,” said the tenebrite lord. “Shall we remove this insult from your court?”

The dozen tenebrites moved closer to the edge of the pit, their tentacles writhing, their burning yellow eyes bright.

“One last chance, toad.” The Nightmare Lady glared at Nox. Why wasn’t she simply commanding the other tenebrites to act? Why reason with this stupid fiend? She didn’t want to see him butchered, she realized. Not because she was squeamish, but… “My graciousness has limits. Begone, or die.”

Nox settled a little deeper onto the rock, his belly spreading slightly. “Nox comfy. Nox take nappy nap. Wake Nox when Naomi come out.”

Her heart was pounding. Naomi’s heart? She couldn’t tell the difference. Panic and uncertainty seized her, but she thrust them away. Stupidity! Rank stupidity.

“Very well,” the Nightmare Lady sneered. “You had your chance.”

The tenebrites leaped down into the pit. There were fourteen or more of them, a great circle that quickly began to close around Nox.

Who let out a contented sigh.

The tenebrites prowled closer. Their Great Soul techniques began to manifest. One caused a blue sword of glowing light to emerge from her fist, its edge sparking, while another began to rise into a brutish form, easily some three yards tall. Another caused discs of gold to appear in the air above it, each spinning so quickly that a high-pitched whining sound filled the air.

“Nox very wise,” said the toad. “Nox recognize greatness. First in greatness, Nox. This clear. But Scorio and Naomi also very great. Good friends. Best friends. Nox know Naomi not let Nightmare Lady make mistake. Nox not worried.”

But the Nightmare Lady knew the toad well enough to hear an undercurrent of tension. The toad knew death was in the pit with him.

Yet still he didn’t stir. Why didn’t he just leap away? Her tail lashed furiously. Was he bluffing? But as the tenebrites drew ever closer, she knew his chance to escape was vanishing.

She wanted to scream at him, to somehow force him to flee.

But was that Naomi’s wish, or her own?

She couldn’t tell.

Naomi was struggling mightily now at the back of her mind. Far more than she’d thought possible. The girl had been so broken by her own life that she’d only ever shown strength as weakness, had learned to distrust herself, to hate herself—yet now she struggled?

The Nightmare Lady pushed Naomi down.

Please, Naomi said. Please don’t do this.

The Nightmare Lady hesitated. Since when could—? Never mind. Be quiet.

You know this isn’t right. You know we can’t let this happen.

I know nothing. It’s his decision.

No, it’s ours. He’s doing this for me. You can’t let them hurt him.

Can’t I?

You—you changed me. By being inside me. You changed who I grew up to be. You made me… you made me crueler, more suspicious, more violent. I—I see that now, but—

The Nightmare Lady wanted to silence the girl, to crush her mind completely. Soon. Soon she would consume all that was Naomi and never have to hear this humiliating nonsense again, but—for now—she couldn’t help but listen.

But I know that I changed you, too. You’re not a tenebrite. Not like them. You’re—you’re part of me.

Nox shifted around slightly, and a pulse of Coal mana flared into the air. A slight fluctuation, akin to a warning. The tenebrites were grinning, their human mouths distended impossibly wide, but while the pulse caused them to slow slightly, it in no way dissuaded them.

The Nightmare Lady stared at Nox. As she’d done for so many weeks as she’d followed him across hell. The stupid, bloated, arrogant, self-aggrandizing fiend.

But.

She couldn’t deny it. To her chagrin, she also didn’t want the toad to be cut down.

Weakness!

No, it was mercy. The mercy of a queen.

“Go!” She spat the word. “Get out of here, you idiot! Or the rocks will drink your blood and you’ll never spawn tadpoles again!”

Nox made no answer.

“Go, stupid toad!” The Nightmare Lady felt herself growing febrile, desperate. “Go now! Please!”

I can feel it, inside you, said Naomi. You don’t want this.

You may be right. But—if it’s the cost I must pay to acquire the power I desire, then so be it.

The force of Naomi’s will grew quiet, withdrew. Had the girl finally and truly given up? But then it returned, pressing outward like an expanding bubble, resolute, fierce, undeniable.

I won’t let you. I’m… I’m not helpless. The words were spoken as if they were a revelation to Naomi herself. I never have been. I… I just allowed others to make me feel that way. But no longer.

“Kill it slowly,” called the tenebrite lord. “It is rare that so mana-rich a treat delivers itself to us in this fashion.”

The Nightmare Lady grimaced as she felt her control begin to slip. Naomi was rising within her, usurping her authority. This is my kind’s place of power! You can’t dominate me here!

Naomi made no answer.

If you sever our bond, you shall die! You shall become even more pathetic and weak! Stop!

No, whispered Naomi. I shall merely become my self.

“Ah,” rumbled Nox, rousing himself and smacking his lips. “There you are.”

The Nightmare Lady’s lethal form shrank, receded. Her thick tentacles became a matted mane of dark hair, her talons broken fingernails, her legs straightening, her tail disappearing. In moments, Naomi stood before the tenebrites, chin raised, hands clenched, jaw set. “Get away from him.”

The tenebrite lord glanced askance, then sighed. “How? You have no authority here. Is our queen so weak?”

“No, she’s actually really strong.” Naomi smiled a broken smile. “But in the end, she didn’t contest me. Perhaps I changed her as much as she changed me. But no matter. I will not be your queen.”

“Then you will be nothing.”

Naomi laughed huskily. “That’s fine. That’s how I’ve thought of myself for far too long. Separate us. Take your queen. Leave me be.”

The tenebrite lord’s smile was all teeth. “And why, pray tell, should I do that? What’s to stop me from doing what I wish with you, pathetic little Great Soul?”

“Because Nox release Total Magnificent Imperial Detonation,” rumbled the toad. “Nox very saturated. Nox prepared for long time to dominate spawning pools. But Nox can use all mana in Total Magnificent Imperial Detonation technique. Destroy tenebrites. Destroy pit. Destroy everything.” The toad’s broad mouth curved into a satisfied smile. “Not most glorious death for Nox, but also, not bad.”

The tenebrites hesitated.

“You’re bluffing,” said the tenebrite lord at last.

Nox didn’t answer.

Suddenly, the tenebrite lord became more real, more present, more everything. The pit, the sky, the crimson talons, everything felt distant and insubstantial compared to his authority. Naomi’s mouth dried out and she took a step back, unable to understand what was happening, why her knees suddenly felt weak and her limbs were shaking.

“This Great Soul host possessed immense power,” said the tenebrite lord. “One of which was sublime command over the minds of others. Cower before me. Bow your head, and prepare yourself for death.”

Naomi felt his strength seize her by the nape of the neck. Unable to resist, she dropped to her knees, her breath coming in rapid pants.

Nox gave himself a little shake. “No.”

The tenebrite lord’s eyes widened. “No?”

“Nox have one purpose. Nox go to Radiant Pools of Gold. But first, Nox help best friend Naomi. No room for other urges. Mating urge very supreme. So. No.”

One of the other tenebrites scowled. “I’ve been trying to usurp his mind all this time, my lord. I can find no purchase. He’s immune to my power.”

“Now,” said Nox, tone firm. “Release friend Naomi, or taste Total Magnificent Imperial Detonation. Nox not warn again.”

The tenebrite lord scowled. The others edged back, with one blinking away altogether.

“Oh, very well.” The lord laughed bitterly. “What do we care? We already have a queen, and this one has clearly been crippled by her host. I shall draw her forth. Perhaps in time she shall grow strong on her own. We shall see.”

The ambient authority faded away. Naomi found herself able to breathe once more. The tenebrite lord approached and placed his palm over her mouth and nose. His skin was dry and warm, so disconcertingly human. For a moment, she could only stare at the exposed lower half of his face, and then a great surge of power flooded into her through the soles of her feet.

Pain. She screamed into the palm, but it was locked on tight. He was pulling her lungs out. Her throat swelled. Her vision blurred. She would have keeled over were it not for his other hand gripping her shoulder.

Steadily, inexorably, the tenebrite lord pulled his hand away from her, and with it came a great gelatinous mass, a column of tentacles and gleaming black flesh, glistening and alive.

Naomi briefly caught sight of burning yellow eyes lodged in the heart of the essence, eyes in which an all-too-human emotion shone—pity? Longing? Loss? But then she couldn’t take the pain any longer. With her soul being torn in twain, she ceased to scream and collapsed into the darkness.


Chapter 52

Scorio

Death.

Every minute, a new end.

With each restart, his body reacted of its own accord, filling his veins with fire, his muscles with the need to flee. He’d lost the instinct to fight back, and now could only wrestle with the prey mentality.

And yet.

He was no stranger to death. To futility. So, where Fionna would begin each restart by collapsing, Scorio would kneel. Take deep breaths, close his eyes, lay his hands upon his lap, and search for calm.

The pitter-patter of approaching feet tested his resolve. He only ever had some sixty or so breaths in which to engage in this practice, and then he would die. The blockhead varied its methodology. Sometimes it was a searing blast to the face. Other times it was punishingly powerful blows to his unresisting form. Sometimes it would tear him apart.

It was always shockingly brutal.

But each time, Scorio told himself that the pain would be relatively brief, that reincarnation would end the agony. And each time he found himself standing once more, unharmed, breathing deeply from the shock of it.

And each time he would settle onto his knees, close his eyes, and seek his center. Search for calm. For peace.

Because he knew it was only through self-mastery that he had a chance at victory. Only once he’d found stillness would an idea occur to him, a means to escape this trap. Running, fleeing the blockhead, trying to fight it—all that would achieve was futile horror and an immediacy of thought that precluded strategy.

So again and again, Scorio kneeled, sought stillness, and died.

His passivity infuriated Fionna. She would scream at him, sob with self-pity, curl up into a ball. Scorio tuned her out.

Stillness. The powerful beating of his heart. All the might in the world resting in his reservoir, awaiting summons within his body. A great temptation that he resisted each time. His power was insufficient for the occasion. It was a trap.

So he knelt, sought to master his breathing, and allow his thoughts to stream through his mind like sand through his fingers.

It was easier said than done. His base survival instinct was ferocious. The moment the footsteps grew louder, he yearned to open his eyes, to summon his Shroud, to raise his arms to protect his face. The need was primal, overwhelming. But it was one battle Scorio could contend with.

So he did.

Again and again, he forced his shoulders to relax, his spine to straighten, his breath to deepen. And between deaths, between the bouts of destruction, he began to build a chain of thought. He never had long to construct a continuous plan, but with each bout he was able to build upon the last.

This was a Charnel Duke test. Hence, it must test the power unique to Charnel Dukes: dominion.

His head was smashed clear off his shoulders, one of the quicker, more merciful deaths.

Dominion was the ability to control all the mana in one’s immediate region. Control it, claim it, and prevent another from using their power. It was what the blockhead did each time.

Fire erupted in the center of his chest, set his lungs aflame, caused him to fall over and cook to death from the inside.

The only way was to thus overwhelm the blockhead’s dominion, to contest it like Sol did Imogen. But Scorio was no Charnel Duke. He hadn’t even mastered his vortices. Not that they would help—the blockhead would snuff them out the moment it claimed dominion.

A blow shattered his arm and stove in his ribs. A stomp ended his agony by collapsing his head.

Scorio could affect all the mana in the great hall. He could cause it to swirl and burn, opening countless vortices in the process.

A forward kick to his head shattered his neck.

One’s reservoir was illusory. Vortices were a mental tool, but unnecessary. The Delightful Secret Marinating Technique allowed him to approximate that total control.

Death.

But while he was Igniting all the mana simultaneously, he wasn’t exerting dominion. He wasn’t claiming it. Wasn’t preventing the blockhead from accessing the mana.

Death.

A Charnel Duke accomplished the very same—they accessed all the ambient mana simultaneously, but more, in that activation, they claimed it. They made the mana their own. If that was an aspect unique to the tier of power, Scorio was doomed. But he didn’t think it was. It was a question of philosophy, more than anything—

Death.

—which Charnel Dukes accessed as a result of natural growth in power. First they manifested their Ferula. Was the Ferula thus a prerequisite, philosophically speaking, to understanding the fundamental nature of dominion?

Death.

A Ferula was a sheath of high-quality mana around an anti-vortex. The Great Soul fed mana directly from their Ignited Heart into the core of the Ferula, which then released the energy in the form of an attack. Thus, to create a Ferula, one needed to shape mana into a scepter, a permanent artifact that they could then summon at will. Did this mean—

Death.

—that they stored the Ferula somewhere, in their Heart space, perhaps, or reflexively recreated it each time they summoned it? No, it had to be made but the once, or they would always need the high-quality mana as a new source. This implied the formation of the Ferula itself involved a permanency technique. A newfound mastery of mana.

Light footsteps, growing louder, then a particularly gruesome death.

It took Scorio too long to recover from that agony. He was barely able to pick up his train of thought before he was killed again.

But he regained his balance with grim determination.

Creating one’s Ferula involved a mastery of mana. Mastery of mana was needed to claim dominion. Thus, the step of making a Ferula was a prerequisite to claiming dominion, a necessary lesson. One had to surely apply that mastery over all the ambient mana, and in doing so, claim it as one did the mana in one’s Ferula.

Death.

Scorio had never experimented with shaping mana. Had never seen the point. Always he’d resolved every challenge with fire and claw. But it was time to change that.

Scorio Ignited his Heart for the first time in what felt like an eternity. Pouring mana into his Heart caused it to burn. So how did you extrude mana into a physical shape outside of one’s Heart?

“Fionna.” He turned to where the girl sat staring blankly at nothing. “How do you shape mana into a physical object?”

She blinked. “What?”

The footsteps were growing louder. “How do you shape mana into a physical object?”

Her eyes widened, and then she began to laugh. Her laugh rose in pitch, grew hysterical. “You want… you want to know… now? Now?! How to—are you—”

The blockhead entered the chamber and killed them both with a sweep of its searing light.

“Fionna.” Scorio didn’t do more than sway now after each death. Gone were the restarts where he stumbled or staggered. “It’s important. How do you do it?”

She clutched at her head. “He’s mad. I’m stuck in here with a madman—”

“TELL ME.”

Her head whipped around, eyes wide, and then she dry swallowed and nodded jerkily. “You—you source it from your reservoir.” She couldn’t stop glancing at the tunnel mouth. “With your Heart Ignited, you split the stream, so that a little goes around your Heart instead of into it. You then—oh, it’s coming, it’s coming!”

Scorio waited patiently as she cradled her head and turned away.

Death.

“Continue,” he pressed, tone inexorable.

“How?” Her eyes were filled with tears. “How can you focus on this right now, when it’s—?”

“Continue.”

His tone calmed her. She stared at him for an aching moment, then gave a helpless laugh and did so. “You compress the mana that’s revolving around your Heart into whatever shape you want. The stronger your will, the more detailed you can make it. The higher the quality of the mana, the harder it is to mold.”

“I see. Thank you.” He kneeled, placed his hands on his lap, closed his eyes.

“That’s it?” Her voice rose in pitch again. “That’s it? You’re not going to—what the hell are you—?”

He tuned her out.

Ignited his Heart. In the Crucible, he’d learned to split the stream of Gold mana that had wormed its way through Ydrielle’s prism. He’d mastered the technique for feeding mana into a whale ship’s tanks. In comparison to those endeavors, this was simple. With a flexion of his will, he commanded a great mass of Bronze to peel away as it left his reservoir and encircle his Heart. For a moment, it was muddied and chaotic, a haze instead of a stream, but then—

Death.

Damn it. Scorio slammed down to his knees, pressed his fists against his thighs, and Ignited. Split his Bronze, and now his anger girded his will, so that he immediately shaped the mana about his Heart into a slender rod. While it was easy to shape the diffuse mana into the right shape, it was incredibly hard to fuse it into a solid. He could hear the footsteps growing louder. Impatient, he discarded the Bronze, tried for Iron. There wasn’t much in the hall, but enough for his purpose. He willed it to bleed off, to form a rod once more, began to clamp it with his mind. The Iron resisted, but was strangely more malleable, subservient to his will.

Just before his head vaporized, he heard a series of distinct metallic clinks as the rod fell and bounced upon the stone floor.

Again. Scorio began a series of restarts that involved little more than imposing his will on Iron, on Copper, on Bronze. With practice came greater understanding. It wasn’t enough to desire the embodiment. He had to visualize it as precisely as possible even while clenching the mana into a singular whole. If anything, it was the visualization that proved more important. The process became simpler once he abandoned the rod whose length was abstracted in his mind for a distinct, palm-sized cube.

Again and again, he commanded the mana to coalesce. Each time it happened a little more quickly.

But what part of that process was key? What was it that he had to extrapolate in order to generate dominion? Again and again, he forged cubes, pyramids, spheres. The pressure of impending death did wonders for his focus. He almost cheered when he first managed to create two cubes in one restart. An eternity later, he was able to create three.

Visualization.

That was the key. His will was the engine, but his ability to visualize what he desired was what allowed his will to act. Just as he’d visualized the mana around the whale ship floating into the battery tanks, or the Gold mana he’d redirected in the Crucible to emerge from his Heart to pierce the prism from within, visualizing the mana as a cube or sphere or whatever was what allowed him to claim it and mold it and make it his.

Did he thus have to visualize all the mana in the hall as his? No. Plassus could claim dominion over entire square miles of mana in the Telurian Band. He obviously couldn't see it all.

Frustration.

Scorio ceased forging mana objects for an unspecified span of time and simply meditated once more, seeking to calm his anger and find the clarity in which an answer could suggest itself.

The blockhead never grew bored with its willingness to kill them. If anything, it grew more inventive.

Fionna went through a period where she’d sprint away the moment she coalesced. This lasted for ages. She’d run screaming into a tunnel, the sound of her hatred and horror fading.

Scorio tuned it out.

Control. Visualization. There was no reservoir. Not as he’d been taught. All mana could be accessed. Ignited.

Nothing.

Scorio wrestled with despair.

Simply to stave off nihilistic panic, he began experimenting with manifesting ever larger objects out of mana. To his surprise, it wasn’t hard. Perhaps it was because of the perfect shape of his Heart, or his own desperation, but with each restart, the size of his cubes grew. At first a foot in width, then several feet.

It took greater effort. Ever more of his will.

He began to find his limit when he was creating cubes larger than he was tall. They’d crash down onto the floor, only to dissipate whenever the blockhead claimed dominion.

But there should be no theoretical limit on how much he could coalesce, should there? Only that imposed by the amount of mana available, his ability to visualize, and the power of his will to compel it into existence.

Again and again, he crafted items from his mana, and slowly, gradually, with the clarity brought on by this being a matter of mortal importance, he realized that increasing the size of his mana objects and Igniting all the ambient mana at once were related. To coalesce mana into an object he had to originate it from his reservoir. But his reservoir was an illusion.

Which meant…?

In his next restart, Scorio didn’t even bother kneeling. He gazed out with his Heart sense at the great hall, and took in the great eddies of Silver and Bronze, the ripples of Copper and the turgid masses of Iron. Even the Coal, where it lingered in the corners.

Heart pounding, pounding, he visualized the imperial gel matrix. Imposed it upon the mana. It was everywhere, dividing the hall into discrete and tiny cells. All the mana was his.

He Ignited.

He felt lightheaded, dazed, half-mad.

Stretched out his hand, and then abruptly clenched his fingers into a white-knuckled fist.

The mana responded as before, beginning to swirl lethargically around him, responding to his will.

But this time, instead of willing it to fall into his Heart, he commanded it to solidify. He visualized the empty space in the hall, the air, the high reaches, the domes up above, the alcoves, the cracks between the flagstones, all of it, turning into a multi-hued solid.

The blockhead burst out of the tunnel and instantly slew him from across the hall, the beam of red light annihilating Scorio’s head.

Coming to, Scorio put his hand to his brow.

That was new.

Never had the blockhead sought to kill him so swiftly. The fiend had seemed almost… panicked.

Scorio allowed himself a grim smile, and set to work.

It wasn’t easy.

But the principles, as far as he could tell, were sound.

The trick lay in the visualization. He had to imagine the obverse of the chamber. To ignore the walls and create a solid that flowed around them. Not only that, but he had to command multiple types of mana at once.

It was a ludicrous endeavor. He’d never have tried it were he free. Never have dreamed it possible.

But his mind was warping under the strain.

He could feel the first whispery touches of madness stealing through his thoughts.

So he bent his prodigious will to the task. The same will that had allowed him to crush rocks alongside Naomi for months on end. That had allowed him to escape the solitary asylum of the Crucible. That had seen him rise to every challenge he’d met thus far.

His impossible will.

His impossible Heart.

On his sixth attempt, he managed to make a tangible fog appear.

On the eleventh, he coated the walls in a sheen of opaque metallic swirls.

“What are you doing?” demanded Fionna, her own madness pushed into abeyance by his efforts.

On his fifteenth, he caused entire clouds to manifest and crash down to the ground.

On his thirtieth-something, he filled the vast hall with ragged columns of his own, each connected to the other by spiderwebbings of tangible Silver and Bronze.

Each time the blockhead emerged from the tunnel, it established dominion, dispelled his efforts, and slew him with greater prejudice.

He was upsetting it.

His mind grew refined, his will bloodthirsty, his focus maniacal. Again and again, he wrested the entire chamber of mana into obedience. Shivering, sweating, straining, he sought to master the vast clouds, and finally, on his hundredth, two-hundredth, who knew what restart, he managed it.

The mana that saturated the air, that filled every crack and crevice of the hall, swirled, congealed, and turned solid.

It became his.

He could sense the varying density, the swirls of each type, the way it pressed against the walls. From the peak of the highest dome to the farthest extremity of the hall, everything became unyielding.

Trapped within a mold of Bronze and Iron, unable to move, Fionna’s muted screams barely audible, Scorio laughed.

His mind reeled. His body was burning up. His Heart blazed.

It was his.

Would it be enough?

He could vaguely sense the exterior shell of the mana block, as if it allowed his senses to work through it, and intuited when the blockhead drew close.

I claim dominion! Scorio exulted.

But the fiend tore his hopes apart. It banished his construct, returning the mana to its gaseous form, and slew Scorio with a blast of power that began at his gut and tracked him to the ground, incinerating and roasting him as he contorted and screamed.

Blink.

He was back on his feet, gasping, heart racing, unable to think.

Not dominion.

Not yet.

But.

He dropped to his knees.

Think.

Fionna was demanding, hopeful now, completely beside herself with what he’d done.

Think.

He’d mastered the ambient mana. Had forced it all to coalesce. But that hadn’t equaled dominion. Of course not. When Sol and Plassus had claimed it, they hadn’t turned all the ambient mana solid, either.

So?

Think.

Instead, his thoughts ran to Naomi. To his friends. To the lush greenery of the Farmlands. Naomi’s chamber atop the tower in Bastion, her lopsided bed. To his quarters in the Academy, the shared pool, the sound of Leonis’ laughter as he teased Lianshi.

No. Focus.

His mind wanted to escape. To find refuge so badly. To run away from this predicament, this impossible task. This was too much. Nobody should be asked to accomplish this feat, not as an incomplete Pyre Lord.

But he had no choice.

Think.

Sweat beaded his brow. His jaw was clenched so hard his teeth felt like they might crack.

THINK.

The sound of footsteps.

Death.

Again, Scorio crashed to his knees. Again, he bowed his head.

There was some fundamental aspect he was missing. But even he couldn’t keep going like this for much longer and remain functional.

He had to figure out an answer now, while he still could, or become lost forever.

This time, he didn’t immediately begin shaping mana into a solid. Instead, he bowed his head and tried to tease out the connection between mana mastery and dominion. It involved the power of his Heart. His will. His mind. Perhaps instead of being a literal expression of control, like commanding the mana to coalesce, it was a spiritual parallel. Which meant he had to issue a different command to the mana once he exerted control over it through the imperial gel matrix visualization.

But what?

Scorio studied his Heart as he’d never done before. Did the answer lie deep within it, was it connected to its shape, or size, or…?

He was grasping at straws. But with his newfound power, he scrutinized his Heart, peered as best he could into its depths… and saw something glimmer at its core.

A fleck of colorless light.

A single star blazing in the depths of an endless void.

Scorio blinked.

Noumenon.

The residue of the Blood Ox’s attack. The very same that Lady Krula had sensed.

He didn’t have the time or understanding to learn dominion.

But perhaps… perhaps he didn’t have to.

With newfound purpose, Scorio visualized the different Ferulas he’d seen in his time. He cycled through the images, interrupted briefly by a horrific death as his body was torn asunder, and immediately renewed his quest.

He had to select his own design. It had to be his.

A vision came to mind.

It sprang fully formed as if awaiting this moment.

As long as his arm, slender, and subtly scaled. Its top was a dragon’s head, maw parted, teeth bared.

Yes.

He shaped it from Silver to get a sense of it, and opened his eyes as the scaled rod fell into his palm. He hefted it even as the blockhead emerged into view.

Yes.

But he’d get only one attempt at forging it. So he had to get the anti-vortex right. But was that the correct way to think of it? It was to be a conduit, a means to transfer mana directly from his Heart into the Ferula without thought—

He died.

Frustration boiled up within him, but he immediately quenched it.

He had no control over the vortices he opened with Nox’s technique. So he considered Aezryna’s explanation: he had to imagine his reservoir wherever he wished his vortex to appear. If that were the case, then he simply needed to do the reverse with the vortex in his Ferula—it would come into existence already within his Heart, his reservoir. It might be a distinct object, but if he thought of it as part of himself, if his sense of self encompassed the Ferula, somehow, then… then he wouldn’t need to send mana into it. He’d simply burn the mana in his Heart, and express the result through the Ferula.

Right?

Scorio pinched the bridge of his nose as he scowled in frustration.

One shot.

He’d only get one chance.

Crafting the Ferula would be key. He had to truly identify with it. It had to feel like a natural extension of himself.

He died.

This time he did stagger, not from physical disorientation but from mental overload. He couldn’t keep doing this. He couldn’t maintain this focus for much longer.

It had to be now.

He wasn’t ready.

But he didn’t have a choice.

Scorio kneeled, Ignited, and fashioned the Ferula. He went to reach for Silver, but at the last moment changed his mind and sought Coal.

The dense, dark, treacly mana so disdained by everyone, so toxic and crude and low.

It felt so familiar, so right, like an old friend. And it responded effortlessly to his will. Within seconds, it formed perfectly according to his desire: just over two feet in length, perfectly scaled, the dragon head at the top crafted with minute detail to resemble his own.

The rod fell into his palm, and with the other, he reached into his robes and from a pocket in the inner lining drew forth the lead tube that the Seamstress had gifted him. There was no time for hesitation. He unscrewed the cap and drank the Diamond mana.

Had he not had several compressed lifetimes just now in handling mana, the Diamond would have no doubt shattered his Heart. It felt like drinking lightning. Living light. It made the hall, the Gauntlet, Fionna, everything fall away. For a second he was transfixed, overwhelmed, but then he willed the Diamond to flow not from his reservoir into his Heart, where it would destroy him, but straight into the hollow rod in his hand.

It felt like pushing at a snake made of living razor blades. Where his will touched the Diamond, it burned and lacerated him. But hesitation would only prolong and weaken him further. With a shout of anger and pain, he forced the Diamond to slide into the rod, to form a living core down its length, perfectly encased within the Coal.

Now.

Now he could bring it to life. He could try to imbue it with a vortex, to—but no.

Not yet.

Madness it might be, but if this was his one chance at freedom, he had to give it his all.

He reached deep, deep into his Heart, and summoned the Noumenon.

He couldn’t feel it. Sense it, even. Only infer where it hovered from the numbness it caused, the blindness that struck him. He couldn’t grasp it.

Footsteps in the distance.

If he died without accomplishing his goal, he’d lose the Diamond. Or would he? Would the Gauntlet reset it? He couldn’t begin to guess, but the risk was too high.

With a cry, he speared the dragon head into his Heart. He didn’t know how he did it, what metaphysical rules or laws he was breaking or obeying, but if he couldn’t bring the Noumenon out, then he really had no choice.

The pain was sublime.

He fell onto his side, his whole body rigid, and still he strove, pushing the dragon maw as deep as he could into his own Heart, which began to crack and fissure.

A little more.

A little… there.

He couldn’t even breathe. With the last of his strength, he pushed the maw down so that the jagged teeth encircled the speck, and willed the Noumenon to affix itself to the rod.

The fleck leaped up from his Heart and lodged into the dragon’s gullet.

With a cry, he tore the rod free and collapsed, sobbing for breath, upon the floor.

He could sense Fionna’s stare upon him, her confusion, her wonder.

But there was no time.

He gazed at the Ferula. Its length gleamed like wet obsidian. The dragon’s teeth and eyes, he saw, were fashioned from Diamond. And in its throat, just out of sight, hovered eternity.

“Mine,” he rasped. “You are mine. You are… me.”

He closed his eyes and grasped it with both hands. Examined it with his Heart sense, and then realized that he’d already accomplished the deed.

He’d never have been able to thrust it into his own Heart if it wasn’t already a spiritual part of him.

A nexus opened within the Ferula, a burning channel that mirrored the flames that blazed about his Heart.

It was his Heart. An extension of it. Or a spiritual overlap.

He couldn’t tell, nor did he have time to figure it out.

The footsteps were getting louder and louder.

Any second now, the fiend would appear.

With shaking arms, Scorio pushed himself up to sitting, then one knee.

He raised his Ferula and pointed its maw at the tunnel mouth.

Drank deep of the ambient Silver, and poured it into his Heart.

“Come on,” he rasped, voice ruined and torn. “Come try me now.”


Chapter 53

Scorio

The fiend rushed into view. Cloak draped over one arm, garbed in ornate black finery, a consummate courtier but for his geometric nullity of a black rectangular head, it entered the hall at a full sprint and came to an abrupt stop.

It could sense the nature of his Ferula, Scorio surmised as he fought his way up to his feet.

“Scorio?” Fionna’s voice was a ragged whisper. “What is… how did you…?”

Scorio kept his Ferula trained on the fiend. Its scaled length seemed more real than anything else in the Gauntlet, even Fionna. It seemed to drink in the light, as if it were a gash cut into hell itself that revealed the night that lay behind everything.

The fiend took a wary step out to the side.

Why was it hesitating?

No matter. His own fascination had stayed his hand, but no longer.

Scorio willed Silver mana to flood into the Ferula.

The sensation was exquisite, strange, fey, incredible. For the briefest moment, his Heart surged with flames, but that power was simultaneously within the Ferula, surging down its length as quick as thought along the core of solid Diamond to where the fleck of Noumenon hovered.

A beam of colorless light flashed across the great hall and hit the fiend’s rectangular head. Which fractured, a chunk disintegrating such that bright, arterial blood-red light flooded out from the hole as it staggered and twisted back.

Scorio gasped in wonder as he felt the kickback in power. What even—for a moment, his Heart senses had been blinded by the Ferula’s explosive might. Amazement made him sluggish. His mind, already turgid from countless excruciating deaths, was slow to react.

The fiend raised its gloved hand.

The gesture snapped Scorio out of his reverie. He willed power into the Ferula, felt the whipsnap of explosive energy, and this time the ray of bleak grayish light took the fiend square in the chest.

It left a tiny hole right over its sternum but blew out what looked like most of its back, chunks of glossy rock and cloth exploding out to clatter against the wall.

The fiend staggered, that translucent crimson light still flooding out in wild eddies from its ruined head, then collapsed.

A moment later, the light died with it.

“How…?” Fionna gaped.

Scorio was too overwhelmed to even laugh. Instead, he raised his Ferula to study it. The Diamond teeth, the Coal length, the feeling of intense, world-annihilating power from the maw where the Noumenon had sunk back out of sight.

His Ferula.

He’d done it.

But even now, in his moment of victory, he sensed how he’d not used its full potential. The Noumenon hadn’t activated or influenced the blast.

Blinking, he looked about the giant hall. Nothing else happened. Shouldn’t the trial end with the fiend’s death?

Oh. He’d forgotten. He had to find the key.

“That’s a Ferula,” said Fionna, rank disbelief in her voice. “You fashioned one? While… but… the mana it’s loosing is Diamond—how?”

“We need to get to the key.” Scorio wasn’t sure he cared whether Fionna followed or not. On some level, the humane, righteous part of him didn’t wish to leave her trapped in this Gauntlet, but it was almost outdone by his disgust and indifference. “Where do you think it would be?”

“There,” said Fionna, pointing with a shaking hand at the far end of the room. Up past the broad, shallow steps, past the giant pillars, to a solitary archway big enough for a castle entrance. “Through there.”

“Then let’s get out of here.” He began striding purposefully down the hall, footsteps muffled on the drifts of sand.

He felt… victorious. Shaken. Uneasy. The weapon in his hand. He hadn’t even wrapped his mind around what he’d done. What he held. A Noumenon-forged Ferula. Had anybody ever created its like? Surely the Imperators and Crimson Earls had such weapons at their disposal, but for a Pyre Lord to wield one…?

“Does that mean you’re a Blood Baron now?” asked Fionna, hurrying to catch up.

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“If so, your other powers should be affected. Enhanced. I… is that…?”

Scorio ignored her. More footsteps. The black-clad fiend still lay on its side, but now Scorio could hear others approaching. From all sides.

“Run!” he barked, but it was already too late. They reached the base of the steps, began leaping up them, when ten or so new blockheads emerged from the various side exits and tunnels. They were identical to the first, each a perfect copy of the next, all radiating deep anger.

But Scorio’s gaze locked on the new fiend that emerged through the great archway directly ahead of them. Or construct. It had hints of the human to it, but only hints. Its torso was that of a muscular man flensed of all fat, the skin a chalk-white so unhealthy it tinged toward gray. Great black metal plates shaped like triangles hung from its belt, overlapping to form a pointed, martial skirt, but beneath which no feet or legs showed. It was levitating in place, eddies of Silver mana burning in a column beneath it. Similar black iron plates formed huge pauldrons over its shoulders, each plate progressively smaller till they reached the elbows from which black iron forearms extended to black gloved hands.

But its head.

A fluid black neck rose to support the lower half of a black face, the cheeks sunken, the nose aquiline, the jaw pointed, the expression one of consummate disdain. But only the lower half. It was perfectly cut off just below the eyes, across the bridge of its nose, and a red triangle of that same ghostly crimson light that had burst from the ruined blockhead extended on that severed plane, the legs of the triangle extending out past its shoulders, the third point just past its nose.

The cumulative effect was one of terrifying power and dominance, of alien might and martial nature.

Scorio stopped on the uppermost step, Ferula in hand.

Fionna cringed and slunk up to his side.

Ten blockheads, and this new, fantastical leader.

Scorio dry swallowed.

Nobody moved.

The room was perfectly still. Perfectly silent but for Fionna’s sharp, shallow breaths.

Then all was chaos. Scorio raised the Ferula and loosed a bolt of colorless fire even as the fiends claimed dominion.

The Ferula winked out of his hand as his Heart guttered, but the bolt was already cast. It flitted across the room to impact Red, who turned just at the last moment to interpose its massively shielded shoulder between the spark and itself.

His Ferula’s blast punched clear through the plates of black iron and then through its pallid chest, right above where its heart should have been.

Red floated backward as if buffeted by terrible winds, its sneer turning into an almost comical “O” of surprise, but then Scorio saw no more: red flashes of searing light cut him down from all sides, his death instantaneous.

“Damn it!” He came to, already on his feet and back where he’d begun, the intense pain that had cut through him along a dozen planes vanishing swiftly.

He immediately Ignited, summoned his Ferula, and began racing toward the steps.

“Wait!” called Fionna, voice desperate. “How are you going to stop them? You can’t defeat so many! Can I help? What are you going to do?”

He ignored her and instead shifted up into his draconic form.

Fionna had been correct. He must have made Blood Baron, because he felt somehow more perilous, his armor more dense, his might and agility greatly enhanced. His tail swung behind him, his head shifted into that of a dragon, and when he gazed down at his clawed hands, his talons burned with white-hot brightness beyond any heat he’d manifested before.

Huh.

He had grown more powerful. His mastery over mana more complete. His Heart, already perfect, now had in some strange manner more presence, more… authority, than it had had before.

Which meant Scorio had only one plan, and that a barbaric one.

His victory would be savage and total, or not at all.

The sound of running feet from all sides. He flinched, trained by countless deaths to associate that sound with pain. But he bore on and leaped up the steps before the enemies flooded into the chamber.

Again, some nine or ten blockheads who froze in place the moment they appeared in tunnel mouths or between columns in the galleries far overhead.

And there, emerging from the central arch, Red, as disdainful and masterful as ever, its triangle of murderous crimson light ever so lightly tilted as if it stared down its gleaming black nose.

No words. No bluster.

Scorio extended his Heart sense and took in all the mana that surrounded them. The layers of Bronze, Iron, and Silver, grown so familiar after countless restarts. This time, his need to project the imperial gel matrix was flickerflash fast. He envisioned it, made it so, and exerted his will upon the mana.

Only to be immediately contested.

The blockheads established dominion as one.

Or tried.

The mana slowed its nascent rotation around him, began to fade from his view. But Scorio wouldn’t relinquish his grip. His authority, newfound and potent, latched on to the mana and fought to wrest it back.

Not through dominion. This was no Sol versus Imogen.

This was brute, Gold-tempered, perfect-Hearted, Noumenon-enhanced stubbornness. This was crude strength against perfect technique.

But he didn’t need to win.

He just needed to stall them.

Stall them long enough to raise his Ferula and begin his reign of carnage.

He willed mana into his Ferula, the instinct swift and sure, and colorless fire flew forth to blast into Red, who this time erected a crimson Shroud before it, thick and perfectly spherical, encasing it completely with foot-thick light.

The Ferula’s blast punched through with ease and vaporized its head. The triangle of red light flared, lost coherency, flashed out wide into a coruscating arc that carved stone and disintegrated columns within five or six yards, and then Red crashed to the ground.

Scorio wasn’t done.

Even as he clenched his teeth and fought for control over the mana, he wheeled and loosed spark after spark of colorless light at the blockheads.

Who seemed unable to comprehend what was happening. They remained stock still and were knocked down one after another, their battle for the mana lessening with each loss, until at last the final one collapsed into a twisted heap.

“Holy shit,” murmured Fionna in profound, reverential awe. “You did it.”

“Not yet, I haven’t.” Scorio didn’t waste time. He raced down the hall, past the titanic columns, to finally reach the deeply scored mess that Red’s death had left before the archway. This he leaped, soaring over the twisted figure, to land within the archway and pass beyond.

A golden key hung inside a column of light. It was archaic and large. The room was otherwise bare and felt small after the soaring heights of the main hall.

Scorio studied the key with his Heart senses. It was suspended by coiling Silver mana. A trap? Possibly. The room was otherwise filled only with Silver, all of it slowly curling around the key like a vortex of honey.

Scowling, anticipating failure, Scorio stepped forth and took the key.

Or tried.

His clawed hand passed clear through it.

“More coming!” called Fionna from where she stood in the archway.

This was a Charnel Duke test. He had to take control of the mana. Scorio inhaled deeply, held his breath, and reached for the Silver vortex. It was thick and powerful and resistant to his will.

“Hurry!” called Fionna.

The mana was his. It just didn’t know it yet. Propping his Ferula over one scaled shoulder, he focused on his burning Heart. He stood within his reservoir. Engaging the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique, he willed all the mana to fall into his Heart at once, to burn, and lit the vortex on fire.

Silver incandesced.

Scorio reached through the burning vortex and seized the key. His talons closed around metal, and he plucked it forth.

The room and key and the sense of growing danger vanished.

He and Fionna stood at the end of a broad hallway, a wall at their backs. Panels of soft Bronze light illuminated its length, with closed doors on both sides, until it opened into a large room.

“You did it,” croaked Fionna, sinking to her knees. She abruptly laughed, a sound which became a sob and then cut off as she clamped her hands over her mouth.

This wasn’t over yet. If anything, the real trial was just beginning.

He might be done with the Gauntlet, but now, at long, long last, the time had come to deal with the Herdsmen.

Remaining in his enhanced draconic form, and with his Noumenon-enhanced Ferula over one shoulder, he began striding down the hall.

He’d never been more ready to wreak death and ruin upon his foes.


Chapter 54

Jova

Kuragin and Nyrix slept for an age. Time slowed and lost all meaning. Nobody spoke. One by one, the others fell into slumber. The air, frigid, caused them to huddle, Xandera forming the natural nucleus, her body heat constant and prodigious.

Silence but for the distant moan of wind tearing around the mountain peaks. Jova felt alienated from her own needs. She could recognize her fatigue, but it was distant, theoretical. Sure, the eidolon was on guard, immovable and alert, but what good had that done them when the Philosophers had struck their camp?

The light was unwavering, a constant clarity high above that gradated to shadow in the pit in which they rested. Hours melted into each other. Jova fell into a trance, occasionally rising to pace, stretch, or simply stare upward at the sky, hands on hips, frowning.

The Tomb of Symmetry’s entrance yawned before them. An invitation. Her mind worried at the fact, unable to provide answers, unwilling to simply accept. The Philosophers had remained at bay. Was the intelligence that welcomed them thus non-Silverine? Or more potent, one of the fabled Abstractions? No, it felt correct for it to be a Herdsman. But what manner of Great Soul could reside in such an inhospitable place for years, decades, centuries on end? Was there a vibrant colony within? A parallel to the Red Keep, filled with bustling heretics and traitors laboring to stifle the closure of the Pit? Or was there a mechanical intelligence at play, some great artifact that sensed Great Souls and opened the portal for them alone?

She’d find out soon enough.

Restless, impatient, she worked her way through one of her stretching regimens, taking her time, controlling her breath, loosening the large muscles of her thighs and back, easing the stiffness in her spine, but even that could only occupy her for so long. Eventually, sipping on the last of the chill water from her waterskin, she subsided to stare past the eidolon into the depths.

Death.

That’s what most likely awaited them within.

But she found that she wasn’t afraid. Not that she’d ever truly feared dying. At best, she’d been indifferent, resenting it more as a failure on her path to power, an ignominious way to end this life more than anything else.

Had she always been this way? Her earliest trials had revealed a Jova filled with passion and life, determined to accomplish the impossible for her people, her daughter. As prone to laughter as rage, tempestuous, vibrant, commanding.

But her Pyre Lord Trial had shown the culmination of that particular arc. Belli’s death had hollowed out something vital and precious from her soul, and since that loss, she had been… muted. Her capacity for joy, lost. She could sense it in the journals. In herself even now.

Some wounds couldn’t be healed.

Some losses couldn’t be recovered from.

And what remained when the capacity for happiness was excised?

Jova rested her chin on one knee. The answer was now clear. Once, she had thought her only desire was to acquire power, but now? New words rang out in her mind. Duty. Loyalty. Obligation. To what?

To higher truths? To justice, to equity, to the end of suffering and abuse? Not that she could find it within herself to pity the people of Bastion like Scorio, but rather… on a grander scale. To unravel the very lies that governed hell.

Fine, yes. Postulate that those were her motives, now. To some degree. It felt as if she were trying on a new set of robes to see how well they fit.

But beyond that, deeper, more close to her heart, burned a loyalty to those who’d earned her respect. There were precious, precious few. Leonis was redeeming himself. Druanna was a peer. Luminaries such as Aezryna and the Seamstress had earned her grudging and provisional esteem. But only one person had truly earned her loyalty. Through his actions, his principles, and his undeniable successes.

But he was gone now.

What she did here today, she did in his name. To honor his legacy, to accomplish his goals, to…

Jova pursed her lips. Pictured Scorio, how even when he laughed or smiled amongst his friends, he looked ready to shift without notice into violence, into fury. Most probably couldn’t sense it, but she knew it was there, that propensity for destruction. All it took was someone taking a step too far, abusing another, revealing their perfidy.

But he was gone.

Jova rested her brow on her kneecap and closed her eyes. Gone for now. If anyone could find a way to freedom after falling into the Herdsmen's hands, it was him. Hadn’t he somehow survived his duel with Plassus? A sheer impossibility that she’d somehow known he’d overcome.

She took a deep breath and nodded to herself. Yes. The Herdsmen wouldn’t stop Scorio. They and the Silverines had bitten off more than they could chew. Any moment now, they’d begin hearing the distant report of exploding Suns, and then Scorio would appear, slightly singed, abashed, and probably a Crimson Earl or the like.

Jova smiled quietly to herself.

Time passed.

Kuragin stirred first. Winced, then Jova felt his Heart Ignite.

Good.

Leonis moved to tend to the man, helping him sit up and sip water. The pair spoke in low tones, Leonis no doubt recounting what had transpired. Shortly after Kuragin eased in beside the other fallen Dread Blaze to lay Nyrix’s head upon his lap. Kuragin frowned down at Nyrix, occasionally running his fingers through his hair.

More time passed.

Nyrix finally stirred, groaned, blinked, looked up to see Kuragin.

“Hey,” whispered Nyrix, moving his hand to cover Kuragin’s bigger one.

“Finally.” Kuragin’s voice was little more than a rasp. “I was about to give up on you. Find someone stronger.”

Nyrix smiled, closed his eyes, and Ignited.

It didn’t take long for both men to heal. Jova’s patience had near run out by the time they’d shouldered their packs and gathered behind the eidolon. She turned to glance back at the others.

“Scorio should be here to give you all a sappy speech. Seeing as he’s not, I’ll just tell you to stick close, stay sharp, and be ready for overwhelming resistance. There’s no shame in running if we’re outmatched. Ready?”

Kelona clapped sardonically. “Who needs Scorio when we’ve got Jova?”

Druanna stretched, then hunched over as she clenched her muscles, her Heart Igniting and two other sets of arms grew from her sides. A wicked black blade glinted in each fist, and her presence filled the small pit. Her grin was relaxed, confident. “The fact that we’re even here is accomplishment enough. Whatever lies beyond, I don’t mean to go down easy. Let’s go ruin their day.”

Jova smiled. “Now those are words I can live by.” And she strode past the eidolon and into the dark hall, engaging her darkvision as she went. The walls were glass-like black stone, smooth but subtly rippled. No signs of chisels, no seams, just one continuous passage that led deeper into the mountain.

Her breath puffed before her.

A few paces in, she reached for the black stone and tugged gently at its fabric. She could sense it, could feel it respond to her power.

Good.

No need to bring rocks of her own.

The hall extended some fifty yards before opening into a great shaft. They approached cautiously, listening intently as they drew close, but they found no resistance.

The place felt deserted.

The shaft plunged massively into the ground, beyond the limits of her darkvision, and rose just as precipitously to distant heights. The walls were ribbed with hexagonal columns, a honeycomb of fused black pillars. Here and there, these columns simply stopped, forming six-sided platforms set against the shaft’s sides.

“Whoa,” breathed Kelona, steadying herself against the hallway’s mouth as she leaned out to gaze into the depths. “That’s… was this even built?”

Xandera crouched to press her palm against the floor. “I can sense ancient fire. These stones once ran like honey. A long, long time ago.”

Druanna ran her fingertips along the wall. “Perhaps the Herdsmen simply took advantage of what was already here. The question, I suppose, is whether to ascend or go down.”

“Down,” said Jova, not having torn her gaze from the darkness below. “The black towers are interesting, but I can feel a pull from down there.”

It was the strangest sensation. She’d felt it gently at first, but it had grown ever stronger as they neared the shaft. A sense of spiritual gravity, of great density or presence in the depths.

The others nodded reluctantly.

“I have to give it to the Herdsmen,” said Nyrix, tone wry. “They really know how to pick a terrifyingly impressive base of operations.”

“It’s a tomb, idiot,” said Kuragin. “Nobody’s operating out of here.”

Nyrix shrugged one shoulder. “I can feel something below. Dead people don’t radiate… power.”

“There’s one way to find out.” Leonis hitched his pack higher up his shoulder. “Jova?”

She extended her power and, with as much delicacy as possible, probed the sides of the shaft. She could just tear a chunk of black stone from the wall, but the nature of the rock compelled her instead to shear six or so of the hexagonal columns away, then rotate this from the vertical into a horizontal platform. The surface was ridged, dangerously smooth, and the stone was curiously responsive to her power.

Eager, almost.

She brought the edge of the black raft to the lip of the hallway and stepped aboard. The others did the same with differing degrees of nervousness, and once everyone was aboard, Jova commanded it to descend.

The air was freezing.

Down they floated, Jova standing at the very edge of the raft to stare into the dark.

The throat of the shaft narrowed as more of the fused columns pressed close. Even so, there was plenty of room, and eventually the column tops ceased to appear, the sides now geometric and continuous.

Everyone around her Ignited. Nobody spoke.

The darkness below ceased to reveal itself as they descended, and for a moment Jova thought her darkvision was being nullified, but no. They were instead approaching the end of the shaft where it opened into some larger space.

“Get ready,” she whispered. “Entering something new just below.”

They dropped into a cavern. The sense of space around them unfolded vastly, and Jova slowed their descent so they could take it in.

The space was cathedral-like in scope, the floor easily some seventy, eighty yards below. The basalt columns receded dramatically into the distance where they formed the walls. The ceiling was supported by clusters of hexagonal columns, each cluster as broad as a house. The style was brutal and exuded alien strength, ponderous might. At the base of each pillar burned pyres of translucent Silver mana, each bonfire made to appear small by the scale of the architecture, their pewter light dancing up the stone walls and turning what should have been pitch darkness to mere gloom.

Silence.

No signs of life.

“I don’t see anyone,” muttered Leonis. “Where’s the welcome committee?”

Druanna’s Heart blazed brightly and her eidolon appeared below on the hexagonal-patterned floor. It turned in a slow circle, blades flashing in the mana light.

“They know we’re here, right?” Kelona’s voice bled tension.

“’Course they do,” growled Kuragin. “They’re toying with us.”

Jova closed her eyes and focused on that presence, the gravitational pull of some hidden power. It was all around them now, making it hard to breathe deep, to remain relaxed. She felt as if she stood in the full gaze of some hidden predator, something huge and beyond their ken.

The urge to tear a boulder from the ground and hurl it against a column or deeper into the hall was as sudden as it was childish.

“That way,” said Druanna, pointing at where the huge hall receded to the left. “I can sense something there.”

Jova nodded and willed the stone raft on. The eidolon kept pace below. Everybody peered into the depths between the cyclopean pillars. The tension was so thick it made the darkness feel like treacle.

“Who lit the fires?” Nyrix peered down at a passing pyre. “Or are they self-sustaining?”

“We’d have to get closer to find out,” murmured Druanna distractedly, her attention ahead. “But I’d guess self-sustaining. Would go against the feel of the place if servants had to move around each day to re-light them.”

The next space, or chamber, or whatever it was that the hall opened into, was somehow even more breathtaking in scope. While the ceiling remained the same height, some sixty or seventy yards above the hexagonally patterned black floor, the walls simply disappeared into the darkness, withdrawing totally so that it felt as if they emerged into a vast horizontal seam. The columns here were so thick, so huge, that they deceived the eyes into thinking the ceiling was closer to the floor than it was. Each column had to be several hundred yards in circumference, massive as a city block back in Bastion, ringed with clusters of Silver mana-burning candles that appeared like clusters of stars at their base.

“By the ten hells,” whispered Druanna, awed.

For the ground was covered in familiar shapes. The stone biers from the Academy, their beveled edges trimmed with dull gold, surfaces patterned with gems and blue stones, across which swirled bands of silver. Faint Silver mana light glowed up from the ground around them, so that each appeared birthed by starlight.

Thousands of them, receding into the distance like constellations.

And while many of the biers were empty, far too many to count were occupied by slumbering forms. Men and women clothed in black robes, golden ropes tied off at their waists, as still as corpses but without deterioration, as if they had all laid down to sleep but moments ago.

“Look,” said Leonis, pointing off to the side.

A singular, stylized column arose from what had to be the center of the biers, all of which were oriented around it. This central spire rose near to the ceiling, a scepter whose peak was crowned with a gently pulsing gem of iridescent blue.

“An Archspire,” whispered Kelona in wonder.

“Are these Herdsmen, then?” Nyrix leaned outward, peering down. “Are there this many of them?”

Jova, barely able to breathe, guided her stone raft out over the biers toward the second Archspire. So it was true. It was all true. Her mind reeled. It was one thing to suspect, to hear, but to see it with her own eyes?

Nobody spoke.

The eidolon picked its path carefully between the biers, keeping pace.

There was a large space around the Archspire, and Jova guided her raft to land there, the stone ridges of its undersides crunching as it touched down on the floor.

They all stepped off, each tentative, hesitant.

The silence was awful. The vast sense of space. The biers extended into the distance. How many lay here? How many dormant Great Souls?

Dry swallowing, she moved to the closest one.

It was grand, ornate, and rose to hip height. A slender young man with tousled gold hair lay upon it. He was handsome, his face strong-boned, his chest still. Up close, she saw that a slender silver rod had punched clear through his chest, right through his heart, its tip wickedly sharp, its length coated with black blood, to extend some five or six inches into the air.

But the man seemed otherwise unharmed, his face pale, sure, but not cadaverous.

Leonis joined her, the others moving to other biers close by.

“Look.” His whisper was awed. “A plaque.”

Indeed. At the foot of the bier, close to where they stood, was affixed a rectangle. Spelled out in clear letters was a name: IULIUS THE GOLDEN.

“No fucking way,” hissed Druanna to one side.

Jova glanced over to where the other Pyre Lady stood. Upon the bier before her lay a thickset man with a mane of black hair, his eyes sunken, his nose a hooked eagle’s beak.

“It’s Moravius the Black,” said Druanna, eyes wide.

“What?” Xandera ran over, then froze just shy of the bier. “Moravius?” Her voice shook and she pressed her hands to her mouth. “Our… our…?”

Jova raised her gaze to take in the other biers. All those clustered around the Archspire were occupied.

“Horvin the Fell,” read Nyrix from his, then skipped over to the next bier. “Pentalos the Thrice Anointed. Wait. Wasn’t he the Imperator who killed that true fiend that almost conquered Bastion? The one who called itself The Loathing, or…?”

“This… this is Iulius,” croaked Jova. Everyone turned to stare. “Right here. On this bier. Iulius the Golden.”

“A tomb in truth,” said Leonis, raising his gaze to take in the dead. “But why… they must be trapped here.”

“This silver spike,” agreed Druanna, staring at the one that emerged from Moravius’ chest. That emerged from everyone’s chest. “It must be trapping them. Keeping them from being reborn.”

“Can we…” Kelona cleared her throat. “Can we release them?”

Certainty filled Jova. “We have to. There must be a way to undo this. If we can but find…” She began circling Iulius’ bier, examining the sides. “A catch, or means to deactivate it…”

The eidolon abruptly shifted, turning swiftly to stare off into the darkness, and Druanna’s head snapped up. “Everyone, something’s here.”

They all oriented on the darkness beyond. Something was indeed approaching. Walking slowly, calmly, toward them. The sound of its footsteps was subtle but grew more distinct with each passing moment.

Jova moved to stand alongside Druanna, ready to tear the ground apart, to bring the ceiling crashing down on whatever approached.

Nobody spoke.

The figure finally drew close enough that she could make it out.

A person dressed in elegant black. A cloak of some kind over one arm, a skirt down past its knees, every inch of it dressed or gloved or booted.

But for its head.

From the black ruffles about its neck rose a perfect obelisk of jet black, a rectangle without mark, feature, or symbol. Alien, inhuman, and from which Jova could sense, a terrible disdain and unutterable sense of authority.


Chapter 55

Naomi

The world moved beneath her, elastic and mobile, such that her body undulated atop the pebbled ground. Head lolling, hair strewn across her face, mouth parched, she blinked and tried to understand what had happened.

Visions, flickerflashes of memory: tenebrites around her, the pit, Nox’s steadfast refusal to abandon her.

The memory of his unquestioning loyalty clove her heart, filled her with broken gratitude and wonder. But…?

Rising to one elbow, she realized that she lay atop his back. The huge toad was making his way across a watery marsh of bright flowers and trickling streams of emerald waters.

But more.

Oh, so much more—she was—she was alone.

Naomi clapped her hands to her mouth as she sat up, Nox stopping his progress as he sensed her movement. Tears prickled in her eyes, brimmed, ran down her cheeks. Inside, within her depths, from the corners of her mind to the farthest expanse of her soul—she was alone.

The Nightmare Lady was gone.

“Naomi lazy,” groused Nox. “Sleep sleep sleep.”

She swung her legs about to slide down his flank. Cool water splashed about her shins, and she managed three steps before she fell to her knees, hands still cupping her mouth and nose.

Solitude. Echoing freedom. Gone was that constant pressure, only noticeable in its absence. That weight of judgment and scorn, the endless, restless coiling, the impatience, the frustration. It felt as if a great mass had been scooped out of her very essence, and without it, she was—what was she?

“Best friend Naomi?” Nox edged around to face her, his feet making sucking sounds as he plucked them out of the mire.

“I’m alright,” she heard herself say, hand reaching out to pat his foreleg, but she didn’t know if she was, what she was. She felt like an eggshell, a bubble, an idea, a concept labelled “Naomi” but without substance. Hollowed out, cleansed, reduced.

“She’s gone,” she whispered.

“Good,” said Nox. “Naomi better. Naomi now Naomi.”

She laughed, the sound half-despairing, half-panicked. Why was this so frightening? Shouldn’t she be relieved? Wasn’t this the answer to every prayer she hadn’t even known she’d had to make? But that dark essence had formed her spiritual spine for so long, had lent her its strength, malevolent as it had been. Without it, she felt weak, defenseless… alone.

She looked up at the huge toad. Nox waited patiently by her side, as obdurate and unyielding in his way as a boulder. She wasn’t alone. Her thoughts turned to Scorio, to Leonis and Lianshi, and—could she—did this mean…?

“Tenebrites nasty. Not tasty.”

“No,” agreed Naomi. “Not tasty at all.” But wait. Her breath caught. Without the Nightmare Lady, what was she? Who was she? Could she even Ignite?

For a moment, her very soul quailed and drew back. What would happen if she reached for her Heart and it… simply wasn’t there? What if she was no longer a Great Soul?

Don’t be a coward. The thought sounded just like the Nightmare Lady, but… but she was gone, wasn’t she?

Naomi took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and placed one hand over her chest, right over her heart. It was done. Whether or not she could Ignite was already decided. All she needed to do was reveal the truth.

She reached out with her Heart senses, and there, hovering in the darkness before her, perfectly clear in her mind’s eye, hung her Heart. Oval, great sections of it smoothed to a mirror sheen, other parts still rough and ridged. Her Heart.

Naomi couldn’t help it—she gasped, half-laugh, half-sob, and extended her senses to the environs. Gold mana oozed by, shot through with seams of Bronze. A carpet of Coal lay in the depths beneath the trickling green waters. Unable to resist the urge to smile, she drew the mana into her reservoir, then willed her Heart to Ignite.

Bright flames burst forth, pure white, blazing and somehow right. This was her Heart. Hers. Nobody else’s, and somehow it felt not just conceptually cleansed, but spiritually pure as well. Only now could she dimly sense how the Nightmare Lady’s influence had guided her Ignition, had amplified her burn, had influenced and tinted everything.

But that darkness was gone. Truly gone.

This Heart and its fire was her own, her own alone.

But… what did that mean for her powers?

Forcing her shuddery breath under control, her whole body tremulous, she rose to her feet. Sweet, beautiful power flowed into her, elevating her, making anything seem possible.

Reluctant, unsure, she tried to manifest the Nightmare Lady form. Thought of the thick mane of dark, tentacular hair, the gaunt frame, the jet-black skin. The horrific visage, the tail with its great triangular blade. Her refuge, her damnation, her home, her salvation against the injustices of the world.

She prepared herself for that power, that lethality, that disappointment… and nothing happened.

Her eyes snapped open. “I can’t do it.”

Nox quirked his head inquisitively.

“I can’t become the Nightmare Lady.”

Nox snorted. “Naomi slow. Very sad.”

“Right, of course, but if I can’t shift into that form, then my other powers…” Heart still blazing, she reached for the shadows. Sought that kinship. Before they’d called to her, made her yearn to step into their depths, to drown in their velvety luxury. But no longer.

Nothing.

Her heart began to pound. Had she retained her Heart but lost all her powers? That made sense, but where did that leave her? What could she do?

Thoughts spinning, she closed her eyes again and fought for calm. Silence but for the different call of strange fiends, the chuckling of the streams picking their paths around the tussocks and verdant mounds.

Calm, she commanded herself. Being nothing is better than being… her.

Naomi stilled and raised her face to the warm light. It felt so good upon her cheeks, her brow. She felt herself relax, moment by moment, and allowed herself to just enjoy the moment. To enjoy this alien sunlight as if it were a blessing. No longer did she have to be a creature of darkness. Now she could embrace the light, the warmth, the blessings of the day.

Instinct stirred within her. Some kind of long-suppressed memory. The sun didn’t just feel good, it felt… right.

The more she concentrated on its warmth, its golden radiance, the better she felt. Was it supplementing her Heart’s Ignition? She felt more confident, more solid, more everything.

Not knowing what she did, she reached up with one arm, as if seeking to take the sunlight by the hand, reaching for the center of that light. Yearning arose within her. For how many years had she turned away from this benediction? For how many years had she lurked, scurried, and hid her face?

No longer.

She reached, fingers extended, and something… began to manifest.

Eyes opening once more, she saw a staff of golden light coalesce in her grip, thousands of bright motes swirling swiftly to become a five-foot rod of red-gold that fit perfectly in her hand. Its top was ornate, splitting into two wings that spiraled about each other only to swell out and nearly come back together at the top, forming a perfect circle. In the center of that space, hovering by itself, appeared a golden sphere.

Naomi’s breath caught. The rod was pleasingly heavy, but more than that, she felt a primal connection to it, something otherworldly, that transcended reason and time. She knew this staff. She couldn’t place it, had no memories, but perhaps in certain dreams…? Regardless, it was hers. Had always been hers. Would always be her symbol, her power…

Instinct guided her again. Muscle memory. She thrust the staff up into the air and willed power to flow into it from her Heart.

The floating sphere blazed like a miniature sun and unleashed a blast of light. A thick stream of gold so bright it burned white flashed through the air, not diminishing as it crossed the colorful marshland to impact a small hill a good four or five hundred yards away.

The hill detonated.

Massive clods of dirt and coral simply fragmented and flew up and away, scattering and splashing across the waterways beyond it, to leave a wound in the land, a shallow crater that immediately began to fill with emerald waters.

Nox startled and croaked in alarm.

Naomi snatched the staff back down and stared at it, horrified at the power, then, just as quickly, amazed and delighted.

“That new,” observed Nox astutely. “Naomi not do that before.”

“I… no. I mean… I think I have. Somewhere. Perhaps long ago, in another world.” She raised the staff again, not to unleash a blast, but more to marvel at its gleaming length. She could sense now the potential for the sun to blaze through its top. Biting her lower lip, she turned to another distant hillock and considered it. Yes. The knowledge of how to angle the staff, how to target the hill was natural, simple.

But what range? Could she…?

In the far distance, barely visible in the light haze that rose from the marshland, was a massive, dead tree. She couldn’t even tell how far away it was—a thousand yards? More? She could barely make it out against the faded backdrop of cliffs that lay beyond it.

Naomi narrowed her eyes, chose it as her target, and willed her power into her staff.

The miniature sun blazed bright and a flash of sunlight flew forth as before. A second later, maybe less, the distant tree exploded.

“Oh, damn,” she whispered, and then laughed, frightened and exhilarated both.

The destruction had been near instantaneous.

A wild thought seized her—what else could she do? Clearly, she had changed on a fundamental level—everyone knew that a Cinder’s First Trial determined whether they earned hand-to-hand combat powers or ranged attacks, with emotional, impatient people gaining close quarters powers, while more detached, calculating, and strategic types being given powers that allowed them to fight from a distance.

Had she changed so much? She’d exchanged the Nightmare Lady’s tail and talons for her golden staff. Had she always been more thoughtful, more discerning, but made impatient and fierce by the Nightmare Lady’s presence?

The Emberling trial resulted in powers that bestowed mastery over others or the ability to hide or obfuscate one’s self in some manner. The Nightmare Lady had given her the ability to disappear into shadows and pass through them. Now?

Naomi stilled, focused on herself. Was there some new manifestation she could understand? Her mind wrestled with intangibles, but one truth remained salient: the heat, the warmth of the sun, maintained its primacy.

And she could feel that primacy within her, a presence, a power. All she needed to do was release it.

“Nox,” she whispered. “Could you… could you jump away? Very far?”

“Far?” Confusion, some measure of indignation. “How far?”

“Very.” The pressure within her was growing. It was hers, she knew she could master it, but she didn’t want to.

Nox grumbled, edged around, gathered himself, then leaped. Water splashed her as he soared up and away, landing a good thirty or forty yards in a burst of mud and more water.

That… that should be enough.

Naomi brought her staff in close, allowed that power to burgeon, to rise and rise within her, and then, with a cry, she released it.

A corona of gold burst outward in every direction, a great ring some three yards in height. Pure gold, pure light, it flooded forth, an expanding wall that flashed forth some twenty, thirty yards, perhaps more.

Nox’s croak of alarm was abrupt and he tried to turn and leap away but the light moved too fast. Its farthest extremity washed over him—but had no effect.

Nox froze, then turned back in her direction.

Naomi lowered her staff. The pressure in her chest was gone, in her soul, but she could sense it building again. Again she studied her staff, and then closed her eyes, grinning, overwhelmed, thrilled.

Had that been an attack? It must have been, right? But what scope! It had washed over the landscape without damaging anything. Did it only affect the living?

Nox landed heavily beside her, splattering her with mud and water. She let out a shocked cry and leaped back herself, but then laughed. “You monster!”

Nox sniffed. “Accident. Nox too mighty. Humble apologies.”

“Ha! Sure, Nox, sure. Suddenly, you don’t know where to pick your landing spot!” She wiped mud off her face, peeled the largest gobbets off her filthy robes, but she didn’t really care. “So? What did you feel?”

Nox turned his broad head away.

“Oh, come on, Nox! Tell me! Please? I’m learning how this all works, just… what was it like?”

“Was…” Nox considered. “Nice.”

“Nice?”

“Little nice.”

“Well, at least it doesn’t hurt my allies. Huh.” But one truth was now undeniable. Her Nightmare Lady powers were gone. Had been replaced by the destructive powers of sunlight. But those were only two possible powers. She was a Dread Blaze. She should have four.

Naomi bit her lower lip, considered. The powers were so instinctive. In a way, they didn’t feel beholden to the Great Soul ranks. They felt… natural. So what else could she do?

Again she raised her face to the light. Allowed the warmth to sink into her skin, and found that she was smiling. How long had it been since she’d smiled for no particular reason? She knew that she had but to cast her mind back to find ample reason to weep, but in this moment, rediscovering herself, she was unable to resist the urge.

She was free. She was reborn. She was… herself. And with that came…

Naomi slowed her breath, stilled, sought greater self-knowledge. Sunlight. She wanted to drink it in, to swim in it, to become one with the warmth, that golden radiance. Only now did she understand what Scorio had meant about craving heat, craving fire. If she should come across a river of light now, she wouldn’t hesitate.

Was there anything more glorious?

The pressure within her was rising again, filling her spirit. She could release it into a halo of golden light once more, but… no. Was there more? She focused on that rising might. A sense of majesty filled her. Something from her very depths, her very essence, her core was rising to greet the day, rising to radiate, to burn, to light the world.

Naomi laughed, tears in her eyes again. Her? Naomi? Light the world? It was ridiculous, it was… it was farcical, but…

Her spirit kept rising. It felt as if she were losing control of it. Her urge was to constrain it, to tamp it down. But again, instinct bade her allow it to soar.

No, hissed the memory of a voice. You invite only pain and ridicule by lowering your walls. You’re no good. You never will be. You’re not worthy of this. You’re soiled goods. You’re not worthy of joy. You—

Naomi screamed, banishing the voice, unleashing her spirit, breaking free of the shackles of that ghost, her own self-pity, her own self-loathing. She let out a cry that shook the heavens, and her body… caught fire.

She arose with her spirit, her fury and fear and pain and desire to be something more, to be worthy, to step into the light. She arose and felt herself transform, felt herself become eternal, impossible, beautiful, imperial, ultimate.

Nox was croaking in alarm again, but she couldn’t stop, not even to reassure him. Her Heart was blazing like a bonfire, a funeral pyre for her pain, and the land was dropping away. Arms outstretched, face lifted to the Lustrous Maria’s sky, Naomi lifted higher and higher.

What was this feeling? What had she become? Laughing, weeping, she gazed down at herself, and saw that she had become radiance incarnate. Her flesh, her skin, her everything was now blazing golden light, shimmering with heat and fire, and she was robed in wondrous armor, layered plates of white that encased her inform-fitting beauty. A tabard of white flowed down from her waist, and twin cloaks of alabaster fell from each burning shoulder to spiral around her like a double helix.

Her mind couldn’t take it, her thoughts couldn’t form. But she was transfixed by the rightness of this. This was who she was. Whom she’d always meant to have been. This was her past, her essence, her future. The beauty that had been marred and transfigured by the tenebrite, misshapen and hidden by the Nightmare Lady.

She was free.

She was finally, finally free to be herself.

Laughing, she bolted up into the sky, her twin cloaks spiraling behind her, arms by her sides, her mane of black hair transformed into a river of golden locks, and she curved up and punched through the closest cloud, soaring up and over onto her back to arc beneath the heavens and then down, spinning now as she dove, and oh, by the ten hells, she was fast, she was so impossibly fast.

With a whoop, she swept down to pass right over Nox where he gaped, broad mouth open, and then as she pulled up once more into a steep climb she heard him croak with joy.

She was flying. The land fell away, tilted, only to come rushing back as she dove. She dropped down to only a few feet above the corals and speared through the air, fast, faster, fastest. So fast that everything blurred, only to reach another gem-encrusted hill where she pulled up, her mobility so natural, so intuitive, to skim its surface and shoot up like a blaze of light flung back at the heavens.

Finally, she slowed, descended, and discovered that she could hover. Moving to hang vertically, she dropped to where Nox awaited her, her light wreathing her, her twin cloaks moving to encircle her blazing form with a mind of their own. Gold staff in one hand, she felt incredible, felt amazing, felt…

She dropped the last dozen feet, released her light form, and as Naomi, she staggered forward to drop to her knees by Nox’s side and bury her face in his side. And there she wept.

Deep, terrible sobs. Her frame wracked, she clasped her hands over her face and allowed grief and pain to pour forth.

Nox stood staunchly, not speaking, not moving.

Her sobs died down, and when at last she was done, she backed away just enough to sit numbly on a rock and wiped at her tear-streaked face.

“Naomi good person,” said Nox, breaking the silence at last.

This elicited one final hiccup of grief, but she was too tired, too spent, to do more than offer him a broken smile. “Am I, though?”

Nox’s voice was certain. “Sometimes very annoying. Often not recognize supreme Nox wisdom. But, yes. Naomi good person.”

She gazed down at her hands. The dirt was gone, her cracked nails repaired. “I… I know you think that, but…”

She could sense his abrupt impatience. “Naomi want to be bad person?”

“I—no! Of course not.”

“Naomi want Nightmare Lady back?”

“No! Never. I—never, ever again.”

“Then simple. Naomi complicate matter. Naomi good person. If Naomi not agree, then Naomi decide to be good person now.”

“Yeah.” Her voice was a whisper. That glory. The sheer joy of flight. It already felt unreal. A dream. An undeserved blessing. But that… that was a vestige, wasn’t it? That was how she’d been trained to think. She… she could be a good person now, couldn’t she?

She saw her tail flash through the air.

Saw Alain’s shock as she cut through his neck. The splash of blood, his head—

She flinched and clenched her eyes.

Nox rumbled. “Naomi not ask for Nightmare Lady. Naomi and Nightmare Lady do bad things. Naomi alone now. Naomi make own decisions. Naomi learn. Naomi grow. Naomi become better.”

“Yes,” she whispered, cracking open her eyes and closing her hand into a fist. “I will. I’ll… I’ll take these gifts, and I’ll… I’ll do what I can.”

“All Naomi can do,” said Nox approvingly. “Naomi done? Nox must return to Radiant Pools of Gold. Nox deprive females for too long. Very sad for females. Must return to begin glorious conquest.”

“Yes!” Naomi laughed raggedly. “Yes. I’m done. Thank you, Nox. Thank you.”

“Hmph. Thank Nox by moving quickly toward the pools.” He paused. “If Naomi come?”

“I—of course. I mean…” She realized she’d never considered what came next. “What else would I do? Where else would I go?”

“Nox supreme. But Scorio not bad.”

Scorio.

A flutter of hope, of longing. “I… sure, yes. But I don’t know where he is.”

“Scorio clutchmate. Naomi focus.”

Of course.

The technique Scorio had used to find Nox back in the Iron Weald. She’d never needed to use it while traveling with him, and after fleeing, had never dared. To reach out. To find him.

But now?

Scorio. She thought of his handsome face, his roguish smile, his thick shock of black hair. Her heart rose and her breath caught in her throat.

There was nowhere else she’d rather be. Nobody else she’d rather see.

Naomi closed her eyes and tried to find that sense. Not her Heart sense, but something different, subtle, something…

There. The pull to Nox was buried deep but very strong. A tether. But beyond that. She squeezed her eyes tight. Could she sense something beyond that pull?

For an aching eternity, she sought something else, some other tug, and was just beginning to despair, when—

There.

It was a star compared to the blazing sun that was Nox, but—there. To the north. Back in the Silver Unfathom. A presence, a glimmer, a promise.

Scorio.

She gasped and opened her eyes. “Oh.”

Nox rumbled approvingly. “Good. Naomi go to Scorio.”

“I…” Tears filled her eyes again as she looked upon Nox. Her companion these long weeks, these past months. Massive, resolute, firm, and utterly himself. “You—Nox, you saved me. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”

Nox nodded sagely. The corners of Nox’s mouth turned down into his version of a scowl. “True.”

She laughed and stepped forward to embrace him. “Thank you, Nox. Thank you.”

Nox stiffened as she wrapped her arms around him, then pressed gently back against her. “Naomi welcome.”

They stood thus for a moment longer, then she stepped back and brushed her hair out of her face. When had it become so full, so clean, so untangled? She was smiling and somehow crying at the same time. Would she ever understand herself?

“Go,” rumbled Nox. “Go to Scorio. He need you.”

“Yes. Goodbye, Nox. Till we meet again.”

Nox harrumphed and began clambering away, splashing and working toward the Radiant Pools of Gold.

Naomi wiped at her tears and Ignited her Heart. She raised her face to the sky and embraced her newfound power. Allowed the sheer joy of her new self to infuse her, allowed her heart to soar, and became pure light. With a cry, she surged up toward the heavens, water erupting in her wake, a blazing star, and angling herself toward that distant speck, that distant light that only her soul could sense, she flung herself with impossible speed toward the horizon.


Chapter 56

Scorio

The air was hushed, as if the entire Lost Cube held its breath as Scorio led Fionna down the hall. He thought she might take the lead, made confident now that she was free of the Gauntlet, but the experience had clearly had a profound effect on her, such that she walked alongside him, casting hesitant, nervous glances at him all the while.

Dying horrifically over and over again could have that effect on people, he guessed.

Their footsteps echoed loudly. Anseline had to know they were out. Where was she? Waiting on some throne so that she could monologue at him?

Probably.

The Bronze-lit hallway led past a bunch of doors, but he ignored them, his gaze locked on the opening at the far end. A sense of space, of grandeur. That’s where she’d be. Ferula in hand, he was eager to confront her.

He stopped at the mouth of the tunnel and took in the large space beyond. It was… unlike anything he’d ever seen. The Academy, its Gauntlet, the old Gauntlet, and even the Lost Cube’s Gauntlet had all given him glimpses of ruined vastness, ancient spaces, brutal architecture. The Fiery Shoals had been dense, dark, and improbable atop its lake of lava, while the Fury Spires had been awesome in its alien design.

But this.

The bronze floor was so highly polished that the reflected lights from all around looked like wet smears across its face. Domes of blue glass hovered high overhead, so artfully constructed that it looked as if each gazed up and out into either a huge aquarium or a forest canopy or some other natural wonder. These were supported by pillars of cream-colored stone, between which were arrayed banks of glittering blue glass panels, entire vertical walls of them that flickered as if stars were constantly falling behind their faces. Huge archways divided the immensity into subtle atriums, with the lower half of the walls ringed by bronze balconies which blazed with islands of Silver-mana lights. The balconies were organic, rounded and undulating in and out, and each boasted doorways, passages, and other complexities beyond, so that they were clearly not ornamental but meant to be lived in spaces.

The cumulative effect was dazzling, with the floor reflecting the natural light that filtered from high above alongside the smears of Silver-mana light from the lower half of the walls and the blue twinkling lights from above. It felt as if the place should be thronged with people, the balconies alive with conversations, foot traffic, the doors opening and closing, people crossing the great bronze floor with purpose, the entirety of it alive with activity and energy.

But all was still.

No sound. No laughter. No movement.

Just this alien beauty, this immense construct, so that it felt more like a museum of wonder than a habitat for people.

“What is this?” asked Scorio softly, trying to take it all in.

“The Fortress of Symmetry,” said Fionna, tone hushed. “I grew up here. Ages past, it was supposed to be full of Herdsmen. But our numbers have shrunk to just a handful. This may seem large, but it’s but a fraction of what’s contained in the cube. There are entire wings given to forges and laboratories, along with endless warehouses of equipment, gathered resources, ore, and tools. It’s—it doesn’t take up the entire Fortress though. Most of that is for—well. The batteries.”

“Batteries?”

Fionna bit her lower lip as she glanced at him, as if deliberating some decision, then straightened up and gestured around them. “All of this is powered by mana, right? The lights. The Fortress’s constant levitation and automated journey. Its defenses. The Gauntlet. The crucibles, the… everything.”

“Right.” Scorio considered the sheer amount of mana this all had to take to operate. “That’s got to be an enormous amount. Because the Lost Cube’s been around for—what—seven hundred years?”

Fionna nodded numbly. “Something like that. And maybe in the beginning there were Great Souls here who could help power it, but now?” Her smile was despairing. “Now it’s just me and Anseline and a handful of others, living like ghosts amongst the echoes of the past.”

Scorio felt a slight urge to comfort her, but that instinct died quickly. Fionna was no innocent. Rippling his fingers along the haft of his Ferula, he frowned at the gleaming fastness of the Cube’s interior. “You grew up here?”

“Yes. It was… I…” She studied his face, expression plaintive. “I don’t want to sound like I’m seeking pity. After what you’ve been through. Being a Red Lister. All your trials. Just… my years here weren’t… they weren’t happy ones.”

Scorio nodded slowly. “Must have been lonely.”

“It was…” She considered. “It was a life. One I didn’t think I had any say over. But maybe…” She looked down and away. “Well. You’ve shown me what a lie that was.”

Scorio didn’t know what to say. Was she manipulating him? He didn’t think so, but that was her specialty, wasn’t it?

“In the Outer Gauntlet—that’s where we were trapped—I wanted to, well.” She bit her lower lip. “I wanted to give up. I thought we were done for. We should have been done for. But you…” She glanced up at him. “What I’m trying to say, and clearly making a mess of, is that… thank you. For not giving up. We’d be there still, otherwise. And I know you can’t trust me. I wouldn’t, if I were you. But I decided in there that if I could help, if I could… do any small thing to repay you, because of what I learned in there, from watching you, about my own life, oh, by the gods.” She turned away and covered her face.

Scorio stood still, feeling at once awkward and some measure of impatience. But instinct bid him hold his tongue and wait.

“I’m making such a mess of this.” Her shoulders slumped. “What I’m trying to say is that I’m sorry, and I’ll help you in any way I can. If you even want me to.”

“Alright.” He didn’t know how he felt about that. Again, she seemed sincere, but… “Why don’t you just tell me where we go from here?”

Fionna turned back around. “Anseline—Lady Krula—is probably expecting us in the Warden’s room. Through there. It’s her favorite place, and where controlling the Fortress and its engines is easiest.”

Scorio considered the key. “Will this actually help me control anything?”

“It’s the Warden’s key. You need that to access the powers of the throne.”

“Which I can only do once Anseline is dead?”

“She’ll demand you take dominion from her. But—did you actually gain dominion in the Outer Gauntlet?”

“No,” said Scorio. “Something close, maybe, but not the real thing.”

Fionna studied him, expression fascinated. “I don’t know what that means, but you’ll need dominion to take control of the Fortress. Anseline will demand you establish Primacy.”

“And if I don’t?”

Fionna laughed. “She’s mad. I can say that openly at last. These past years she’s only grown worse, but now? I don’t know. I know what she’ll do if you refuse her.”

“Is it refusal if I just can’t?”

“In her eyes? Probably. Maybe she’ll try to force you, or call you a liar, or… I don’t know. But she’ll kill you before letting you go.”

Scorio tongued the inside of his cheek and considered the gold key. “Well. I might have to ruin her plans, then.”

“She can slow down time. In here, especially. If she wills it, we’ll be practically reduced to statues. If you want to catch her off guard, you’ll have to be fast.”

“Just like her sister, then. Can she change memories, too?”

Fionna nodded.

Scorio considered his Ferula. “Well, perhaps I have a few surprises of my own.”

“I’ll do what I can to distract her, when the time comes. But she has dominion. She’s aware of all that happens in the Fortress. The chances of surprising her are almost nonexistent… but I’ll try.”

“You will?”

Fionna flushed and looked down. “Yes. It might not change anything, but.”

“Because she betrayed you?”

“That, yes. And… other things. A lifetime of other things. But I don’t want to bore you.”

“Alright.” He took a sharp breath. “Guess we’ve nowhere to go but this throne room.”

Fionna strode out onto the burnished floor and led him down the center of the great open space. They passed beneath gigantic arches high above, and Scorio couldn’t help but marvel at each glass dome, each a window into some mythic-looking landscape whose beauty was such that they seemed unreal.

Eventually, they wound their way to a smaller, golden arch that led into a circular room. Fionna approached this arch from the side though, as if intent on their not being seen, and gestured for him to take a peek.

Moving up carefully, Scorio glanced beyond. The floor within was tiled with ivory, and a single bronze balcony ran around the circumference of the room halfway up. The walls were inlaid with bronze pipes and complex machines whose bronze surfaces lit with great panels of golden light, but the upper third of the chamber was one vast glass dome whose thousands of small, composite panes glowed with opaque white light.

Three slender trees grew from the center of the room, their trunks weirdly elongated and their branches reaching for the huge dome, their delicate canopies blossoming some fifty yards above them, and centered between their trunks rose a circular dais of cobalt blue and gold. There Anseline sat upon a great bronze seat, twin panels on either side glimmering with lights and buttons and levers, her eyes closed.

Of course she’s on a throne, thought Scorio to himself.

A decision, then: to enter and converse, and deal with Anseline’s madness, or attempt to end the problem here and now. There were so many variables, so much he didn’t understand, but could he risk her using her powers on him?

Better to risk chaos than place himself in her power once more.

He caught Fionna’s eyes, pointed at his Ferula, then indicated with his thumb at what lay around the corner within the chamber.

There could be no doubting his intent.

If Fionna was going to betray him, now was the time.

Her face paled, but instead she simply nodded jerkily.

Scorio took a calming breath, raised his Ferula so that it was pointed at the seated Charnel Duchess, and unleashed its power.

Lady Krula’s eyes snapped open as time slowed to a crawl.

His colorless flame flew slowly through the air, aimed perfectly at her chest, but she had ample time to erect her Shroud, which proved as formidable as any Charnel Duchess’.

The mote of flame dug deeply into the Shroud’s curvature, causing it to glow brightly, and then burned itself out.

Lady Krula beamed, as if the attack on her life were a sign of good character. “Welcome, Scorio! Welcome to the future you shall soon fashion, that you shall create once I am gone. But not so fast. First I must inform you of a few particulars, though I applaud your eagerness.” Her smile was predatory and cold. She’d donned a green gown of velvet that she’d belted at the waist with a high girdle, and her lank sable hair hung about her bony shoulders.

Scorio went to unleash another blast from his Ferula, but then Lady Krula’s might consumed the room: dominion. His Heart guttered before her absolute power, and his Ferula faded away.

Damn it.

Then time sped back up. Scorio jerked forward, all his effort suddenly unbalancing him, so that he staggered briefly before righting himself. How was he supposed to destroy a Charnel Duchess in her place of power? At least she seemed intent on talking. Perhaps he could wrest some advantage there.

Anseline’s broad smile faded as she considered him. “Long have I waited in these gleaming halls, and ah, so paltry has been my company. But such is the weight of authority, is it not? Heavy is the crown. But I was not content to remain idle. By my own initiative, I have reached across hell and brought you here, to this moment, to enact destiny. The time for waiting has come to an end. There are those who would strike me dead for my temerity, but they are cowards, traditionalists, and hold too dearly to their own power. Don’t they see that the hour is at hand? And you, Scorio, the man of that hour. You have carved your deeds across the flesh of hell, and now you shall do so again. You others, attend us.”

A gold-lined door in the far wall opened and figures emerged. These were clad in all manner of robes, some fine, some utilitarian, some with deep cowls over their heads hiding their faces, some not, but one face leaped out at him instantly, familiar yet greatly changed.

It was a young man, high of forehead and with cadaverous aspect, his cheeks sunken, his chin strong, his nose hooked. Square-shouldered, mouth pursed, he stared curiously at Scorio in turn, studying him with frank appraisal but no recognition.

Bravurn.

It was him, his years shed, his personality less codified, the weight of his regard shorn of the authority of a Blood Baron.

Scorio’s heart began to pound, and he saw again that very man standing over Xandera Prime’s corpse, her severed head held in one fist.

“These are the last Herdsmen that yet reside within the Fortress of Symmetry,” said Anseline. “They shall serve you once I am gone. None have reached Pyre Lord, but they shall be your willing tools, for you shall have dominion.”

There were nine of them, and they formed an uncertain line to one side of the blue and golden dais. Scorio stopped halfway toward Anseline’s throne, and Fionna stopped just behind him.

“But of course!” She’d noticed his glare. “You’re familiar with Bravurn from his prior life, are you not?” She laughed. “How delicious. Oh, don’t be so upset. This Bravurn is innocent as a babe. Well. Not quite, but you know what I mean. I’m actually considering making him our new Retriever. There’s a certain irony there, don’t you think, what with your being a Red Lister?”

“What’s a Retriever?” asked Scorio warily.

“A Retriever? One who retrieves. Who do you think we send to collect the Red Listers once they’re cast beyond the Final Door?”

Scorio stared at her. He recalled the desiccated corpse he’d stumbled upon in the caverns, impaled upon the stone spikes. “You mean… Radert was a Herdsmen?”

“But of course,” said Anseline. “Say hello, Radert.”

A plump man with a mooncalf smile at the end of the line gave a little wave. “Hello! I’m Radert, as you may have guessed. It’s an honor to meet you.”

The man beamed, his cheeks rosy, his hair a mop of caramel brown.

“You’re… so the Red Listers…?”

“A variety of things, but mostly those we’ve flagged for recruitment,” agreed Anseline. “We endeavor to run a tight ship here, but occasionally someone escapes our net, and of course we can’t have that. Hence the encoded designation of Red Listers.” She smiled. “A failsafe, if you will. Not that all Red Listers are meant to be Herdsmen, the Academy itself also uses that protocol for its own reasons, but yes, it’s been a neat recourse for us. One that was meant to ensure that you were retrieved and brought here ages ago, but everything’s been… chaotic, of late. Radert died, and then the next Retriever was captured, and, well, I just haven’t gotten around to training the next one. There was no point, you see, once you escaped our little noose. But here you are. And my wager has paid off handsomely. Haven’t you disrupted all that you touched? Haven’t you been an agent of chaos and change? True to your nature, true to your past, true to your glorious reputation. All is well that ends well, and this, why, this will end beautifully!”

Scorio reeled. So many implications. Had Praximar known? The entire system, Red Listers, Radert, Sal’s faith—

He thrust it all aside. “What are you talking about? You released me to be reborn? I was trapped here?”

“Focus on the imperatives, Scorio. You are to become the lord of the and all its wonders once more. Reborn in the Academy instead of here, you shall be free of Heart Oaths that constrain me, and shall usher it into the public eye. Yours shall be the consequent glory.”

She rested her chin on the back of her wrist. “For too long have I whiled away the years here in pointless obscurity. What use genius if you are commanded to stay still? But they didn’t conceive me capable of this ploy. That I’d invite my own agent of defeat into the Fortress of Symmetry. Oh, no. Those who are consumed by greed and an endless lust for power can’t believe that others might be otherwise.”

Scorio eyed the assembled Herdsmen. They were watching Anseline with expressions of distaste, confusion, and dismay. Clearly they weren’t of the same mind as their leader.

But he’d need them, wouldn’t he? To operate this marvel? This was no whale ship to be directed with gusts of mana. This was a complexity beyond his ken.

Anseline roused herself. “So, let us proceed. It has been far too long since I have seen my sister. Once the Cube is yours, I shall be free to depart and visit her at long last. What a reunion it shall be. Come, Scorio. I’ll only put up a token resistance. There can be only one master of the Fortress. Cease masking your power. Claim Primacy and then grant me my freedom. The rest should be intuitive once you have taken ownership of the Fortress’s nexus and matrices. It will take some time for you to truly comprehend the vastness of its power and the role it plays in the local ecology, but time you have.”

Scorio wrestled one basic fact out of this mess of revelations. “You think I’m masking my power?”

“Of course. I am reading you as a… well. A Blood Baron, of sorts, but you escaped the Outer Gauntlet. You hold the Warden’s key in your hand. Thus, you must be a Charnel Duke.”

“Alright. Say you’re wrong. What happens if nobody claims dominion then?”

“An academic question?”

“I’m just curious.”

“Then… why, the Fortress of Symmetry will cease to operate, obviously. You do understand that it must always have a Warden, don’t you? Who else will oversee the processing of all the mana? Without dominion, the whole system we’ve wrought in the Silver Unfathom will fall apart within days.”

Scorio hesitated. “System?”

“Yes, yes!” She waved a hand irritably. “The Suns, of course. The Warden must ensure the conduits remain active so that the Fortress can siphon them of power. Oh, no, if that ceased to happen, the Suns would actually evolve, and then…” She smiled wryly. “Then oops! Everything would go very wrong.”

Understanding dawned. Scorio blinked, his mouth opening as all the pieces fell into place. “The Lost Cube draws its power from the Suns. That’s what keeps it floating and active. And… and why it follows its path across the Silver Unfathom, moving from Sun to Sun. You tap each one as you go, ensuring that none of them ever explode.”

“Yes, yes,” snapped Anseline. “This will all become clear once you establish dominion. Now, I shall relinquish Primacy so that you may Ignite your Heart and fight me for dominion. Hurry, for I grow impatient.”

Scorio found himself able to Ignite, her dominion retracting just enough so that he could access his reservoir once more. Knowing it futile, he reached out with his Heart senses. Anseline’s dominion otherwise was total. The mana was there, sure enough, but locked away. For a moment he sought to impose the imperial gel matrix upon it all, to claw some advantage from her… but he might as well have scratched at a granite wall.

“I… can’t.”

Anseline blinked. “What do you mean? You want this. My defeat. I arranged for your friends to die. Or have you forgotten? I am your enemy. I’m a Herdswoman. You must desire to end me.”

“Oh, I’d be happy to,” agreed Scorio, eyeing the other Herdsmen who were listening with rapt attention. “But… I don’t know how to claim dominion.”

Anseline stared at him, expressionless.

“But!” He fought to keep his tone jovial. “What we can do instead is keep things going as they are for a little longer. You just sit there and keep siphoning the Suns. I’ll… I’ll go get someone to help. I’ll come back with your sister and she can relieve you of dominion.”

“No!” Anseline shot up to her feet. “This is not for you to decide. I do the deciding. You are the chosen one. I chose you, for your past, for the resonance, for your ability to wreak change. This ends now. You—you defeated the Outer Gauntlet. That means you’re lying. You can claim dominion. You’re choosing not to.”

Scorio’s thoughts raced. What to do? If he summoned his Ferula she’d block him with her Shroud or claim Primacy once more. And even if he killed her, how long would it take the Silverine Suns to evolve? What would happen then? Could the Great Souls manage dozens of whatever emerged from such vast conglomerations of power? Would the Lost Cube even be of use to him and everyone else if it crashed into the silver sands below?

He didn’t know.

“Don’t hesitate,” whispered Fionna urgently, only to sag by his side and collapse. At the same time, a second version of her appeared beside Anseline and touched the Charnel Duchess’ elbow.

Anseline lifted off the ground. She didn’t appear concerned, merely confused. “Fionna, what is the—”

Scorio summoned his Ferula and loosed his colorless flame.

The second Fionna collapsed, corpselike, Anseline glared abruptly at Scorio and summoned her Shroud, exerting dominion simultaneously so that she dropped to the dais. But she was a second too late. Even as Scorio abruptly felt mired in mud, his Ferula’s blast hit home.

It punched neatly through her forming Shroud, and disappeared into Anseline’s chest.

Scorio felt himself abruptly freed of her power. Horrified at the speed of his own reaction, unsure if he’d chosen wisely, he could only stare as the Charnel Duchess’ Shroud disappeared. Anseline staggered backward, clutched at the arm of her throne, then collapsed to the ground.

For a moment, nobody spoke.

Nobody moved.

Fionna had appeared to one side of the chamber, and now covered her mouth with one hand, eyes wide.

“Bravo, Fionna,” said Bravurn, clapping his hands slowly. “You do have a little bite, after all. But Scorio, if you can actually claim dominion, you’d best do so now.”

“I can’t,” said Scorio.

The panels of golden light along the wall began to flicker in a new pattern, one that even Scorio could tell betrayed urgency.

“Well, that’s not good,” said Radert, scratching at the back of his head. “None of us here can, either.”

“Our only hope, then, is that a higher-ranked Herdsmen will notice the loss of control and arrive before it’s too late,” said Bravurn. “Or else…”

Fionna was still staring at the fallen Anseline. “It worked. She’s… she’s dead.”

Scorio kept his Ferula raised. “Thank you, Fionna.” He still couldn’t quite believe she’d distracted her mistress. But the situation was grave, and he had to remain focused. “Is there anything that can be done to stabilize the situation?”

The sole Herdsmen who’d been wearing a deep cowl pushed it back, revealing his prematurely aged face. Scorio thought him past the ability to feel fresh shock, but the sight of Sal’s gaunt features, his skin the color of old bone, his stringy beard, caused Scorio’s eyes to widen anew. The last time he’d seen his fellow Red Lister was when Sal had abandoned them all to race past the Brass Door into the dark beneath the Academy.

“Hello, Scorio.” Sal began rubbing his hands together as he smiled nervously, displaying his missing teeth. “I’ve, ah, been here for some time, now. And become something of an expert on the Fortress of Symmetry and its mechanics. Again.” He glanced disdainfully at his peers. “No surprise, seeing as I was the original creator of much of this… wonder.” And he gestured around the room. “So, it’s with some authority that I can state that we’re absolutely doomed unless you can claim dominion, or someone else steps in to do so. Promptly.”

Scorio could only shake his head.

“A pity.” Sal smiled again. “You see, this is a very delicate enterprise, a complex equation that requires balancing lest it all go to hell.” He snickered at his own pun. “Because, well, there are—think of it as a matrix of force that extends from one Sun to the other, leashes, constraints, confabulations. All originating from here, the Fortress of Symmetry. But without dominion, well.” He gave a rapid shake of his head. “It all falls apart.”

“How much time do we have? A few days?” asked Scorio. “In that time—”

“No!” Sal’s bark was raw with sudden anger. “Not days! The destabilization process has already begun! The closest Sun already slips its harness, and soon its neighbors will do the same, then the next. We’d best pray that an Imperator arrives in the next few moments, for if not, the Suns will…” He paused, searching for the right word.

“Explode?” suggested Radert.

“Evolve beyond a threshold from which there is no returning.” Sal stroked his wispy beard. “It will be fascinating to observe, of course. There are centuries’ worth of theories as to what happens next, what the Sun shall become, but most agree that the Silverines have the right of it: a god shall be born. Not a friendly god, either.”

“This…” Scorio tried to find the words. “Why did they make such a precarious system? Why aren’t there protective measures?”

“Ah,” said Sal, tapping the side of his nose. “Why, indeed?”

Bravurn was staring at Sal with consummate disdain. “Because the creators of the Fortress of Symmetry were not averse to this eventuality.”

“They wanted the Suns to explode?” asked Scorio.

Bravurn nodded. “It’s the only reasonable deduction. Even if it weren’t their primary objective, the explosion of the Suns must have been seen as a suitable backup plan in case their original plans fell apart.”

“They,” said Scorio. “You’re not one of them?”

Bravurn’s smile was just three degrees short of a sneer. “Nobody truly is until they reach Crimson Earl. We Herdsmen are gradated, knowledge doled out accordingly, and all wrapped in such secrecy that the left hand can never divine what the right is doing.”

“None of that matters,” snapped Sal, stepping forward as if to push Bravurn back and out of sight. “We must now raid the Fortress of all we can and flee before it begins to fall. But, oh! What a fun surprise the Academy is going to have. Their next class is going to be a doozy!”

The pattern of the lights across the walls was flashing brighter and more rapidly.

Scorio looked from one Herdsmen to the next, to Anseline’s corpse to the throne then to where Fionna yet stood. There was simply too much taking place here that he didn’t understand, and he knew he couldn’t trust what he was being told, either.

One truth remained, however. Anseline was dead, dominion was lost, and the Lost Cube was about to fall from the sky.


Chapter 57

Leonis

This couldn’t be considered sacred ground, yet somehow it still felt like it. Leonis inhaled deeply, trying to come to terms with what he was seeing all around him—the endless biers, the still forms, their missing legends—and failed. He just couldn’t wrap his mind around it.

Had they been lying here for centuries? In the dark, lost to their own kind, trapped by the Herdsmen in a living mausoleum? Why? The question resonated deep within him, a single, plangent cry. Why deprive their ranks of these warriors, these leaders, these geniuses?

Everybody seemed equally stunned. He’d drifted alongside Jova to gaze upon the body of Iulius the Golden, and then moved past the first row, to the second ring, and stopped before one of the ornate platforms to gaze in fascination upon the severe and handsome features of a woman. Even in repose, her lips were pulled into the slightest of frowns. BEREKERAH was all the plaque read, but for some reason the name caused him to shiver, as if he recognized it on some ancestral level, something beyond the limits of human memory.

Then they weren’t alone.

The eidolon turned abruptly to stare into the darkness, and the rest of them oriented in the same direction. Movement, and then a stylishly clad… automaton? Construct? Could it be a fiend? Emerged from the gloom to stand before them, as alien and inscrutable as the purpose of this tomb.

With a flicker of intent, Leonis Ignited his Heart and glanced back and around their group, ascertaining everyone’s location.

“Who are you?” demanded Jova, tone cold and imperious.

The impossible figure remained stock still, observing them, taking their measure. Leonis could sense its foul intent, yet—could this be considered a Herdsman? No.

“It’s a guardian,” he said, voice low.

Everybody was tense, frozen, unsure how to proceed. The creature gave them nothing. No movement, no means of divining its intent.

“It’s not a fiend,” said Xandera softly. “And I can sense more of them around us. Many more.”

“What do you think, Jova?” Druanna sounded almost amused. “Strike while we can?”

“Who are you?” demanded Jova again, but Leonis could sense her growing impatience, born, no doubt, from her awareness of having died here before. “Answer, or we’ll—”

The figure didn’t move, but its will became manifest in an undeniable dark totality. The mana around them, the air, the world, abruptly shifted in a manner Leonis had never experienced. It was as if a pane of glass had slid between him and his Heart, which abruptly guttered and went dark, his grasp on power vanishing right before his eyes. He could still sense the mana, the great Silver banks of it wafting slowly in the air, but his frantic attempts to grasp it were as fruitful as if he’d attempted to grab at distant clouds.

Druanna’s eidolon disappeared.

“It—it claimed dominion?!” Druanna’s shock was total. “But—that’s a Charnel Duke power, it doesn’t have a Heart—”

The air around the construct grew turgid and wrong. Leonis didn’t hesitate. “Get down!”

He dropped behind the bier even as he roared his command, heart hammering, one hand steadying him on the jeweled side, and crimson light flashed above him.

Kelona screamed, the sound one of horror, not pain, and he heard the sound of someone falling bonelessly to the ground.

“Druanna!” Nyrix rose from behind a bier and stepped before the construct, his fists balled, his eyes wide. “Kelona, get her to safety! You! Hey, you! Over here!”

The construct oriented slowly on the Dread Blaze, then its geometry flashed crimson as it unleashed death.

Somehow, impossibly, Nyrix swayed aside and then closed, face a pale smear, mouth open in a wordless scream.

“Nyrix, no!” roared Leonis, but it was too late.

The blockhead leaped back, onto a bier, and again its face blasted crimson down upon the Great Soul.

Leonis started forward, but he was too far to intervene.

Nyrix ignored everyone as he raced forward, face a rictus of fear, then just before he was torn apart Kuragin tackled him right around the waist, the flare of red slashing down his side as the pair fell back behind another bier.

Leonis heart was in his throat. “Nyrix! Kuragin!”

From the near distance he could hear Nyrix’s panicked pleading.

Damn it! Again and again, Leonis reached for his Heart, tried to connect with the local mana, but it was utterly impossible. The construct’s will loomed over them all, clamped down on their ability, and the lack of flying rocks showed that even Jova was affected. Leonis bit his lower lip, glared out at nothing, gaze darting back and forth. What could he do? The raft was dead. Even if they raced back to the shaft, there was no climbing back out. They were trapped, powerless, and facing a foe that could lance them from a distance.

But only if it saw them coming.

Leonis was a big man, but he’d always been light of foot. When he wasn’t hungover, that was, but now he felt alive, lethal, lithe as a jaguar and with a single clear mission: to circle around, using the biers as protection, and come at the construct from behind.

Hunched over low, he snuck swiftly from bier to bier, heartbeat making it nearly impossible to hear anything that was going on. The others were shouting to each other, but clearly were out of sight. No more flashes of crimson seared the air.

A Charnel Duke power. No doubt it was incredibly strong. He couldn’t count on wrestling it into submission. He’d have to angle his tackle so that when he drove it down, its stone head would hit a bier. Perhaps it was fragile? If he could shatter that stone, then—but damn it, Xandera had said there were many more out there.

If he stopped to think about it, he’d freeze up. The situation was so bad it didn’t bear thinking on. So he moved instead, going out wide, trying to ensure it never got a clear line of sight on him.

But where was it?

He risked a glance over the top of a bier, peering past the body that lay on it in time to see the black-clad figure leap like a cricket into the air.

Frustration seized him. It was leaping toward his friends. “Watch out!” he roared, just as it landed neatly, feet on either side of a corpse, and unleashed a blast of crimson light upon the person cowering behind it.

Kelona’s scream was brutally cut off.

“Damn it!” He couldn’t help himself. He rose to standing, his whole body vibrating with fury and frustration. “You! Hey—”

A bolt of red, viscous lava flew through the air at the fiend. But it swayed aside with impossible dexterity, its entire upper body bending back and over without shifting its legs so that the lava jetted past it to spatter down between the biers.

“I grant that you have dominion,” said Xandera, stepping into view. Her long mane of orange hair glowed in the darkness, swept down past her shoulders near to the ground, its very tips darkening to crimson. Her eyes blazed, each a pool of effulgent gold, and slender seams of orange had appeared where her skin showed, as if her core were heating up to a tremendous degree. “That marks you as a lord, and so you are owed some measure of respect. But I am a queen, and I decree that you shall die for hurting my friends.”

Leonis froze, wonder and fear and concern warring in his heart. He wanted to call out to her, to rush to her aid, but not only were they a good thirty yards away, but what could he even do?

The black-clad construct made no answer. It straightened from its impossibly bent pose, and seemed to consider Xandera. Then its blocky head flashed, and a plane of crimson light flew forth to strike at the blazeborn queen even as she tried to duck aside.

It cut into her torso and severed her left arm, so that it fell away as glowing gold blood spurted forth.

“Xandera!” Leonis didn’t care if he could help, he broke into a run, racing toward her, only to stagger to a stop.

Xandera hadn’t fallen over like any normal person would.

Instead, a new arm pushed its way out of her shoulder, the whole of it forged from living magma, resplendent and delicate.

“I told you,” said Xandera, voice growing low. “I am royalty.”

And then she blasted the construct clear off the bier even as it sought to turn and leap. The magma lifted it off its perch, engulfed it, and brought it crashing down upon an empty bier to roll and hit the ground.

Leonis sprinted forward and saw that Jova had the same reaction. She closed on the fallen foe from the other side, and they reached the construct simultaneously. It was jerking and sitting up, its finery covered in great dollops of cooling lava, the geometry of its head now pitted and imperfect.

But not dead.

Leonis roared and brought his booted foot down on its shoulder, knocking it prone, and Jova stomped its head a moment later.

The construct seemed disoriented, but it was clearly still in the fight. It flailed its arms, then a flash of crimson flew forth from its head, the intensity lessened, the light snarled and pocked with darkness as if its fundamental nature had been warped, but still strong enough to catch Jova in the chest and near slash her apart.

Jova didn’t scream. She simply reeled for a moment, eyes wide, and then staggered, looking ready to collapse.

Leonis lunged for her, over the fallen construct, wrapped his arms around her waist and carried her away, ducking low and bringing her to the ground a few biers over and out of the monster’s sight.

“Damn,” he hissed, rearing back and taking in the damage. A line had been seared from the base of her neck down over her chest to one hip, her clothing cut open, her flesh cooked, with the white of bone showing through over her ribs. Blood bubbled at her lips, and she stared at him with helpless fury, shivering as if suddenly freezing.

Her Heart was guttered. Her resilience was neutralized. She tried to speak but could only make a choking sound.

“Wait here,” he said, horrified, desperate, resolute. “I’m going to help Xandera.”

He tore himself away and rushed back, only to see the young blazeborn queen step into view as the construct levered itself up to one knee. It lashed at her with its crimson light, but this time she stepped and turned sideways, so that the weak blast missed, then raised her palm to flood it with fresh lava.

The black-clad monster went down, buffeted and drowning under the glowing deluge, and Xandera raised her chin to stare imperiously at where it lay. “You die for your transgressions.”

The effects of dominion dropped, and Leonis instantly Ignited. He summoned his gold armor and Nezzar, and never had he taken so much comfort from wielding his mythic club. This meant Jova was no doubt already stabilizing, perhaps even healing, though he wasn’t completely sure how her power worked.

Still, if she could get the raft up, if they could get everyone on board and flee—

Dominion dropped on them again like a leaden shroud. His Heart guttered, and with a cry he lost Nezzar and his armor.

“Damn it!” roared Kuragin from the near distance.

“This isn’t good,” said Xandera, tone distant and she turned to gaze about them. Had she grown a couple of inches?

“No,” agreed Leonis. “Not good at all.”

Then she smiled at him, the expression luminous and gentle and kind. “Don’t worry. I’m here. I’ll do what I can.”

Leonis went to answer but movement in the dark dragged his gaze away. More constructs were appearing.

Many more.

They emerged from the farthest reaches of the vast tomb to draw close, illuminated by the ghostly radiance of the candles. Ten, twenty, too many to count.

Leonis’ lip peeled back in a silent snarl as he turned in a slow circle. More than fifty, easily.

Utterly silent, they strode ever closer, closing the net.

Xandera’s expression turned solemn as she observed them all.

“What can I do?” asked Leonis helplessly. “How can I help?”

“Sometimes, you can’t.” Her tone was gentle. “Sometimes, you have to depend on your friends.”

And Xandera moved forth to meet them.

She skipped between the biers, light on her bare feet, and the closest constructs leaped to engage. Mid-leap, when a dozen of them were at the height of their arcs, she waved her arms and from each palm gouted a great blast of lava that flew up in a thick, sludgy spray even as the black-clad figures blasted back down at her with their crimson light.

The lava was mostly inured to the attack. It hit half the constructs with enough force to turn them midair, so that they crashed down upon the biers or the interstices between them.

But enough of the crimson light got through that Xandera took several attacks across the arms and torso. She cried out in pain and staggered backward, deep lesions oozing her burning blood.

More constructs were closing in from all sides. Twisting, loosing more bolts of lava, Xandera gave ground and entered the large open space before the Archspire. Leonis clenched his fists as he watched her topple one figure after the next, but there were always more to replace them, and they kept scoring her with their blasts, so that soon she was a mess of lacerations, her dusky skin wet with glowing blood, one arm hanging down by her side, chunks of her hair falling free only to be replaced by fresh orange flow.

There was no way she could win.

It was just a matter of moments now.

What could he do?

Nyrix was yelling at Xandera to flee. Jova—had she healed enough? Nothing from Druanna and Kelona. His stomach was a twisted ball of acid and pulsing bile. He had to see if they yet lived. He couldn’t—wouldn’t abandon them.

If only Scorio were here!

But he wasn’t. Which meant Leonis would do what he could, meager as that might be.

Xandera went down. The black-clad figures closed about her, flashes of crimson light erupting again and again as they blasted her where she lay.

He wanted to bellow his frustration, to find a weapon, to be able to do something. But then a great flood of heat erupted out from where the constructs were gathered, and though it wasn’t a wash of power, exactly, and though Leonis was parted from his Heart, he could intuit, could sense the sheer power that had just washed out from that locus.

Something had just happened.

Something that caused the scores of black-clad figures to hesitate and draw back.

Then, like a leviathan emerging from the depths, a new figure arose into view. Twin ridged horns easily a yard in length speared upward from an adult feminine face whose eyes were suns in a mask of ebon black. Solid black hair hung about her horned shoulders, and all of her was armored in thick black plates whose seams blazed with an infernal inner light. She rose, swaying in a serpentine manner from side to side, and Leonis had never seen someone more august, more imposing, more regal in his life.

“Very well,” intoned the blazeborn queen, her voice hollow with power. “If you wish to test my might, I shall gladly reveal its extent.”

The base of the Archspire erupted. A surge of lava flooded forth like a wave, picking up and carrying away the closest constructs who contorted and reached and arched their backs as they sank into the burning rock. Others managed to leap away, loosing blast after blast of red light at the queen. These scorched her armored form, but failed to cut through, or at best landed lacerating cuts.

Xandera, in turn, extended her palm and began loosing precise bolts of lava as slender as arrow shafts, and which flew forth just as quickly. They lit up the heavy gloom like dawn rays, flying forth to smash into the constructs to either send them spinning away or punch clear through their chests or shatter their heads.

Leonis felt a shout of victory rise in his chest, wanted to laugh, to cheer her on. Xandera wove from side to side on her great serpentine tail, her form burning bright between the plates of black armor.

They were going to win this thing. Nothing could stand up to Xandera Sextus.

Abruptly, the remaining constructs drew back, and Xandera must have sensed something for she ceased her assaults and narrowed her burning eyes as she peered into the darkness.

Leonis followed her line of sight, and saw three new figures approaching. They were identical to each other, but distinct from the first wave, three men with chalk-white chests and huge, armored shoulders made from overlapping black iron plates. They drifted forward as if floating, their lower halves seeming to disappear into black armored skirts, and their heads…

Leonis gaped.

Black heads that were cut off at the bridge of the nose. There was simply nothing above that, no eyes, no brow, nothing.

The three figures floated forward, two splitting off to encircle Xandera, who watched them warily, waiting for them to draw closer.

Then, simultaneously, lurid crimson light flared from the severed tops of their heads, spreading out to form a triangle whose surface shimmered as if smoke were passing through it, and they burst forward, flying through the air toward Xandera.

Who let forth a cry of defiance and flung herself to one side as she willed a wall of lava to erupt from the ground, so bright it banished the darkness. The three figures simply pulled up, their mobility perfect, to fly up and over the top of the surging wall and then around the blazeborn queen with peerless symmetry, the triangle of light atop their heads flexing and extending outward to form permanent beams of red light that targeted Xandera.

Leonis couldn’t see what happened, for his sight was blocked by the wall of lava, but he heard Xandera scream.

“Shit,” he hissed, casting around. A weapon, a piece of rock he could throw, something—

His gaze fell upon the closest bier.

An older man lay upon it, his features craggy and worn, his mane of graying black hair draped upon the bier about his head, the same silver spike punched up through his chest.

But he looked familiar. Even in death he had an arresting presence, a striking mien, an aura to him.

But he wasn’t dead.

Leonis’ eyes widened as he saw the chest rise subtly, and then fall.

The blood on the silver spike glistened. It looked fresh.

How?

Almost tripping over himself, Leonis rushed around to the base of the bier. The plaque bore one name: PLASSUS THE INEXORABLE.

For a second, Leonis hesitated. The Charnel Duke from the Fury Spires. He’d never spoken to the man, but remembered Scorio’s duel, how he’d led their forces across the Bone Plains—if anyone could help—

But how could he free him? Frantic, Leonis studied the bier, searching for a mechanism, buttons, a lever, anything.

Of course there was nothing. This was an artifact, wasn’t it? It was probably activated by mana, would respond to some command, or—

“Damn it!” roared Leonis as Xandera cried out again, and in sheer frustration, he hammered his fist upon the plaque.

Which made a buzzing, grinding sound, and retracted an inch into the bier, Plassus’ name vanishing from its face.

The silver spike that protruded from Plassus’ chest sank and disappeared.

A moment later, Plassus blinked, scowled as if by reflex, then raised a heavy hand to pinch at the bridge of his nose and sat up.

Leonis stared, unable to think much less act.

The Charnel Duke dropped his hand heavily into his lap, then quirked a dark brow and stared right past him at the fight that was taking place before the Archspire.

Then he dragged his burning gaze back to Leonis, and demanded, his voice little more than a rasp, “What in the fucking fuck is going on?”


Chapter 58

Dameon

The Silverines bore Dameon on, and as he flew through the frigid skies toward the awesome Silverine Sun, he sought frantically to find some means of wresting victory from rank impossibility.

For he knew victory was possible. His damned power told him so. Each time despair began to squeeze his throat and blanket his mind in darkness, he’d summon that tapestry of threads and stare in disbelief at the broad, golden road that rated his chances of success as impossibly high.

There had to be a way to win through. There was a means to achieve impossible power. He just couldn’t think of it.

The Silverine Sun hung massive and impossibly potent before him. Few in all of hell truly understood just how miraculous, how powerful that entity was, but Dameon was one of them. He could cast his mind back to some of his earliest memories and recall the Great Soul drive through the Silver Unfathom, those impossible, glorious years as an Imperator, and how they’d studied and marveled at the species.

Even then, the Suns had hung heavy and potent in the Silver Unfathom skies, served by Abstractions and Philosophers both. The Silver Unfathom had teemed with other fiendish life, but that richness was already under siege, being consumed and ravaged by the voracious Silverine appetites for power.

But even as an Imperator, Dameon had known not to tamper with the Suns. The Abstractions, sure. The huge, statuesque beings whose thoughts were near impossible to comprehend were intelligible, in their own fashion, but the Suns had too many unknowns. And even then, the number of Imperators had been too few to dedicate themselves to unnecessary puzzles. The true fiends had been a constant menace, and each step toward the Pit had been fought at great cost.

So it was that the mystery of the Suns was set aside, like so many other mysteries in hell, and the focus instead placed on utilizing the Abstractions and their power to cement the Red Road and create a safe path for all Great Souls to travel.

Dameon stared at the distant Sun, and sneered. What blindness. To choose to ignore the Suns when they had still been manageable. Now? Dameon could only marvel at how vast they had grown, how utterly beyond anything his memories could comprehend.

It hung before him in the pewter sky, wreathed with slow-moving bolts of white and purple lightning. Its potency made it appear far larger than it truly was. He felt as if he gazed upon a huge, celestial orb glimpsed over the horizon, when in truth it was merely a massive sphere that hung a mile away above the desert sands, the horizon ringed by mountain ranges.

This one was bloated with power, its face darkened as if by some perpetual eclipse, a corona of purple light ringing it in majesty. The clouds whirled slowly about it like mana about a vortex, and the landscape itself seemed to shimmer and flicker, as if the Sun sorted through the many planes that surrounded it and manifested a different one every few moments.

His mouth tasted metallic. His skin crawled. And the sight of the tens of thousands of Philosophers forming a diffuse ring about the Sun gave him no comfort, either. They floated as if in a trance, their multifarious forms blending into a seamless whole, enough Philosophers to wash away the Red Keep like a great tide, and this but one Sun. How many Suns were there in all—just over a dozen?

What a force. What a tremendous menace they’d allowed to grow upon their doorstep.

Allowed, or been manipulated into ignoring? Dameon couldn’t help but smile now as they winged ever closer. Had the Imperators from so long ago truly decided that the Suns weren’t worth investigating, or had Herdsmen guided their attention elsewhere? Even now, were the Silverines given so little attention because of the very real threats that the Viridian Heart and the Blood Ox had posed, or for other, more nefarious reasons?

Academic questions.

If he didn’t divine a way out of this, he’d die, and be reborn once more, ignorant of everything until he came into his Dread Blaze power.

But what to do?

Only as an Imperator had he possessed the self-mastery to maintain the integrity of his soul within the Abstraction. The process, the actual devouring, was hazy in his memory. Something about the act had blocked his ability to recall it.

But.

Staring at the rapidly approaching Silverine Sun, Dameon knew with cold certainty that he’d better figure it out quick.

The Silverines that bore him on twittered and called to each other, ecstatic over being entrusted with delivering Dameon to the Abstraction below. He tuned them out and studied the landscape. The vast Sun blazed malevolently over a singular mesa that arose like an altar before it. That was their destination. He could just make out the Abstraction, a behemoth of white marmoreal flesh that kneeled in obedience to the Sun, the top of the mesa wreathed in an alien forest of moonwhite stalks and garlands of emerald green.

Damn it. They’d drop him before the Abstraction, and he would be engulfed by its power. The way they “ate” people was to absorb them into their overwhelming mana fields. Dameon wouldn’t be actually, physically consumed. He’d dissolve, his flesh transmuting into that alien energy that was fed to the Sun.

He could recall retaining his presence of mind throughout. The act didn’t kill, but transformed, and those with sufficiently strong minds and egos could hold on to their thoughts, their identity, for some small degree of time.

Long enough so that as an Imperator he’d been able to suborn the Abstraction from within, where it had no defenses.

But that Abstraction had been far away from a Sun. Not right beneath one like this.

Again and again, he compulsively checked his power, and now the broad golden road seemed to mock him. Could it be malfunctioning? Could it be interpreting his requests in some bizarre, alien manner?

Dameon resisted the urge to just curse as they swooped down. The pressure from the Sun was surreal. Still half a mile away, it bathed him in rippling waves of force that made him feel as if he were being pulled into a spiritual oven. His Heart was besieged just by the proximity, the mana in his reservoir growing restive and then tugging at its confines as it sought to flow toward the Sun.

The pressure became unbearable until with a gasp, Dameon expelled the mana from his reservoir before it could rupture its own way free. Emptied, he felt immediate relief. But his Heart. It was being abraded just by being so close to the Sun.

Which was… magnificent.

There was no denying its alien majesty up close. Great currents folded and surged across its face, releasing shimmers of white light that were beautiful against the royal purple, the incandescent blues, the permanent lightning bolts that crackled soundlessly over the vast sphere.

Awesome. Utterly inhuman. And in some manner, a living entity. Fed for countless centuries on all the mana that had flowed into the Silver Unfathom. Gorged. Yet a mystery for all that—why had it never ruptured? Could they grow forever? Or was their purpose misunderstood even by the Silverines that worshipped them?

Down they flew, down to the mesa, and here hundreds of Philosophers hung, each striking and powerful in its own way, the exemplars of their tier, each on the very verge of becoming an Abstraction. They watched him with inhuman curiosity.

If this was to be his final hour, then he would manifest some damned dignity, at any rate. He schooled his features, raised his chin, and resisted the urge to sneer.

Let them sacrifice him to their gods. It would be the last sacrifice they ever made.

The Philosophers released their grip on him a dozen yards above the plateau, and he dropped onto the rocks. Unable to resist, he let out a wail as he fell, arms windmilling, only to hit a surprisingly spongy network of roots. For a second, he lay thus, gasping and horrified at how quickly he’d lost control of himself, but then he grunted and rose to his feet.

The Abstraction loomed before him. This one’s head was a slowly revolving crown of fragments, more orchid than anything else, pale marble petals spinning with glacial slowness about golden pistils whose ends tapered into nothingness, gradating into pure spiritual essence. It knelt before the Sun, its arms spread open wide in a permanent pose of adulation, and from its back extended great ropes of stone that became milky vegetation, descending to the plateau to there spread out and grow into this lunar garden. Its body was carved into muscular perfection, its size overwhelming, and the sheer power that wafted off its skin caused Dameon’s mouth to dry out, his stomach to clench, and his thoughts to still.

A Philosopher wrapped in emerald robes descended to hover before him. This one bore such a startlingly large array of antlers that they extended more like a bone web about its head than anything else, a great outgrowth of prongs that seemed to capture some of the ambient mana and funnel it to its head, which was shaped like that of a beautiful woman, the lower half painted a perfect crimson, its eyes blazing like twin golden suns.

This being was more powerful than he was. Dameon couldn’t help but feel grudging awe as he gazed upon its majesty. If it wished, it could ascend right now, mutate and grow into an Abstraction right before his eyes.

Which meant it would soon die, willingly feeding itself to its master so that all its accumulated power could flow into the Sun.

“Welcome, Dameon. I am Vanatasiar, Primarch and devotee of the first rank. I remember through my lineage your name and deeds. I see them now, refracted through broken memories of my ancestors. Your duplicity. Your accomplishments. How you mutilated our Abstractions toward your own ends.”

Dameon managed a mocking bow. “I am as you see me.”

“Indeed. It is fitting that you delivered yourself into our hands. Fitting that you should be one of the last sources of power our Silverine Sun needs to evolve. You shall cap the cycle that began so long ago. Your essence shall propel our kind into the Light, and through you we shall achieve immortal greatness.”

“You know, you’re not the only one who has access to their past memories.” Dameon tapped his temple. “I’ve got so much stored up here that I can barely keep track. And one thing I do remember is someone very much like you giving me the same damned speech. What’s up with that? Are you Silverines so dumb that you don’t realize that you’ve been on the same verge of ascending for centuries now?”

“Time is not as you understand it. Not all is linear. We Philosophers and you Great Souls live moments sequentially. Abstractions can view the wheel from a remove. When all that matters is the evolution of our Suns, what weight does mortal impatience carry? None. The event shall transpire, and against the span of infinity, it transpires soon, for it has always transpired soon.” Vanatasiar’s blank face cracked to reveal a mouth, and its smile was as faint as it was contemptuous. “You Great Souls have been offered wisdom through your own process of rebirth, but you live each life as if it were your last. You are too limited to realize the potential of your station. For all your power, your Imperators, you are divided, impatient, short-sighted, and incapable of truly great works. That is your downfall. And now is our time to ascend.”

Dameon shrugged. “Sure. That sounds great. Good for you all.” His heart was pounding away, and he could barely breathe from the tension, but still he forced a rakish smile. “But unless you plan to keep chatting with me forever, how about we get this done? I’ve got another life just waiting for me to squander.”

The Philosopher’s smile crooked at the corner. “Yes. Let us… get this done.”

And the world condensed around him. Dameon couldn’t even scream as his every muscle clenched and his back arched. He rose to the balls of his feet and would have toppled over had something vast and gentle and utterly powerful not cradled him where he teetered. The world grew painfully bright, his every sense suddenly overloaded. He could smell the metallic dust in the air, the verdant greenery about him, the pulsing of the flowers, the rich pollen that each harbored. His robes were rough against his skin, the air too cold, and he could taste terror in his mouth, a flat acidic tang, his stomach spasming, his body aflame.

And the Sun. It somehow grew more prepossessing, more prominent, as the rest of the Silver Unfathom receded, the mountains falling back, the waist-high garden fading away, the swirls of color, the gravitational depths, the interplay of mana that coiled ceaselessly within its divine corpus calling to him, a siren song he could no longer resist.

He was flensed.

His mind peeled apart.

Memories were summoned against his will. Countless memories blurring through his mind as life after life was examined like a careless reader rifling through the pages of a tome. Moments of joy, of boredom, of climax, of euphoria, of horror, of boredom, of amusement, of calculated cruelty, of boredom, of ambition, of hope, of anger, of nausea, of boredom, of rare love, of exultation, of boredom—

He was screaming, but from very far away, and it didn’t mean much.

Life after life. Decade after decade. The Academy, the Gauntlet, the Archspire. The Academy, awakening upon his bier, the Archspire, learning what it meant to be a Great Soul. Each life a moment of ignorant bliss followed by cynicism, wonder, and despair as soon as he regained all his memories. Life, laughter, wounds, fiends, exploration, ambition, hope, despair, boredom, death.

Death, death, death.

Dameon was rising into the air. His very form was becoming light. Further back his memories went. A younger Dameon, in soul if not in body, where hope was more genuine, ambition more altruistic. First loves, first friendships. The bright sense of manifest destiny, taking their kind ever deeper into hell, fighting fiends, rebuffing true fiends, exploring new layers of hell, the wonder of being the very first to see the Efflorescing Chasm, to simply stand at its edge and be awed, truly awed, by the wonders and beauties of hell.

Youth. Innocence. Hope.

Back and back the memories went, beyond what he could consciously recall, and he saw the rebuilding of the ruins, the confusion and wonder as to who had built Bastion and left it destroyed for them to recover, to re-light the sun-wire. The Shepherds instructing them in the necessity of the tiers, the greater power they’d achieve by acquiescing to the Archspire’s mandate, the first deaths, the first rebirths—

Up he rose, no longer screaming, just weeping tears of light, rising toward the Abstraction, up toward its petals and pistils, its broken geometries, but it was so much more, he saw that now, its spiritual form dwarfed the physical, it was a small planet unto itself, a coagulation of garnered mana that it tempered and nurtured until it was ready to be fed to the distant Sun, which hovered in a vast web of Silverine power. Oh, glory, it truly was a god, so much more than Dameon could have conceived, and now he was fading, fading into wisps of himself, sublimating into the Abstraction’s reservoir, but it wasn’t a reservoir, it was simply Acherzua, no, it was—

—and there, what was that? In the distance, he saw a floating cube, huge and impossible, arcs of power lancing across it, and from the Sun flowed a great river of energy, a vast amount without end that flooded into the cube, that lit it up as brightly as a star going nova, and it was into this web, these impossible objects of beauty, that he would—

With a supreme act of will, Dameon forced his thoughts to coalesce. It felt like trying to build a tent in a world-ending storm, an exercise in futility, but Dameon knew, through and through, that if he had anything, if he possessed any merit, any categorical quality, it was an overwhelming sense of self, of desire, of ambition.

It wasn’t the Silverines that would ascend.

It wasn’t their kind that would rise.

It was him.

Power.

Imperator.

His sole lodestone. His guiding star. He would achieve greatness once more. A burning need. A need he didn’t question, simply accepted, as a creature lost in a blizzard might accept a fire.

Keep it together. Just a little longer.

His consciousness rose higher and higher, and thought became harder.

I am me. I will not stop. I—I’ve worked so hard, but for… for what? For power. I…

With desperation, he grappled with his thoughts. The technique he’d used before to suborn the Abstraction was there, but he couldn’t employ it. He wasn’t an Imperator. The Silverines were too powerful.

I tried so hard… I sacrificed… everything… and for what? Make this… I… no… please…

He was a single, dimming star lost amongst countless constellations. A paltry creature of ugly greed and ambition who had failed to see the beauty all around him. A speck of nothing, unaware of his own insignificance.

He had hoped for so much, but only now did he see how insignificant his hopes had been.

How paltry.

How… pathetic.

If I go… then let me… in my next life…

A great pulse flooded through existence. A ripple of existential import. Dameon could barely discern it, so lost was he, so on the edge of annihilation. But it washed across the sky, the world, and, uncomprehending, he saw the vast stream of mana that flowed from the Sun cease to pour into the cube.

Other strands, other rivers that stretched across the heavens from impossibly far distances continued to pour power into the construct, but the Sun, here, now, ceased to be so compelled.

No, it wasn’t an abrupt cessation. It was cycling down through the rarest forms of mana. Passively, barely curious, Dameon saw the little flecks of Emerald cease to flow out of the Sun.

Strange.

Then the Gold. There wasn’t much, but far more than the Emerald. This, too, ceased to flow.

Emotions flooded the aether. The Abstractions were singing. Dameon wanted to join their song, but he didn’t know the melody, and in an act of heartbreaking realization, knew that he never would.

Time passed.

His own dissolution stopped, leaving him on the cusp of death. He hovered there, intangible, barely self-aware, but there was no longer a hunger for his essence. He could dimly, distantly sense how the Sun was no longer being siphoned.

Then the Silver mana ceased to flow out of it, and the Abstraction’s song soared, became a fractal and endlessly repeating, self-encoding song of triumph.

The Sun began to swell. Like a cup filled to the brim, it had no room left to retain the mana that was no longer being drained. It grew brighter.

Dameon could only marvel.

Then, in a final bid for life, in that peace that he sensed came just before the dissolution of the world, he found a moment of calm in which to act.

The pressure to consume him had momentarily abated. He was ignored, an insignificant speck in comparison to the vastness of what was at play.

But yet he remained consubstantial with the mana around him.

Tentatively, not quite knowing what he was doing, he reached out to the Abstraction’s mana, and found it pliable.

Dameon Ignited his Heart as he pulled the most rarefied mana types into his reservoir. Awareness, desire, hunger, ambition. Naked need. He would not die.

He would consume.

And now he had impossible reserves with which to enact his Imperator Abstraction technique.

Calling upon a discipline lost to hell for nearly half a millennium, Dameon began utilizing the Abstraction’s fractal field against it. A wonder deciphered by the best of the Imperators an age ago. A realization that the Abstraction’s mana was locked away from direct usage by anyone else due to being curled into infinitely recursive patterns that duplicated themselves the smaller they got. Mana folded into mana, space and time folded into ever smaller reflections of themselves.

Dameon no longer understood the nuances of the theorem, a theorem that smarter, more capable Imperators had devised, but he recalled how to weaponize this mana field against its owner.

Even as the vast intelligence and awareness of the Abstraction began to focus on him, akin to how a cloud whale might slowly notice a bothersome itch caused by the slightest of wind remoras, the Abstraction began closing its might about Dameon’s mind, intent on snuffing him out.

It was too late.

The trick lay in introducing corruption to the highest level of the fractal field, and then compelling that error to duplicate itself into the ever smaller infinities of its mana well.

Dameon shaped Emerald mana even as it seared his mind, ashed his Heart, and wove the complex borderlines into impossibilities. Instinct, muscle memory, ancestral strength: he enacted the technique with intuition where once he’d used it with purposeful deliberation.

And drew upon all the power of the Abstraction to do so.

Where once it had been dominion and an Imperator’s absolute mastery of mana that allowed him to corrupt the field, now he used the Abstraction’s own strength, his near complete attunement to its transmogrified mana to accomplish the deed.

He introduced the error, and the entire mana well immediately sensed how the pattern was no longer perfectly mirrored, and sought to rectify the change.

The error spawned ever smaller errors along its own boundaries, and as the strain grew, the errors did what they were designed to accomplish: they ruptured.

Limits broke. Mana began to gush forth, uncontrolled. The most visibly striking manifestations occurred at the highest level, but the true damage was done deeper in, where the Abstraction’s own propensities for higher-level thinking allowed it to store immense amounts far beyond what the eyes could see or the Heart perceive.

All of it began to vent uncontrollably as the errors multiplied and ruptured.

The Abstraction moaned, and the valley shuddered.

Dameon crowed with joy. The Abstraction sought to crush him, but he was too far melded with its own essence to be easily targeted. His very body, his mind, moved with the Abstraction’s thoughts, part of the weapon it sought to bear against him.

But it didn’t matter.

Whatever had distracted the Abstraction, whatever glory it had thought itself on the verge of enjoying, had given Dameon just the right window in which to act.

And then, to his delight and amazement, he saw the error not only descend into the depths of the four-dimensional mana well, but ascended through the currents into the sky, rising up in ever greater duplicates toward the Silverine Sun.

Dameon’s thoughts stilled.

That, he hadn’t anticipated.

For the first time in what felt like an eternity since he’d wrested control back, he felt something other than savage joy: fear.

The Abstraction moaned again, the sound bruising the wind, causing the land to shudder and flow and rise and fall as if the very stone had turned to mud.

The errors in the multi-dimensional mana manifold rose toward the Sun, and he lost track of them against the Sun’s royal and surging glare.

For a moment, all grew still as if hell itself held its breath, and then the Sun began to roil and hiccup.

The error, the ancient technique, was introducing corruption. And the very surfaces that maintained the Sun’s structural integrity were beginning to rupture.

Acting on instinct, ignored now by the horrified Abstraction, Dameon willed himself to rise, to fly through the currents toward the Sun. He was laughing, screaming, his mind a maelstrom of victorious emotions, but in his very core, he knew he had to act.

Act now.

He’d never had the understanding to reach Pyre Lord. Despite all his memories, despite all his accrued experience. Everything he’d learned had only served to work against him.

But now, with so much mana at hand, and no longer limited by the nature of his reservoir, he felt himself riding a surge in power akin to that of an Imperator.

And that sensation he knew.

It had been so long, so very, very long, but it was the memory he prized the most. And, half-transformed into a mana field, he no longer was limited by the need to simply understand himself and make Pyre Lord.

He could move right past.

It was simple to reach out and acquire his Ferula.

The Silverine Sun contained mana collected across the centuries. The vast majority was Silver, but in its core, he could sense Emerald, Ruby, even Diamond.

As the sun belched and great ropes of mana erupted from its convulsing surface, Dameon reached for that enchanted mana and, using the old techniques, forged himself a Ferula. Diamond wrapped in Sapphire, with a prism of Ruby at its head.

Exquisite.

The Ferula grounded his thoughts, his act of mastery further empowering him. The ambient intelligence, the Abstraction’s sense of self, was tearing apart. It could no longer cohere.

The Sun was collapsing.

And in this chaotic field of endless mana, Dameon willed himself to become incarnate once more, forging his body out of the highest quality mana he could find. No longer would he be Iron-tempered, but forged from Sapphire.

He couldn’t hope to master this erupting heaven, but he could use his memories, his past, the sense of old selves that the Silverines themselves had awoken to manifest a miniature dominion.

Exerting himself, Dameon smoothed out the errors that rippled in the tides of mana around himself, and then erased those boundaries altogether. It took all his strength of will, but he felt the accumulated might from his past selves bend themselves toward this single act before they were erased by his own increasing sense of self-definition.

“I…”

He had to tear the word from his core.

“I… have…”

His will battled with the storm-tossed mana winds even as he fell.

“I have… dominion.”

An expanding sphere of Silver and Iron mana calmed about him, growing ordered and subservient under his command. Only a fragment of the heavens, a pitiful example of dominion, but it was all that he needed.

He ceased to fall.

Hovering in the midst of his island of calm, Diamond Ferula in hand, Sapphire-tempered, Dameon threw back his head and laughed, laughed as the heavens burned, as the Sun breached and vomited forth centuries worth of power, slowly unraveling into an unstoppable apocalypse.


Chapter 59

Leonis

Shock, amazement, hope, awe.

Leonis backed away from the bier as the older man scowled at him, then focused his gaze at the fight taking place around the Archspire.

“I—we’re in the Tomb of Sadness, and—”

“Shove it, Lad.” Plassus inhaled deeply and placed his hand over his heart. “Ah, but that’s better. Well then. Let’s get this sorted, shall we?”

A great gout of lava burst into the air, a thick, glutinous vertical wave that blazed as it fell toward them, one of the red triangular constructs spinning back and away from it to avoid being engulfed.

Leonis jerked back, but he didn’t have time to react. To tackle Plassus off the bier. But instead of collapsing all over them, the great lurid mass just froze in the air, to hang suspended above them.

“Interesting, interesting.” Plassus was ignoring the lava to gaze, eyes unfocused, into the near distance. “Huh. Well. Enough of that.” He extended one large knuckled hand and slowly closed it as if squeezing an apple into pulp. “Because I. Have. Dominion.”

Leonis’ Heart was guttered, but even so, he felt the air shudder and crack. It felt nothing so much as if Plassus had stomped on a frozen lake, causing the ice to buckle and shatter

The effect was immediate. The three flying constructs dropped to the ground, and mana was suddenly available to Leonis, who swept the Silver into his reservoir and Ignited, instantly summoning his cordon of Nezzars, one in his fist, and clothing himself in his bulky gold armor.

“The gods damn it,” Jova said from one side, and then levered herself into view, her body already mending. Her eyes burned feverishly in the gloom, but widened when they locked on Plassus. “You.”

“Aye, me.” Plassus dusted his hands off. “Now. Who the hell are these bastards, and where are we?”

Having lost dominion meant the constructs could no longer unleash their ranged attacks, it seemed, but—

Great swathes of virulent crimson light flared from scores of blockheads, sweeping in from all sides. Only to slow to a glacial crawl as they hit Plassus’ protective sphere, so that they hung there, perilously beautiful and eerie to the eyes.

“The Tomb of Sadness,” said Leonis. “I have to check on my friends.” And he ran low to where he’d last seen Kelona. Heard Jova explaining the situation briskly to Plassus, but paid that no heed.

Kelona.

She lay bifurcated upon the floor upon a lake of gleaming blood turned black by the poor light. Cut from left hip to just under the right ribs, the two parts separated just enough for organs to glisten in the gap. Her eyes were wide, her lips parted, her face turned to one side.

Leonis hissed in horror and remorse, a pang of pain sliding into his breast. For a single moment, he gazed upon the corpse, knowing the sight would be seared into his memory forevermore, and then he shoved off the bier to lope around a half-dozen more in search of Druanna.

Xandera reared up on her massive coils, and now, left alone for a moment, she took the opportunity to fashion a great trident from lava, extending it with both hands, shaping it with a pass of her fingers, so that in seconds she wielded a weapon as tall as Leonis, its three-pronged tips barbed and burning white-hot.

The sight reminded Leonis of Scorio, which only compounded his pain.

Druanna.

She’d been clipped. A large segment of her brow had been shorn clean off, along with a clean cut through her right forearm. Leonis couldn’t help but grimace again at the sight, her body tumbled down bonelessly, limbs tangled, wounds blackened, the smell of cooked flesh or something worse in the air.

Dead.

“Damn it,” said Leonis, backing away.

“All of you,” roared Plassus. “However many you are. Get over here. Inside my bubble. Now that I’ve ended my nap, I’ll suffer no more of you to die.”

Leonis had passed outside Plassus’ sphere—easily demarcated by the numerous static crimson flashes and the great perpetually falling column of lava. He glanced around, taking in the battlefield. Xandera had done extensive damage to numerous biers around the Archspire—several were smothered under cooling lava, their occupants no doubt truly dead at last.

Should he just start hitting plaques? Wake everyone up? No—he’d leave that decision to Plassus. It’d be just his luck to wake up an Imperator known by everyone but him as a villain.

Crouching low, he glanced about once more. The blockheads weren’t attacking. Plassus’ dominion and ability to soak their attacks no doubt had them momentarily unsure. What were the Charnel Duke’s powers again? Lianshi had reviewed them at length with Scorio back at the Fury Spires before that ridiculous duel. He could march companions at tremendous speeds, could come up with ever-better plans on how to fight a foe, and what was his Flame Vault power?

A concussive wave passed through reality.

The stone floor and vast columns and distant ceiling didn’t shake, but it sure as hell felt like it. The candle flames streamed, however, all of them suddenly elongating to lie near horizontal as if blasted by a hurricane wind, yet somehow not snuffing out.

Shouts came from his companions. Leonis clutched at the closest bier and tried not to fall over. The floor surged and swayed under his feet, even as he knew it stayed rock still. He felt nauseous, overwhelmed as wave after wave—

“Enough of that,” rasped Plassus, and the man’s dominion exerted itself anew, causing the violent sensations to cease.

“What…” Jova was still hunched over from her tremendous wound. “What was that?”

“Hell if I know,” said Plassus, staring up as if at some invisible source only he could detect. “Never felt the like.” His frown carved deep lines about his mouth, corrugated his brow. “It’s not stopping, either. What in the actual damnation?”

“Look,” said Nyrix, He’d drawn close, half-carrying Kuragin whose arm was slung around his neck, the huge man barely conscious. “They’re pulling back—they’ve… they’re gone.”

The blockheads. They’d been milling around as if trying to muster the courage to attack, or debating the wisdom, but now Leonis couldn’t see them at all.

“Forget them,” said Plassus in annoyance. He glared at Nyrix. “First, your friend. Here. Give him this.”

And Plassus reached into a fold in space to draw out a slender vial of effervescent blue fluid. He popped the cork with a broad thumb and passed it over.

“Thank you,” gasped Nyrix, and eased Kuragin down to kneel beside him. “Here. Drink this.” Leonis could hear the tears in his voice. “Kuragin? You have to drink—there.”

Kuragin swallowed weakly, and immediately a ripple of light shone through the huge gash that had been seared down his side and leg, the flesh knitting itself together, the light lurid and mesmerizing.

Kuragin inhaled deeply, his eyes fluttering open. “What… what happened?”

Nyrix could only gasp and press his brow down to Kuragin’s, his hand on the man’s cheek, tears coursing down his face.

“Now.” Plassus glared at Xandera. “You. What are you?”

Xandera had slithered up to the closest line of biers, her trident searing the dark. “You address Queen Xandera Sextus, blazeborn royalty and boon companion of Scorio.”

“Scorio.” Plassus tongued his cheek as he eyed the fiend up and down. “Of course he’d be involved. So you’re friendly? Good. Where’s the lad at?”

“The Herdsmen have him,” said Leonis. “Took him a handful of days ago.”

“Huh. Big mistake on their part, I’ll warrant.” Plassus was taking in the environs, scanning the biers, frowning at the bodies, looking around. “Second Archspire. That’s weird. Who are all these corpses?”

“Not corpses,” said Jova. “Sleeping dead. Just like you were. Iulius the Golden, Moravius the Black. All the missing Great Souls.”

Plassus clucked his tongue. “I know corpses when I see them.” He stepped to the closest bier, touched the silver spike that emerged from the woman’s chest, then frowned at the woman it perforated. “Well, isn’t this a nasty little toy.” He raised his gaze and squinted across the other biers. “Let’s put an end to this, shall we?”

“What do you mean?” asked Jova.

Plassus narrowed his eyes, and for a moment, nothing happened. Leonis stared in fascination, overwhelmed, unsure as to what was going on but beyond relieved to have the Charnel Duke acting decisively in the face of such horror.

Every bier in the vast chamber abruptly lit up, azure light flooding up from around them so that it seemed they all stood in an endless matrix of bright, electric light, the biers and their occupants glittering islands.

And as one, all the silver spikes retracted.

Leonis inhaled sharply, waited, watching—

Bodies began to stir, the movements subtle, more akin to twitches, and for a glorious second, Leonis thought the Charnel Duke wrong, but then he saw the truth of it. They were decomposing at terrific speed, skin turning to paper, muscles withering away, stomachs collapsing. Some turned to little more than bone fragments and parchment-like skin in moments, while others moldered more slowly.

But nobody rose like Plassus had done.

“How long since the Blood Ox?” demanded Plassus.

“Three or so months,” replied Jova, eyes wide as she stared at the ocean of corpses.

“Three months.” He shook his head. “These poor idiots must have been lying here for centuries. Poor bastards. Well. Can’t be helped. The next class back in Bastion is going to be fucking phenomenal.” He snorted in bitter amusement, then eyed Jova. “This a rescue mission? Don’t tell me you did all this for me?”

“We didn’t know you were here,” said Jova. “We… a previous incarnation of mine wrote about this place. We came to investigate the Herdsmen.”

“The fucking Herdsmen.” Plassus looked like he wanted to spit. “We done here, then?”

“I—”

“Because that?” He pointed up at the ceiling, and Leonis realized he was indicating the source of the disruption. “That bears immediate investigation.”

“What is it?” demanded Kuragin, tone gruff in the manner Leonis had learned meant he was trying to hide his fear. “What’s going on up there?”

Plassus considered the ceiling once more, eyes narrowed, then shrugged. “Fuck if I know. But it’s not good. How do we get out of here?”

Jova gestured and her black raft rose from the ground to float over to them.

“Not bad,” said Plassus, climbing aboard. His sphere of frozen attacks moved with him. “Sheer that stuff off of me as we go, will you?”

Leonis tapped Nyrix on the shoulder and nodded for him to follow. Nyrix peeled himself away from Kuragin, and followed to where Kelona lay, and together, gingerly, they gathered her remains and brought them to the raft. Leonis feared Plassus would scold them for wasting time, but the older man simply crossed his arms and waited, implacable, observing them as they then fetched Druanna’s corpse.

“Wait a moment,” said Jova, and with a frown, she tore a large segment of the ground away, lifting it up beside Xandera. “There you go.”

There wasn’t room on the original raft for her new form, Leonis realized. The blazeborn queen slithered onto the second raft and there coiled her tail about herself to remain inscrutable and watching.

Everybody got on, and the rafts lifted.

Leonis gazed out over the endless tomb of corpses. So much loss. He felt… hollow, he realized. By the abruptness of Kelona and Druanna’s loss, by the sudden birth and near instant death of his hope of unleashing thousands of peerless Great Souls upon the Pit. By the strange futility of this all.

Why?

Why had the Herdsmen captured and isolated these people? Why deprive the war of their best warriors and sages?

“They have to be in league with the true fiends,” he said as they sailed silently over the biers. “There just can’t be any other reason to have built this place.”

Plassus stood at the fore of the raft. “It was Imperator Sarana that brought me here. She knocked me out en route, but there can be no doubt. She’s not just a festering, whey-faced hag with the heart of a Chasm Scorpion, but a Herdswoman to boot.” He considered. “Just when you thought she couldn’t be any worse.”

“An Imperator,” said Jova. “How are we supposed to…?”

Plassus barked a laugh. “We’re not. Are you mad?”

“Then…” Leonis did his best not to look at the corpses of his friends by his feet. “What happens when you return to the living?”

Plassus turned about to grin savagely at him. “I’ll ruin her breakfast party.” He considered. “Best I can, at any rate. It’ll be up to the other Imperators to decide what to do then. If they do anything.”

“They have to!” protested Nyrix. “This—all of this—they can’t just ignore what the Herdsmen have done!”

“Calm yourself,” chided Plassus. “I didn’t say they’d like it. But Sarana’s an Imperator, and last I checked, we didn’t have a baker’s dozen of them sitting around playing cards. They need her. Long as she’s willing to do her part in the fight, or convince them she is, at any rate, they’ll not have the capacity to hunt her down. Not if it means distracting three or more of them from what they’re doing down at the Twilight Cradle.”

“Damn it,” said Jova, voice low and venomous.

“That’s hell for you.” Plassus sounded amused. “One vast and wonderful playground where all the children play fair.”

Nyrix ducked under Kuragin’s arm to help him stand, but the other man resisted and scowled as he put weight on his leg in an attempt to straighten.

“Quit babying me,” growled Kuragin, but then sagged abruptly. Nyrix ducked back under his arm, and this time Kuragin remained quiet.

Leonis gazed back at where Xandera floated on her platform. She’d sunken down into her single thick coil, trident clasped to her chest, eyes blazing like sinkholes into the sun. He wanted to talk to her, but she was too far behind for him to do much more than call out. So instead, he raised his hand, his heart breaking at the sight of her mature form.

She’d sacrificed herself for their survival. He knew what this meant. Her instincts would urge her to return north, to the Iron Weald, to found her own hive. Gone was that ashen-skinned girl with luminous hair. Her sweet smile, her cheer and tendency to laugh at the slightest wonder. It was still her, he knew, but… not.

Another loss.

Plassus interrogated Jova as they quit the Tomb of Sadness. She sheared off the attacks that hung suspended in his aura by simply passing at speed close to the huge columns, and soon they were quit of the lava and light blasts altogether.

Leonis studied the pair. Jova seemed settled by Plassus’ commanding manner. She answered woodenly, her words precise, her explanations succinct, and she left nothing out. Plassus was understandably interested in what had happened to the Blood Ox, and laughed in outraged delight when she recounted Scorio’s successes.

“That whelp! I’ll trounce him when I see him next. By the gods!” Plassus shook his head in wonder and mock-anger. “Pah! And Bravurn? A Herdsman?” For a moment, the Charnel Duke simply stared out at nothing, then he exhaled, and for the first time seemed wearied. If not physically, then simply by existence. “What a rotten world this is. Black the core, false the rind.”

They reached the shaft and began to climb. Pale, sere light glowed above, expanding with each moment, and then without warning, they were before the tunnel mouth, which loomed massive and dark before them.

Leonis forced himself to set his squeamishness aside and hefted Druanna over one shoulder. Her body was loose and awful, and it felt wrong, so terribly wrong to have her silenced and dead, her skin starting to cool, her long hair draped down his back.

It broke his heart, and that was without his thinking of Kelona.

He’d a vague idea of building a cairn over them both. Speaking some words. Something. They couldn’t just leave their friends in the dark.

Darkvision banished the gloom, and they moved as one down the hall. Emerged into the goblet courtyard, and stepped one more time onto the raft that awaited them there. Xandera gestured for them to go ahead first, and together the Great Souls arose with their dead. Plassus grew tense as he stared fixedly through the stone wall before them.

They arose into the clear, and Leonis had thought himself beyond shock, inured by grief from further wonder and horror.

He’d been wrong.

Hanging over the horizon just beyond the mountains was a weeping Sun, a cataclysm of shifting auras that painted the heavens in heaving, surging waves of mana. Mana that didn’t simply flow according to its nature, but even now obeyed hidden dictates so that it looped and poured in mesmerizing ribbons and patterns, burning bright so that the silver sands of the vast valley were painted in chromatic hues, the entire landscape turned into a fierce enchantment of burning metal.

And the scope of it. The entire sky was scalded by ruinous mana, miles upon miles of living chaos, and in its center, the distant Silverine Sun.

Its face was a riot, the black and royal purple surface now blazing as it emitted great jets of scalding mana, the lightning that customarily wreathed it leaping forth in great branching forests, only to fade and be replaced by new explosions.

The air tasted of metal and death, and they were all buffeted by great gusts of wind.

“What… what’s happening?” whispered Nyrix.

“The Sun.” Jova stepped off her platform onto the rocky scree of the mountainside. “It’s… maybe it’s evolving?”

“Nah,” said Plassus, eyes narrowed as he continued to study the distant phenomenon. “That’s not an evolution. That’s a collapse. A wounding.”

“What could wound a Sun?” asked Leonis, bending to pick up Druanna. Nyrix and Kuragin did the same for Kelona.

Plassus blew out his lips. “Were we deeper in hell? Any number of terrible beasties. But here, in the Silver Unfathom?” He shook his head slowly. “But mark my words. This is a bonfire, and it’s burning bright enough that all manner of entities will take notice. Take notice and—”

The Charnel Duke cut himself off as he abruptly squinted to one side.

Leonis gently set Druanna down upon the ground, but paused in the act of straightening her limbs to sight in the same direction.

What was he… oh.

A shape was emerging into view, sliding out of nothing as a whale ship might emerge from behind clouds.

A vast and complex cube, big as a city, its surface lit up by the mana storm, so that its many carved panels burned bright and with all hues.

“Is that…?” Nyrix couldn’t even finish his question.

“That’s the Lost Cube,” said Jova, tone harsh with finality. “It must be. Which means Scorio’s inside.”

“That so?” Plassus placed one hand within the other palm and cracked his knuckles. “Then fetch your friendly friend below, and let’s go introduce ourselves. There’s not much we can do about that Sun, but cracking some Herdsmen’s heads?” He grinned his wolfish grin. “That sounds downright therapeutic.”


Chapter 60

Scorio

“Somebody talk to me,” said Scorio as he strode up to Anseline’s dais. “Is this a control panel? How does it work?”

Sal had hustled to the side of the circular chamber where he’d begun studying an array of flickering lights. Fionna drifted close, hugging herself tightly. Bravurn stood with his arms crossed, expression contemplative, and not nearly worried enough for Scorio’s liking. Radert and the other Herdsmen had excused themselves, and without the capacity to give them his undivided attention and force them to remain, Scorio had reluctantly let them go.

“One second, one second,” Sal called back testily. “These mana signatures are all wrong. This shouldn’t be happening. It’s not as I designed it. Not according to my manuals.”

Even Scorio could tell the situation was rapidly deteriorating. Where before the Lost Cube had felt static, the ground solid and immobile beneath his feet despite his knowing they were soaring through the sky, now it felt… tenuous. A subtle shiver had begun to course through the white-tiled floor, and occasionally a hiccup or jolt would run through the entire room all at once, like a wagon whose wheel bounced over a large stone.

“Scorio. I understand that we have an unpleasant past, but that was another me, and I possess none of his context,” said Bravurn, drifting closer.

Scorio clambered up onto the dais. It seemed to be mostly ornamental. Deep blue panels were riveted with bronze and gold, while the throne itself was a stately chair without cushioning, high-backed and stylized. He examined one of the curving panels and stared blankly at the buttons, dials, and sliders.

“We are, frankly, both in danger of losing our lives. That unites us in cause if nothing else,” said Bravurn. “I have the advantage, however, of having read Anseline’s journals, and developed over the past few months a basic understanding of the Fortress’s operations.”

“You what?” demanded Fionna, more amazed than outraged. “You read her journals?”

“Underhand, I know,” admitted Bravurn without qualm, “but clearly my precautions were justified. It was simple to track the deterioration of her sanity across the decades. I knew something akin to this crisis was brewing, and now here we are. Scorio. Let me help you, and in doing so, help myself.”

Scorio turned from the panel in frustration. “Help me how?”

“If you make a Heart Oath swearing to not persecute or harm me after this crisis is resolved, I’ll rapidly and succinctly instruct you in the theory of managing the Fortress of Symmetry. With that knowledge, you may be able to assure we land gently instead of crashing at full speed into the ground below.”

“Ha,” said Scorio without humor. “Fionna, got that fake Heart of yours?”

“Damn it,” cried Sal, and resumed hammering and poking at the lights and panels before him. “This isn’t how it’s meant to work at all!”

“Here,” said Fionna, drawing her necklace forth.

“We don’t have time for jests,” said Bravurn, his stern facade cracking before his impatience. “The Lost Cube, as you call it, is a marvel of construction, but its functions are comprehendible. You escaped the Charnel Duke Gauntlet, though I admit I have no idea how. That means you have a chance of wresting some control over the Cube, no matter how incomplete.”

Scorio stared at the young Great Soul, the man’s high brow, his seam of a mouth, his slicked back hair so familiar, so dismaying. Yet this man’s eyes weren’t as sunken, his face not as weathered, and the depths of his stare not nearly as jaded and impossible to read.

“What rank are you?” Scorio demanded.

Bravurn raised his chin just a fraction of an inch. “Emberling.”

“How is the Curse not destroying you?”

Bravurn’s smile was pitying. “The Lost Cube buffers us from the Curse.”

“Well, how about this for a deal: you keep your mouth shut and I won’t kill you where you stand.”

Bravurn blanched.

“No!” Sal hammered his fist into the wall. “What? Stop that!”

“What is it, Sal?” called Fionna.

“There are functionally no redundancies!” Sal spun about, hands buried in his greasy hair. “Oh, they’re there, but they’re truly redundant, none of them are activating! We’re losing power far quicker than we should! The relay to the Tomb has already shut down, and we’re venting mana into the damned air!”

“The Tomb of Sadness?” demanded Scorio.

Bravurn looked angrily back and forth, clearly laboring to hold his tongue.

“The Tomb of Sadness, the Tomb of Sadness!” snapped Sal angrily. “Where all our reserves are buried, kept in stasis, our trump card, our supposedly glorious reveal! But the Archspire there is already dying, and with it, all the bodies, the bodies!” Sal froze for but a moment, eyes wide, and then he sagged as the fight went out of him. “Ah, whatever.”

Scorio glanced at Fionna. “Reserves? Bodies?”

“Generations of our best,” said Fionna softly. “Notable Great Souls who were earmarked for removal.”

“Not Red Listed?”

“No. Placed in stasis so that at exactly the right moment we could revive them and win the war.”

Sal blew a giant razzberry and put so much force into it that he bent at the waist. “So much for that millennium-old plan! Farcical! Weak, watery excrement, is what those notable Great Souls are now, they’re dead! Dead-dead, not half-dead. Gone! Gone to the Academy’s Archspire.”

“You designed this system?” demanded Scorio, half-accusingly.

“Oh, sure, some of it. Apparently. Supposedly.” Sal resumed walking back to the dais. “And installed reservoirs, failsafes, all manner of protective measures that should’ve ensured the Tomb remained fueled for years even if the Fortress exploded. All sidelined.”

“Sabotage?” asked Bravurn, unable to restrain himself.

“Yes. In short, yes.” Sal scritched at his scalp furiously then shrugged again. “Hell if I know. It’s happening to the Fortress, too. It’s all folding in on itself like a wet napkin. But, as far as I can tell, it’s happening on purpose. As if the failsafe plan was a complete and catastrophic collapse instead of reserves, recovery, and resilience.”

The news was staggering. Scorio couldn’t wrap his mind around it. For a second he simply stood there, stunned, but then he shoved the information away. Now wasn’t the time. Later. He’d have to process it all later, if he survived this debacle. “Sal. How do I manage the Fortress?”

“You can’t, you idiot,” snapped Sal. “One needs dominion to control it.”

“Not true,” said Bravurn, fighting for patience. “Scorio, the Heart Oath, and I’ll reveal all.”

Scorio summoned his Ferula and pointed it at Bravurn’s face, causing the man to flinch and stumble backward, arms flung upward as if to block a blow.

“Forget his Heart Oath,” snapped Sal. “We need to get off this ship. But without dominion, the normal means are inert. Word is you can fly, Scorio. That true? What would it take to hitch—”

Scorio dismissed his Ferula, tuned the voices out and sat upon the throne. “Fionna?”

The waif glanced up at him, eyes wide.

“I’m going to focus on this. Can you keep them away from me?”

For a long moment she simply stared at him, and then her cheeks colored and she gave a jerky nod. “Of course.”

“Good.” He fought to steady his breath and placed his hands on the armrests. “Alright. Let’s see what we can do.”

And closing his eyes, he extended his Heart senses into the world.

The entire room radiated power. Mana was in flux, coursing through the brass tubes affixed to the walls, manifesting in countless panels in specific registers, coursing through triggers and mechanisms that put him in mind of his bridge, his chalk. Treasures. Cunningly wrought to achieve results he couldn’t understand, but this was the tip, only the very top of the Cube’s power.

Around him, extending in every direction, hung the workings of the Cube. And dimly sensed beyond it a—

The Cube rocked violently and seemed to skid around, yawing and with one corner rising up so that the saplings shook and the Great Souls cried out and clutched for support. The throne, the floor, everything shook and terrible sounds of metal and wood being distressed cried out from all around them.

“What was that?” demanded Bravurn, his voice a harsh whisper as he pushed off the dais.

“How should I know?” Sal ran with precarious balance even as the Cube continued to come around, everything vibrating, the lights around them flickering erratically. “That shouldn’t’ be happening either.”

Scorio closed his eyes again. Fought down his alarm, his fear and reached forth with his senses.

The Cube was a closed fist around him, a network of beautifully manipulated mana that was ordered and regimented with dizzying virtuosity. But beyond that, sensed as one might the sun breaking through clouds even with your eyes closed… wild mana. Tempestuous, furious, uncontrollable.

“No, no, what? This goes beyond even apoptosis,” yelled Sal, and then he did something, his Heart flaring bright, and a great section of the chamber’s curved wall became transparent, though the brass pipes and overlays remained, superimposed above the image.

The Silver Unfathom was revealed outside.

Everyone stared.

The Silverine Sun was exploding.

The heavens roiled with terrible beauty. A mana storm was lashing out, unleashing thousands of lightning strikes upon the ground, many of which remained in place after their first strike, forming static lightning trees that blazed over pools of melted sand. Silver and Copper, Bronze and Iron, all of it surged and boiled in the skies, pouring forth at a tremendous rate from the Silverine Sun, which itself was going mad.

Scorio had never seen something so beautiful, so… inviting.

“That… that can’t be happening,” whispered Sal. “We’ve ceased to siphon, but that doesn’t mean it should… it looks…”

He whipped around and began tapping buttons and panels again. “Of course! Of course we’re doubly fucked now!”

“How so?” barked Bravurn. “Speak plainly, Man!”

“The mana storm.” Sal went to hit more buttons but then simply gave up and backed away, hands raised. “It’s peeling apart our buffers, oversaturating our intake coils. But it’s uncontrolled. The Lost Cube’s like a sponge thrown in acid. At this rate…”

“Yes?” growled Bravurn.

“Kaboom!” said Sal, mimicking an explosion with his hands, eyes going wide.

“Scorio, we need to go,” said Fionna.

Scorio bit his lower lip, glanced at the panels on either side of him, at the grandeur of the chamber, at all the implied wealth and power of the Cube.

What had he sacrificed to reach this chair? What had he lost?

He thought of Jova and Leonis, Druanna and Xandera. Of Naomi and Alain. Each loss a part of his soul cut away. He’d wagered everything on finding the Lost Cube, and now, at long last, he’d defied the odds by paying every price, and succeeded.

To leave it now? For what? What awaited him out there? Where would he go, what would he do? Enlist in some war effort? Return to LastRock to help Moira govern? Wander alone until some monstrous fiend devoured him at last?

“I’m not going,” he whispered.

“Well, I’m not an idiot,” said Sal, and began jogging toward the exit.

“Go.” Scorio met Fionna’s panicked stare. “See you in the next life.”

“I…” She glanced at the exit, at Bravurn, and then stood straighter. “I’ll take you up on that. Meeting in the next life. Till then, I’ll watch your back.”

Scorio considered, then offered her a broken smile and closed his eyes. Extended his senses. This was madness, he couldn’t do this. The Lost Cube was overloading. What did he know about its mechanisms? Even Sal had declared himself defeated.

Ah, well.

One last impossible battle, then. And if he lost this one? Then that was simply his comeuppance, and a well-deserved one.

Forcing himself to relax, he pushed his senses outward and probed at the interior of the room. Conduits, panels, complexities. For a moment, he simply passed his mental fingers over the wall, searching for somewhere to begin, but then Bravurn’s voice cut into his concentration.

“Use the throne, Scorio, to access the network. It’s a conduit. I offer this in good faith.”

Scorio withdrew his senses and instead focused on the chair, only to find it possessed its own gravitational pull and drew his mind and power down, faster and faster, as if it weren’t a solid but rather a steep slide. His senses left the circular room behind and dropped into a mechanical system, down into a complex world of moving parts, channels, conduits and vast reservoirs that boggled his understanding.

So he didn’t try to understand it. He allowed his mind to drift, the exercise aided in some manner by the throne. His consciousness flowed through the channels and was drawn to the sensation of fire in the Lost Cube’s depths. Tremendous, furious activity was taking place below, and he filtered down to find immense, perfectly designed spheres of some green metal. Each was as large as a Red Fort on Krula’s road, and even as he watched, he saw Silver mana being drawn down from the huge batteries at the top of the Lost Cube to fill the sphere. A column extended into the sphere’s center, and at its tip was a huge shard of emerald stone, dark and pitted and wondrous. Not condensed mana. Something else. Even as he observed, the chunk abruptly Ignited, just like a Great Soul Heart, and all the Silver mana torched bright.

The pressure within the chamber increased a hundredfold, and Scorio felt the shockwave travel out the bottom of the sphere, perfectly guided down a funnel that narrowed and narrowed, condensing the released power till it jetted out into the air below the Cube and—that’s how it levitated! Not only that, but there were smaller spheres just like the dozen huge ones at the Cube’s base around the sides, even a single one on the top. These were quiescent, though they had active channels to the mana within the huge batteries located throughout the Cube’s form.

This was how the Lost Cube was maneuvered. It responded to the release of mana, the rate of which kept it aloft at any given height. Activating the spheres on the sides would cause it to change direction, even reverse.

But how? Scorio withdrew his senses, backtracking, the conduit his mind followed facilitating the process, as if it were designed specifically for ferrying one’s mind about the Cube. Each sphere had a mechanism at its top where the mana conduit opened into it. A valve of some kind, and from these extended slender tubes, tightly bundled and rising to—the throne.

Of course.

The closer they got, the more they split, till at the last they were a bundle of spider threads that both attached to the throne’s underside as well as moving to the panels.

But the rate of mana burn was slowing. It was momentum that kept them going, and with each cycle they burned with less intensity, injected less mana.

Alright.

Scorio forced himself to remain calm. If he could isolate the correct thread and cause that lateral set of spheres to fire, then they should move away from the Silverine Sun.

“Sal,” he called out, but then realized the Herdsmen was gone. “Damn it—”

“I’m still here,” grumbled Sal.

Scorio opened his eyes, reluctantly severing his link with the conduits.

“What?” the wispy-bearded Red Lister stood with shoulders hunched, arms crossed, hand shoved into his armpits. “The platforms are dead. I don’t fancy my chances of just leaping out of a side portal.”

“If I fire the side spheres. If I move us away from the Sun—can we avoid blowing up?”

Sal raised both brows. “You can access the mana pistons? Holy crow, hold on!” He sprinted back to his panels, and feverishly tapped on them. “I mean, yes? Yes! If you go full throttle, and use the best mana we’ve got. Tap the Emerald batteries, and I think the Diamond tank is… yep. Diamond tank is full. It’s just a tad, but that’ll really make her scream!”

“Can you do this?” asked Fionna, tone wondering.

“I’m going to try.”

“You’re going to fail,” snapped Bravurn, tone impatient, fearful. “You’re overlooking a key element. Swear the bloody Heart Oath, and I’ll—”

“Shut it, Bravurn,” murmured Scorio, and closed his eyes once more. Clutching at the armrests, he teased apart the conduits and spent precious moments trying to find the right ones. The Silver mana tanks were huge, dominant, but there, yes—Emerald tanks the size of wagons, three of them. And nestled just above, big as a barrel? Diamond.

Damn.

Now to operate the mechanism.

With painstaking care, he traced their paths, identified the pistons on the wall facing the Sun, and then sought to open the valves.

They didn’t respond.

This, no doubt, was where dominion played a part.

But he had to figure it out regardless.

Favorite friend Scorio, he heard Nox say from the depths of his memories, and with those words came a flush of warmth and determination.

He could do this.

He could do this.

Taking a deep breath, he sent his senses back up to the closest Silver tank and there visualized the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique.

Filled the tank with the cells of imperial gel, and willed it to obey him.

There were no reservoirs.

His own was everywhere and nowhere at once.

All mana was his. He simply had to inform it.

Straining, his grip near crushing the armrests, he bent his chin, sweat prickling his brow, and commanded the Silver mana to obey.

The vast cloud within the tank stilled and then, inch by terrible inch, began to swirl around his thoughts.

He couldn’t breathe. It felt as if he were lifting a house-sized boulder on his shoulders. It was too heavy. Too massive. Too ponderous. Too far away.

He couldn’t do it. Sweat burned his brow. His throat was afire with his labored gasps. He could feel muscles tearing where he was wrenching at the chair, using physical might to buttress his spiritual will.

He thought of Naomi laughing, a rarity. Of sitting on the balcony of her tower, her head on his shoulder, Bastion spread out before them. Young, innocent, full of hope.

He could do this.

A cry tore itself from his throat as he forced the Silver to enter the conduit, urged it to pour down to the great piston, through the valve, and into the spherical chamber.

Scorio could taste blood. His heart was stuttering, his mind reeling.

More. He had to fill it.

Had his body not been Gold-tempered, he was sure it would have begun tearing itself apart. His great Heart labored, burning brighter than it had ever before, and then just as the sphere was topped off, he fumbled with the valve, blindly forced it to close, then—

The Emerald Heart within Ignited, a complex process that was part automated and depended on an artificial spark, and the piston roared to life.

The mana burned, was jetted out the side, flooded down the funnel, then poured out into the Silver Unfathom sky.

It was but a tiny eddy compared to the mana storm, the detonating Sun, but enough that the Lost Cube shifted course and began to float away.

“Yes!” Sal’s voice was ferocious with satisfaction. “Now again! All of them at once! Use the Emerald!”

Shaking, drenched in sweat, Scorio took a ragged breath and redoubled his focus. He couldn’t do it again. The first time had been a miracle. But what choice did he have? He thought of Leonis’ bitter smile, of Lianshi waving as she walked away, of Jova’s stern expression, her eyes softened by her Pyre Lady Trial, her grudging admiration and respect.

Gone now.

But not forgotten.

Taking strength from those memories, he dove into the Lost Cube and traced the path past the Silver up to the Emerald. The very presence of that mana scalded him, but not as badly as he’d feared. Whatever had happened in the Charnel Duke Gauntlet, his making Blood Baron or whatever, had inured him to the Emerald’s burn.

But that didn’t make it easy to work with.

Grinding his teeth, he set about building an imperial gel matrix over its glittering depths.

Shouts from the chamber. Some kind of disturbance was taking place. But he didn’t have time for that.

The Emerald began to stir.

But by the gods, by loves lost and friendships buried, it hurt. It hurt to stir, to affect from so far, to have the hubris to think he could manage this, that he could claim power over this entire system.

To his immense relief, he realized that the first piston was still firing. The Silver mana was pouring itself into the sphere each time it emptied, the system no longer needing his oversight. The Lost Cube was drifting away from the storm, ever more quickly, but not quickly enough.

They needed the Emerald.

Scorio refocused and in that moment understood that this would be the death of him. Not even his Heart could take this strain. One simply couldn’t brute force this system.

But what choice did he have?

If only he could have seen Naomi one last time.

Scorio took a deep breath, bent to the lethal labor, then felt a powerful hand clamp on his shoulder.

Shocked, his focus broke and he looked up into Plassus’ deep and wearied eyes.

“You’ve done well, lad.” That familiar voice. “I’ll take it from here.”

“I don’t know who you think you are,” snapped Bravurn from where he’d backed away before Jova and Leonis. “But—”

“Oh, lookit here,” smiled Plassus, turning about with his hands on his hips. “It’s a baby Bravurn! How adorable!”

Then, almost faster than Scorio could follow, Plassus manifested his Ferula and loosed a bolt of burning bronze flame at the Herdsman. It hit him square in the face, causing his head to burst apart as the man was flung onto his back.

“Now then,” said Plassus, turning back to Scorio. “How about you let an old man have a go at this pretty toy, hmm? Looks fun.”

Scorio could only rise slowly to his feet. Fionna had backed away, hands raised in surrender.

But standing there, alive, in the flesh: Jova. Nyrix. Kuragin. Leonis.

Plassus.

The Charnel Duke settled into the throne and looked about himself with brows raised. “Now then. Let’s—”

“What’s this?” Sal’s tone somehow cut through the hubbub of voices, Leonis having begun to call out to Scorio, fist raised. Even Plassus glanced across the chamber at where the Herdsman was tapping at his panel. “An Imperator? No. Then…?”

“What are you on about, you mangy man?” barked Plassus, his irritation sudden and complete.

“There.” Sal turned to point at the great translucent section of wall. “You should be able to see it. There.”

They all stared at the wall. The Sun was burning, brilliant, beautiful. But from its center a dark speck was emerging, a figure wreathed in fire, floating forth and undoubtedly approaching them.

“Not an Imperator?” demanded Plassus.

“No. The readings are all wrong. But then again, the readings are all messed up. I don’t… that’s…”

The speck was growing larger. Scorio stared at it, still recovering from his ordeal in the chair. Even as they flew away across the valley, sadly leaving the Sun behind, the figure approached.

A man, he thought. A faint hint of blond hair.

And then Scorio realized who he was looking at.

Who had also survived and was now approaching.


Chapter 61

Scorio

“First things first,” said Plassus, peering at the panels on either side of him then frowning at the armrests. “Let’s get this Lost Cube righted.”

Scorio tore his gaze away from the translucent wall to stare at the older man just as Plassus Ignited his Heart. The blaze was bright, a deep and stout flame that Scorio could almost understand in a novel manner—was there an element of… richness? Of density to the flames? He’d never been able to understand mana along those lines, but studying Plassus’ Heart, he realized there was so much more to mana than he’d understood.

“Now.” Plassus took a deep breath. “I have dominion.”

And his power washed out to claim the room, the mana, everything. His presence was pervasive, total, his authority without question. The man himself took on a more august appearance, his features ennobled, his mane of iron gray hair stirring, his eyes sheened in Silver mana.

What the hell? Scorio had never seen dominion manifest in such a visible manner before.

Jova had moved to stand before the great screen on which the Sun and approaching figure were so vividly displayed. “He’s approaching fast. It’s Dameon, isn’t it?”

“’Course it is,” said Leonis, tone grim. “Bastard’s like a roach. You need to stomp on him at least ten times to make sure he’s actually dead.”

“Reminds me of someone I know,” smiled Jova, glancing back over her shoulder at Scorio.

“Really? Our tearful reunion and that’s how you choose to express your feelings?” Scorio leaped down from the dais to approach the two. “It’s good to see you.” Emotions suddenly broke free of their constraints, and he wiped at his eyes as he took a ragged breath. “Damn good.”

Leonis put his hand on Scorio’s shoulder. “We never doubted. Well. Jova may have had a moment of doubt that you were still alive, but she got over it.”

“Nah.” Jova crossed her arms and rocked back on her heels. “The roach analogy is apt. The moment I heard the Herdsmen had nabbed you I felt nothing but pity for their mistake.”

“Actually—” Scorio twisted about and caught sight of Fionna where she’d melted away to near hide behind the dais. “Fionna and I have reached an understanding, haven’t we?”

Fionna stepped out uncertainly into view.

“Fionna.” Kuragin’s growl was rife with warning. “That your real name? Tell me you were a victim in all this. Tell me you’re not a Herdswoman.”

“Sorry, Kuragin.” She sounded miserable. “I guess I wasn’t straight with you.”

Kuragin’s brow lowered and he bunched up his fists. “I trusted you. We fought together. You saved my life back in Weveedo’s Gulch—”

“I know.” She raised her palms to forestall him. “I promise you can yell at me all you want later, but this isn’t the time. Seriously, if there’s a later, I’ll find a way to make this right.”

“Oh,” said Scorio, snapping his fingers. “I should mention that I’m a Blood Baron now.”

“You what?” Plassus cracked open his eyes to stare at him. “You’re what?”

In response, Scorio summoned his Ferula. It manifested in all its ebon glory, the dragon’s head exuding power, the faint traces of Noumenon like flecks of fire spat forth from a bonfire.

“You rank bastard.” Plassus leaned forward to stare at it, then shook his head in wonder and disbelief. “You… wait.” His eyes narrowed. “That Noumenon?” His face darkened in outrage. “You got Noumenon in your Ferula? How in the fucking—” He clenched his jaw and cut himself off. Grimaced, turned his head away as if forcing himself to swallow something bitter, then twisted his lips into a rictus smile as he turned back. “I’m so happy for you, Scorio. Well done. Let’s have a little chat after so I can punch in your face while I still can.”

Scorio couldn’t help but smirk, and as Plassus bent to his task once more, he turned to his friends.

Jova was just glaring at him.

“How?” she demanded.

“Guys.” Leonis’ tone was concerned. “Dameon’s getting closer. And he’s flying. He shouldn’t be flying.”

“You know, I thought I’d been Pyre Lord long enough,” said Scorio lightly. “What’s it been, a month? Two? Who keeps track. Anyways, I just, you know. Put a little effort into it, and—there you go.” He turned his Ferula back and forth as if mildly surprised by its presence. “It’s not hard when you—”

Jova glided forward so quickly, with such vicious intent that Scorio danced back, half-laughing, half-on guard, but she caught herself and after a moment, her shoulders began to shake. Laughter? Had to be laughter, right?

“You bastard.” She looked up, and were those tears in her eyes? Then she stepped forward and hugged him, the movement catching him by surprise so that he just stood there, arms out to the sides, staring at Leonis who looked equally shocked. “I’m glad you’re alive.”

Scorio hugged her back, uncertain, then with greater confidence. His chest felt expansive, and warmth infused him as he held her tight, her brow briefly resting on his shoulder.

Then she stepped back, the moment broken, and smiled wryly at him, as if they were complicit in mocking that brief moment of sincerity. “Gods. I swear though, if you make Charnel Duke any time in the near future, I will bury you under a hundred tons of rock.”

“No promises,” grinned Scorio. “But—” A realization hit him. “Xandera? Druanna? Kelona?”

“Xandera is outside,” said Jova. “The Lost Cube has wards that prevent her from entering. All fiends, probably.”

But he could see it in Leonis’ expression. The pain. The loss. That expansive feeling in his chest abruptly became tight, and his stomach grew heavy, as if he’d just swallowed a large, smooth river stone. “No.”

“I’m sorry,” said Leonis quietly. “The bastards claimed dominion. We were defenseless.”

Jova reached out to touch his arm.

“Damn it,” he hissed. He squeezed his eyes shut for a brief moment, took a shaky breath, and saw Kelona as he’d first seen her back in the war camp, her reckless energy, her bright smile. The second time he’d lost her. And Druanna?

That loss hit even harder. Somehow, having her with them had given him a sense of invulnerability. Foolish, but—

“There.” Plassus’ voice was rich with satisfaction. “She’s all mine.” He straightened where he sat in the throne and fixed them with a pleased stare. “This is a fancy toy. I’ve never seen her like. Nor can I even conceive how one would go about constructing it. But now she’s mine.”

“How she holding up?” asked Scorio, shoving his grief aside.

“Not good. From what I gather, being right next to a rupturing Sun as it dumps Imperator-loads of scalding mana into the atmosphere is bad news.” Plassus passed his hand over his stubbled chin. “Not ideal, one could say. But I’m keeping her moving. If we get enough distance, we might survive this storm. Takes effort, though.”

Kuragin gave an upnod to the screen. “Dameon’s getting close. And since when can he fly? What do you think he wants?”

“Dameon?” Fionna let out a half-panicked laugh. “He wants power. To make Imperator. That’s pretty much it.”

Scorio eyed her. “That’s right. You planned all this together.”

“Actually, he came to me. Swore Heart Oaths for no reason I could understand.”

“What Heart Oaths?” demanded Jova.

“To not reveal the Heart Oaths to anyone, by any means, and to not let on that he knew who or what I was. To act always in my personal best interests, and to enact the plan I laid out for him so that we’d capture you and deliver you to Anseline.”

Plassus eyed her. “You’re a nasty little thing, aren’t you?”

Fionna deflated. “I suppose so, yes.”

Plassus grunted. “But those Heart Oaths won’t stand if he’s higher ranked than you now. Which he looks to be. I’d reckon he’s slipped your leash.”

Scorio turned back to the screen. “Fionna was used as much as she used us. Anseline betrayed her. Doesn’t make what she did right, but we can figure all that out later. Now? Now we can finally kill Dameon.”

“I’d help,” said Plassus, “but that’d come at the expense of this Cube. If I withdraw my attention, she’ll fly apart.”

“We can handle Dameon,” said Jova. “Maybe. He was just a Dread Blaze last time.”

“He’s more than that, now.” Sal was still working at his panel. “I’ve never seen anything like it. His signal is all over the map. I can’t even get a reading on his reservoir. The mana crystal just keeps oscillating across the entire spectrum.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” said Leonis. “Plus, he’s flying. Means he’s a Charnel Duke at the least.”

“Or he got himself a treasure,” said Fionna.

Scorio studied the wall. “Does he even know we’re in here?”

Nobody responded.

“Regardless.” Scorio felt certainty solidify within him. “He dies today. This has been a long time coming. He’s spilled too much blood. For Leonis’ and Lianshi’s sakes, he dies.”

Leonis gave him a freighted look, then nodded purposefully.

“Fionna.” Jova snapped her fingers. “You’re with me.”

Fionna paled. “You’re going to use me as a shield, aren’t you?”

“Correct,” said Jova.

“Alright.” Fionna nodded shakily. “Good. I’m in.”

Jova eyed her with distaste and turned back to Scorio. “We’ll distract and occupy him. Do you think that Ferula of yours can take down a Charnel Duke?”

He glanced at Anseline’s corpse. “I reckon there’s a chance.”

“What do we do?” asked Leonis.

Scorio hesitated, unsure of how to turn down his friend, but again Jova cut in.

“You’re also with me. He made Dread Blaze, Scorio. And his power.” She shook her head in wonder. “It’ll make a huge difference.”

Leonis just fair lit up.

“Can you drop me off on top of the Cube?” asked Nyrix. “I’ll take potshots if he gets close.”

“I’ll join you there,” said Kuragin. “Not much else I can do.”

“Be good to have you close,” said Nyrix, and Kuragin snorted in amusement.

“Go on, go on,” said Plassus, waving his hand dismissively as he frowned off into the middle distance. “This ship—sorry, Cube—she’s… damn, where’s the release valve for this thing?”

Scorio could viscerally understand the challenge Plassus faced. Even moving away from the Sun now at all speed, the batteries were being supercharged, and the—he didn’t even know the names for the parts—were overheating, conducting too much mana, mana that was wrong. They’d probably have already dropped from the sky if not ruptured in midair without his intervention.

“Bring him in here,” said Plassus distractedly. “I’ll sort him out. And, oh. Here. My stores are hugely depleted—who knew I would turn out to be so generous? But you lot are looking peaky, so.”

And he reached into a shimmering patch of air to draw forth a brown pouch. He peered inside and sighed. “Last of my graxil larvae. Ah, well. They’ll feed you mana when needed, but remember that they’ll leave you weakened, after. And… here. Vitality Pearls. By the gods, this is all I have left?” He scowled. “Take them, take them.”

Jova was receiving the pills and scrunched up pieces of paper as he doled them out into her cupped palms.

“Hmm, what else?” Plassus shoved the pouch back into the shimmering air so that it disappeared and drew out a heavy stone necklace. “This one has your name all over it, Jova. It’s an old, old treasure. A good friend gifted it to me, back in the day, but it lost utility once I started tangling with folks who can exert dominion. It’ll make a stone duplicate of you, tricksy to the eyes, but anyone with advanced Heart senses can see right through it. So.”

Jova took the necklace gingerly. It was made of small tablets of gray stone linked to each other by supple golden wires. She placed it about her neck and nodded her thanks.

“Bah.” Plassus seemed to rummage around within the hidden space. “I used almost everything up against the Blood Ox. Oh. Here. Seeing as you’re a Blood Baron, Scorio, or something like it, you might be able to use this.” And he drew forth a red sphere as fat as the tip of his thumb. “Now this is worth more than you can imagine, so don’t lose it. It’s an All-Burning Blood Drop, said to have been collected from a battlefield where Cazador fought over a century ago. Not my style, but it’ll give you a right boost. Fire, strength, speed—the works.”

Scorio took the red sphere with something akin to reverence. Strange. It felt familiar. Was it the heat, the fire contained within? He could sense the potency burning off it without even needing his Heart senses, and it was almost painfully hot to the touch.

But still. Something about it.

Jova distributed the remaining graxil larvae and Vitality Pearls, and then gave Scorio and Leonis a sharp nod. “I think we’re ready.”

“Whatever you’re going to do,” said Sal nervously, “you’d better do it fast. He’s bringing the storm with him.”

“He’s what?” demanded Jova.

“The Sun. He’s…” Sal shook his head in confusion, distaste, surrender. “He’s drawing it after him. Not the Sun proper, but like pulling on a sheet, it’s… your Charnel Duke’s not going to settle the Fortress till he goes away.”

“Then let’s give him a send-off,” said Scorio. “Fionna, show us the way out.”

They quit the chamber. Ran down gleaming halls, through the splendors of the Lost Cube, and only then did Scorio realize that the large translucent wall hadn’t been a window—it had been a projection, an illusion, of the outside world that was hundreds of yards away.

What other wonders did this place hold?

In short order, they reached a large bay whose end was open to the skies. The wind moaned beyond, and the air was charged with the viciously soured mana, so that it felt heated and sharp even though Scorio knew that was just his Heart sense.

Xandera hovered just outside the bay, hunched and ashen in the wind, her trident in one fist, gaze turned toward the Sun.

The sight of her evolved queen form sank Scorio’s heart. She must have sensed him, because she turned and they locked eyes, her burning orange ones bright even as the rest of her form darkened, her disconnect from the ground already having taken its toll.

Whatever had happened had driven her to this extreme, and though she was here with them, Scorio knew in some fashion that she was already gone.

A great raft of stone lay upon the gleaming metal floor of the bay. Jova jogged over to it. “Everyone close. I’m going to—”

A blast of light eclipsed all reason. It was akin to a lightning strike, colorless and total, and it split the air, banished all color, reduced the world momentarily to monochrome as the explosion of might seared the sky just outside the bay.

Scorio flung up his arm in reflexive self-defense, but the blast faded, color restored, and he stared out at the bay door.

“Whatever that was, he missed,” said Fionna.

Wait. Scorio straightened. “Where’s Xandera?”

“My second platform’s gone. Just gone,” said Jova.

“No!” Scorio broke into a sprint. No thought, no planning. He saw in his mind’s eye her resigned smile, the sadness mingled with victory, the bitter acceptance of what had to be.

No.

He shifted into his draconic form as he reached the bay’s edge. What lay outside reminded him of the Rain Wall back in the Rascor Plains, but this was a spiritual tempest, huge fluxes of mana bulging and cutting across the air, collapsing and expanding, whorling and curling about themselves.

He leaped into the void, wings furled on his back, Ferula yet gripped in one fist, and dove.

They were four hundred, maybe five hundred yards above the desert. Below, fragments of rock and a serpentine body fell, twisting and turning as they dropped. Scorio banished all fear, all horror, and focused on one thing alone: speed.

Down he shot, arms by his sides, perforating the winds and sky as he arrowed down after Xandera’s blasted form. She’d taken grievous damage. An arm was gone. Chunks from her tail. Molten blood beaded from her wounds to rise into the air and there rapidly cool into dark blobs.

He willed her to be alive. With ferocious, dumb determination, he projected his absolute refusal for her to be anything else, and speared down, faster, faster, fastest.

Scorio snagged her from the turbulent air perhaps ten yards above the sands, his arms sliding under her blazing hot body to scoop her up, wings snapping out to capture the air and yank him upward, up and into a soaring glide that took him over the dunes. Even at her coldest and most wounded, Xandera burned like a living coal, and when she stirred in his arms, his heart surged and he let forth a cry of victory, of vindication.

No more losses.

His heart, his world, his soul, couldn’t take it.

He dropped to the sands and laid Xandera down upon an outcropping of fragmented boulders. She was too large, sinuous, and unwieldy for him to cradle to his chest.

“Xandera, can you hear me?” He moved up to her torso. By the gods, she looked exactly like Xandera Prime, the first queen he’d met at the Fury Spires. Was her, in ways he couldn’t tease apart, and yet not, was her own self. “Xandera?”

She blinked, smiled, and lolled her hugely horned head to one side. “Hello, Scorio. You’re alive.”

“You’re the—” He bit back his words. “Your wounds. How bad are they?”

“I’m alive. I will heal. Already I’m calling the heat from the depths to salve my wounds.”

“Thank the gods,” whispered Scorio.

“Go.” She reached across her chest with her good arm and wrapped her talons around his scaled arm. “Do what needs to be done. Don’t let any more of our friends suffer.”

“No,” he agreed, purpose and resolve settling about his shoulders like an iron mantle. “I won’t. I’ll be back for you as soon as I can.”

“Don’t fear for me.” She squeezed his arm and closed her eyes. “Exact vengeance in my name for his daring to wound royalty.”

“I’ll be your vengeance,” said Scorio, and rose to his feet. He stared up at the heavens, searching for his foe.

And what a sight it was. The Lost Cube hung in the air above him, its multifaceted faces of ivory and steel, silver and bronze afire with the reflections of the burning Sun. The heavens were grown choked with smoldering, fulminous clouds, great anvils that towered into the sky, all of them painted purple, lavender, smoke gray, but for where they gleamed gold as they reflected the glory of the Sun.

A Sun haloed in gold and quicksilver lightning, an ever-expanding network of flashing, coruscating fire that lanced at the clouds, that arched out overhead as if to rib the sky, to scaffold the collapsing reality as torrents of mana flooded Acherzua. The Sun’s black face raced, swarmed, and boiled, black melting and surging into purple, and such was the violence of the light that burned the sky that the desert below was painted purple and black, great shifting ridges of shadow that made the land itself feel alive, protesting the violence being done to it by the sky.

Where was—there. Jova had taken to the skies and was already sliding around in a great curve, Leonis and Fionna clustered close. A thick cloud of boulders surrounded them, and beyond those huge rocks hovered a dozen Nezzars, and even from here, even against the tapestry of power run mad, Scorio could sense the influence of those clubs, as if they branded the world and somehow blazed in his Heart senses even brighter than mana run wild.

And there. The center to circle Jova was carving into the sky.

Dameon.

No matter how Scorio felt about him, there was no denying that the man was resplendent. He hovered, arms outstretched, one knee raised, his blond hair tousled by hurricane winds, his eyes blazing with white fire. In one fist, he held a scepter—no, a Ferula—and he radiated strength in a way Scorio had never seen before.

He was ascended. There was no doubting that.

But Scorio had also learned some new tricks.

With a great leap, he surged into the sky, wings beating powerfully, Heart burning bright, and then willed himself to grow.

Using the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique, he drank liberally of the swirling, enmaddened mana banks, causing them to fall directly into his great golden Heart as he grew into his dragon form.

Might.

Sheer, impossible strength. It flooded his frame as his bones thickened, lengthened, his chest deepening, huge slabs of muscle enclosing him, his wings stretching out, his tail lengthening. His neck extended out, his head growing massive, and great kite-shaped plates burst forth down the length of his spine even as huge spikes emerged from the tip of his tail.

He was vengeance given form. Never had he felt so strong, so indomitable. The desert below erupted into sandstorms as he powered up into the sky, and unable to restrain his rage, his fury, his fierce anticipation of justice delivered, he let loose a roar, the sheer reverberation causing the air to shudder and shimmer as heat emerged from his gullet.

At long last.

At long last, he could let slip the constraints that had girded his fury. Ever since LastRock, he’d buried his anger deep. Had fought for wisdom and restraint. Even within the Lost Cube he’d reached for logic, for rationality, to turn horror to his advantage, to weaponize every aspect to increase the chances of success.

But now.

Now he could finally let the fury engulf him. This was his truest foe. The manipulator, the liar, a monster worse even than the Herdsmen. Anseline and Bravurn had labored, on some twisted level, toward some grand ambition. Dameon harbored nothing but selfish greed. His path was cobbled with skulls, and now, here, his propensity for wriggling free of fate would come to an end.

Scorio would end him.

Up he flew, surging toward the distant Charnel Duke, and even as he used his dragon form, he realized that he’d grown more massive still. His chest was deeper, his shoulders broader, but his hips had narrowed even as his length had grown by nearly another half.

Dameon oriented on him.

Scorio summoned his Shroud. The same Shroud he’d made massive while surviving in the Crucible, the same Shroud that had become abnormally dense and unyielding through the later stages of his evolution.

It appeared as a great curved disc before him, easily three feet thick. Scorio sensed how he could stretch it out to encompass his entire form, but doing so would greatly thin it out, so he left it there before him, obscenely powerful and as huge as a set of double barn doors.

Dameon lifted his Ferula, and even at this remove Scorio could discern the flash of his charming smile.

Light blazed at the tip of his foe’s weapon.

Scorio opened his maw and roared his defiance, his hatred, his bloodlust, and hurled himself headlong into the fight.


Chapter 62

Scorio

A perilous headlong flight right into the face of death. There was no doubting the power that manifested at the tip of Dameon’s Ferula. Scorio could sense the pinprick of light as a blight upon his Heart senses, a flaring of power far beyond what Dameon should have been able to manifest. Was that Emerald, was that Diamond—?

The bolt flashed down, quick as thought, and in pure bloody-minded determination Scorio decided to brute force it, to test his Shroud against the attack.

Wise?

No. But Scorio was drenched in bloodlust. He felt nothing but a desire to crush the other Great Soul, to not just kill him but humiliate him, break him, show Dameon how weak he was, how his every advance could never be enough, would always fall short, and in that moment of horror, Scorio would—

The bolt of colorless light hit Scorio’s Shroud which flared golden across its entire front. Three feet deep, the Shroud held, at least, at first, for the glittering star of hissing power carved a path into the great shield, not phasing out, not dying away.

Scorio glared at it, the hissing bolt a mere handful of yards away from him even as he powered ever upward, the Shroud bearing the attack before it. How? How was the Ferula blast simply persisting, as if Dameon were fueling it still, as if it were tethered to his Heart—

The bolt burst through Scorio’s Shroud. Reflexively, he fell away into a barrel roll, sail-like wings furling on his back as he rotated and dropped, the bolt flashing out harmlessly through where he’d been a moment ago.

Dameon’s laughter rang from high above. “Flee, Scorio! Flee! At long last I—”

His exclamation was cut off as a torrent of rocks thundered into him, an impossible avalanche of boulders, fragments, shards. These slammed into Dameon’s Shroud, which encased him perfectly, but even as they bounced off, they recovered to circle and slam home again, endlessly impacting like an eternal waterfall with Dameon at its center.

Jova passed by just below, her face upturned, Leonis crouched behind, Fionna held before her, one arm across the other girl’s chest. Then a second plinth with identical passengers passed by behind and to one side, and this Jova cried out, “Dameon! We have Myla! Recall your oaths!”

Scorio came out of his fall, huge wings stabilizing him, and came up with muscular strokes, abusing the wind with each downbeat. High above, backed by roiling clouds and the perpetual lightning storm, Dameon cursed, the endless rocks limiting his visibility, then he dove, blasting the largest boulder apart with his Ferula as he flew toward both Jovas.

“Myla!” His voice was exhilarated, near manic. “How delightful to see you again!” And even as he flew, he aimed his Ferula at the trio.

Not on my watch, thought Scorio, and focused on his form, his power, his burning Heart, and sought to manifest his own Ferula, unsure what that would even mean. A huge stave that his dragon claws could clutch, or—

No.

The nature of his gullet shifted, became lined with Coal and Diamond, even as that fleck of Noumenon manifested at the back of his own throat. Elongated to sheathe the entirety of his neck, the moment it coalesced, Scorio roared and unleashed colorless flame.

Dameon sensed it, spun so that he faced Scorio, flying backward, and summoned his Shroud.

The colorless flame flitted through the air, an insignificant spark, and passed clear through the Shroud.

Scorio caught a glimpse of Dameon’s eyes bulging in alarm and then he grew opaque, hidden behind his own forcefield, his Flame Vault power, a second layer of defense that had stymied him and Naomi back when they’d attacked Dameon on his flying island.

The fleck of fire hit the forcefield, which flared brightly, cracks spidering across it. For a moment, Scorio sensed his Ferula blast digging deeper, but it was as if Dameon were creating fresh layers of force behind each layer by the moment, an endless onion that refreshed itself even as the blast fought to pierce his shield.

Until Scorio’s attack ran out of power and the forcefield repaired itself, pristine in moments.

Frustrated, Scorio roared and surged toward the Charnel Duke, and from within the opaque globe he distantly heard: “I claim dominion!”

The mana storm around them stilled, began to align itself with Dameon. This was death. Death for all of them, so Scorio reflexively imagined the sky filled with imperial gel, superimposed the latticework of cells over the mana, and wrenched.

Dameon’s efforts immediately stalled, the mana becoming sluggish as mud. It wasn’t that Scorio was truly contesting him. He couldn’t actually best the man, couldn’t win Primacy. The best he could do was mud up the works, make the mana intractable, and buy them all time.

Then, with a flexion of his own will, he commanded the Iron mana that surrounded Dameon to solidify.

A great dodecahedron manifested all around the globe, consuming it, enveloping it, and with a muffled shout, Dameon began to fall.

Scorio flew after, knowing that Dameon would liquify the mana, and when he did—there! He shifted into his black flame form, the process near-instantaneous, then inhaled it into his barrel-vaulted chest and blew it through the air, a vicious stream that glimmered with Silver flecks and washed over Dameon’s revealed forcefield globe just as a Jova let out a distant, thin cry of rage and dropped a dolmen the size of a three story house upon Dameon’s forcefield.

The huge rock drove the Charnel Duke down below it, Scorio angling his head to keep it bathed in flame, then dropping to follow it, exhaling, ever exhaling an inferno onto the man.

Dameon’s forcefield vanished, revealing the man, who screamed as he was enveloped in flame. A bolt of Diamond mana flew up to shatter the huge boulder, fragmenting it even as Dameon swept a Shroud back into existence before him and loosed a bolt from his Ferula at Scorio.

Who curled away, the bolt flashing by just below his belly. A second bolt sizzled and snapped as it flew past his head, and then Scorio brought up his Shroud and roared down at Dameon, “DIE!”

Dameon’s eyes widened, causing him to hesitate for a moment, but then he laughed, shaking off the effects, and hurled himself toward Scorio.

Who blasted him with his internal Ferula once more. Dameon spun about as he came on, the flashing spark of colorless flame just barely missing, and faster than Scorio thought possible, closed the distance. One moment to the next he was before him, fist drawn back, and then with a cry, he swung and shattered Scorio’s Shroud, punched clear through it and crashed his fist into Scorio’s saurian jaw.

The blow was tremendous.

Scorio’s vision blanked out, his head whipping back, and he lost control of his flight, tumbling and falling away into the gusts of storm wind, wings wrapped around himself, thoughts scrambled.

Desperately he sought for control, to raise his Shroud, to collect himself. Any second now a Ferula blast could catch him, tear him apart—

Dameon screamed in frustration.

Finally catching his balance, Scorio opened his wings, abandoning his huge dragon form to shrink into his humanoid draconic one, Ferula appearing in his fist. He spun about, over and over, but extended his wings and steadied, came out of the fall into a swoop, and saw that Leonis had extended his ring of Nezzars around Dameon even as Jova continued to pummel him with hundreds of rocks, slamming him again and again.

They had to keep the pressure up. Scorio raised his Ferula, loosed a bolt, and flew after it. The bolt cut through Dameon’s Shroud once more, embedded itself in his forcefield, but again lost penetrative power as the forcefield endlessly renewed itself.

How?

Scorio loosed again, but now he studied Dameon more closely with his Heart senses, and Sal’s words came back to him: The Sun. He’s… He’s drawing it out after him.

A great plume of mana was endlessly flowing into Dameon, Silver and Bronze and Copper and even flecks of Gold streaming into his back. A variation of the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique? Something like that, but it wasn’t just ambient mana, it was being funneled across the skies from the Sun itself, as if Dameon had a direct tap upon the exploding Silverine god.

Which meant Dameon was never going to run out of mana. And there was no doubt that he could endlessly enhance his techniques, force them into their ultimate expressions by supercharging them with the Sun’s very essence.

Dameon was still clawing for dominion. Scorio fought him for every inch, but the other man’s intrinsic ability, his intuitive knowledge as a Charnel Duke had him outmatched.

A flash of colorless fire flew forth, aimed precisely at one of the Jovas as she curved above them in the sky.

“Watch out!” roared Scorio, not knowing if that was his friends or Plassus’ illusion.

The bolt flew right at Fionna where she stood before Jova. The slender girl’s eyes widened and she shifted into crimson mist even as Leonis shoved Jova back, his golden armored form huge so that he could step in and tuck one shoulder, taking Dameon’s attack full-on.

The entire plinth spun about as Jova both fell away and fought to keep it beneath her, Fionna’s mist form floating free, Leonis losing his balance and plummeting into the sky.

Scorio had to trust that Jova would catch him. If his concentration broke, Dameon would tear dominion away and that would end their hopes completely.

“STOP!” roared Scorio even as he honed in, loosing bolts from his Ferula again and again as quickly as he could. The bitter realization struck him again: he still wasn’t using his Ferula to its fullest extent. It could do more. It could output far greater damage. But his grasp was limited to that of a muddied Blood Baron, and—

“Come on, then!” roared Dameon, who dropped his Shroud and flew forward to meet Scorio. Scorio also dropped his Shroud, and in midair they collided, slamming into each other with such violence that they spun away, locked together, both losing control over their flight.

He was there, right there, in his grip, his handsome face sneering, blond hair wind-tossed, eyes alive with power. Scorio gripped his left arm with one claw, and sought to dig the tips of his talons into the man’s side with the other.

“I can’t tell you how good it feels,” cried Dameon even as Scorio’s talons made contact with his ribs. “To get to tear you apart with my own hands!”

Scorio didn’t waste his time on words. The other man was wrestling for dominion still, and winning. The mana around them was growing thick, unresponsive, beginning to orient completely on the other man.

“Did I ever tell you I killed Lianshi myself?” Dameon laughed, then screamed, then grinned as Scorio’s talons began to dig into his side. By the hells, what had happened to the man’s skin? It felt like trying to score gashes into the side of a granite cliff. “She was nearly dead by that point, of course, and begging for mercy. Just crying for it. Pathetic. I mean, I could barely understand her words, her jaw was broken you see—”

Scorio roared and became flame, passing clear through Dameon who screamed anew and spun about just as Scorio became flesh once more and exhaled a plume of black fire right into the man’s face.

Such was the force of his exhalation that Scorio was pushed back by his own attack. Dameon opened his arms and took the blow, only raising his Shroud toward the last, to reveal himself scorched and blistered, his flesh cooked, his hair gone, his clothing cindered—but his grin remained, and even as Scorio watched, he began to heal, the Sun mana pouring into his wounds.

“I’m invincible, Scorio, don’t you see? I’m Sapphire-tempered, and still attuned to the Sun, part mana, I mean, even I don’t quite get it, but right now? You can’t defeat me. You simply can’t!”

Scorio hesitated, and in that moment of horror, lost control of his grip of the mana. Dameon greedily asserted himself, and nearly assumed total control before Scorio clawed back some authority of his own.

“This is rich! You know, I’m not the vindicative type, I swear, I’m deeply pragmatic at heart, but I think I actually will make a point of hunting down all your friends as a metaphorical way to piss on your grave.” Dameon inhaled deeply, his skin already healing to a smooth, reddish pink. “Maybe I’ll seduce Lianshi this time round. Won’t that be sweet? To kiss the mouth I kicked in the last go round, to have her use her mouth in other ways—”

Fury. Scorio tore back a whole mass of the mana from Dameon’s dominion and flew up, burning talons outstretched.

The other man projected his Shroud just right, angled so that Scorio’s claws bounced away, and then he darted in to slam his fist straight into Scorio’s face.

Such power.

Scorio felt the bones in his cheek give away, tasted blood, lost all sense of sound and sight. He tumbled back, and the last of his ability to control the mana was lost.

And into that void stole Dameon’s will. Absolute, it seized the ambient mana that surged and burned about them both, and ordered it according to his desire.

As Scorio fell, he heard his hated foe cry with savage joy, “I have dominion!”


Chapter 63

Dameon

Victory.

Could it be this easy? But of course it could, for he felt himself a god, was becoming one, would be unstoppable as soon as he crushed these ants and drank deep of all the Sun had to offer.

Delirious delight. How had it all gone so right? This was proof that good things did happen to the deserving. Against all odds, he’d persevered, against all indignities, bowing his head, biding his time, tolerating fools, placating idiots.

But now. Here. With his very physical fabric still meshed with that of the Sun, with an unending torrent of power flowing into him, he would finally step into the light and claim his moment.

Dominion! With Scorio falling before him, the scaled idiot, the brazen bastard, falling and weak and defeated at long, long last!

Dameon all but crowed in delight. “I love being a Charnel Duke! As soon as I’m done with this, I’m going to explore the that Cube, make it mine, then focus on reaching Crimson Earl. I’d best hurry before Imperators or greater fiends come a knocking, or, hell, the Silverines themselves—they’re going to be pissed!”

How good it was to fly once more, to soar upon the breeze, to feel it gently riffle through his hair, so dart and glide! Too many lives had gone by since he’d sampled this endless wonder. And now, centered in his own dominion, Dameon dropped alongside Scorio, keeping his foe before him, but not bothering to quench his Heart, to rape his reservoir.

Oh, but the temptation was there.

But why make it so easy? Was it not merciful of him to give Scorio a false sense of hope? Oh! There. Scorio was finally trying to arrest his fall, regaining his limited wits, so Dameon darted down, power building up in his fist again, and it was practically orgasmic to smash his knuckles into Scorio’s temple and send him tumbling once more.

Though, he had to admit it: it was pretty impressive how Scorio was holding up. Dameon was a Charnel Duke now, and his Emberling punch power should have shattered the bones in his skull. And those blasts he’d been unleashing from his dragon maw—had that been Diamond?

No. It couldn’t be.

Could it?

Still, the boy was outmatched. He’d never been very smart. Watching him labor with Naomi over those rocks had been outrageously amusing. What a good sport he’d been, working like a diligent little fool.

And for what?

Scorio failed to gather himself in time and smashed into a sand dune with punishing velocity. Sand erupted all around him as he plowed deep.

Dameon floated down closer to hover overhead.

“I really do admire you, you know. I honestly appreciate your endless drive. But it’s so strange. You remind me of my younger self. Well, from past lives, that is. How I used to just care so much about other people. Wild! Because they’re honestly not worth it. Not once you really get to know them.”

Not that Scorio would learn. That was the problem with brutes. They simply charged ahead until one day they ran into an immovable wall and broke their necks. A pity. So much potential there.

But rage was no substitute for wits and cunning.

Even now, Scorio refused to give up. He dug himself out of the collapsing crater, still in his draconic form, and fumbled for the ambient mana.

How amusing. How delightful! “Go on,” Dameon called down. “You can do it! Try just a little harder!”

Scorio spat blood and sand and looked up at him, his black lizard eyes in his scary little dragon face burning with petulant anger.

Abruptly Scorio erected his Shroud and roared, “RELEASE DOMINION!’

The force of his command was so weak. It washed over Dameon like a splash of lukewarm water, and only made him grin all the wider.

“No, I don’t think I will, actually.” Dameon beamed. “This is so great. I really advise you to try it sometime. To utterly outmaneuver an enemy, and have them completely at your mercy? It’s wonderfully refreshing. I’ve not had the chance since—oh, you already know, don’t you?”

Scorio summoned his Ferula and pointed it up at him, a fleck of Diamond mana flying forth. Just like last time, it somehow punched through Dameon’s Shroud to grind itself down to nothing in his forcefield, the mana that was pouring into him from the Sun endlessly replenishing the its reserves.

Though damn if that Ferula blast wasn’t impressive.

“That’s just not going to work,” chided Dameon. “Haven’t you noticed? You’re basically trying to shoot through the Silverine Sun itself. Not possible at your rank, my friend.”

Scorio clenched his jaw and loosed again, and again. The flecks flew forth, but by the gods, it was so pathetic as to be pitiful. All of them burned out against the endless reserves of the Sun.

“I do love your Ferula, though. Is that Diamond under Coal? How stealthy of you. And with… ooh! Noumenon! I’ll be taking that once you’re dead. How did you—sorry, silly question. You’re just prone to accomplishing impossibilities, aren’t you? Not this time. This time I’m going to kill you, then find Jova and see just how long her resilience can keep her alive before, well. You know.”

Dameon winked, feeling oh so dashing, a true rascal, and raised his Ferula to blast Scorio where he stood.

The colorless flame hit Scorio’s Shroud, but this time Scorio fought to replenish it as quickly as it was consumed. A poor man’s attempt at duplicating Dameon’s own power. He poured his mana into it, feeding that one spot, replenishing it from his reservoir.

Oh, but this was fun. Reflex, more than anything made him summon his Dread Blaze power again.

The tapestry of threads and ribbons appeared before him, complex and twisting, alive with fluctuating possibilities.

The main path before him, however, was but a slender stream of Silver.

Dameon frowned. That couldn’t be right. A quick glance confirmed that Jova was powerless as she circled his dominion in the distance. There was nobody else in the area. Scorio was practically defeated.

Even as Dameon watched, the Silver winked out and became a moderately sized path of Bronze.

It was getting worse?

Well, time to wrap this up, then.

Dameon loosed another blast of Ferula fire.

Two spots now burned against the curvature of Scorio’s Shroud. The scaled brute leaned into the attack as one might into a great door, straining physically in a situation where only mana control mattered.

Absurd.

But he couldn’t win this. Dameon probed the conflict with his heightened senses. Scorio had to be feeling tremendous spiritual pressure.

Still, as usual, Scorio wasn’t accepting the obvious. It was commendable how he was struggling, but equally as absurd.

“This is for Simeon,” said Dameon, and loosed a third fleck of white fire. “And this is for Davelos. For Evelyn, for Ydrielle.”

Righteous melancholy arose within him, and Dameon felt his ebullience turn mean. His friends should be here to celebrate with him. To rise and fulfill Manticore’s dream. Instead, the muscle-bound lizard boy was there, still refusing to break.

“Know when you’re beaten,” shouted Dameon, abruptly impatient and furious. “I have dominion! You want me to gutter your Heart, to drain you dry? Die with dignity, you—”

Scorio screamed. Not with pain, but outrage, denial, and a small red sphere appeared in his taloned hand. Its power scalded the air, filled Dameon’s nostrils with the scent of smoke and flame, and its power actually pushed back the roiling Sun’s discharge.

Was that Ruby mana he sensed? A well of it, flavored and potent—

“No!” Dameon struggled to establish Primacy as Scorio swallowed the sphere. His dominion was perfect, so why didn’t it snuff out the beast’s Heart? Grimacing, Dameon bent his will to the task, the simple, stupid task, one he’d done a thousand times before in his past lives, but which now felt so slippery and unreliable—

Scorio blazed with power, his eyes shifting to burning red, and his draconic form hunched as strength corded his limbs. An aura of crimson flames enveloped him, and he threw his draconic head back and roared, the sound terrible, primal, otherworldly.

“FALL!” commanded Scorio, and such was his moment of power, his preternatural potency, that Dameon’s eyes widened as he willingly ceased to fly, and fell the twenty yards to the dune.

Scorio leaped, beat his wings once, and fell upon Dameon. Who abandoned his attempts at Primacy to erect his forcefield with utter desperation.

Scorio’s talons scorched trails of burning light across the hemisphere. Dameon stared up, wide-eyed, as the brute roared and slavered and fought to get at him. For a moment he couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. It was too much, how had Primacy failed him, how had Scorio come to possess such a pill?

But the Silverine Sun’s power was total and unending. For each deep gauge that Scorio tore in the forcefield, Dameon frantically sealed it with twice as much mana. It was close—he couldn’t even get his Shroud up—but as long as Scorio was so fixated on his burning-white talons and the eerie, blood-red fire that coated him from the pill, he’d be wasting his time, he couldn’t get through the Sun’s reserves.

Primacy. Dameon needed Primacy now. Again he reached for that absolute power, and again his dominion surged and sagged like a waterlogged paper castle. What in the bleeding hells? All he should have to do was extend his will, to desire complete mastery, and it should happen!

Doubt crept into Dameon’s mind. There could be only one reason it wasn’t working. His comprehension of his self, his ascension, it was incomplete. Was the Silverine Sun interfering with his sense of who and what he was? No—that couldn’t be right, he was just channeling those immense reserves. Then maybe it was—could it be his leapfrogging past Pyre Lord?

A wash of horror caused him to momentarily freeze as he gazed up at the frenzying Scorio, eyes widening as he examined the foundation of his own power and found it wanting. The Silverine Sun had allowed him to move straight to Blood Baron and then on to Charnel Duke, his old knowledge sufficing, but the self-awareness no longer matched the Pyre Lord he’d been in past lives. He was too divergent. There was enough overlap to allow him to brute force the ascension, but now, when it came to Primacy—

Scorio became black fire. A humanoid shape of leaping ebon flames shot through with virulent crimson, his eyes leaving trails in the air as he reared back and then inhaled the entire conflagration into his maw, becoming flesh once more, to beat his wings and rise into the air, five, six yards above Dameon, and there exhale an inferno down upon the forcefield.

Dameon screamed.

The fire was impossibly hot. Scorio should never be able to channel such power. He was just a damned Blood Baron, Ruby mana should be scouring him from the inside, charring his spirit, searing his Heart!

Dameon summoned every ounce of discipline he’d learned across all his lives and focused solely on becoming a conduit for the Silverine Sun.

That wonderful, stolen, searing mana came flooding into him from the heavens, a witch’s brew of Silver and Bronze, Gold and Iron, and he poured it all into his forcefield. A forcefield which could withstand Diamond Ferula blasts, but which now was as thin as an eggshell, the Ruby-tainted fire stripping it almost completely away.

For a vivid eternity, they remained thus, Scorio exhaling his own version of living hell down upon Dameon, who in turn flung up as much mana as his Charnel Duke self could channel, keeping his forcefield just barely in place.

At last, at long fucking last Scorio’s attack ended. The draconic brute flapped his wings a few times more, then let out a rasping cry of broken fury and fell to the sands.

Dameon lay there, panting, his dominion so patchy it was barely holding together in a pitiful hundred-yard radius. Were it not for the Sun’s stolen glory, it might have simply collapsed.

But he levered himself up to one elbow and eyed his foe. Scorio lay on his side, having shrunken back into his human form, blood leaking from his mouth, flowing like crimson tears from his eyes, smoke rising from his scorched and blistered skin.

“Heh.” Dameon forced a chuckle as he wrestled down his terror. “I guess that’s what happens when you play with fire, eh?”

Scorio place a palm on the sand and tried to lever himself up.

“Oh, no.” Dameon sat up. “Enough playing around. Time to end this. That was way too close for comfort.” That red pill had no doubt been the reason his own chances had dropped so precipitously.

With that threat overcome, his future no doubt was massively golden once more. Dameon rose uncertainly to his feet and raised his Ferula. As he did so, he activated his Dread Blaze power quickly for a check.

The Bronze stream was but a thread, and even as he watched it, the thread snapped and became red.

Dameon made a disgusted face. “What the hell?”

The red thread began to broaden. Faster than should have been possible, it widened into a slender stream, then a wrist-thick road, then even wider.

Horror, confusion, and fury arose within him. Scorio was done. He couldn’t even stand. Dameon had dominion, the battle was won, the Lost Cube was far, far away, the Silverines weren’t interfering, what—

A flash of light. A new light, blazing and pure, golden and overwhelming. Something slammed into Dameon with world-shattering power, and all ceased to have meaning as he felt himself lifted off the ground as if by a hurricane wind and hurled flying through the air to hit the dunes some fifty yards away and plow a furrow another twenty or so yards before fetching up against an outcropping of rock.

Only his forcefield had kept him from being totally annihilated, but it was gone now, as well as his dominion. Stunned, barely able to think, Dameon tried to sit up. Everything hurt. His head was ringing, his vision blurred, his Heart almost guttered.

A figure descended from the sky, her whole form aflame, a woman carved from the sun, her hair a burning mantle, twin cloaks spiraling around her form.

Dameon stared at her, unable to understand. “Who is she?” Nobody answered. “Where did she come from?”

She was saying something to Scorio, who was gazing up at her wide-eyed, his scorched features raw with pain and amazement.

“Who the hell is she??!” screamed Dameon in fury, and slammed his fist into the sand. But the Silverine Sun was there, always there, so with blood-minded deliberation, he spat blood to the side and began knitting his wounds together.

“Doesn’t matter who she is,” he hissed as he tried to rise. “I am a Charnel Duke. This is my hour. And nobody—nobody can stop me now!”

He very purposefully, however, did not summon his Dread Blaze power again.


Chapter 64

Scorio

“I’m here, Scorio. I’m… I’m back.” He knew that voice, his very spirit told him who this was, but he could only marvel, try to take in her blazing form. The upswell of emotion in her voice was cut off as she turned to face where Dameon was picking himself up off the sand. Voice hard, she raised her blazing staff, and its tip kindled to life. “Now let’s finish him together.”

“Naomi?”

Scorio took a step back, and for a single second, he forgot about everything else. The horrific pain from the Ruby mana, Dameon and the Sun, the Lost Cube and the Herdsmen, the deaths and losses, the stakes and all of Acherzua.

She hung before him, aflame, her hair a burning mantle, her form coursing with currents of orange and yellow, with gold and white, and it was her, he knew to his core, the very depths of his soul it was her, and yet—it wasn’t. She was stern, collected, calm, composed. Or seemed to be. No, she was, something had changed, something impossible to fathom, such that he’d almost believe this was her identical twin, a—

She glanced sidelong at him, a nervous peek, and her smile melted the last of his reserves. It was her, hesitant and unsure, but fierce and daring him to say something stupid. But more than that, in the depths of her burning eyes, he saw a world of hope and fear, of yearning and old pain, and it was her, by the gods and the ten hells, it was her.

“Naomi.” He laughed, undone by her appearance. So much had happened in so little time. He wanted to rise into the air and hold her tight, to bury his face in her burning hair, to lose himself in her newfound strength.

But no.

Not yet.

“First we kill this idiot,” she said softly, voice made husky by the distant roar of a thousand furnaces, a strange, low echo no doubt caused by her burning form. “Then—then we can talk.”

“Sounds like a deal.” His shock at seeing her had driven away the pain, but now it was stealing back. Hurriedly, he drew a Vitality Pearl tube from inside his burned robes and crunched it in his mouth. The treasure worked its magic, causing the fire in his gut and throat, the feverish feeling of burning up alive, the splits in his vision to fade away quickly, his strength flowing back into him.

This time, however, there was no sensation of feverish intensity, and his Heart didn’t feel deeply disturbed and strummed like it had on the Bone Plains. Benefit of being a Blood Baron, he guessed, and turned to face where Dameon was gaping right back.

“I have dominion!” the Charnel Duke yelled at them, sounding annoyed and frustrated and bewildered, one hand cupped to his mouth. “You—you can’t be doing that!”

He was right. In his moment of wonder, Scorio hadn’t even noticed Dameon claiming all the ambient mana again. Scorio’s Heart was guttered, his reservoir out of reach, but still Naomi hung in the air, burning beautifully

In response, Naomi raised her staff. Its ornate top blazed to life, flashing sunfire despite the massive cloud cover overhead, and a liquid glare of pure gold flew forth, quick as thought, to strike at Dameon’s Shroud.

The blow was tremendous. Dameon’s Shroud flared brightly, and while it didn’t shatter, it was clearly greatly weakened by this one strike.

“That a Ferula?” asked Scorio, wonder and awe in his voice. “You a Blood Baroness? A Charnel Duchess?”

“It’s not.” Naomi had grown stern and composed once more, her fear and uncertainty locked away. “And I don’t know what I am. But that doesn’t matter right now. I’ll break his dominion, then you finish him.”

“Deal,” said Scorio, and broke into a loping run toward the distant Charnel Duke.

Naomi burst upwards, her twin cloaks streaming behind her, and unleashed another bolt of sunlight at Dameon, then another, then another.

Each hit the Charnel Duke with tremendous strength, unleashing concussive waves of force that blew past Scorio as he closed with the man. Dameon was outraged. His eyes bulged as he glared up at Naomi in complete incomprehension, his Shroud flaring and cracking and then, when the fourth bolt hit, falling apart altogether so that he took the next rapid blast on his forcefield.

“This is ridiculous,” screamed the man, and aimed his Ferula at the blazing woman. “Stop that!”

“Here!” shouted Scorio, waving his arms as he closed in, but Dameon ignored him and loosed a bolt of colorless flame.

Only for Naomi to put on a burst of speed and swoop down and around, avoiding the attack with ease, to then cut in wickedly fast and as she passed over Dameon she… exploded. A great burst of golden light simply erupted from her form, a wave of molten flame detonating right above Dameon to engulf him at point-blank range.

Dameon staggered and dropped to one knee as his forcefield went down, and he lost dominion.

Should it be this easy to distract the man? Hadn’t Plassus shown far greater control over his own dominion? No matter. Scorio stifled an exultant roar, Ignited his Heart, and his Ferula was in his fist, dragon maw pointed at the kneeling Charnel Duke.

A fleck of colorless flame flew forth to shatter the forcefield just as Dameon summoned it anew.

Naomi curled tightly in behind and then charged Dameon from the rear. For a moment, Scorio thought she’d pass through him as he would in his own black flame form, but she proved all-too solid. Instead, she punched through his reforming Shroud and wrapped her arms around his chest to bear him aloft.

Dameon screamed.

Mana from the Silverine Sun was gushing into his Heart, his reservoir, whatever he was using to keep himself hale and whole. Scorio rose into his draconic form and leaped up into the air just as he saw Jova come speeding in low, Leonis on one knee, her hand on his shoulder steadying him.

Scorio’s heart leaped with relief and joy.

Naomi didn’t hold Dameon for more than a few moments. Before he could react, squirm around to try and punch her, she threw him so that he tumbled head over heels through the air, right into a sideways avalanche of fist-sized rocks. Thousands of them thrashed at him, a dark cloud that Jova had thrown ahead of her with her other arm, and Dameon’s howl was more anger than pain.

Then Leonis’ Nezzars slid into play, their circumference advancing enough to encompass the battle, and Scorio knew power.

Everything grew more distinct, more detailed, the air crisp and bitingly cold, and he felt like he could breathe deeper, work harder, fight forever. His wings redoubled their beat, and his reservoir, illusory as it might be, felt like its bottom had just dropped out so that it could take an infinitude of more mana.

But it was more than just a base enhancement. It was—there was an emotion there, a foundation of warmth and respect, of steadfast loyalty undercut by faint traces of chagrin. Scorio felt his chest fill with the purity of that emotion, the support, the humility, the faith, the—the love. Or the capacity for it, a dawning light, a faint and delicate awareness that there was yet beauty worth fighting for, friends worth dying for, and that the worth of a life lay in the grace it brought others.

Leonis.

He felt his great friend all around him, felt his essence, his truest core, and tears came to Scorio’s eyes as he felt ennobled by the man’s power, his newfound dignity, his stripped-down simplicity, his raw humanity.

Dameon tumbled off the flood of rocks as a man might bounce off a road if he fell from a carriage at full tilt, still going head over heels as he spun out into the air.

Scorio raised his Ferula.

He’d not tapped its full potential yet. Probably couldn’t, even now. But with Naomi burning in the air above him, Leonis’ faith all around him, Jova curving away on her stone plinth as an example of discipline and determination and the ability to grow, to rise, to overcome one’s own limitations, Scorio channeled his Ignited Heart into his Ferula, and willed it to blast Dameon with everything he had.

Silver mana flooded into the Diamond core, lit by his incandescent Heart, and held in place by the sheath of Coal. Coal that should never have been able to contain such potency, that should have burst apart into brittle fragments, but which somehow cohered with stubborn, ornery insistence to guide the mana flare up the Diamond core to where the Noumenon speck blazed, tiny, impossible, and fell.

The blast lit up and blazed from the dragon’s maw in a great, sleek spear of iridescent light, not the colorless fire from before, its length shimmering with subtle rainbow hues as it flashed across the sky.

“No!” Dameon righted himself just in time to see it coming, and raised his palm as if to forbid the possibility. Battered, burned, wild-eyed, he fought for dominion even as he raised his forcefield and Shroud, as he poured all the Sun-given mana he could draw into his defenses.

The spear of Ferula fire punched neatly through his Shroud, bored easily through his forcefield, and shot clear through his chest.

Dameon screamed, the sound of a wounded beast on the verge of tearing its leg out of a bear trap, and fell.

“Yes!” Jova’s victorious cry was made thin by the distance, but her savage satisfaction was clear nonetheless.

Dameon fell headfirst into the sands a good fifty yards below, hitting the silver slope of a dune with a compact whoomp.

Only to immediately stir and reach for dominion again.

“No you don’t,” whispered Naomi, her words brought to him by the winds, and raised her staff so that its top could incandesce. A blinding flare of light flashed down to slam Dameon back into the sands, then again, and again, and again.

Each time Dameon coughed, groaned, and sought to rise, she blasted him, unleashing such heat and power that the sands around him turned to glass, a great mottled crater of gleaming translucence.

They all floated down slowly. Scorio’s wings beat powerfully to hold him in place, his Ferula raised, ready to assist, but there was no need.

Even all the mana in the world couldn’t overcome the sheer amount of damage that had been done to him, and while Dameon was clearly trying to heal the burns and blasted flesh, the singular wound dealt by Scorio’s Ferula stubbornly refused to heal, and heart’s blood was oozing forth to cake the Charnel Duke’s cindered rags.

Jova’s plinth touched down to one side, her duplicate from Plassus’ treasure fading from view as she did so. Leonis tried to rise, failed, and would have fallen if Jova hadn’t immediately steadied him. His wound was grievous, blood pouring down the front of his golden armor, but his steadfast face betrayed no pain.

Naomi alighted on the sand beside Scorio, lowering gently to the ball of one foot and then the other, flames endlessly coursing up her figure, her gaze locked on Dameon who finally gave up on trying to rise and fell back onto the glassy slope to offer them a bloody grin.

“Well, what do you know, it’s my favorite people in all of hell,” he wheezed.

Nobody spoke.

“You know.” He hitched himself over to one side, then abruptly spasmed and coughed up a mouthful of blood. Mana was still pouring into him, but it was a losing battle. “There’s probably a lesson for me in all of this. Maybe it’s not to ignore my own Dread Blaze power when it—when it tells me to run like a little bitch.” He grinned, lowered his brow to the ridge of glass, then with great effort lifted his face again. “So. Well done, all of you. Round of applause.” He wheezed a painful laugh that caused him to grimace and squeeze his eyes shut briefly before he opened them again. “So… so delightful. What now? Going to take… going to take turns cutting me apart?”

“No begging?” asked Jova. “Could have sworn you’d make all kinds of offers so we’d spare your life.”

“Nah.” Dameon rested his head back. “I’m an asshole, not an idiot. Well. Guess I turned out to be a bit of an… bit of an idiot, after all. And I came so close. If I’d just flown south… Imperator…”

Scorio stared at the dying man with cold loathing. Words. Endless words from Dameon. Charm and braggadocio, even now.

Enough.

“You deserve a terrible death,” he said quietly. “For what you’ve done. The crimes. The pain you’ve caused—”

“Blah, blah, blah,” said Dameon, rocking his head from side to side.

Complete and utter fury seized Scorio by the throat and the next moment he was on the man, pinning him down, white-hot talons of one hand spearing through his shoulder and chest and passing clear through him.

Dameon jerked, bucked, eyes going wide.

“For Leonis and Lianshi,” hissed Scorio, just barely resisting the urge to twist his claws. “For them. For us. For all of hell that will finally be rid of your evil.”

Then he jerked back, raised his Ferula with the other fist, and unleashed a spate of colorless flame. The blast took Dameon in the neck, cut straight through tendon, muscle, gullet, spine, and near decapitated him. The man didn’t even have time for a death rattle. He jerked and fell back, dead.

It was done.

The four of them remained still, all still staring at the blond ruin of a man before them.

“Too easy,” said Jova at last. “Maybe I’m not a good person, but I’d have made him suffer.”

“No you wouldn’t,” said Leonis heavily.

The great conduit of Sun mana that had been draining into Dameon even at the end grew attenuated, ever more slender, then cut off and rose away, retracting up into the sky and toward the Sun.

It was truly done.

At least, this small part of their private drama. Scorio raised his eyes to follow that channel of Sun mana, and took in the burning heavens. The Sun was throbbing with ever greater violence, its face distending, bulging out, as if all coherence were on the verge of being lost.

And everywhere, he saw, were Silverines. Silverines converging on the Sun, a host of tiny motes with the occasional huge Abstraction floating amongst them. Scorio narrowed his eyes, reached out as far as he could with his Blood Baron Heart sense.

The fiends were weaving a pattern about the Sun. From a mile away, they were channeling the mana into a great net that was slowly being formed all around the blazing orb. One that was continuously being torn apart, but which they reformed again and again and again.

Naomi’s flames died away, leaving her human by his side. Her dark hair was lustrous and thick, hanging in an inky waterfall down past her shoulders, and her features, though drawn as if by months of hunger and hard labor, shone with health. She was clothed in little more than torn rags, the remnants of the robes she’d been wearing when he saw her last, but each strip of cloth was clean as if reverently washed, so that they hung lightly upon her frame.

“What the hell happened to you?” asked Jova, tone muted, half-wonder, half-distrust. “Are you… you are Naomi, right?”

Naomi turned to Scorio as he sank in turn into his human form. Her hands opened and closed. Tears brimmed in her eyes as she bit her lower lip. She looked ready to startle, to run, to step into shadows—but no. Actually, that wasn’t right. The old Naomi, maybe. But this one? Scorio couldn’t imagine her ducking into the dark.

“Scorio?” Her voice was tremulous.

A world of questions in that single name.

“Naomi,” he said, his heart breaking all over again, or not breaking, reforging, and he stepped in. She reacted immediately, rushing toward him and they clasped each other, her arms like bands of iron around him, her face thrust into his shoulder, his face pressed to her hair, and she shook like a leaf, her shoulders hitching as he held her tight.

For a perfect moment, everything faded away again. He didn’t know how he knew, didn’t care to question, but something profound had changed, something fundamental had shifted.

Words would come later.

Explanations.

An understanding of who she now was, and whether they could heal what had happened. Not going back, but on a primal level, this felt right. And—

Scorio jerked back, eyes going wide.

Naomi flinched, shoulders hitching up, all color draining from her skin.

“No,” said Scorio, “it’s not that. I—I know you.”

Confusion.

“I know you. From my past. From Eterra.” Realization washed over him like hot water, his skin goose bumping, a wave of something akin to dizziness filling him, making his knees go weak. “You were in my first life. I—we—I knew someone who could do what you did.”

Her anguish smoothed away to be replaced by confusion. “You did?”

“The King’s Scepter.” He could barely breathe the words. “She was famous for—I mean, they called her that because of her staff, and how she led his army, she could—she could—” But he couldn’t talk anymore. Images came to him from his trials. Lying with her in the forest, her hair tickling his face, the betrayal, the pain, immolating her with dragon’s breath. “You looked different—but still, roughly the same, same height, dark hair, beautiful—”

Her eyes had gone wide. “I was the King’s Scepter?” He’d told Naomi all about his trials during their nights together at the Fury Spires. “But that means…”

Scorio let out a breathless laugh and ran his hand through his hair. “You reincarnated. Here. In hell. Without the Archspire. I…”

Her hand had gone to cover her mouth. A wave of emotion crested within him, and he wanted to step forward, to take her in his arms and kiss her, but he didn’t.

Couldn’t.

An image hung in the air between them. Alain, reaching out his arm, desperate to intervene, and a great tail slashing through the air.

How close would you say we are to being best friends?

Scorio dry swallowed the knot in his throat as his shoulders sagged. Naomi was staring at him, brows raised, aware that something had just shifted, but she didn’t seem surprised. She bowed her head briefly, then looked away, expression bitter, resigned.

“This is very moving,” said Jova dryly. “But we need to keep moving. Silverines are approaching. And that’s got to be an Abstraction.”

Scorio tore himself free with great reluctance. There was so much he wanted to know, to ask, to share, but now wasn’t the time. Inhaling raggedly, he raised his gaze to take in the approaching horde.

In the midst of the cloud of Silverines floated a giant of white marble, burning wings of fire made from pure mana blazing forth from its. Its head was all wrong, some kind of broken geometry, and its torso was split down the middle so that great ropes of white intestine or something spread forth, each disappearing at the tips into pure mana.

“Time to go,” he agreed, and rose into his draconic form. “Jova, can you get Xandera? She should be over in that direction. We have to get to the Cube.”

Plassus hadn’t wasted any time, but propelled the Cube away from the madness with all haste, so that it had already reached the far end of the valley.

“On it,” said Jova, stepping back onto the plinth. Then she looked back, her expression turned cold, and a barrel-sized rock flew down to smash into Dameon’s corpse, punching it deep into shattered glass.

“Petty,” muttered Leonis, sinking back to sit on the plinth instead of kneel. “But no complaints here.”

The plinth rose and pulled away.

Scorio turned back to Naomi. So many questions. So much old pain. But here, now, perhaps they could forge something new. No matter what had happened, it was still her, Naomi, and nobody in hell was more important to him. He forced a crooked smile. “Ready to fly?”

She blazed up into pure living flame, eyes burning bright just like Xandera’s, her form wondrous, those twin cloaks of the purest white unfurling from her shoulders. “Try to keep up.”

And she blasted into the sky, rocketing away so that he could only laugh and leap to pursue her, chasing after her trail of fire.


Chapter 65

Scorio

The Silverines chased them all the way back to the Lost Cube, but peeled away at the last, repulsed by some oath or aura of the floating fortress that caused them to not even try to test its defenses.

Scorio didn’t care. He simply fought to keep up with Naomi, who’d tease him by pulling ahead, her tentative laughter carried by the wind, only to turn so that she flew facing him, then abruptly brake so that he’d surge past her, only to come back up and around from beneath, looping around and around him trailing fire.

“That’s not fair!” he called to her, feigning indignation, but all he could do was marvel. What had happened? Where was the Nightmare Lady? How had she become the King’s Scepter? Had she been her all along? But then why did she look physically different? If one squinted from a distance of some fifty yards, they looked alike, but no—she was definitely not the same woman. Not in appearance. Then—?

Jova curved back into view, Xandera coiled on the back of her enlarged plinth, Leonis cradled in the queen’s arm, his head lolling.

Damn. That blast from Dameon’s Ferula had taken him right in the flank, just to the side of his arm, punching through the golden armor and disappearing into his ribs. Scorio’s giddiness steadied out, and Naomi sensed his concern as she matched his speed, flying alongside him and staring at the wounded warrior.

“That looks serious,” she called. “What can we do?”

“Get him to Plassus.”

“Plassus?!” Naomi’s incredulity was near comical. “I thought—”

“I know!” He didn’t know whether to laugh despairingly or clutch his head. “Everything has happened so fast—I can’t keep up with it. And you…” Her smile, discernible even her fiery visage, faded. Scorio could only stare at her as he flew on, trying to reconcile the woman before him with the hissing Nightmare Lady who’d descended into madness. “How?”

“I’ll—I’ll tell you everything,” she promised, but the Lost Cube was looming massively.

So he just nodded and studied the complex surface that faced them. That’s when he recalled: Fionna. He glanced back reflexively, but there was no sign of her, just the desert that stretched out for miles toward the distant mountains, its silver sands refulgent with the Sun’s death throes.

She’d given them the slip.

Should he be surprised? He found that he was. But it was the smart move, for a Herdswoman. Ah well. She’d tried to repay him, had saved his life in their encounter with Anseline. Had she not distracted the Charnel Duchess at the last second… Scorio felt a flare of disappointment, but what was done was done.

Turning, he saw a broad bay appear in the Lost Cube’s side, and he steadied his wings to glide down toward the opening. Nyrix and Kuragin awaited them, and waved and grinned as they drew closer. At the last, he righted himself, backbeat strongly, and touched down just within the Lost Cube’s walls. Naomi alighted smoothly beside him, losing her flame form as she did so, while Jova touched her plinth down on the metal floor and turned immediately to Leonis, leaving part of the plinth to hover just outside with Xandera upon it.

“We have to get him to Plassus,” she snapped. Kuragin moved to lift him, but Scorio took over. He hefted his big friend, his scaled arms lifting him easily, and looked to Xandera. “I’ll tell Plassus to find a way to let you—”

“She can enter now,” came Plassus’ disembodied voice from everywhere all at once. “I’ve lowered the wards in the bay. Get her inside before the Silverines come swarming.”

Jova narrowed her eyes and the plinth slid inside, from which Xandera descended. Her arm was still missing, but her other wounds had healed over already, the wounded areas glowing faintly with a deep burgundy hue.

“Xandera,” said Scorio, gladness in his heart and voice.

“Scorio.” Her smile was dignified, warm, and redolent with lazy authority. She seemed to be in no pain whatsoever. “Tend to Leonis.”

“Right.” Taking a breath, he carried his friend hurriedly into the depths of the bay toward a broad archway and through into the hallway beyond. The others followed after, but they were met by Plassus midway, the Charnel Duke moving at a swift jog, slowing as Scorio entered one of the great halls.

“Set him down,” said Plassus calmly, striding over to stare pensively at Leonis. “Hmm. Nasty. Let’s see.” He cracked his knuckles inside his other palm. “I’ve not much facility with healing. Never came easy to me.” But he extended his palm, and Scorio felt the Charnel Duke’s Heart flare as power swirled and poured into Leonis’ recumbent form.

The wound knit over swiftly, but still Plassus labored, lips pursed, eyes narrowed. “Ferula injuries can be more spiritual than physical. The weaker the target, the greater the damage. But… there. That should do it.” And Plassus shook out his hand. “The man’s got heart. More resilient than he looks.”

Leonis’ hue had returned, and his breathing became deep and slow.

“How?” asked Scorio. “Your Heart. The Blood Ox ruptured it.”

Plassus raised a craggy brow. “Oh, you want to play the ‘how’ game, do you? How about yourself, Mister High and Mighty Blood Baron? The last I saw you, which I reckon was but a couple of months ago, you were naught but a mewling Flame Vault.”

Jova’s smile was merciless. “Please go ahead. I’d enjoy seeing him raked over the coals.”

“And you.” Plassus eyed Naomi who’d faded to the back. “You look familiar. Where’d you come from, then?”

“Naomi, sir.” She straightened. “I fought with you on the Bone Plains. And helped Scorio defeat the Blood Ox.”

“And?” prompted Plassus. “You were just lurking around this part of the Silver Unfathom?”

“She’s with us,” said Scorio, trying to keep from sounding defensive.

“No, it’s fine,” said Naomi. “I—I was down in the Lustrous Maria. After—well.” She curled a dark strand of hair behind one ear. “After I healed—was healed—of my… affliction, I discovered a new suite of powers. And because Scorio’s my clutchmate, I could sense his location. So I… I came to reunite with him.”

“Clutchmate?” asked Jova, tone rich with skepticism. “You do know how weird that sounds, don’t you?”

“We both used an Imperial Ghost Toad’s gel bath to learn fiendish techniques,” said Scorio hastily. “A side effect of which was developing a sense for each other and the toad’s location.”

“Scorio.” Naomi turned to him, eyes wide, raw emotion in their depths. “It was Nox that saved me. He helped me… with everything. My life. He saved my life.”

“Nox?” Scorio grinned. “I thought he was headed to the Radiant Pools of Gold?”

Plassus scowled. “Who is this Nox? What are you both blabbering about?”

Jova looked about them. “As much as there is to discuss, should we be doing so out here in the open? And is the Cube secured? Where are we flying to?”

Plassus waved a hand dismissively. “I’m not a gibbering child, Jova, abandoning my post to get the latest gossip from schoolmates. All is taken care of. But that being said. Let’s find a bottle of something strong and hash this out properly. Someone pick up Leonis. It’s unseemly to leave the man on the floor.”

Scorio shared a glance with Naomi, who smiled shyly in amusement, then seemed to catch herself and looked away.

In short order, they found what passed for a lounge or tavern in the domed promenade, Plassus willing the gilded double doors to wing open for them and mana lights to blaze to life only to dim at a wave of his hands. Upholstered booths, free-standing tables and chairs, and a sinuous bar of walnut edged in gold.

“I’m taking a liking to this Lost Cube,” said the Charnel Duke, striding behind the bar. “Or, more accurately, my ownership of it. A poor man’s Sanctum.” He took up a beautifully crafted bottle of dark liquid and appraised it. “But a well-stocked one.” He twisted the crystal stopper free, and set forth a line of glasses. “Now. Sit, all of you. We’ve anywhere from no time at all to possibly a few days, but mark my words, the powers that be will come sniffing around here soon.” He filled each glass to the midpoint, then stoppered the bottle and set it aside. “What’s transpiring outside is a signal fire to all the potentates in hell. But, seeing as I’m your elder and the most important person here, I’ll begin.”

Scorio took a stool and glass, and raised it to his nose. A heady, peaty scent rich with sweetness rose from the drink, and when he sipped it, the liquid ran smoothly down to light a small smolder in his gut.

“As a gesture of friendship,” said Xandera to the Charnel Duke, “I’ll not contest your claims.”

Plassus eyed her. “That’s… a statement you just made. Regardless. My last memory is being borne south by Imperator Sarana, who ignored my every insult and gloated that my end had come at last. But I’ve a talent with insults, and after one particularly choice phrase, she cuffed me, and I passed out. My next memory is that of awakening in the dark with these two here looming over me. My Heart was healed. I don’t know how nor why. Such acts are beyond even Imperators, otherwise we’d not have the Fallen running around with their Lacunas giving everybody else heartburn.” Plassus eyed Scorio. “You know about the Tomb?”

“He doesn’t,” said Jova firmly, and recounted the details to him succinctly. Scorio pursed his lips and bowed his head when she reached the moment Druanna and Kelona were slain.

“Ah, don’t get too terribly upset just yet,” said Plassus, leaning back to cross one arm over his chest and hold his glass up by his face with the other. “If an Imperator comes to investigate, there’s a good chance they’ll be able to revive them both.”

“What are the odds of that happening?” asked Scorio, voice husky with emotion. Kelona. It was too easy to remember her bright smile, her endless energy, her hopes, her dreams. Not to mention Druanna, whom he’d convinced to join their expedition, who now was dead—

“Not high,” said Plassus, interrupting his thoughts. “All this is but a minor light show compared to what’s going on down at the Pit. Takes a real crisis to pry one of them away from their duties. Even the Blood Ox barely qualified.”

“I thought you said it was a big deal,” protested Nyrix.

“And it is. While it may not interest those in the Twilight Cradle, there’s plenty of hell left over that may prove interested. The Scorched Swale, the Emerald Reach, hell, maybe even certain figures in the Azure Expanse.” Plassus shrugged. “We’ll find out soon enough.”

“Imogen came to investigate the old Academy’s Archspire,” said Naomi. “If there’s one in the Tomb of Sadness, do you think that could draw her?”

“We’d better bloody hope not,” said Plassus with a feral grin. “Talented as you all are, we’d none of us have a chance against her. But enough of that. Now, Naomi. It’s your turn.”

Naomi took a deep breath, glanced nervously at Scorio, and began. Her tone was low, hesitant, and she began with the Blood Ox’s death.

“But we were betrayed by Bravurn’s followers. Amity and Valdun. They… they were forced by their Heart Oaths to attack us, but I… I became so furious. So angry. It had been so predictable, so pathetic, so…”

Nobody spoke.

“But I wasn’t myself. I was… I’d grown lost. I’d been drowning in hatred for months.” Naomi had crossed her arms tightly, seeming almost to be hugging herself. Her head was bowed so that her dark hair spilled forward, and the sight of her like this was so familiar that it caused a sharp pang of remorse in Scorio’s chest, along with affection and pain.

“So.” Naomi took a sharp breath and raised her face. “After… after what happened, I ran. For a long time. Till Nox—the Imperial Ghost Toad, though he’s an Emperor Wraith Toad now—found me. And he kept me alive.”

“A fiend did this?” asked Plassus.

Xandera said nothing, but heat washed out from her, dry and baking like that from a great furnace.

“Right, apologies,” said Plassus. “Question retracted.”

Naomi forced herself to continue. “His elders told us I was infected. A tenebrite was inside me. That the Nightmare Lady was a fiend.”

“What?” Scorio leaned forward. “An actual fiend?”

“Ah,” said Plassus, eyes gleaming. “Now that’s interesting. And, I would have thought, impossible.”

“We traveled south and met other tenebrites. After… well. We confronted them, and forced them to extract the Nightmare Lady. I passed out, and Nox carried me away. I awoke… like this.” And she glanced down at herself, muted wonder rising to her face. “My old powers, the Nightmare Lady’s powers, were gone. And these new ones… I simply manifested them.”

“I recognize her powers,” said Scorio firmly. “From my trials in Eterra. She looked different, but the powers are the same.”

“Huh,” said Plassus.

“I remember her, too,” said Kuragin softly. All eyes turned to him. “I shared a past with Scorio, though we were on different sides. The King’s Scepter. You led the king’s personal host.” His voice was low, rough. “You were famous for being untouchable. No enemy could bear to strike you.”

Naomi stared at him quizzically. “I don’t…”

“Wait,” cut in Jova. “Dameon had dominion out there. But you were able to keep fighting.”

Naomi shrugged one shoulder apologetically. “I don’t understand it either.”

“What now?” Plassus set his drink down firmly. “You contested his Primacy?”

“No?” Naomi looked bewildered. “I just… ignored it?”

“Ha!” Plassus grinned, his amusement feral. “Nonsense. But easily tested.” And his presence abruptly expanded around them, total and utter and without doubt. Scorio felt his own reservoir freeze over, and marveled at the difference between this and the weak efforts Dameon had exhibited: there was no contesting Plassus. No hope at all.

Naomi stared at the Charnel Duke and slipped off her stool. In perfect silence, she took three steps back, getting space, and then blazed into her flame figure.

“What in the ever living fuck?” snapped Plassus, leaning forward to glare at her. “I have Primacy.” And if anything, the Charnel Duke’s will redoubled, the air growing gelid and thick, the tension such that Scorio could barely breathe.

Naomi crossed her arms and burned on.

“Pah,” said Plassus, and relinquished his dominion. The air cleared, and Scorio exhaled. “Only fiends can operate under Primacy. You a fiend, girl?”

“She’s natural born,” said Scorio quietly. “The Herdsmen were waiting for someone like her, said there was a prophecy that she’d take over the Cube and bring about the final days.”

“Take over the Cube?” Plassus eyed Scorio. “My Lost Cube?” Before Scorio could protest, Plassus grinned. “I jest, boy. Relax. But this is a poor prophecy. I’m not natural born, and I’ve claimed this place. That, and if the final days aren’t upon us, I’m a jumped-up smart ass.” He rubbed at his stubbled chin and considered Naomi. “When you move up the ranks, do you experience trials?”

“No trials,” said Naomi softly, releasing her flame form and returning to her stool.

“But you have a Heart. I can see it now.” Plassus frowned. “But when you Ignited, it felt… strange. When I exerted dominion, it had no effect on your burn.” He tapped his fingers on the bar. “That just doesn’t add up.”

“The tenebrites… their leader said we Great Souls are fools. That we split our powers into ranks in a way that just holds us back.” Naomi gazed around their group. “That with his help, I could break down the walls and seize all my power at once.”

Nyrix snorted. “How trustworthy was this fiend?”

“Not very,” said Naomi, looking down.

“Hmm.” Plassus gazed into his drink. “It’s known that we Great Souls made a bargain in our bid for immortality. In order to harness our souls to the Archspire, we accepted the creation of our Hearts and the process of rising through the ranks. None of us have memories of Hearts or reservoirs in our trials. Not a one. Yet here in hell we do. But.” He raised a finger. “Nor has a Great Soul ever seen a Ferula within their trial, or the heard tell of the concept of dominion. None of our powers we can manifest here beyond the rank of Dread Blaze. It’s said we all agreed to this in order to achieve greater power. To be able to rise to the rank of Imperator, and thus defeat the Pit.” Plassus considered, then shrugged. “But who the fucks knows. You, Naomi. You weren’t part of the original invasion into Bastion, were you? You were just born here, in hell. So perhaps you are as we all once were. What rank are you?”

“I was a Dread Blaze,” said Naomi softly. “Am. I don’t really know, now.”

“Hmm. In Eterra, we matured into our powers, some rapidly, or others, like myself, over the course of our entire lives. Perhaps…” Plassus studied her. “Perhaps with the removal of this Nightmare Lady you’ve become what you’d have been at this stage back home.”

Naomi nodded slowly, then frowned. “But one of the Sovereign Death Toads said Acherzua—hell—won’t allow new Great Souls to manifest their powers.”

“Smart toads,” said Plassus. “They’re right. It’s something that’s always been technically possible, but hell if I can remember it ever happening. But they said hell itself won’t allow it?”

Kuragin scoffed. “What, as in the mountains and dirt?”

“Acherzua is our greatest queen,” said Xandera, rising slowly behind Kuragin, who wheeled about and drew back. “She is vast and beyond all comprehension. She breathes with the wind, bleeds fire deep within the earth, she crafts and nurtures, she raises up and brings down. Acherzua is the great mother, the endless giver, the kind destroyer.” Her voice had grown hollow and somehow more pervasive so that the entire lounge seemed to resonate with her intensity. “What she wills comes to pass. If she does not will for Great Souls to manifest in her lands, then they shall not.”

“Oh,” said Kuragin weakly. “Alright. That’s… that’s good to know.”

Plassus sipped his drink, unfazed by Xandera’s display of displeasure. “I’ve heard of fiendish reverence for the land, but, eh.” He shrugged one shoulder. “I’ve clearly not spent enough time having drinks with fiends. Kuragin’s right. That’s good to know.”

Xandera subsided slowly, her heat abating.

“Speaking of,” said Jova. “The next class is going to be extraordinary.”

“It’s been a constant source of quiet joy,” said Leonis from where they’d lain him down in a booth. “The knowledge that Praximar won’t be there to see it.”

“Leonis!” Scorio hopped off his stool and rushed to his side. “You’re… how are you feeling?”

“Great,” lied Leonis, but with a grunt he sat up. His face was lined, his smile rough and ready. “Well. Not bad.”

“Everyone’s a critic,” groused Plassus. “Just be glad you’re not dead.”

“How many Great Souls were just freed into the Archspire?” asked Nyrix. “It looked like hundreds to me.”

“Iulius the Golden, Moravius the Black…” Jova shook her head in wonder. “This explains where they’ve all been.”

“Poor Praximar,” said Naomi, quiet amusement returning to her face. “Isn’t there a chance he’ll be reborn into this next class as well?”

“Irony of ironies,” said Leonis. “Someone should make a point of telling him his inclusion is an accident.”

“Anseline—the Charnel Duchess who was running the Lost Cube—said that I was to take over and deliver an incredible weapon to the war,” said Scorio. “Do you think she meant those Great Souls?”

Plassus considered. “I don’t think so. The biers on which they lay were keeping them out of the reincarnation cycle, but when I released them, old age caught up with them all at once. Unless she meant the next class was to be the weapon. That being said, there are all manner of rooms in this place I’ve been wanting to explore. Places with strange mana signatures like nothing I’ve seen.”

“What about the prophecy?” asked Scorio. “The one that said the Lost Cube was destined for a natural born Great Soul?”

“She can resist dominion, fine. But can she exert it?” asked Plassus skeptically.

Naomi looked down. “I—no. I can’t. Not that I know of.”

“There you have it,” said Plassus. “Looks like this floating palace is all mine till someone more powerful and less pleasant shows up.”

“What’s our plan?” asked Jova. “The Sun is still exploding, correct? Are we going to take the Cube to the Red Keep?”

“That’s the big question.” Plassus finished his glass and refilled it. “I’d wager we won’t get far before the Seamstress or Broic the Brawler or an Imperator or some horrible fiend—no offense there, Queen Xandera—shows up to claim it.”

“Still.” Scorio tapped his finger on the side of the glass. “Can you bring it into the same plane as the Red Keep?”

“Meh.” Plassus considered. “Tricky. Probably. It’s like trying to catch a glass eel in a pool of oil. Doable, but the Cube’s slippery. That being said, there’s no hiding it now. What concerns me, though, is what the Silverines are doing.”

“What are they doing?” asked Kuragin.

“They’re clustering around the point where the detonating Sun was—is—sending mana to the Lost Cube. Which, if my Silver Unfathom lore is correct, is a bad thing.” Plassus shook his head. “Last I heard, the Silverines weren’t aware their Suns were being tapped.”

“Oh, damn,” said Nyrix. “And there are dozens of Suns, right? Tens or hundreds of thousands of Silverines? If they find out the truth now…”

“Right.” Realization stole over Scorio. “They believed they were constantly on the verge of ascending. But if they figure out the Suns were nothing but a source of power for Great Souls all along…”

They all sat with that fact.

“Can they sever the siphons?” asked Naomi.

“How the hell should I know?” asked Plassus. “I look like a Silverine expert to you? I was just minding my business trying to push the Blood Ox’s face down his throat what felt like yesterday, far as my memory goes. But.” He raised his glass, forefinger extended. “Simple logic tells me this is going to get very ugly, very quickly. Matter of fact, we should send word to the Red Keep. Fast. If it’s not already too late.”

“I can go,” said Naomi, then repeated herself with greater assurance. “I can do it. I can fly very quickly now.”

“Hmm.” Plassus tapped his glass against his chin. “You, young lady, look exhausted. You just flew in from the Lustrous Maria, correct?”

“I—yes.”

“Actually, you all look beat.” Plassus shook his head. “Considering what you’ve been through, it’s a miracle you’re still standing. Hold on.” His gaze unfocused. “Well, well, well. Looks like we’ve got an Abstraction studying us.”

“Studying?” asked Kuragin. “You can sense that?”

“Manner of speaking. It’s cast a mana net over the Cube. Not a net. A… blast it, I don’t know what it is. It’s not doing anything to us. But… we have its attention.”

“I thought they were stationary,” protested Nyrix.

“And thus ends your happy childhood.” Plassus downed his drink and set the glass aside. “Alright. We’ve not nearly as much time as I’d initially thought. Let’s assume some heavy hitters are on their way, but if they’re coming from the Scorched Swale or further south, it’ll take them a few days. Unless, of course, they’ve got a teleporter on hand and deem this worth the usage. So. We need to get a warning to the Red Keep, and… yes. Probably word to LastRock. I’m assuming we hold LastRock?”

“Moira has it,” said Scorio.

“Moira. Well, she’s competent if nothing else. She’ll need to know. If the Silverine situation goes badly, it’ll go badly fast. I’m going to keep this Cube afloat for now. Someone’s going to come knocking. But before we send word out, you all need to rest.”

“We don’t have time to rest,” said Jova stubbornly.

“That so? How far are we from the Red Keep?” asked Plassus.

“Three or four days of direct flight,” said Scorio. “If we don’t stop like we were doing on the way up.” And he couldn’t help but glance at Xandera.

“You’re beat. Go get four hours of shut-eye,” said Plassus. “Then you can go.”

Jova nodded grudgingly.

“What happened to the Herdsmen?” asked Scorio, suddenly realizing he’d seen no sign of Sal or Radert or the others.

“I asked them to confine themselves to their quarters. They’re there now.” Plassus smiled. “My treatment of Bravurn has apparently made them take my requests very seriously.”

“Alright.” Scorio stood. “Then… we’ll get our rest.”

“Grab food and drink on the way to your rooms.” Plassus considered. “There are storage places with rations or something on the way to apartments just across the promenade. I’ll have them light up for you.”

“Where are Druanna’s and Kelona’s remains?” asked Scorio.

“I’ll fetch them,” said Jova, tone firm. “Kuragin? Nyrix?”

“We’re with you,” agreed Nyrix, and Kuragin nodded firmly.

Everybody rose from their stools. Plassus remained behind the bar, the half-emptied bottle at hand, and caught Scorio’s eyes as he turned to go. “You. Wait.”

The others quit the lounge, most of them glancing back curiously as they left, and once they were gone, Plassus crossed his arms and leaned back against the counter. “How are you holding up?”

“Me?” Scorio ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t know how to answer that.”

“I can tell. I see the way the others look to you. I may be the highest ranked here, but you’re their leader. You’ve earned it, and I can tell you’ve taken responsibility for them.”

Scorio nodded uncertainly.

“You’ve done good, Scorio. What you all have uncovered out here, well.” Plassus sawed at his jaw with one hand. “I can’t begin to fathom how this will change political equations across hell. From all the great names that will be reborn in the next class in the Academy to the exposure of the Herdsmen and my outing an Imperator, to the existence of this bloody Lost Cube.” Plassus grinned. “What a mess this is going to make. Kuragin and Nyrix filled me in on the details while we were waiting for you all to return. I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say you’re responsible for all this.”

“For better or worse.”

“For better,” said Plassus confidently. “You’ve done good, lad. At great expense, I know, but you’ve done good.”

Scorio wanted to protest, but it was all he could do to just put his hands on his hips and stare at the floor. “I can’t help but focus on the losses.”

“Aye. I’ve no wisdom for you there. Set yourself against the world and the world will make you pay. I’ve lost my fair share of good people. And yes, you can tell yourself they’ll be reborn, but it’s never the same.” Plassus seemed to sink into a moment of dolorous reverie. They stood in silence for a spell, but then the Charnel Duke roused himself. “The losses added up until I couldn’t stand to lose anymore. And in my madness, I decided it was better to throw everything into the flames rather than to continue bleeding out slowly.” He grinned wryly at Scorio. “Until a young idiot barged into my chambers in the Fury Spires, called me a coward, and challenged me to a duel.”

Scorio snorted in rueful amusement.

“You shamed me into action, and I demanded you fight for me. Do you recall why?”

Scorio raised a brow.

“Because I knew you’d continue making life hell for our enemies. And that’s how you handle the pain of your losses. Turn it into action. Whatever you’re feeling now, make your foes feel ten times worse.” Plassus grinned. “And I know that’s a unique talent of yours.”

Scorio considered, then forced a smile. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Good man. Summon your Ferula.”

Scorio hesitated, surprised, then did as he was told. Plassus didn’t reach for it, but simply examined it from where he stood. “Now that’s a pretty thing. But you feel off. Something about your Heart and mana usage is wrong. How many vortices can you send out?”

“None. All of them.”

Plassus raised a brow.

“Watch.” Scorio reached out with his Heart senses, and took in the Bronze that filled the room. Plassus had dominion, yes, but hadn’t exerted Primacy, so he envisioned the chamber full of the imperial gel matrix and willed it to collapse into his Heart.

The Bronze began to slowly swirl about him, and then, as one, collectively, caught fire.

“What the—” Plassus snapped his fingers and the Bronze stilled, all control wrested from Scorio’s hand like a sweet taken from a child. “What was that?”

“Yeah, exactly.” Scorio tapped his Ferula against his shoulder. “I can turn it all solid, too.”

Plassus was glaring at him as if he’d just sprouted a second head. “Do it again.”

Scorio repeated the process several times under Plassus’ watchful eyes, until the older man gestured for him to stop. “Well I’ll be damned. That’s the most ass backwards way I’ve ever seen someone try to claim dominion.”

“Feels like it.” Scorio sat on a stool, exhausted. “I can gum up the works, slow down other people’s attempt to claim Primacy, but not claim it myself.”

“I’d reckon not. Huh.” Plassus tapped his chin. “Fascinating. Ridiculous, mind you, but fascinating. I’ll think on it. I can hardly let you stumble out there like a drunk Charnel Duke who doesn’t know his ass from his face.”

“Thanks. Any guidance would be most…” Scorio swallowed a yawn. “Most appreciated.”

Plassus snorted in amusement. “You’re a hair shy of making Charnel Duke. If we can sort out this nonsense. But go sleep. I’ll have some advice when you awaken.”

Scorio rose, inclined his head, and quit the lounge. Exhaustion, grief, hope, fear, and wonder swirled through him. Too much had happened in too little time. Pain over Kelona’s death shifted into satisfaction over Dameon’s death, then became awe and horror at what was happening with the Suns, then nervousness and hope at the return of Naomi.

Too much. It was all just too much.

He followed a band of light that Plassus had no doubt lit for him across the echoing promenade, through an archway that led to a flight of steps that climbed to a third-floor hallway with a dozen doors off its length.

The strip of light led halfway down to one door, but when Scorio reached it, he heard another open behind him.

“Scorio?” He turned to see Naomi in her doorway. “Can we talk?”


Chapter 66

Scorio

“Naomi.” Her very name summoned a wealth of emotions, even as the person before him seemed… different. This wasn’t in some fundamental manner the Naomi he’d known, so passionate and loyal, so fervently suspicious and bitter, so caustic and ready to abandon all society and its causes. The woman in the doorway with her long, lustrous black hair and distinguished bearing appeared more the King’s Scepter in the flesh, a figure from his distant past.

But it wasn’t. It was her, somehow. He just had to find a means to connect it all in his heart and mind.

“Sure, of course.” His pulse was racing, and he felt supremely aware of his own body in relation to hers, the mere yards between them. “In my room, or…?”

She hesitated, and he cursed the implications of his offer, was about to clarify, but then she smiled and stepped forward. “Sure. Privacy would be good.”

He led her into his chambers. They were dusty, cool, and mana lights glowed to life as if sensing their movement, bathing everything in soft copper radiance. A low bed, a round table with four chairs, and the walls decorated with patterns of subtle copper, white, and gray that were sufficiently abstract as to be barely noticeable. Scorio barely took it in. He moved to the table, avoiding looking at the bed, and pulled out a chair.

Naomi sat across from him.

The silence was total. It felt like a tomb in here, no windows. Only the sound of their breathing.

“I can’t really believe it’s you,” he said, a smile rising to his lips. “For so many months I wondered where you were, hoped you were well, but it felt like I’d never see you again.”

So much emotion in her eyes. She interlaced her fingers on the table before her and sat very straight, her face pale but for two dots of color on her cheeks. “I know what you mean. I…” she trailed off, expression becoming mildly helpless, eyes widening. “I don’t even know where to begin. There’s so much I want to tell you, but…”

He nodded slowly and fought the urge to reach out to place his hand over her own, then realized he was fighting it and relented. Her skin was cool, her hands cold, and her gaze leaped down to his touch before she unknit her hands and took his in both her own.

“I’m glad you’re back.” He fought the urge to laugh despairingly. Why were words so useless? “More than glad. I just don’t… this you. From my past. I have such vivid memories of the Scepter choosing the King, betraying me. I… I killed her, in that final battle. I watched her burn, she didn’t or couldn’t claim her fire form, and that’s when I truly came into my power. To see you now with her abilities…”

Naomi frowned. “Sorry—you burned her? How, when…?”

“She was famous for being untouchable, but explained one night that the more one hated her, the harder it was to fight her. The opposite was true as well, however. She was defenseless against those who loved her.”

“Oh.” She absorbed this, taking her time, then nodded. “I see.”

They sat in silence.

“This has to be overwhelming,” she said softly. “There’s so much I have to atone for. Alain…” Her voice broke, but she took a deep breath and soldiered on. “Alain. I have to say his name. I killed him. We—the Nightmare Lady and I—killed him. And maybe there’s room to, I don’t know, put the blame on her, or her influence, but…” Her eyes brimmed with sudden tears. “I can’t just pretend it was all her.”

He squeezed her hands. “Yeah.”

She gazed at their hands again, then withdrew her own. “I want to find a way to make what happened right, but I can’t think of anything beyond fighting in his name. Which he wouldn’t even have wanted, I don’t think.”

“No.” Scorio couldn’t help but smile, pain rising in his chest. “If you wanted to honor him, he’d probably have you seduce Fyrona.”

She chuckled under her breath and shook her head. “The best pervert there was.”

“Yeah.”

They remained thus for a moment until Naomi shifted restlessly. “I don’t expect you to forgive me. I don’t forgive myself. Maybe one day I’ll be able to find peace with what happened, but for weeks—months—as I traveled with Nox, I stayed in the Nightmare Lady form just so that I wouldn’t have to think about it. Even now, it’s easier to just… not. But. I won’t run from it anymore. And what happened between us—the… our relationship.” She met his gaze again, eyes bright. “I don’t expect to just pick up where we left off. I’m… I’m not that person any more. For better or worse, but I hope better.”

“Oh.” Scorio inhaled deeply and nodded. “Alright. Yes. I hadn’t even considered… but I know what you mean. Yes.”

She watched him with excruciating care, as if examining his every expression and mannerism for clues, but then nodded slowly. “I care more for you than I can say, Scorio.” Her voice swelled with emotion. “When I healed, it was the most obvious thing in the world to come back to you. But…”

He reached across the table and clasped one of her hands again. “And I care for you. I…” love, he wanted to say, but he couldn’t get the word out. “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you like this. You seem so different. Better. Healed. I mean, I can’t imagine what it’s like to have the Nightmare Lady out of you. A tenebrite…”

“Yeah. My so-called father implanted her in me when I was young. It was—the memory of it was—” She cut off, unable to find the words. He squeezed her hand tighter. “But the Nightmare Lady… I guess she helped me manifest my Great Soul heritage. Which would have lain dormant, otherwise. But I can’t remember my mother. My past. Even talking about it is hard. They placed a compulsion on me to never think about it. I don’t know how they found me, who my real parents were, or what happened to my father. He must be out there. A Herdsmen. I can’t even picture him, but I know I’ll recognize him when I see him. I know I will. And when I do…”

Scorio nodded gravely. “Yeah. I’ll be there to help. Whatever you need.”

She pursed her lips against her emotions as she held his gaze, tears overflowing at last and running down her cheeks. For a moment they sat thus, holding hands across the table, till at last she pulled free to wipe her tears away. “When I think back to my time with you, it’s like seeing a life lived through dark glass. Her presence was always there. It was me, my—my love for you was real—but it’s as if I had to fight to even feel it against her influence. And it only got worse as time went on. When we reached the Fury Spires, then out in the Bone Plains… the memories are so warped, and the only good parts, the only parts that remain clear, are us.”

Again, the urge to absolve her of culpability was so strong. And to some degree felt correct. But he’d overlooked his reluctance the first time around with her, had placed making her feeling better above his own instincts, and he’d not make that mistake again.

“I… I love you, too,” he said, and it was true, he did, her presence, her company, her everything was so fundamental to his being. “And I want you here. With me. I just… we’re going to need time, I guess, to figure this out. Feel it out. This new you. Our relationship to who we were. I want to pull you into my arms, to just make everything better, but I think we both know that’s not a good idea.”

“No,” she agreed, wiping at her cheeks again. “We can’t just pretend nothing happened.” She inhaled deeply and then smiled bitterly. “Thank you for even listening to me.”

“No, come on. Don’t be like that. Naomi. You’re—we’re bound together. It’s no coincidence that you’re the King’s Scepter. That I found you in the ruins. If I’m Whispered as they say, and you’re natural born and… whatever change we have to bring to Acherzua, to our kind, it begins with your showing people there’s a way to be different. A way to break from the hold the Academy and the Archspire and all of Great Society demands we behave. The blazeborns, Nox, the fiends of Acherzua—all of that is wrapped into what you and I are. The techniques and powers I’m manifesting, your own incredible abilities. I don’t yet know what it all adds up to, but it feels right, you and me. We feel right. We just need… time. To learn who we are now. How we fit together.”

She listened, wide-eyed, then nodded and raised his hand to her cheek. For a moment, she just held it there, eyes closed, biting her lower lip, and then she sighed and released him to rise to her feet. “Yes. Thank you, Scorio. I don’t know what I deserve at this point, but I plan to earn every step of what’s to come next. But thank you for saying that, for being my friend, for… giving me a second chance.”

He also rose. “Of course. Can I…?”

She nodded jerkily and stepped into his arms. They clasped each other tight, and he pressed his nose to her hair, breathed in her clean, familiar scent, and it felt so right how they fit together, so natural, that a fire began to arise within him, burning away the doubts and wisdom, the caution and pain.

They were alone in his room. The door was closed. Nobody expected them for hours.

Women, am I right? Alain’s amusement, his droll delivery, his facetious grin, and part of Scorio even now expected the man to step out of an unseen corner to ruin everything.

As Scorio drew back, he couldn’t help but ruefully realize Alain was still at it, even from beyond the grave.

“Goodnight,” said Naomi, moving to the door, voice husky and low. “I’ll… see you soon.”

“Yeah,” he said. “We’ve got a lot coming.”

She paused in the doorway and smiled. “We’ll deal with it together?”

“Together,” he agreed, then remained standing for a while longer, staring at the door long after it closed.

* * *

Scorio was roused from fitful dreams by the lamps glowing brightly, filling the room with daylight radiance. He sat up groggily, rubbed at this face, then found in the bathroom a highly placed metal spigot in a tiled corner that discharged immense amounts of heated water. He bathed, reveling in the sensation as he sluiced away dirt and fatigue, then found dusty robes hanging in a closet, gray and finely woven, with black sashes to tie around his waist. Herdsmen attire? Was it risky to don it? But seeing as he couldn’t force himself to put on his burned and filthy rags, he shrugged in resignation and did so.

Everyone gathered in the promenade below. The brief rest must have helped, but his companions looked if anything even more exhausted then before, as if the brief rest had only served to accentuate their deep wells of exhaustion.

Plassus looked great, though. He’d found robes of gleaming silver embroidered with golden threads depicting snarling tigers, and looked to have been drinking steadily ever since they’d last seen him.

“The situation has deteriorated,” he said as they assembled in the broad promenade. “Shocking, I know. We’ve an Abstraction following us, but not on this plane, or that plane, or any plane I can quite discover. It’s immaterial but very persistent.” He shrugged philosophically. “I’ve decided to ignore it until given cause. Which may be soon. Silverines are massing in the area. The Sun’s shit its mana all over the valley, which, may I say, has run riot beneath us, and I fancy we’ll soon be under attack. If you’re to get out, now’s the time.”

“You’re sure you want to stay?” asked Scorio. “What if help doesn’t come in time?”

“Then we’ll all die together, won’t we boys?” And he grinned at where Nyrix and Kuragin stood together.

“Can you accelerate its passage?” asked Jova. “Get away from here?”

“Not really.” Plassus considered, then shook his head. “The Lost Cube’s a marvel, but I still only understand a fraction of its working. But in short, it relies on siphoning mana from the Suns. We’re still drinking deep of the last one’s guts, but that’s tapering off. If I push the Cube any faster, we’ll burn through reserves, and we’re not getting much from the next Sun that lies up ahead. If they’ve figured out how to completely cut us off, we’ll crash. If I stay at this speed, however, momentum should keep us going for a while yet.”

“And you’re holding out for what?” asked Scorio. “An Imperator?”

Plassus shrugged. “There’s all sorts of treasures in here. I’ve been wandering around, poking my nose into things. Weapons, suits of armor to put Endergrast’s baubles to shame, alchemy labs… this place could fund the war for years to come. Be a shame to just drop it in the desert and move on. Speaking of which!”

Plassus gestured for them to follow, and led them into the same lounge as before. Several of the booths were heaped with items now, with Sal checking over them.

“Here’s what I thought might be of immediate use,” said Plassus, hands on hips. “Sal, give them a quick run down.”

“Yes, yes, alright.” Sal tugged at his wispy beard as he glanced suspiciously at them. “I never was involved in the treasure department, my tasks lay more with the Fortress’s engines, but here’s what I thought could be of use.” He took up a silvered cuirass, the breast plate edged in gold and molded to reflect a chiseled torso. “This is part of the Etheric suit of armor.” He rapped his knuckles on it. “Very choice piece of equipment. They boost Shrouds, enhance your physical attributes, and halve your need for food and water. And fit themselves to your physique, which, in the case of the ladies… “ And he waggled his brows.

Jova crossed her arms and tongued the inside of her cheek as she stared at him.

Sal coughed into his fist and set the breastplate down. “Greaves, helm, vambraces. We’ve a half-dozen sets here. Oh, these are good.” He shuffled over to another table and took up a medallion. A diamond was embedded in an iron plate, with tiny runes carved around the perimeter. “Very precious, these are. They magnify your ability to channel mana. Allow you to drink more from the area, and pour more into your Heart all at once. They don’t boost your Heart itself, though, so be wary of burning yourself out.”

He continued in this vein for a while longer, explaining the properties of dozens of pill types, swords into which one could channel mana to amplify their cutting power, harnesses fashioned from the hollow bones of a fiend that granted flight, and False Hearts on which Oaths could be sworn, and other such wonders.

“Take what you want,” grunted Plassus. “This is gear fit for the Scorched Swale. You’ll need it out there.”

Everyone moved forward to claim what called to them. Scorio donned the amor, which indeed molded itself to his frame, attaching without need for buckles and belts, along with a selection of pills and vials that he pressed into the moldable velvet of a slender traveling case. He draped the medallion over his neck, and took up what Sal had called a Chromatic Veil, which was a lead bottle that once uncorked would pour forth a rainbow-hued wall that would remain in place for hours. He hefted it, remembering his faithful chalk, and placed it inside his robes.

“Now,” said Plassus. “You’re to head for the Red Keep. Advise Lady Krula as to what’s happened, and have her reach out to Broic the Brawler for me. He’s down in the Scorched Swale, but he’ll recognize the value of what we’ve got here in the Cube, right enough. Move fast and keep a low profile. The Silverines are stirred up like a bunch of hornets, and I doubt they’ll be placated by nice words.”

“I’m going with them,” said Leonis, adjusting the bone harness about his frame.

“You, boy, need to heal,” said Plassus.

Leonis simply met the Charnel Duke’s stare with calm determination, and when he didn’t blink, Plassus threw up his hands. “Or go ahead and get yourself killed. Fine by me.”

Xandera had watched all from the entrance to the lounge, and now she moved up to join the group. “I will be traveling north,” she said. “Adventuring has lost its appeal. I feel a strong drive to return to the Iron Weald and connect with Xandera Prime, to tell her of what’s transpired here in the Silver Unfathom, and begin a hive of my own.”

Even her way of speaking had changed, and as Scorio gazed up at the august queen, he realized that the blazeborn girl he’d once known was truly gone. But then Xandera smiled at him and reached out with her one good arm to take his hand. “Scorio, if there is trouble, and you are in need, send for us. As dangerous as you think the Silverines may be, even they will quail before my mother-self if she rouses from her hive.”

He hesitated then stepped in close. The august queen that had once been his childlike friend smiled warmly and leaned in to wrap her arm around him. He hugged her back, her plated armor and unyielding flesh alien and wondrous and comforting all. For a moment they stood thus, and then he stepped back.

“It has been wonderful to travel with you,” said Xandera softly. “An experience that I will treasure for as long as I live. You are a true friend to the blazeborns, Scorio. Call us and we shall come.”

“And you,” he said, feeling broken with sadness, with the speed at which everything was changing. “If I can come, I will.”

Xandera turned then to where Leonis stood, and extended her hand to him in turn. He moved forward to take it, his expression conflicted, his gaze pained, his smile rough as ever. Something had passed between them, Scorio saw. Perhaps one day he’d ask Leonis about it.

“What you ordered from the menu has been served,” said the blazeborn queen softly. “My kind can never change, but you, you, Leonis, have shown how mutable, how beautifully mutable you Great Souls can be. I salute you. You are my friend, and I shall tell my mother of your worth.”

Leonis bowed his head, his throat working, and then gave a gruff nod. “Thank you, Xandera. I’m honored to call you a friend as well. I hope to see you again one day soon.”

“All right, time to go,” said Plassus. “If not past time. I’ve been knocking around hell long enough to understand just how much things out there have changed over the past few days, and I can’t begin yet to guess at how it’ll all shake out.”

“Agreed,” said Scorio. He stepped in to give Nyrix a tight hug, then clasped arms with Kuragin.

“I’ll lower you to the ground,” said Jova to Xandera. “Will that be alright?”

“That shall suffice,” said the blazeborn queen. “The Silverines will know better than to test my resolve.”

“Lad, fall back with me,” said Plassus, as their group quit the parlor and began moving toward the distant bay. “I’ve been giving your situation thought, and have to admit to being flummoxed. You’re going about your advancement all wrong according to our traditions, and are doing things you shouldn’t be able to do.”

Scorio eyed his friends up ahead and then exhaled with frustrated patience. “I see. Then—”

“I’m not done.” Plassus’ tone was sober. “You’re carving your own path here. What I’ve concluded is that you need to continue doing so. I don’t know how, but you should continue to explore your relationship with mana through the powers and abilities of the fiends. That’s my instinct. Find other fiends who can explain how they do what they do. Relate their powers to your own. It’s too late for you to return to the traditional path. You’d have to unlearn half of what’s gotten you this far. Vortices, dominion—perhaps those concepts don’t or can’t make sense to you any longer. But that may be to your advantage.” Plassus studied him. “You’re far out beyond my ken, and it feels like I’m doing you a disservice by telling you to seek out fiends, but that’s what feels right. Blood Baron, Charnel Duke, all those tiers are on some level artificial and imposed from without. You’ve a talent, a knack for going where none have gone before. Embrace it. See where it takes you. Let go of the need to ascribe to our old ways, and who knows how far you’ll go.”

Scorio stared at the old Charnel Duke and couldn’t find the words to respond. For a moment, he felt almost giddy at the prospect of discarding the need to shoehorn himself into the old ways of advancement. It had felt increasingly onerous and awkward, but if he were to just strike out on his own…?

A weight that had lain upon his shoulders since the Outer Gauntlet lifted, and he reached out to clasp Plassus’ forearm. “Thank you for the advice. I think I’ll take it.”

“Not as if anybody could bloody stop you,” grinned Plassus. “Take care of your friends. Continue as you’ve done, and know that you have in me a fierce ally. You’ve done good, lad. Keep it up.”

Scorio held the other man’s deep and wearied gaze, then nodded once. Turned to check on his friends. Jova, Leonis, and Naomi had turned back to wait for him, and each of their faces were so familiar, so beloved, and to have Naomi back amongst their number—

A strange emotion stirred in his soul.

Joy?

A fierce and savage joy. He wasn’t alone. Those he loved were with him once more, and together they’d take this fight as far into hell as they needed to go.

Scorio took a deep breath, and with them by their side set off at a jog down the Lost Cube’s promenade, toward the great bay, and there to set forth into the waiting mysteries and horrors and beauty of Acherzua.
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Epilogue

Fionna

The Silver Unfathom

She raced over silver sands beneath the burning sky. Would that her teleportation ability could cover leagues, but each pulse, each corpse she left in her wake was a tremendous expenditure of mana, and the power only useful in brief bursts.

For a long journey like this one? She’d learned that a slow and steady jog was best. Plus she needed to be a target. Visible from the sky. Easily marked. Or she’d be running for weeks, with no food, no water, nothing.

Every once in a while she’d pause to look up and gape. The Sun was truly unspooling now, the sphere opening like a blossoming flower to disgorge its Heart mana into the heavens. She’d never seen the like, and doubted she ever would again. Around her the land was saturating with the excess, and hell itself was responding. The land was coming alive.

Stripped bare by centuries of Silverine depredation, the mana was causing the sand and rock to become fecund. Spires of swaying stone were rising, pushing up and budding gemlike growths that pushed out feelers into the sky. Other rocks were accumulating, drawn by a newfound inner magnetism, to assemble into mobile clumps, fashioning legs for themselves with ungainly experimentation. A great manta ray of silver sand and gravel shuffled along the ground before rippling its great wings and lifting up to skim away, sprouting feelers or eyes as it went.

Miracles were all around her. Births or rebirths, or perhaps just acts of pure creation. It was overwhelming. Miraculous. Humbling. Terrifying.

And through it all she ran, her heart torn, knowing that her flight would only confirm Scorio’s and the others’ worst suspicions. Traitor. Herdswoman. That she’d been waiting for just the right opportunity to flee.

But she steeled her heart. They didn’t know that she couldn’t hide from her own kind. Her Herdswoman’s mark would call to her superiors no matter where she ran. In due time, they’d collect her, interrogate her about what had taken place, this calamity, and the less she knew about Scorio’s plans the less she could be forced to divulge.

That, and a fierce determination had seized her by the throat.

She’d make her way back into the ranks. Do and say whatever it took to regain trust, twist what had happened so that she looked the innovative victim, and then, once Prisca or Gorax or perhaps even Sabaton lowered their guard, she’d find a way.

A way to repay Scorio.

Maybe it was madness on her part, or mere hubris. But he still didn’t know what he was up against. The scope of the forces arrayed against him. Her native Heart Oaths might prevent her from divulging, but they wouldn’t stop her from acting.

From betraying her supposed betters at just the right time.

Or so she hoped.

Shadows passed overhead. She jerked to one side, breath catching, and saw a trio of Philosophers eyeing her, preparing to descend and claim her as a meal.

She thrust her hand up into the air and made the ancient sign. “I call upon the pact! I call upon the treaty! Take me to safety.” Her voice was thin against the constant dull roar of the distant detonating Sun. “Take me from here, for the love you bore my tribe for lifting you up from the Writhing!”

The Philosophers stilled, trilled to each other, then floated down.

“You are partly causitory for the Sun’s madness,” declared one. “The ancient pact is dying upon the altar of our dying god.”

“No.” She projected as much force as she could into her tone. “You don’t know that for sure. Take me to my elder, and they shall explain all. You in turn can bring back word, and be made heroes for finding out the truth!” Again she thrust her hands toward them, as if forcing them to acknowledge the symbol of power. “Take me, now!”

The trio exchanged glances, and then their leader trilled uncertainly. “Very wellsome. We shall obey merely so as to learn more truth. To whither would you wist?”

“Take me to the southern border,” she said, trying to hide her immense relief. “As quickly as you can.”

The trio descended upon her, one clasping her shoulders, the other two each arm, and she was born aloft. As the winds picked up, the scent of sour mana curdling everywhere around her, she twisted her head to glance back at the distant Cube.

“Stay safe, Scorio,” she whispered. “I’ll do what I can.”

Lady Krula

The Silver Unfathom

With a scream Lady Krula hurled her chaise against the wall. Her heart was halved, freed from that bond that had held her in place for a century. There was no denying that her sister had died, was gone from the face of hell, the truth of it a blazing brand in her mind, her heart, her soul.

Dead.

How? Where? Who had done this? Why now? It could be no coincidence, a mewling wretch could draw the connections, but what were the actual causes, what the consequences?

“My darling,” said Grey from the doorway. “Please. Gather yourself. The Red Keep needs you. Now.”

Lady Krula paused, shoulders heaving, and felt herself petty, a child in the grips of a tantrum, a buffoon. But that did nothing to ameliorate the pain. The sucking wound of nothingness that filled half her chest where before complacent fullness had rendered her quiescent.

“I know she is gone.” Grey raised his hands in what he probably thought was a calming gesture. “And I see your pain. But please, my sweetness, the Silverines are baying at the door. If you don’t face them—”

“Fine!” She dashed her hair away from her face. “Enough! I am myself once more. They’re at the threshold, are they?” Though of course she already knew. Could sense the hundreds upon hundreds of them pressing in on the Red Keep from all sides. “Then it is mete that I answer their knock.”

“Very mete,” agreed Grey hurriedly. “As mete as it can fucking get. They are… they are wild, my sweetness.”

She knew her grin feral. “Not compared to me, they aren’t. Out of my way.”

She swept down the halls, the stairs, ignoring all cries, shouts, questions. The great hall was teeming with concerned Great Souls.

Asha fell in with her, and spoke quickly, the words tumbling out. “They’re in a frenzy, my lady, they’re beside themselves. Rex tried to leave with Massamach, but he was lifted up and torn apart, he tried to fight them off even as they carried him away, but—”

Lady Krula ignored her. The crowd parted and she strode out the front doors onto the landing.

The sky seethed with Philosophers. They were beyond number, clans arrayed alongside clans, the air alive with their inane music, but that didn’t matter, there could be a thousand of them, ten thousand, and still they were nothing compared to the great presence that had drawn near, alien, majestic, terrifying.

An Abstraction.

The Philosophers parted, and from nothing the Abstraction wove itself into existence, or, perhaps more accurately, manifested itself from the interstices of an intersecting plane to appear before them in all its sublime horror.

Lady Krula inhaled deeply through her nose, brows rising, and knew she faced a mortal peril. She smiled. Luckily for her, however, she was quite ready for death.

“Greetings,” she called out. “I have not had the honor of meeting you before. I am Lady Krula. Be welcome to the Red Keep. What business draws you here?”

The doorway behind her was crowded with ogling Great Souls.

A Philosopher flew down to hover between them. It was arrayed in golden robes, its network of antlers vast, its eyes burning bright with power. “We have come to announce the end.”

“End?” Lady Krula raised a disdainful eyebrow. “End of what, pray tell?”

“The end of ancient pacts. The end of stasis. For centuries we have been deceived. No longer. A god has died. Its death births corruption, corruption that we have circumscribed, and in so doing discovered the nature of deception. The foulest deception. Our fury knows no bounds. Our vengeance will be total. Our gods now birth themselves into Acherzua. We witness their majesty. They shall unleash a new age.”

Lady Krula licked her lower lip as she tried to parse the words. “Deception? We have held true to our accord.”

“All accords are ruptured. All alliances broken. Nothing is now sacred between us. This place we declare our own. Your Red Road we shall tear up by the roots. Our mutilated ancestors we call to the light.”

“Wait,” snapped Lady Krula. “I don’t know what happened, but this Red Keep and my Red Road are the preserve of—”

From deep beneath the ground came a tortured groan. It infected her mind with mathematical symbols, illusory truths, paradoxes and mind blight. Everyone behind her cried out and staggered, and even she felt weak at the knees.

No.

Lady Krula extended herself, affirmed her dominion. Her Primacy. From the Telurian Band to the Lustrous Maria, she—

The ground shivered and shook, and then a great chasm tore itself open just to the side of the keep.

The pain in her head became tremendous as something vast awoke from below, and began to phase its way up out of the ground.

“No,” whispered Lady Krula, sensing the entirety of the Red Road beginning to shimmer and break up. “This can’t be.”

“It is,” said the Philosopher. “For too long have my kind been pleasant and niceties. Now comes the hour of the Feasting. Now comes the time for the Ravening. Now we break all bonds, and we Ravage.”

The thousand Philosophers about the Red Keep shrilled as one, the sound akin to knives being driven into her mind, and Lady Krula heard a pop and then everything became muted, distant, almost inaudible.

Wetness ran from her ears.

The Red Keep shook again, and then with a terrific groan, began to list to one side.

The chasm widened.

She had to react. But her dominion, it was being torn out from under her. Inhaling deeply, she exerted herself as she’d not done in decades. This was her realm. Her land.

She had.

Primacy.

A vast marble hand reached out from the chasm. For a moment it strained for the heavens, and then it slammed down onto the chasm’s edge and tore at the rock. But she could sense it. On multiple planes, a complexity beyond her mind, ascending, healing as mana poured into it from the sky, the Abstraction before her guiding the font, and reedy voices distantly yelling, calling out to her in a panic as the Philosophers screamed their joy and as one mighty wave crested and descended upon them all.

Lady Krula closed her eyes and felt herself relax.

Sister. I come.

Cazador the All-Burning

The Scorched Swale

Dreams of flame. Moiling fire. The shift of strata, the low gravel grist of heated rocks sliding against each other at the seams. Slumbering potential. Patience. The percolation of Ruby mana, the pooling of lambent might.

Time rendered meaningless. A period of patience worn thin. Acherzua’s song was soothing, but insufficient. Where the next inflection? What yet had the temerity to rouse him by offering novelty, offering challenge?

Dreams of flame.

The roiling burn.

An awareness that was itself dominion.

And yet.

A pause. A moment of stillness.

There.

Remote.

Fluctuation. Magnificent contortion. A scream carried on the ethers, plucking at the Interstitial Rivenings, a beautiful godling dying before it could be born. Other songs rising to glory. Stirrings worthy of his mind. Far, far from where he slumbered, but distance was relative, and this, this might be worth investigating.

And for the first time in over a century Cazador stirred in his scaled form, and began the lengthy process of awakening.

Lianshi

Bastion

“No, are you mad?” Lianshi couldn’t help but laugh as she gazed across the table at Gelegos. The leonine man was smiling at her in his whimsical, self-amused manner, an impossible, absolutely impossible man that she spent half the time wanting to throw an ink well at, the other craving to hear what he thought about her latest discovery. “There is absolutely no way that Vasparti the Gray is the same person as Felbor Mouseking.”

Gelegos blinked slowly. “You’re absolutely sure?”

“It’s preposterous.”

“Note that both men were obsessed with women’s feet. Both men employed lists to an obscene degree. Then there’s the matter of their penmanship. Both had the same irritating tendency to doodle feet in the margins of their texts. Both—” An urgent knock cut him off. Gelegos sighed. “Come.”

The door cracked open. Trebin, her Char assistant from last year’s class, poked his head in, eyes owlishly wide behind his glasses. “Um. Excuse me. Sorry for the interruption.”

“What’s the matter?” asked Lianshi, pushing Vasparti’s diary aside. “Trebin?”

“Chancellor Raugr asks that you come to the Foundation as quickly as possible.”

“Me?” asked Lianshi.

“Both of you.”

Gelegos rose to his feet. “You look like you’ve been goosed by a ghost. What’s happened?”

Trebin dry swallowed, gave a quick shake of his head, then opened the door wide. “He said ‘please hurry’.”

Lianshi and Gelegos exchanged a glance.

“Well that’s not good,” said Gelegos. “Raugr never says please.”

“Lead on,” said Lianshi firmly. “We’re coming.”

Ten minutes later, they were at the ornate door beneath the main basilica of the Academy, the air cool and lit by Copper mana lights. Trebin had all but run, impressed, it turned out, by Raugr’s tone even if he didn’t know what was actually wrong.

Lianshi’s mind took up and discounted countless possibilities. The Chancellor and Autocrator of House of Chimera was nothing if not stoic, and infuriatingly slow to act. She’d been beseeching him for a formal task force to be assigned to compare her findings in LastRock with the records in the Academy library, and he’d been dragging his feet and frowning pensively and promising to consider her requests any day now.

An impossible man, and as much as she hated to admit it, an inept administrator that was simply not up to the task of running the Academy.

It almost made her miss Praximar.

Two guards stepped aside smartly as they reached the double doors, and Gelegos inclined his head smoothly as they passed within.

Lianshi had only been in this sacred room twice, both times at Raugr’s invitation. The chancellor seemed at war with himself; hungry for her expertise and advice, and loath to admit he was anything if not qualified for the job.

Still the octagonal room took her breath away.

Located deep beneath the Archspire, it was where the upcoming class’s numbers were monitored, and their results from the first Gauntlet run tabulated. Arcane stone plaques were affixed to the walls, and symbols whose usage dated back to Bastion’s founding carved themselves into the grainy surfaces. Three scribes whose career encompassed nothing more than being able to read this arcane language stood beside Raugr, but they cut off their hushed conversation as Lianshi and Gelegos arrived.

“Chancellor!” Gelegos beamed. “It is a rare honor to be called into service. You will find in me, and my obtuse compatriot Lianshi, the most willing of servants.”

“Enough,” rasped Raugr. He wore his customary set of charcoal gray robes, but somehow looked harried, ill at ease. Bald, square jawed, his nose kinked by an old break, his brows low, his shoulders broad and sloping, Lianshi knew he prided himself on being unperturbable, but now a faint sheen of sweat glistened on his brow, and he looked pale. “I want your opinion on what the scribes are reading. It can’t be right.”

“Hmm?” Gelegos raised his brows in pleasant surprise. “Me? Oh, very well. Then why did you ask for Lianshi to attend?”

“Gelegos,” she chided, and would have swatted at him were the situation less tense.

“Because Lianshi is…” Raugr struggled to find the right word. “Reliably astute. I would appreciate her insight in this matter.”

“Here,” said one of the scribes, a balding, tall fellow with an unfortunate nose. “See, here?”

Gelegos moved to one of the stone plaques and studied the symbols. Lianshi, who’d never studied this set of symbols, watched her colleague instead.

His genial smile faded to be replaced by a sharp frown. “That can’t be right.”

“What is it?” she asked.

Gelegos reached out to run his fingers over a long string of symbols, then stepped to another wall to check something else. Only then did he turn to stare at the sole column in the room, a crystal beam in the chamber’s very center. Moving closer, he pressed a series of stone symbols at its base, then leaped back as it blazed to life.

So bright was the light that Lianshi was blinded. She raised a hand with a cry and turned away. Gelegos, equally dismayed, scrabbled at the buttons until he dimmed the hue.

“The Imperators wept,” whispered Gelegos.

Lianshi stared at him. She had never, ever seen him so shaken, so earnest, so… serious. “What? What is it?”

Raugr forced himself to dry swallow and finally managed to speak. “Our classes have diminished in size. Last year we had a mere three hundred and twenty-seven. Ten years before that we had some six hundred. I checked the records. You have to go back to the Class of 813 to reach a thousand.”

“So?” Lianshi glanced at the walls, at the dimly glowing column, at Gelegos who still looked stunned.

“So.” Raugr dry swallowed again. “The amount of mana collected by the Archspire for each class has also consequently diminished. It’s harder to measure, a rough spectrum that uses volts, but using the system—”

“Just tell her,” said Gelegos.

“Yes.” Raugr smoothed down the front of his robes. “Last year the mana collected came out to about 67,000 volts. Quite impressive.”

Lianshi raised an eyebrow, fighting down her impatience. “And now?”

“Last night.” Raugr seemed to lose his voice, and coughed into his fist. “Last night we had an influx that pushed the current amount to, ah, just above four million, one hundred and fifty-eight thousand, three hundred and sixty-five.”

“Four million, one hundred and fifty-eight thousand, three hundred and sixty-five,” repeated Lianshi, voice faint.

“Which can’t be right,” said Raugr, as if agreeing with her. “But we can track how many biers have been activated by the Archspire, and, well.”

“Four thousand, six hundred, and twenty-one,” said Gelegos, voice faint.

Both of Lianshi’s brows rose. “Excuse me?”

Raugr nodded wordlessly.

“But that can’t be right,” protested Gelegos. “Three hundred and twenty-one students in the last class. Sixty-seven thousand volts. That’s about two hundred volts per student. The current ratio would be… nine hundred volts on average per student. That’s almost a five-fold increase.”

“Precisely,” said the tall scribe. “That just can’t be right. I fear that the corruption creeping in from the outskirts may be finally affecting the Archspire, because…”

Lianshi stared at the glowing column. It pulsed gently, even turned down as it was. She could feel in some intuitive manner the power that was contained within it, within the Archspire far above.

“It’s not a mistake,” she said softly.

“… which is why the readings—what?” The scribe cut himself off.

“It’s not a mistake.” Lianshi blinked and looked at Gelegos. “I don’t know how I can tell, but—my friends were digging into some secrets deep in hell. This is them. Because of them. Don’t ask me how, but I just know it.”

The scribe laughed harshly. “Oh, very nice, base intuition, well—”

Raugr held up his hand. “I want you and Gelegos to help study this situation. You’re both excellent scholars. We have less than a month until the next class is reincarnated. If we’re to receive over four thousand Great Souls… we need to know. We need to prepare.”

“You can’t prepare,” scoffed Gelegos. “The Academy is wholly unequipped to handle this kind of miracle.”

“We will handle it.” Raugr put all his authority into his words. “We have no choice. But first I want you to determine the veracity of these readings. And if they are correct… well. The gods help us.”

The scribe began to argue with Gelegos, but Lianshi tuned them out once more. She stared instead at the glowing column, and felt wonder, felt awe.

Four thousand six hundred new souls. And each with an average of five times more potency than a normal class. Which meant there would be outliers. Those whose contribution to the Archspire far outstripped the average, whose power was unimaginable.

Scorio, she wondered, hand moving to cover her mouth. What have you done?

Viridian Heart

The Emerald Reach

Stillness at the center, the eye in the heart of the all-devouring storm. Swarm-centered, tessellated forces, the expression of order by means of subjugation. A thousand thousand flecks of meaning marching exactly as they should, expanding due to ineluctable laws, the primacy of power, the imperative of hunger.

Manifold hunger, symbolic, figurative, literal, eternal.

Acherzua glimpsed through endless broken mirrors of green glass, her vales and mountains, her adumbrated forests, her crystalline caverns, her slow-seeping bogs and marshes. Across which a thousand thousand flecks of mobile armor marched, swirling, incoiling, ordered, order-imposing, on the move, migrating, unstoppable, itself in every speck, itself in every location.

Loci of conflict. Insubordinate nuclei of resistance. Fiends preponderant, fiends unaware of the inevitability of conquest. And Great Souls, fierce-angled, surprising, resilient.

Great Souls contesting its domination of all.

In the center of its emerald bower, surrounded by rotating shards of sentient Emerald mana, the Viridian Heart pulsed and received counter-pulses, a thousand every second, an infinitude every day.

All was as it should be. All expanded as it had envisioned.

And then.

Fragmentation, static, and chaotic signals from the far north. Antennae quivered atop mountain peaks, fibrillated where they drifted in the winds, stilled and turned to stare where they marched in perfect formations.

A great anomaly. The wash of seared mana could be felt rebounding all the way across the endless tracts of the Lustrous Maria. Eddies of falsified divinity.

A godling had died.

Greed kindled in the Viridian Heart’s core.

Pressure, activity, a manifestation of subliminal intentions from the north.

The promise of greater delights.

The huge crystal reorganized its strategies, sending forth a wave of pulses that were telegraphed from receptor to receptor, across forests and fields, meadows and mountain ranges.

Constrict the flanks.

Secure the southern line.

Push north.

Push north.

Push north.

Imogen the Woe

The Azure Expanse

She’d interred herself in the heart of a crystal shard, its beatific cool blue at first a solace to her burning breast, but nothing could temper the pain, nothing could truly still the racing of her thoughts.

She was, after all, her own worst enemy. It was in her hand that the traitor blade was held, its tip always aimed at her eye.

But in the cool, crystalline depths she’d found reprieve, frozen in form, held in a static sea of purest, gentle blue in the heart of an obelisk that was itself in the heart of a forest of other such crystals.

Sapphire mana curled about her, chill and temperate. All was civilized. There was no pain where there was no thought. There was no hunger where there were no dreams of food. If she could remain perfectly still, her eyes closed, her hands folded over her chest, then she could persist like this forever, not lost, but held in abeyance.

At peace through an approximation of death.

Her stillness was sacrosanct. The expanse of her mind curtailed.

But even here.

Even here.

Even here her powers betrayed her.

Thousands of miles away, so far she couldn’t encompass the distance in her mind, a small arc of light leaped through the dark.

Oh, but it was bright indeed to shine so far.

Imogen frowned. She didn’t want it. She didn’t like it. She was still. She was at peace.

Wasn’t she?

But that arc.

Had it tasted of home? Had it sung with a thousand voices? Had she heard them raise their cries in celebration?

Now, that was interesting.

She had thought she slept, but they, they truly had been at peace.

But who were they? What had awoken them?

Imogen scowled. Whatever it was, it had awoken her in turn.

The crystal shard shattered, falling about her in a thousand chunks, and she floated free into the chill air. Rose into the lavender sky. The crystal forest stretched away in all directions, but she paid it no mind.

That arc.

That light.

So familiar.

She plunged her hands into her dark hair. No. She didn’t care. Couldn’t care. The last time she’d ventured forth he’d ruined everything, had ruined the party, their celebration. She wouldn’t so blindly venture forth again.

No. This time, if she was to explore, she’d not go alone.

Where was Zellair these days, after all? Or perhaps jolly Joranvyn. Perhaps they weren’t busy. Perhaps they’d be curious, too.

Imogen opened her eyes, and smiled tremulously.

She’d find them, and ask.

After all, what were friends for?

Nox

The Lustrous Maria

Half-submerged in the golden pool, Nox luxuriated in the afterglow of pure bliss. Foes defeated. Ancient quantic songs raised on high once more. How he had labored amongst the female flanks, diving and coursing, singing and clinging first to one mottled back and then the next.

A fever dream of mating.

So much Coal mana expended. No longer saturated, he felt light, diaphanous, at peace.

About him rumbled the quenched females. Content to remain in his company for a brief while longer. Others in other pools were equally content, but this was his pool, and it was the best pool, for it was Nox’s domain.

He felt the quiet arrogance of a victor without foes left to best. Within him curled and coiled the tendrils of evolution. Nox had proven himself worthy. Nox had proven himself supreme.

It had been very good exercise.

And yet.

After a sweet eternity, he roused himself from the golden waters. Something was amiss. Shifting about, sending eddies of gold over his mates, he turned toward the north.

His clutchmates.

Scorio and Naomi.

Both were together. That was good.

But he could sense danger. Need. Uncertainty.

Nox considered ignoring it. He could remain here for a few days longer. Sink deep into reverie, ponder his best quantic lines, consider what was left for him to accomplish before he became a Supreme Phantom Toad. They had the choicest females. The richest pools.

Well. Richer than his own.

Nox tried to settle, but the pull from the north was insistent.

With a sigh, he roused himself. Turned about awkwardly, and began clambering over the females who croaked and shifted as they became increasingly annoyed with him.

But his best friends were in need.

So Nox would find them.

And together they would make things right once more.

THE END
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