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Special Announcement: Dawn of the Void Omnibus Edition Kickstarter

Mark your calendars for February 15th! I'm thrilled to announce an upcoming Kickstarter to bring the Dawn of the Void trilogy together in a deluxe omnibus hardcover edition. This isn't just any collection; we're crafting a collector's item that will stand out on any bookshelf, featuring:

	Exclusive brand new cover art
	Bespoke interior illustrations
	High-quality premium paper
	Vibrant full-color end sheets
	Elegant gilded page edges
	Durable Smyth-sewn binding for a lasting treasure
	A brand new Epilogue, expanding the universe
	Plus, exciting stretch goals that promise even more enhancements!


This Kickstarter is your gateway to owning a piece of the Void like never before. For a glimpse into what's coming and to ensure you don't miss out on early bird specials, follow the project today.

Thank you for your support and enthusiasm. It's because of readers like you that projects like this are possible.

Cheers!


The Great Soul Ranks & Corresponding Mana Type

Imperator | Noumenon

Crimson Earl/Countess | Diamond

Charnel Duke | Ruby

Blood Baron | Sapphire

Pyre Lord | Emerald

Dread Blaze | Gold

Flame Vault | Silver

Tomb Spark | Bronze

Emberling | Iron

Cinder | Copper

Char | Coal


The Story So Far

Scorio awoke within the Gauntlet, devoid of memories, to discover he was a Great Soul, reborn eternally to combat in Hell's depths. Unique among his peers as a Red Lister, he faced expulsion from the Academy by Chancellor Praximar but managed to flee into Bastion—a city encased within a cylindrical structure buried in the northern pole of Hell.

In the ruins of Bastion, he allied with Naomi the Nightmare Lady, who trained him from a Char to a Cinder and enabled him to tap into his inherent power. Reunited with his Gauntlet companions, Leonis and Lianshi, their training in the long abandoned Old Gauntler attracted Imogen the Woe's wrath, a threat they overcame with Imperator Sol the Just's assistance. This victory led to their reinstatement at the Academy, where Scorio sought the backing of House Chimera, only to fall into Praximar's trap of blackmail over his past misdeeds.

Rejecting manipulation, Scorio confessed his crimes to Chimera and lost their support, jeopardizing his chances to heal his Heart and continue training at the Academy. Desperate, he turned to Nox, an Imperial Ghost Toad, and through a unique fiendish ritual, ascended to Emberling. His defiance continued in the Gauntlet Run, culminating in an unexpected victory against the formidable Jova Spike, securing him first place and stunning the Academy.

Despite Praximar's begrudging praise and offer of patronage, Scorio chose independence, inspiring others, including Jova Spike, to follow his lead. Bastion ends with Scorio and his companions quitting the Academy, determined to uncover the truth behind the "Herdsmen" and the fabrications fed to them.

Beginning in The Rascor Plains, Scorio and his friends are quickly embroiled in the city’s unrest. Seeking to avoid a massacre, Scorio promises the revolutionaries to leverage the White Queen’s aid to convince the local Great Souls to reform.

The group aligns with Manticore, a small band that agrees to escort them to the Fiery Shoals. Just as they’re about to reach their goal, the party is saved from death by the White Queen, who teleports everyone back to her domain. Scorio’s news proves the catalyst for her own decision to abandon upper hell, and she agrees to forge the Queen’s Accords, a set of rules enforced by Heart Oaths that will forge a new administration of the Shoals, the Plains, and Bastion proper.

Celebrated as a hero, Scorio joins Manticore and trains under Daemon’s watchful eye. He and Naomi endure harsh conditions beside the Chasm to cleanse their bodies of Coal saturation. As they near their goal, Scorio is tricked into helping Manticore launch an assault on The Celestial Coffer, a whale-ship owned by the Iron Tyrant at dock in the Fiery Shoals. Betrayed, he is thrown into the depths of the Crucible, the subterranean font of the Shoals’ Gold mana to die.

But Scorio survives. Protected by Ydrielle’s prism, he spends two years evolving Nox’s Delightful Secret Marinating technique to protect himself against the Gold mana, and simultaneously Gold-tempers his body. Emerging as a Flame Vault, he seeks revenge on Manticore for their betrayal and the murder of Leonis and Lianshi. He systematically targets the traitors, and finds that Naomi has survived and Silver-tempered in the Chasm while he was lost.

Together they make their way back to Bastion, where they fall in with the remnants of House Basilisk. Their vendetta is interrupted when Scorio is taken prisoner, but Nox’s intervention and their freeing of the formidable Pyre Lady Druanna lead them to confront Praximar and Daemon. Aided by Jova, and the reborn Leonis and Lianshi, Scorio is able to slay the Chancellor in his own study, though Daemon is able to flee.

In the Chancellor's study, Scorio uncovers a book on secret societies, hinting at a more informative volume in LastRock’s Lost Library. Opting against joining forces with Jova, he and Naomi set out to find this book, continuing their quest to unravel the mysteries of their existence in Hell.


Chapter 1

“Blast it to the depths of the ten hells!” Naomi leaped to her feet, immediately shifting to her Nightmare Lady form. The change was instantaneous, and her bladed tail whipped back and forth as she glared at Scorio over the campfire with her blazing green eyes. “It’s impossible!”

He grinned and leaned back on his outstretched arms. “Careful. That sounded dangerously close to a compliment, seeing as I pulled it off with ease.”

Pyre Lady Druanna snorted in amusement. She formed the last point of their triangle around the fire, and lay casually on her bedroll as she carved another sliver from a dawn apple. “With ease? Didn’t you say it took you two years of being buried in the Crucible?”

Scorio waved his hand. “Let’s not dwell on the details. The fact remains that I can execute the technique with but a thought.”

“It’s impossible. It’s - it’s unnatural that you can perform a Pyre Lord technique as a Flame Vault.”

“She has a point.” Druanna slipped the apple slice in her mouth and chewed slowly, eyeing him. “At least, I’ve never heard of anyone who can do it before my rank. It’s part of the trial, being able to manipulate mana as you do.”

“What can I say?” Scorio tried to school his features into the most annoying expression of complacent arrogance he could manage. “I’m probably going to be the next Iulius the Golden.”

Naomi abruptly dropped out of her Nightmare Lady form as she sat cross-legged before the fire. “Nonsense. The very thought makes me sick. You’re a naive buffoon. You would have died as a Char if I hadn’t taught you the basics of mana manipulation. I will master this technique.”

Scorio looked over to Druanna. “Her lessons usually involved beating me to within an inch of my life in the hopes that I’d crawl away and never return. Didn’t work though.” He beamed at Naomi’s scowl. “And now here I sit, Naomi’s greatest accomplishment. It must bring you such joy, to know that the student has finally outgrown the master.”

Naomi hissed, but her reply was cut short by Druanna. “You two have the oddest way of flirting.”

“Flirting?” Naomi sounded horrified. “You think I feel anything but disgust at the sight of his mooncalf smile?”

“Mmhmm,” said Druanna, carving herself another slice.

Scorio chuckled awkwardly. “Hardly flirting. I’m just getting a little vengeance for all the torment she put me through. Right, Naomi? Just some good, old-fashioned revenge.”

“Precisely.” Naomi sat up straight and pushed her shoulders back as she closed her eyes. “Rank ingratitude for the wisdom I shared with him. At best, I imagine he thinks his immature goading will provoke me to greater efforts. But I am above his asinine manipulations. I shall achieve this breakthrough through clarity of mind, strength of purpose, and indomitable will.”

“Let’s see it then,” grinned Scorio. “Pull in the mana, burn it, and replenish your reservoir without stopping.”

“Delightful Secret Marinating technique,” whispered Naomi, resting her hands lightly on her knees as she lowered her chin. “Delightful Secret Marinating technique.”

Scorio reached out with his senses to observe the ambient mana. The canyon was filled with Iron, the thick and potent mana slowly rolling up between the sheer walls like an endless tide of molten metal, shot through here and there with veins of vibrant Copper.

The Iron around Naomi began to swirl and collapse into her Heart. She drew on it slowly, with measured discipline, delaying the point where she’d saturate her reservoir completely.

The Delightful Secret Marinating technique involved being able to burn mana even as one drew on it. This allowed a Great Soul to keep their Heart ignited for as long as there was ambient mana within reach. Without it, a practitioner was limited to alternating between burning what they’d collected in their reservoir or actively collecting more.

The concept was simple, the execution fiendishly difficult. If Scorio hadn’t been protected by Ydrielle’s paralyzing cocoon, he’d have been immolated by the Gold mana long before he’d learned to burn it off. For all his mockery, Naomi was attempting to pull off a technique far beyond a Flame Vault’s capabilities without the benefit of either Nox’s jelly bath or Ydrielle’s buffering power.

It should have simply been impossible.

Categorically so.

Yet she refused to give up.

The Iron mana sank into her Heart, which flared to life as she ignited, then guttered out as she released, then ignited again, then guttered out once more. Sweat beaded Naomi’s brow. Iron poured into her Heart. Scorio leaned forward, willing her to succeed. To find the trick behind splitting the mana so that she could ignite and draw simultaneously.

Even Druanna had ceased chewing as she watched the other Flame Vault.

More and more Iron mana flowed into Naomi’s Heart, its pattern of igniting and guttering growing more rapid, a flickerflash of power and darkness, alternating faster and faster, until he knew her reservoir had to be strained to the point of bursting.

With a cry of rage, she gave up and again leaped to her feet, flowing up into her Nightmare Lady as her Heart blazed forth with its surfeit of power. Black inky mist rose up all around them, dimming the campfire’s light, and the already dark canyon took on an ominous aspect as she gave vent to her Flame Vault power.

Rock exploded as she shattered a boulder with a flick of her tail, and she screamed up at the sky in sheer frustration and an excess of power.

Once again, she’d drawn too much. Once again, she’d filled her reservoir to the point of splitting it wide open.

If she didn’t burn off the mana quickly, she’d be mana-sick for days.

Druanna sat up, expression grim, but Scorio raised a palm. “I’ll take this one, Pyre Lady.”

Druanna studied him for but a second then sank back down.

Scorio rose. His Heart was already mostly saturated with Iron, so he ignited with but a flex of his will and felt his black scales steal forth to cover his shoulders and arms, his back and chest. They flowed down over his thighs, covered his calves, and huge horns swept back from his brow as he grew in height.

His hands extended into huge claws, their cruel tips burning a bright and virulent white, then gradating through cherry red to dark crimson at their base.

The Nightmare Lady was shaking where she stood, her gaunt and skeletal frame shivering as if from cold. But as Scorio stepped out around the campfire, she settled, locking her blazing green gaze on him with something akin to murderous gratitude.

“Come on,” Scorio whispered. “Let it go.”

The growing banks of shadows around them empowered Naomi, made her appear taller, more malefic, a creature torn from a nightmare in truth. She threw herself at him, but disappeared as she passed through an intervening mass of shadow, teleporting out of sight.

Scorio forced himself to remain relaxed. He knew where she’d gone. Without losing momentum, she burst out of the shadows behind him, tail slashing through the air.

He turned at the last moment and raised his arm. Her great triangular blade slammed into the heavy scales of his forearm with punishing force and bounced clear off.

Then she was upon him, claws slashing and raking, green eyes leaving haunting trails of smeared light behind where she bobbed and weaved, darted in and leaped high. Her tail was everywhere, slashing and stabbing at him, probing for weakness, and the power behind each attack was thunderous.

Scorio weathered the storm.

He blocked and dodged, but sometimes he simply leaned into the blows, taking them full on upon his scaled hide. They hurt, but his scales bore the brunt of the blows, insulating him from potential damage.

Naomi darted away, disappearing into a thick wall of roiling shadow, appeared to his side, struck, darted away again. Scorio had learned to not try and keep track of her during these hit and run moments. Spinning in circles only left him off-balance. Instead, he stood calmly, trusting his instincts and peripheral vision, and each time she manifested, he reacted, sometimes too late to duck or punch her bladed tail away, to lean back away from her claws or simply take the blow when it came in too fast, too hard.

The freezing air was filled with the sound of her hisses and cries, his grunts and occasional laughter.

By slow degrees, the intensity of her assault lessened. She hopped from shadow to shadow less, and finally they simply stood before each other, her tail whipping around again and again as she punched and raked at this chest and face.

Scorio’s arms felt like logs. He blocked, blocked again, and then grinned when he realized what had happened. They’d both fallen into the striking combination she’d taught him back in Bastion. The familiar pattern that they’d worked on for weeks, ramping up the speed and intensity as she’d sought to push him past his edge and help him find his power.

Now it worked in the opposite way. It was a path home. A means to de-escalate.

The Nightmare Lady was heaving for breath, her prominent ribcage rising and falling as she slashed at him with less and less power, until at last she staggered forward, arms dropping, to collapse against him, her alien visage pressing against his broad shoulder, her body slender compared to his scaled mass. They stood thus, steam rising from them both, and Scorio wrapped his throbbing arms around her.

“I can’t do it,” she whispered, almost inaudible. “I can’t split the mana stream.”

“You can.” He was quickly catching his breath once more. “If anyone can, it’s you.”

“I don’t know how.” She turned her head from side to side. “It’s… it’s like trying to light a candle and keep it dark at the same time.”

“You’re trying to brute force a technique I was only able to understand after entering Nox’s jelly bath.” He gently pushed back and held her at arm’s length. They’d both shifted down to their human forms once more, and her black hair was disheveled, great lengths of it hanging before her face. “I didn’t understand it either till I performed his actual technique.”

And it was true. Right up until the last second of entering Nox’s pool, Scorio had been at a loss as to what Nox had been trying to convey. It was only by experiencing the Delightful Secret Marinating technique that he’d finally understood. “What we need to do is find Nox. Maybe he can help.”

Naomi’s expression was heartbreakingly vulnerable. “But where is he? Would he even help?”

Scorio grinned. “We’re his favorite friends, remember? I’m sure he would.”

“But how would we find him?”

“I don’t know.” Scorio scowled and looked off into the darkness. “He tracked me down once. Said we were clutchmates. Maybe… maybe I can do the same.”

Naomi shivered and hugged herself. “You’ll be more fiend than Great Soul if you can start sensing Imperial Ghost Toads at a distance.”

“That doesn’t sound like a bad thing.”

“No,” agreed Naomi, her face lighting up with a smile. “Given what we’ve seen of Great Souls so far? I’d agree.”

They walked back to the fire as Druanna tossed another chunk of fossilized iron mana onto it. “Feeling better?”

“Yes.” Naomi returned to her spot. “Depleted to the point of exhaustion, but fine.”

“I’ll say it again.” Druanna leaned back as the new chunk of iron ore lit up and shed warmth over them all. “You’re getting ahead of yourself. Ambition is a fine thing, but not if it leads you to waste your time. Flame Vaults don’t have the sophistication to manipulate mana like Pyre Ladies. You should be focusing on advancing to Dread Blaze.”

Naomi’s expression turned sullen.

Druanna laughed. “I sound like all the old Great Souls who would lecture me when I was young. And I must have worn that exact same expression when they did. But it’s true. There’s a reason Flame Vaults become Dread Blazes before they ascend to Pyre Ladies. If all it took was ambition and desire, don’t you think every Flame Vault would do it?”

“It’s possible.”

“Assuredly.” Druanna’s tone remained good-natured. “If, like Scorio, you have the luxury of being suspended for two years in the Crucible while protected by a unique Great Soul power that insulates you from being destroyed. If, like Scorio, your life is on the line, and you have a previous experience with an even rarer fiendish technique.”

“It also makes sparring with him an extremely unsatisfying experience,” muttered Naomi. “He was shrugging off direct blows. Infuriating.”

“Not shrugging off,” said Scorio, rubbing at his forearms. They were mottled with deep red marks. “My ribs are killing me. You weren’t holding back.”

“I didn’t have to hold back.” She glared at him. “Your Gold-tempered body is ridiculous.”

“She’s correct,” said Druanna. “I’m Bronze-tempered myself, and was inordinately proud of it until I met you. Gold-tempered. I’m tempted to hit you with one of my blades to see how well you stop the blow.”

“No thanks.” Scorio had seen how hard the Pyre Lady could strike with one of her black glass swords. “I don’t fancy trying to regrow a limb.”

“Then I advise you both focus on reaching Dread Blaze. That’s accomplishment enough.”

Scorio inhaled deeply and then blew out his cheeks. “Control over the intensity of our mana burn.”

“Up to this point, you’ve just ignited and poured all your mana into your powers. Like pouring a bucket of oil onto a bonfire. You’ve given no thought to the rate of mana expenditure, just fueled your need instinctively. Now you must learn to control the speed at which your mana burns. Dread Blazes must be able to limit their ignition to the slightest of smolders, allowing their Hearts to burn for what feels like forever, or light up all their mana at once for a brief and terrible outpouring of might.”

Scorio frowned. “But Pyre Lords can just draw from ambient mana to replenish what they burn. What’s the point in controlling the rate when you can just draw more?”

Naomi threw a pebble at him. “Idiot. Have you forgotten everything I taught you? There are places with little to no ambient mana. Mana can be expended swiftly if enough Great Souls drain the area. Or advanced ranks can control the mana directly, shaping a void around you.”

“Truly advanced Great Souls can tear the mana right from your Heart,” said Druanna, “but you’ve got the right of it. Too often you’ll find yourself with nothing but what you’ve squirreled away in your reservoir. Controlling how you burn it might make all the difference.”

“Alright.” Scorio settled himself comfortably and closed his eyes. “So I just reduce my burn to near guttering?”

“Easier said than done,” said Druanna dryly. “Though, actually, with your Delightful Secret Marinating technique, you’ve got an unfair advantage. Most Flame Vaults have to endlessly ignite and gutter as they experiment. You can just siphon mana directly from your environment, allowing you to modulate your burn without ever guttering.”

“Unfair,” said Naomi.

“Agreed,” said Druanna, then frowned and looked off into the darkness.

Scorio sat upright and extended his senses. At first he detected nothing, but then he felt it: the Iron mana was starting to flow more rapidly past them, almost imperceptibly at first, put picking up speed.

“What is it?” asked Noami, then twisted about to look in the same direction. The Iron Weald had proven to be an endless series of broad, dark canyons, all of which extended radially like the spokes of a wheel from the core of the Rascor Plains toward the distant Telurian Band.

The Weald had proven intimidatingly alien. Where the Farmlands had felt right in a way that he couldn’t explain, the closest he could come to relating to the Iron Weald was to compare it to the rotted section of Bastion where the stone had gone bad and all life been extinguished.

This layer of hell was nothing but vast, endless canyons. Canyons that extended as far as the eye could see toward the misty southern horizon. Canyons whose vertical cliff faces were topped by sharp spikes hundreds of yards tall. Cliff faces whose gently undulating sides looked sculpted from the eroded remnants of cathedrals, with hints of archways, horizontal seams, and great vertical windows all layered over with petrified cobwebs.

Entering the Iron Weald with Druanna had proven to be a blessing; her presence had kept all manner of predators at bay, so that their sojourn had proven blissfully uneventful as they made their way toward a distant Kraken outpost that was her destination.

But even Druanna couldn’t keep every peril away.

“Razor wind,” she said, tone terse as she rose to her feet and began gathering her bedroll and pack. “You know what to do.”

An actual wind was picking up, fitful gusts sending their campfire’s flames to streaming. They had but moments before the situation became lethal, so Scorio ignited and shifted into his scaled form. Despite his bout with Naomi his reservoir was still almost full. He quickly gathered his belongings and stepped behind Druanna, who now stood staring south into the oncoming winds.

Naomi hissed in irritation as she hurried to stand behind him in turn. She’d expended too much of her reservoir during their bout, and would have to ignite at the last moment.

They wedged their travel gear between their legs and leaned into the storm. Druanna stood braced against the strong gusts that were buffeting them now without surcease, and then her ebon eidolon was there, massive and looming.

He’d seen it a handful of times by this point, but its otherworldly power and menace never ceased to awe him.

The construct rose some six yards in height. Its body was made of smooth, polished jet, utterly black except where blue light seemed to reflect off its curvature. Six arms spread out about it, each clutching a scimitar as long as Scorio was tall, and even in the frigid air of the canyon it gave off an unnatural chill, vapor sizzling off its skin.

The eidolon lowered itself into a crouch before them, and arranged its arms and blades into an interwoven barrier.

“Hold off on your Shrouds,” called Druanna, pitching her voice to carry over the now screaming winds. “Wait till my signal!”

Scorio fought the urge to lean out to the side and peer past the eidolon into the howling darkness. Instead, he reached behind to gather Naomi’s frail human form against his back, and waited.

The fire was now little more than flaring coals. Detritus and pebbles were streaming by, dust and chunks of ever larger rocks.

But they weren’t the threat.

They’d faced two razor winds before. Once on their very first day, the second a week after. Each had sprung up without warning, turning the canyon’s still and oppressive silence to curdled fury in moments.

If it hadn’t been for Druanna’s calm leadership and experience, Scorio was pretty sure they’d have died on the first day.

The wind was strong enough now to tear their fireplace apart. The rocks began to jostle, then slide, then lifted off the ground to disappear into the gloom, taking the blazing chunks of iron ore with it.

Scorio turned to watch the large embers dwindle into sparks as they hurtled away into the darkness.

Something flew by overhead so quickly that the air whined with its passage.

It had begun.

Another shape sped by, and Scorio caught an intimation of something long and angular spinning end over end.

Then a clang as the first piece of iron impacted the eidolon and bounced off it.

“Here we go,” cried out Druanna. “Take the left, Scorio! I’ll protect the right.”

Scorio channeled Iron mana and summoned his Shroud, placing it to the left of the eidolon so that its right rim overlapped with the great statue’s arms. It immediately lit up as it received its first blow, then a second and third.

Soon the air was thrumming with razor-sharp pieces of twisted metal as they shrieked by, flying overhead, alongside, and impacting the eidolon full on in a furious storm of clangs and crashes. Metal ricocheted off the statute without end, and Scorio’s Shroud was permanently lit as it deflected the storm of metal.

Druanna had been shocked when she’d seen how advanced his Shroud had become. Over the course of the two years in the Crucible, he’d worked on it tirelessly, his life depending on his ability to both burn the Gold mana that flowed into him, with his Shroud growing as a result, till it was now far more advanced than anything a Flame Vault should have been able to summon. Dense and broad, it was a protective marvel, capable of shrugging off even blows from Druanna’s blades.

The razor wind was unrelenting. Every passing second saw scores of blows strike Scorio’s Shroud. He soon found himself straining to pour Iron mana into its form without losing his scaled body. Worse, with the Iron mana streaming past like a deluge of molten metal, his Delightful Secret Marinating technique was hampered by the increased difficulty in harvesting mana.

Druanna’s Shroud covered their right flank. It, too, was brightly lit by the unending fury of the razor wind.

“Naomi,” gasped Scorio. “Cover me!”

And his Shroud failed.

Naomi’s Heart ignited, and her Shroud popped into existence where his had been. It was half the size and delicate in comparison, but she kept it close to the indestructible eidolon.

“Die already,” snarled Druanna at the storm.

But the hail of blades continued to blast past them.

With a cry, Druanna’s Shroud failed, and the air immediately to their right came alive with spinning, slashing blades of rusted metal that flashed by almost too quickly to spot.

Naomi pressed in tight against Scorio’s back, who resisted in turn the urge to crowd in behind Druanna. The eidolon was an impressive bulwark against the storm, but the blades flew chaotically through the air, not following straight lines from south to north but instead bouncing off each other, a maelstrom of whirling death.

Chaotic enough that without their flanking Shrouds they were at risk, even pressed in close behind the eidolon’s back.

Scorio clenched his teeth as the first shard of rusted iron bounced off his scaled form. His Gold-tempered body meant that he could take the brunt of the impacts without too much damage, but he spun around and wrapped his arms protectively around Naomi’s slender form, bowing over her as he sought to protect her from the storm.

Which rose to a furious pitch. The air was mauled continuously by the whining, howling shards. Naomi and he bowed their heads together, and as soon as he could, Scorio summoned his Shroud again, placing it once more on their left.

Five more minutes passed in this fashion. Some of the blows were sufficiently powerful, the pieces of metal large enough that they split Scorio’s scales and laid him open with wounds.

His Shroud failed, then returned, then failed again.

But just as he was beginning to think this storm would never break, he realized that the furious pitch was beginning to diminish. The intensity rapidly slackened off, and then abruptly the wind fell, a few smaller pieces of metal hurling by, and then all grew still.

Scorio activated his darkvision and straightened, allowing his scaled form to fall away. He bled from numerous lacerations, and his shoulders burned from where he’d taken deeper wounds.

The eidolon rose to its full height then disappeared.

Druanna sighed and blew a lock of black hair away from her handsome features. “I loathe the Iron Weald.”

Naomi released her Nightmare Lady form and slumped down into a crouch. “It’s a joy.”

“That one lasted twice as long as the others,” said Scorio, twisting to gaze north after the storm. “Any reason?”

“Not that I know of.” Druanna moved over to the sooty spot where their fire had been. “Just the delights of hell.”

“Is it worth building the fire again?” asked Naomi, unable to mask the hope in her voice. She had to be exhausted to display such desire.

“No, I’m afraid not.” Druanna sighed and gazed around the flat canyon floor. “The storm will have scoured everything out of its path, and the fiends will have gone to ground. Nothing will bother us till dawn. We may as well just sleep until it lightens.”

Scorio unrolled his bedroll. “That, and nothing bothers us because you’re here,” he said. “Perks of traveling with a Pyre Lady.”

“True enough.” Druanna’s smile was tight as she laid down her own roll. “But we’ll be at Nightsong Outpost within a few more days. Then it will be fine food, comfortable beds, and all the House politics you could desire.”

“I think I prefer the razor winds,” said Naomi, settling down.

“Me, too, these days. Still.” Druanna lay back, fingers interlaced behind her head. “I can’t get to the Lustrous Maria without the Nightsong nexus.”

Scorio sat on his bedroll. He’d yet to master Druanna’s ability to just go to sleep when she desired. “You think they’ll escort us into the Telurian Band?”

“Hmm, probably.” The Pyre Lady turned over. “I may no longer be House Kraken, but I still have some pull. Some old friends. If I ask politely, they’ll probably help you out.”

“Probably,” said Naomi.

“Probably,” agreed Druanna in amusement, then lay still.

Naomi glanced at Scorio, then also turned over to go to sleep.

Leaving him to sit alone in the dark. The vast canyon walls rose in all their ancient glory to tower high above them. To the far south a slight golden glow was just barely visible where the Telurian dawn was filtering just far north enough to be noticed.

The air was freezing. His breath puffed out before him, but the cold didn’t bother Scorio. Instead, he thought of Naomi and her burning desire to master his mana technique. Thought of the Blood Ox that awaited them in the Telurian Band. Thought of throwing themselves at the mercy of Kraken Great Souls once Druanna traveled far, far deeper into hell via the nexus.

What had been a workable plan no longer seemed like an obvious course of action.

So Scorio closed his eyes and rested his hands on his knees. He inhaled deeply, held the breath, then finally exhaled.

Somewhere out there was Nox.

His clutchmate, whatever that meant.

The Imperial Ghost Toad that had saved their lives.

“Where are you, my friend?” Scorio’s whisper was lost in the aching void of the valley. “Can you hear me? Answer if you can.”

And with great uncertainty, he opened his senses to the mana around him, and tried to reach out to the fiend.


Chapter 2

They traveled south.

The canyon never curved, and though its towering walls undulated subtly like the folds of a curtain, they neither veered nor deviated. The walls were never broken by intersecting canyons, and there were no buildings or geographical anomalies along the great southern route to the Telurian Band.

Just an endless flat ground between the distant canyon walls, pitted and corrugated, hard as the mana that flowed through the Iron Weald and as welcoming.

Behind them, the small sun of the Rascor Plains continued its endless circuit over the Farmlands, so that the northern reaches of their canyon seemed to flicker in contrast with the slow wellings of light from the south.

“We’re reaching the Dark Meridian,” Druanna told them on the second day after the razor wind. She hitched her pack as Scorio and Naomi caught up with her. “Means we’re almost exactly halfway through the Iron Weald.”

The Iron Weald had no natural source of illumination of its own. The Dark Meridian was only notable for being the point between the northern and southern lights, an area whose brightest moment was an evening gloom, and which most easily fell to night.

“Let’s push through quickly,” Druanna continued. “The entirety of the Iron Weald is dangerous, but this is where the most vicious of the fiends tend to spend their time.”

They marched on in silence.

Scorio brought up the rear, thumbs laced under the straps of his pack, face cast in a perpetual frown. He stared sightlessly at the leaden ground, his feet picking a path between the potholes and gashes, over the raised ridges and occasional tangle of needles.

Something pulled at him.

It was subtle. At first he’d simply thought himself fatigued, distracted, but with each step south his awareness grew. It was as if a weight lay heavy upon an invisible map of his mind, a density that he couldn’t understand or analyze.

His mind worried at it. Sought to draw it forth, to manipulate it as he did mana, to question it, to dismiss it.

Nothing worked.

The further south they went, the more persistent the sensation became.

Could it be Nox? He wanted to scoff at the possibility. But why not? For two nights he’d reached out blindly for some sense of the fiend. Perhaps his range was limited, and he was drawing closer.

Or perhaps it was a trap. Some fiend that used this very mechanism to draw unwary Great Souls closer.

Druanna, when asked, was equally mystified.

“We’re a good six or seven canyons clockwise from the Fury Spires canyon complex. Too far for you to be feeling something from there. And I don’t sense anything strange.”

Naomi watched him, curious, half-hopeful, but as the hours rolled by she, too, dismissed the notion.

Scorio trudged on. He missed the variety of the Rascor Plains. The endless parade of wonders and geographical novelties. Here, all was melancholic massiveness, given to inhuman scale and cold indifference to their sensibilities. Grim and dark and endless, the canyon’s high walls were oppressive.

Humans were never meant to walk such cyclopean halls.

“Now that’s a rare sight.” Druanna had come to a stop, and Scorio emerged from his reverie. It had grown dark, reducing his two companions to shadows. The canyon walls had lost all detail, and the far southern end of the canyon faded into the oblivion of a Telurian night. The ground before them had risen slightly, and the Pyre Lady was perched atop the rise, half-turned.

Scorio blinked. A rise? That was a first. He scrambled up the leaden rock slope. It was cracked like the parched bottom of a riverbed, and ended at a sharp tear that dropped away into complete darkness.

A second canyon cut crosswise through their own. Narrow in comparison, perhaps only a hundred yards across, and impossible to tell how deep.

But a frayed web of calcified metal had been sketched across it, a delicate latticework of rust and iron. Fingers of leaden stone stretched toward each other from each side, as if yearning to touch.

“What is this?” asked Naomi. “I thought you said there was no way to cross from one canyon to the next.”

Scorio looked to the sides. This new lateral canyon cut across the flat floor and dove just before the base of the distant cliff.

Druanna was smiling. “There normally isn’t. At least, not by any predictable means. But occasionally a traveler will stumble across one of these.”

Scorio frowned. “This wasn’t here before?”

Druanna didn’t bother answering.

“Then…” He almost spoke his mind, but the scale of what they were looking at caused him to balk. “No.”

“Yes.” Druanna laughed. “It’s a pity we’re several weeks too late. I’ve never seen a World Worm myself. But they do occasionally rise close enough to the surface to carve these furrows and create tunnels like this.”

“Then…” Naomi’s normal laconic tone was gone. “But how come the canyons aren’t riddled with these furrows? Are those metal threads…?”

“Not threads,” said Scorio, moving along the ridge to where a great pylon of rusted steel emerged from the rock to extend out over the darkness. “That’s a whole mess of iron. Is it from the razor wind?”

“The Iron Weald heals itself,” agreed Druanna. “The razor wind patches over any destruction, and the stone itself seals in time. Some have theorized that there’s an intelligence to this layer of hell, that it corrects any attempt to change it much as our bodies heal cuts and wounds. I think it’s just mindless mana acting like a river, eroding all differences.”

“Lianshi would love this,” said Scorio, and then shared a glance with Naomi as he felt a pang of pain.

“Yes,” agreed Naomi. “She would have.”

“We’ll wait for it to lighten,” said Druanna. “Then find a spot where the iron shards have formed the closest thing to a bridge. If there’s nothing sufficiently stable, I’ll get across, and Scorio, you can fly Naomi over.”

“I’m more than capable of getting across myself,” snapped Naomi.

“Sure,” said Scorio. “So, we camp?”

“Why not?” Druanna unhitched her pack from her shoulder. “We could probably use our darkvision to find a way across, but the process would be laborious. Might as well wait for just enough light to take it all in at once.”

They had established an easy routine. Druanna set off to find fossilized ore deposits she could burn, and Scorio and Naomi set up their little camp, which mostly involved laying out a triangle of bedrolls, apportioning the dried rations they’d packed into the small pot, and massaging their feet as they waited for the Pyre Lady to return.

Thinking of Lianshi brought Leonis to mind, and Scorio found his mood subdued. It was too easy to remember their laughter, their friendship, and to think of all they had lost to Manticore. A dull anger smoldered in Scorio’s heart. There was grief, yes, but also resentment. The four of them should have been exploring this together. Leonis’ booming laugh should have enlivened their camps, Lianshi’s excited explanations filled out their understanding of each anomaly and detail they came across.

Instead, their old friends were strangers to them, and traveling directly to the Fury Spires.

“We’ll see them again,” said Naomi, reaching out to squeeze his arm. “Sooner or later. And perhaps you’ll become friends. They’re almost the same as they ever were. Great Souls are famous for rekindling friendships across time.”

“Weren’t they your friends, too?”

“Yes.” Naomi wrapped her arms around her knees again. “Yes. They were.”

A question occurred to Scorio. “You don’t think you’ll be reborn?”

Naomi shrugged irritably. “Who cares? I have no intentions of dying.”

“I care. If you won’t be reborn, I’ll be forced to wrap you in woolen bandages to prevent you from being hurt, and carry you everywhere in a little pack strapped to my back.”

Naomi’s eyes narrowed to knife slits. “I would really enjoy watching you try.”

“But you’re a Great Soul. All Great Souls are tied to the Archspire. Why wouldn’t you return?”

Naomi shrugged one shoulder irritably. “And repeat all this misery again?”

“You’d be reborn as part of an Academy class. Think of it: treated like one of the elite, given all the elixirs and pills you could desire, courted by the illustrious Houses…”

Naomi glared at him again.

“No?” Scorio laughed. “Fine. Then at least there’s a chance we’d be reborn together.”

“Who’s to say we’ll die at the same time?”

“Anything that manages to kill you would have had to kill me first,” Scorio said simply.

Naomi blinked, taken aback, then quickly looked away. “This conversation is depressing, even by my standards.”

“I actually think it’s -” Scorio cut off and twisted sharply to stare toward the eastern cliff face.

Naomi’s reaction was immediate. She leaped up into a crouch, spinning about to face east as she stared into the gloom. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” He caught himself. “I mean, no threat. I just… that feeling I’ve been having. That weight? It just… pulsed.”

Naomi relaxed a fraction. “Pulsed?”

“That’s the best word for it.” Scorio stared into the middle distance and tried to focus on the sensation. “No, more like… imagine a hammer hitting a massive bell. The way it would toll out, echoing. It was like something just struck the bell.”

“You can feel bells now?”

Scorio mock-scowled and pushed on her knee so that she twisted and fell over. Such was her grace, however, that she immediately corrected her stance. “No. Wait. There. Again.”

The pressure, the strange new sense, was located distinctly now to the east. And something about the pulse, the vibration - whatever it was - made it feel as if it was a good distance away. Miles? Tens of miles? He couldn’t tell.

It rang for a third time, and Scorio focused as intently as he could upon the resonance.

“Coal.” He sat up, surprised. “It tastes of Coal.”

“Tastes?’ Naomi’s mockery was gone. “You can taste Coal in it?”

“Yes. Familiar. It…” Scorio paused, a memory teasing him, almost coalescing. “A… what if it’s Nox? He saturated himself in Coal. What if this is what it feels like to sense him?”

“Then why is he ringing like a bell?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps he’s calling for me? Like I called for him when I was trapped by Praximar?”

Naomi moved to kneel directly before Scorio. “This is important. Focus as best you can. Is it Nox?”

“I don’t know.” Scorio closed his eyes and reached out to that distant weight. Whatever had been causing it to ring out had subsided. “It felt… perhaps it felt familiar. But perhaps I want it to? I’ve been thinking of him since our last spar. Perhaps I’m tricking myself.”

“Perhaps you’re sensing him more clearly here because of the tunnel,” said Naomi. “Perhaps the canyon walls were blocking his signal before.”

“That could be true.” Frustration seized him by the throat. “But I don’t know. I can’t be sure.”

They remained thus in silence for a few more moments until Naomi sighed and sat over onto one hip, her side pressed against him. “If it were him…”

“Then this is the only place to cut across the valleys to find him,” agreed Scorio.

“If it’s him.”

“And if it’s not?”

Naomi hesitated. “Druanna won’t agree to chase after this without better reasons.”

“I know. I don’t think I’d ask her to.”

“Do you think we should venture off alone? What would we do if another razor wind hit us?”

“We’d survive. No, don’t scoff. My shield is strong, my Gold-tempered body stronger. I’d protect you.”

“This imbalance is going to make me sick.”

“The only way for you to catch up is to learn the Delightful Secret Marinating technique.”

“Which means Nox.”

He frowned and stared past her toward the far end of this new canyon. It was subtly disappearing into the deepening gloom.

“It’s a risk,” he said at last. “If we’re wrong, we’ll be out here alone.”

“I was never that excited to rely on House Kraken to begin with.”

“Druanna vouches for these people.”

“I trust Druanna, not her friends.”

“I know.” Scorio rubbed his face. “And there’s something to be said for being as powerful as we can be before we break into the Telurian Band.”

“Then should we go?”

Scorio activated his darkvision to better see Naomi. Her eyes were wide, her expression drawn with tension. It was a complete gamble. They had no sense of how far away the signal source lay. What was emitting it.

But he’d called out to Nox with his mind, his heart, his spirit. Was it absurd to think the Imperial Ghost Toad had responded?

He smiled. “When have I ever recoiled from the chance to gain more power?”

She punched him in the shoulder. “I’m the one learning the technique, not you.”

“You get stronger, we get stronger. Same thing. Let’s do it.” His soul suddenly thrilled at the resolve. “I bet it is Nox out there. He came when I called. We should go to him if there’s a chance he needs us.”

“Agreed.” Her smile was feral and lit up her face. “Then we’re agreed. We’ll part ways with Druanna here?”

“Part ways with me?” Druanna sounded more amused than surprised as she dumped an armful of ragged fossilized iron chunks between their bedrolls. “Bad idea, children. You didn’t even hear me approach.”

“That feeling I was telling you about before,” said Scorio. “It’s grown more powerful. We think it’s because of the tunnel. And I sensed Coal in it, somehow. Which was Nox’s essence.”

“Very well.” Druanna shaped the pile, flexed her will, and the hoary chunks of fibrous iron burst into pale white fire. Scorio immediately dismissed his darkvision. “Then I’d suggest you move fast and don’t stop till you find him.”

Scorio laughed in surprise. “You think we should go?”

“I think you are both remarkably talented Flame Vaults who have progressed further than you have any right to. Which, in turn, means you are headstrong and ambitious to a fault, and will only listen to counsel when you’ve no other choice.”

“That wasn’t an answer,” said Scorio, grinning ruefully.

“It was,” said Naomi. “She’s saying her opinion doesn’t matter. And she’s right.”

“See?” Druanna smiled, sat cross-legged, and pulled her silken black hair back to twist it into a knot. “Nobody ever made Imperator by being cautious or asking for permission. Now, do I think it’s a wise idea? Absolutely not. You know nothing of this environment, its dangers, or how to defend yourselves from them. But either you will figure it out as you go and survive, or you’ll reincarnate within a year back at the Academy. And so it goes.”

“True.” Scorio moved closer to the welcome warmth of the flames. The individual filaments of the fossilized iron burned bright as they ashed. “But seeing as we’ve decided to go, what’s your counsel on how best to survive?”

“You’ve hopefully been listening to my words as we’ve traveled. But in short: don’t stop and rest unless you have no choice. Take turns leading, but never be more than a yard or two apart. Watch for threats from the sky. And not just the Ferric Drake that’s been tracking us.”

“Ferric Drake?” asked Scorio. “You’re sure?”

Druanna’s smile was darkly amused from the far side of the flames. “It wasn’t going to be a problem for as long as you were with me. But alone? It’ll probably take its chances. You recall what I told you, yes? As big as my eidolon, but slender and fast as a striking snake. Its body is heavily armored by organic Iron, so your best bet is to outrun it or hit it as hard as you can on the snout when it goes to bite. That or the eyes, but those are further back and hard to reach. But.”

Naomi exhaled heavily. “And to be wary of its flame breath.”

“Correct,” said Druanna. “Hot enough to melt steel. It takes time for it to stoke up, and you’ll know it’s coming when its throat and chest begin to glow from within.”

“You’re not going to change our minds,” said Naomi.

“I’m not trying to. It probably won’t follow you into the tunnel, as most fiends fear the stench of the World Worm, but if your signal leads you away from the World Worm’s track, be wary. You’re also most likely to run into Chasm Scorpions inside the mountains; they prefer to lurk high up and ambush you from above. Actually, the same goes for Torments and Gasbags. They’ll all float down on you silently, coming in at an angle from just behind. Up is as dangerous in the Iron Weald as ahead and behind.”

“Oh,” said Scorio. “Torments? Gasbags?”

“You’ll know them when you see them. They’re most dangerous when they can ambush you, so if you’re alert, you should be fine.” Druanna considered, then shrugged. “I could go on, but I doubt you’ll remember all the particulars. Just move fast, stay wary, and reach the source of this signal as quickly as you can. And if the World Worm’s tunnel breaches any kind of artificial underground complex, stay out.”

“Underground complex?” Scorio leaned forward. “What do you mean.”

“Even I would hesitate to enter the old spaces beneath the Iron Weald. Not much is known about them, other than that they predate our written history, and that those who enter them more often than not simply disappear. So, simply put, stay out.”

“Understood,” said Scorio. He checked with Naomi, but her pale face reflected nothing but determination in the wan firelight.

“You’re welcome to wait till dawn with me,” said Druanna, “but there won’t be any light beneath the mountains. If you’re in a hurry, you might as well leave now.”

“Very well.” Naomi rose smoothly to her feet and began packing her scant belongings. “Thank you, Pyre Lady.”

“Right.” Scorio rose less confidently. “Thank you. For bringing us this far. How long will you remain at the Nightsong before heading out?”

“A day or two. It will be good to see old friends.” Druanna reached into the flames to adjust the chunks of iron, uncaring of the heat. “But then I’ll be moving on. I’ll leave word with them about you both. If this signal fails to pan out, feel free to search out the Nightsong and take advantage of my introduction. I have rarely asked anyone for favors, so my doing so now will carry weight.”

Scorio considered the handsome woman, and felt a pang at the thought of leaving her side. While traveling with the Pyre Lady he’d felt… free. Free of fear, of the burden of leadership, of having to make decisions. Her strength, wisdom, and decency had allowed him to relax.

Now they were going to spear deep into the wilderness without her, and their survival once again would depend solely upon their wits.

Naomi tugged on the straps that bound her bedroll tight, then slipped it over a shoulder. “I hope we see you deeper in hell, Pyre Lady.” She stood. “I’ve never wished that before of anyone but my closest friends, but I wish it of you.”

“High praise!” Druanna laughed. “I’ll miss you both. Move fast and hit them before they hit you.”

“Agreed.” Scorio slung his bedroll over his shoulder and rose as well. “My thanks, Druanna. Be safe.”

“There’s no safety out here in hell.” Druanna’s gaze was sober, solemn, almost sad. “None but that which your own strength carves from the world. But don’t worry about me. There are few fiends north of the Emerald Reach that concern me.”

For a moment, they stood thus. Scorio felt trapped by the firelight, but then Naomi took three steps away, glanced back at him, and he turned to fall in beside her. They strode rapidly along the edge of the World Worm’s profound furrow, remaining perhaps a handful of yards from its raw edge.

The warmth and light of the fire fell behind them.

Scorio resisted the urge to look back.

What was there to see?

Instead, he focused his darkvision and set to scanning their environs, slowly sweeping his gaze back and forth and occasionally up as they hurried toward the distant cliff face.

A thrill passed through him again. Naomi was by his side, and he trusted her with his life. Together, they were pressing into the unknown. Dangers abounded, but for the first time since quitting Bastion with Druanna weeks ago he felt truly alive, his senses raw, his body eager for tribulation.

They kept going faster, each pushing the other, till at last Naomi laughed and broke into a run, and Scorio chased after, exhilarated and restraining his own irrational glee.

Together, they raced alongside the furrow, the cliff looming ever higher before them. It was perhaps a mile away, and they crossed the space without incident, leaping over cracks, nimbly navigating the uneven terrain, till at last they slowed, not winded, but awed as always by the height of the wall that towered over them.

Straight up it rose, its face striated by vague intimations of architectural features, recessed alcoves and horizontal ledges, archways and follies. Higher and higher, miles high, disappearing into the night and radiating that unnatural cold that seemed to bake off its leaden side.

The World Worm’s tunnel dove just before reaching the wall itself, a shallow descent so that crumbling ground formed a tenuous ceiling over the last few hundred yards.

They stopped just before the rocky awning that stretched across the tunnel firmed up altogether.

“Down?” asked Naomi.

“Looks like it.” Scorio crouched and peered into the depths. How big was the fiend that had carved this passage? How had it carved through so much rock? At least a hundred yards wide, it was probably as deep, but his darkvision didn’t penetrate that far.

“We’ll fly,” he said. “I’ll glide in. We’ll descend slowly till we see the floor, and then decide if we continue flying, or choose to walk.”

“Alright. Give me your pack.”

Scorio ignited his Heart and grew into his scaled form, ineffable strength and power flooding him. This time, he willed his wings to extrude, and with a shudder they burst forth, bat-like and broad. Since he’d be gliding, he made them as wide as they’d go, great muscles forming around his shoulders and overlapping his chest.

“There,” he said. “Ready?”

Naomi clucked her tongue. “You have to ask?” She wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to his hips with the inside of her knees. “Hurry up and start flying. Holding on to you like this is undignified.”

“As you command, my queen.” Scorio laughed as she thwapped him, and stepped up to the furrow’s edge.

Only now did he glance back the way they had come.

Druanna’s fire was but a tiny mote of white light in the darkness.

It seemed so small, and so terribly far away.

Scorio took a deep breath. His ribcage expanded to its fullest, and when he exhaled, he tipped forward and dove into the dark.


Chapter 3

Scorio’s outstretched wings filled with air as he sliced down into the darkness. The chill was cruel, but his Heart was akin to a furnace, causing his body to smolder. Down they flew, Naomi clinging tightly, down into the huge tunnel.

Scorio’s heart was pounding with excitement and fear. Just like when he sparred with the Nightmare Lady, he had to restrain himself from trying to glance in every direction at once.

Instead, he forced himself to relax and slowly sweep his gaze from side to side as they speared forward into the absolute blackness. Within moments the rock ceiling had passed by overhead, the last faint glimmers of light drowned in the swarming black, and only his darkvision allowed him to track the rough curvature of the tunnel’s side.

Its depth was prodigious, its extent impossible to discern. They must have flown under the cliff already, but there was no sign of the boundary. On they glided, Scorio allowing them to gently drift down. The air was utterly still, the silence complete but for the rushing of wind and Naomi’s breath in his ear.

The tunnel wall bellied away gradually as they continued to sink, then slowly returned, curving back in. Scorio saw the tunnel floor at last. It was rough with fallen rocks and debris, but here and there glassy smooth stretches showed where the World Worm’s form had abraded it to mirror-like perfection.

“Down?” he called over his shoulder.

“Hold the glide,” Naomi called back. “Let’s see what’s ahead.”

They flew on, but his glide was rapidly losing power; there was no movement to the air, nothing akin to an updraft, so he began beating his wings, great, languorous sweeps that propelled them farther.

The tunnel was still slowly descending ever deeper into the rock. Would it only ever descend? What if the World Worm dug its way under the signal, and they emerged too many valleys over?

Scorio clenched his jaw and flew on.

The floor sped by. Here and there he noticed crystal outgrowths, spiky and unbroken, jutting out of the wall and ground like dull spears in the darkness. They had to have burst forth since the World Worm’s passing.

The Iron Weald healing this tunnel-wound?

“Sense the Iron,” Naomi called.

Scorio opened his senses, and to his surprise found that there was precious little Iron mana in the air. What thin streams and wisps were to be found would coil up in a manner akin to how Copper would behave, and sink to the ground, where he sensed a turgid river flowing just like real water did below, going ever down.

“Weird,” he called back. “The World Worm?”

“Maybe.”

Down they flew. With so little mana to draw on, Scorio found himself in the rare situation of watching his reservoir deplete, so after a spell he glided down to the tunnel floor, where he dropped the last few yards into a staggered run, releasing his wings and easing Naomi down to the ground.

The Iron mana was only knee high and strangely diluted. He set to sweeping it into his reservoir, felt Naomi do the same, and they quickly cleared the immediate area around them without topping off their reservoir.

“Strange,” Scorio said, turning in a circle. “Never seen Iron act like this.”

“We’re going to have to be conservative. If we burn everything we’ve got, it’ll take us ages to refill.”

“Has to be the World Worm,” said Scorio with a confidence he didn’t possess. “Its passage, or maybe a lingering effect on the mana.”

“Speculate all you like, we can’t know for sure.” Naomi drew her hair back and tied it off with a leather thong. “But let’s keep going. If it goes down for too much longer, we might need to consider turning back. How close are we to the signal?”

Scorio focused on the sensation. “Still far. We haven’t made any noticeable progress.”

“We’ve only come a mile or two. How wide did Druanna say the mountain dividers were this far down the canyon?”

“I’m not sure. Half a mile, perhaps? Maybe more? I remember her saying they were twenty miles thick by the time the Iron Weald hits the Telurian Band.”

“Then if we’re halfway, that means they might be closer to ten miles. We’ve a ways to go before we reach the next canyon. Maybe that’s why the World Worm kept diving. Perhaps it only surfaces in canyons.”

“Speculate all you like,” Scorio said with a grin, but danced away as Naomi glared at him. “Come on. Let’s make some time.”

They strode on.

The tunnel proved to be supremely unnerving. Druanna’s warnings made them paranoid, and they frequently stumbled and tripped as they gazed up into the darkness, their feet catching on chunks of shattered rock.

Time passed, but Scorio lost all sense of it. An hour? Two? Five? It began to feel as if they’d been below for days, but the lack of real hunger showed that to be a lie. At first they were conservative with their waterskins, but grew more lax after reaching the first waterfall.

It was little more than a dispersed curtain of droplets that fell from the void above, but its continuous patter served to fill cracks and crevices in the rock. They debated the possibility of the World Worm’s passage poisoning the water, but Naomi grew irritated and tasted a palmful, only to declare it chalky but fine. They refilled their waterskins and moved on.

The Iron mana remained at a low ebb. What little oozed out of the walls quickly grew mist-like and fell to the ground. They drank in everything as they outpaced the flow, but it was an unsatisfying broth, thin and insubstantial.

“Has the tunnel leveled off?” Naomi was ahead of him, and turned in a circle as she slowed. “Seems like we’ve been walking on a flat stretch for a while.”

“I think you’re right.” It was eerie how their voices didn’t even echo. The sheer scale of the tunnel drank every sound completely. “Maybe we’ve gone as deep as it’ll go.”

They continued, and soon the ground began to rise. It was subtle at first, then ever more overt. They reached a stretch that was almost completely choked with rubble, and for a while Scorio suspected a cave-in, but when he saw how steeply the tunnel climbed on the far side he realized what had happened: all the loose rock had rolled down to this elbow and nearly filled in the massive tunnel.

They scrambled up the scoria and slag and finally reached the tunnel floor again. He’d expected the World Worm’s rise to be as gradual as its descent, but the slope had become abruptly steep, and the Iron slid past them rapidly like rivulets of mercury. His thighs began to burn as the climb grew sharper, and the cold that had begun to seep into him was banished by his effort.

“It’s like it rose up in a panic,” said Naomi from behind, words tight as she controlled her breathing. “Does anything eat World Worms?”

“Not in the Iron Weald, I hope. Actually, let me correct that: I refuse to believe anything around here could scare one. Maybe it just got bored.”

“Just got bored,” muttered Naomi as they resumed climbing.

They soon discovered why the World Worm had ascended so sharply: the tunnel broke into a natural cave system, a complex series of chasms and shallow depressions. Each time the tunnel opened into a new cavern,, Scorio reminded himself how massive the original caves had to have been; even with a hundred yard-wide tunnel driven through their center, they yet retained enough depth to drop to a rubble-strewn floor below the tunnel’s circumference.

But it was the veins of Iron mana running through the rock that drew their attention.

“How do we harness it?” whispered Naomi, kneeling down and wiping gravel and chunks of rock away from the glowing metal seam.

Scorio pressed his palm to the vein and felt the incredibly pure and condensed mana contained within. He closed his eyes and sought to draw it into his Heart, but his visual metaphor of a paddle failed him utterly; how did you stir rock? Instead, he tried to simply inhale the mana, but that proved equally futile.

“It’s right there,” groaned Naomi in frustration. “There has to be a way to get it out.”

“It’s ore.” Scorio sat back on his heels. “Probably needs to be mined and melted.”

“Or for us to be more powerful. Reminds me of that mana desert just outside of Bastion.”

“The Ash Belt, sure.” With a groan he rose to his feet. “Well, I guess the World Worm didn’t have this problem.”

“Must have been a feast.”

They set to climbing again, but now the slope tapered off and became comparatively level. The tunnel began to zigzag, the sheer bulk of the World Worm making its turns slow, but still it had bored its way left and right, up and down, no doubt chasing the richest veins.

But so rich was the Iron mana in this area, even depleted and hollowed out as it was, that veritable lakes formed in every depression. Scorio and Naomi drank deep, and soon their reservoirs were filled once more.

“Ready to run?” asked Scorio.

“Let’s go.”

Together, they ignited and took off. Iron mana filled his body with a sturdy strength that cooled the burn in his thighs and filled his lungs with a deceptively inexhaustible energy.

“Remember when I first ignited?”

Naomi grinned at him. “How could I forget? You ran off as giddy as a sweet-sick child.”

That moment had been delirious, feverishly glorious, and he’d felt as if he could race forever. In truth, his Heart had guttered after only a score of seconds, but while it had lasted he’d felt invincible.

Now? Now he could race in the same way for what felt like ages. His Heart was immensely deep, perfectly spherical, and remarkably efficient at burning mana. Even the Crimson Earls who’d judged him after Praximar’s death had been taken aback.

But Naomi’s was still normal. Her Silver-tempered body allowed her to race for longer than most, but soon she slackened the pace.

Scorio reluctantly slowed as well.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she snapped, wiping at her sweaty brow. “Do you want my Heart to gutter and leave me depleted?”

“Of course not.” He considered apologizing and realized that would only make her more annoyed. Should he tease her? No, not right now. Best to just keep moving. “Let’s find more mana.”

“It’s obscene.” To her credit, she was trying to keep her tone light. “Gold-tempered, and a Heart that’s nearly twice the size of mine and much better at just about everything. Why did we kill Ydrielle again? We could have forced her to drop me into the Crucible.”

“And leave me waiting for two years?”

“I waited for you.”

“True.”

The World Worm had passed through a series of broad chasms here, forcing them to leap over terrifying cracks that knifed down into the depths. They finally reached one that was easily some nine yards wide.

“Want a ride over?” asked Scorio.

Naomi clucked her tongue. “I can leap this easily.”

“If you fall, I’ll have to dive down and fetch you, and then you’ll really be mad.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to be funny? Because -”

A huge wad of glistening black goo spattered against her shoulder blades. It flowed around her neck and almost encased her upper arms. Naomi cried out even as she was yanked straight up into the darkness.

Scorio’s reaction was immediate. He exploded up into his scaled form, wings bursting from his back, and leaped, scanning the air above with his darkvision.

No, was all he could think. No no no -

There. Naomi had already shifted into her Nightmare Lady form, high above, suspended at the end of a thick strand of webbing. Her tail whipped around, its triangular blade severing the glistening rope -

And above her -

Scorio’s eyes widened at the sheer scale of the fiend.

It was insectile, a mass of segmented blade-like legs holding it in place high up within the chasm that opened in the tunnel’s ceiling. Burning crimson eyes stared down at them from a vaguely humanoid head atop its pear-shaped body, all black exoskeleton and carapaces. Its tail was two-thirds of its length, as alive and muscular as the Nightmare Lady’s was skeletal and swift. The whole thing was some twenty yards or more long, but the speed with which it shifted about, the horror of its profusion of legs, each twice the length of a man and bent nearly double at the knee -

The Nightmare Lady contorted as she fell, twisting as she sought something to grab on to.

How the hell had it pulled her up so quickly?

Scorio barked out a cry of pure rage as he fought for altitude, beating his wings furiously, but he was too far below.

The fiend’s tail twisted about. It culminated in a mass of prongs, each as stubby and blunt as a forearm. When the prongs slammed into the Nightmare Lady, she screamed in agony.

“No!” Scorio hurled himself aloft, flying faster than he’d ever done, but all he could do was watch as the Nightmare Lady shrank into Naomi, her human form so small, so vulnerable as the tail latched on to her, arresting her fall, and the fiend began to scuttle higher up into the chasm, disappearing from view.

In that moment he would have changed his perfect Heart, his Gold-tempered body, all of it for a single ranged attack. To hurl rocks like Jova, to throw a bolt of lightning, anything.

Instead, he let out a low roar that grew louder and louder with each wingbeat. He shot up as if he were his own ranged attack, and exploded into the chasm, furling his wings at the very last second so that their edges scraped rock.

The fiend was an undulating mass of armored plates and gleaming legs, Naomi a ragdoll whose limbs shook with each jerk of its tail. It sensed him coming and contorted about, gazing down at him with its crimson eyes.

In that moment it had to realize that there was no escaping Scorio, for it flung Naomi to the side and hurled a wad of black gelatinous goo at him from an aperture in its abdomen.

“Naomi!” Scorio rolled away, trying to go after his friend, only to see her land roughly on a ledge and disappear from view.

The fiend had tossed her aside for later.

The wad of black goo hit his shoulder and upper arm, and yanked Scorio into the chasm wall with bone-jarring force.

Scorio barely felt it. He snapped open his wings, shrank them down for maximum maneuverability, and slashed at the mass of black goo with his claws. Noxious, stinging smoke billowed forth from the wad, but though it tried to trap his claws, they were simply too sharp, too hot. He slashed again, and when the fiend jerked on the cord to hurl him to the side once more, it instead simply tore most of the wad away.

Scorio beat his wings and hurled himself like a spear at the fiend, which now scuttled higher, raining a shower of rocks upon him. Its tail came swinging around, remarkably fast, but Scorio was wise to the move. At the last minute, he summoned his Shroud and blocked its attack completely, flying up and past its lethal end to come in close and slash at its length.

The fiend’s shriek was pitched so high that Scorio barely heard it. It flung itself away from him after the first blow, leaping a dozen yards higher into the ever-narrower crack, and Scorio gave chase, throwing his Shroud in the tail’s way each time it swept at him.

His mana was running low, but he’d had enough. His Heart, obscenely perfected as it was, would ensure that much.

Again Scorio slashed at the huge tail, cutting through chitin, then again, and six yards worth of it fell free in a gout of black ink.

The fiend shrieked once more and dropped upon him, its dozen blade-legs working into a flickering, furious frenzy.

There was no way to evade it.

Scorio screamed, dismissed his wings so that they’d not be shredded, and set to slashing right back.

Legs shattered around him, joints bursting, but just as many hit home. His scales deflected the worst of the blows, but pain lanced through him again and again and again. They fell together, Scorio’s world a storm of slashing edges and heaving segments above him, only for the fiend to suddenly arrest its fall as it wedged itself in the crack once more.

Scorio summoned his Shroud directly beneath him, landed upon its curved surface, and sprang straight up, ignoring the pain, the fear, the panic.

There was only rage.

He slammed through the fence of broken legs and punched a fistful of burning talons into the fiend’s chest. It shrieked but misunderstood his intent; that first blow was just to find purchase, and as he closed his talons upon its shattered armor, he hauled himself up a final yard to rake his other hand across its face.

His white-hot talons cut through its head and the fiend died. Its whole body went slack, its grip on the walls went loose, and its huge body dropped.

Scorio fell with it, holding to its insectile body till they plunged into the World Worm’s tunnel, and only then did he kick away from the corpse and summon his wings anew.

It hurt to fly once more, but he paid the pain no mind. Instead, he set his focus on the ledge above, rose into the upper reaches of the chasm, and gasping for breath flew over the lip of the ledge and landed beside Naomi.

She lay where she’d fallen, tossed and tumbled, fetched up against the raw rock wall. He dropped to a crouch beside her, hesitated, then released his scaled form to slowly turn her over.

Please, please please please -

She was alive.

For a moment Scorio couldn’t breathe, was so suffocated with emotion that his eyes filled with tears and all he could do was gather her in his arms and hold her close, his face buried in her dusty hair.

She moaned, stirred, and he lowered her to study her face. Her eyes flickered behind her eyelids, but she didn’t awaken.

What had that tail attack done to her? Carefully, he reached out with his senses and studied her Heart.

These was nothing there. No sense of mana about her, no intimation that she was a Great Soul. Was her Heart gone? Could fiends do that? Steal a Heart altogether?

He turned and sat with his back to the wall, moving Naomi so that her head rested in his lap. He checked her limbs, ran his fingers down her legs, but nothing seemed broken - her Silver-tempered body had protected her from such simple injury.

But her Heart. Again and again he searched her spirit, sought some flicker of power.

Nothing.

He wanted to scream for Druanna, to immediately set out for help. But the Pyre Lady would be well on her way to Nightsong by now, and as desperate as he was Scorio didn’t think he could fly all the way back without collapsing.

Not with the wounds he’d barely healed from the razor wind, and now the deep cuts that lacerated his torso anew.

“Fuck,” he whispered, fighting a wave of nausea. He leaned down, cradling Naomi’s head, and squeezed his eyes shut before they could flood with tears. “Fuck!”

For a long while he remained thus, utterly still in the darkness, far underground and miles upon miles away from the closest friendly soul. He was hundreds of yards above the tunnel floor, hidden on a ledge only a few yards wide, and unable to help his friend.

All he could do was comb her hair back from her face with clumsy fingers.

“Wake up, Naomi.” It wasn’t so much a demand as a prayer. “Come back to me. Wake up. Be alright. Please. Be alright.”


Chapter 4

Time dwindled down to an eternal present. Scorio held Naomi close, alert for the slightest change.

The tunnel below remained silent. With his Heart burning so as to heal his wounds, he waited. Never had he felt so alone. Not even during his moments of greatest despair while interned in the Crucible. For now, the prospect of losing Naomi filled him with a terror of truly being alone in hell, devoid of all boon companions, and in the darkness his imagination painted an endless existence of solitude amongst crowds.

For ages he remained thus, and to pass the time he experimented with controlling his rate of mana burn. It was surprisingly difficult; he could recall doing so instinctively during combat, tapping his reservoir for extra power in moments of panic, or trying to reduce his burn as he was doing now so as to heal. But doing it on purpose?

He felt awkward and ham-fisted. He squeezed off the supply of Iron mana to his burning Heart to reduce it to a smolder, but his fine control was off. The flames would abruptly die away altogether only to come raging back as he overcompensated and opened the channels too wide.

Back and forth he went, always drawing on more Iron with the Delightful Secret Marinating technique so that he never ran out, back and forth like a drunken man trying to walk a fine line.

Finally he felt the faintest of stirring from the woman in his arms, and he jerked upright to study her anew.

“Naomi?”

She moaned softly, frowned, then pressed the base of her palm against her brow. “What… what happened?”

Tears burned in his eyes and he fought the urge to crush her to his chest. Instead, he inhaled raggedly and forced a smile. “You decided to make friends with the wrong fiend.”

“Fiend…” She struggled to sit upright and blinked blearily around herself. Raised her hands as if blind and groped at where he sat. “Scorio?”

“You can’t see?” Fear came rushing back. “Can you sense your Heart?”

“I can’t make myself see in the dark.” She frowned, closed her eyes, and then gave a sharp nod. “But I can sense my Heart. It’s… it’s not responding to me. I can sweep mana around it, but it’s like trying to pour water into a rock.”

“The fiend did something to you. It’s tail, when it hit you, you immediately reverted to your Naomi self.” Scorio forced his tone to remain calm. “Do you remember what that felt like?”

Again she pressed her hand to her temple. “It all happened so fast. I was falling? I cut myself free, and then there was this bright flash of light, as if I’d been struck by lightning, and then… nothing.”

Scorio waited, watching, till Naomi gave a sharp shake of her head and looked in his direction. It was eerie, how she stared just off to his left. So fundamentally wrong. “I can’t sense my Heart, but it’s still there.”

“Then perhaps it just needs time. What matters is that you’re alive. I’ll take care of you while we get out of here.”

He saw her reflexively go to rebut him, to announce her independence, then to his surprise she simply nodded.

“Come.” He rose smoothly to his feet. The Iron mana flowed cleanly up here in the cleft, and having sat with her with a burning Heart all this time had allowed him to heal. “I’ll fly us down, and then see how far I can go before I have to land. I want out of this tunnel as soon as possible.”

“Agreed. The fiend?”

“Dead.”

“Of course.” She curled her lip at him in mock-derision, and the sight heartened Scorio. “Show off.”

Scorio ignited, grew into his scaled form, and dropped to one knee so that she could feel her way around the ledge to stand behind him. Only then did he extrude his wings, though he kept them furled on either side of her. “Ready?”

“I’m blind, not a child.” She gripped him firmly. “You don’t have to treat me as if I’m made of glass.”

“Oh, well in that case -”

And without further warning, he simply stepped over the edge and dropped into the darkness.

They plummeted, and he kept his wings furled as she yelped and held on hard enough to choke him. They dropped once more into the huge tunnel, and only then did he snap out his wings so that they shot forward into a rapid glide.

“Bastard,” she hissed, but then laughed and relaxed her grip.

Scorio found himself grinning as they flew. He couldn’t make out the tunnel floor from this high up, and thought of descending enough to confirm his kill, but then changed his mind. Instead, he set to flying forth, beating his wings with muscular energy, driving them both deeper into the never-ending night.

His reservoir was full, and his purpose resolute, so he pushed himself to make good time. Upon leaving the mana-rich caverns the World Worm had resumed its gradual ascent. As he flew, Scorio checked in with that call that had pulsed and drawn him forth, and found that he’d drawn just a fraction closer.

They still had a good way to go.

Naomi nestled her head upon the nape of his neck, drew her knees up into a side curl, and rested. It was startling to think that if she slipped and fell she’d be unable to protect herself. That this was the most vulnerable she’d been since he’d met her. A fierce resolve to protect her at all costs - while not making her feel weak - filled his being like heat from a burning oven.

On he flew, ever climbing, wary of the ceiling and any further menaces, until at last the tunnel leveled off once more. The gloom lightened, at first imperceptibly, then gradated up to a delicate gray. The closest side of the tunnel became visible, then the circumference of the whole, and then he saw up ahead a blinding light.

Squinting, he flew on, and then the ceiling was gone and the tunnel became another furrow, its edges spiked with stony growths. With sudden exuberance he surged upward, out into the daylight, and for a moment simply gloried in the brightness from the south.

The air was chill and alive with currents, and the southern light caught on every knob and crag and rock to cast long shadows that stretched toward the north. For a moment, all Scorio desired was to inhale deeply of the fresh air, flying ever higher, until at last he settled into a swooping glide that took them into a great curving circle and gazed about the new canyon.

It was nearly the exact duplicate of the one they’d left behind. It stretched north and south without interruption, a mile or so broad, and hemmed in on both sides by towering walls. This particular stretch was thickly overgrown with rust moss, but they’d seen as much during their sojourn down. When Iron mana blew thickly through its spindly, endlessly branching mass, their tips would glow cherry red as if incandescing, and the moss would spread a few inches more.

Neither of them spoke as Scorio circled around and around, dropping ever lower, until at last he alighted beside the furrow. Naomi slipped down to the ground, and Scorio allowed his Heart to gutter.

“Nothing yet,” she said, tone tight. “I can manipulate the mana as before, but my Heart’s still dead.”

“It’ll come back.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Druanna would have given us a stronger warning about that fiend if it could permanently destroy your Heart with one blow.”

“There’s a lot she didn’t tell us.” Naomi crossed her arms and looked down the length of the furrow, a thick lock of black hair blowing across her face.

“She probably could have talked our ears off for hours and still not covered the half of it. We knew we’d have to survive on our wits.”

“Are you calling me witless?”

“Just a little. Don’t worry though. You’re still as charismatic as ever.”

Naomi’s eyes widened and then she laughed despite herself. “You’re insufferable.”

“So I’ve been told.” Scorio turned in a slow circle, taking in the distant cliffs. “Wait, who is it that’s been telling me that? Oh, that’s right. It’s you.”

“Can you still sense Nox?”

“Yes. I don’t think the signal’s moved, but then again, I can’t be sure. The tunnel is still heading roughly in the right direction.”

“So we continue below?” She couldn’t disguise her distaste.

“I don’t think we have… wait. Is that movement up there?”

Naomi sighted where he pointed at the spiky peaks of the western cliff. High above where the rock splintered into great knife blades something undulated like a thread weaving between needles.

They both stared. The tiny shape stopped moving, then slipped off the clifftop to spread wings and began flying their way.

“Shit,” said Naomi. “That’s a Ferric Drake.”

“The Ferric Drake Druanna warned us about?”

“Does it matter? We need to move.”

Naomi hopped up onto Scorio’s back as he ignited. His Heart was as compliant as ever, a marvel in comparison to its previous fractured self, but even its great might was starting to feel taxed by how much mana he’d been burning.

But they had no choice. Scorio ran to the furrow’s edge and leaped, his wings snapping out as he dipped below the upper ledge and they lost sight of their pursuer.

Down into the tunnel they flew, then Scorio hurled them forward, propelling them with urgent beats of his wings. The great yawning mouth of the tunnel rushed toward them and then they dove into the darkness once more.

Naomi occasionally twisted upon his back to gaze behind them, but each time she cursed beneath her breath, furious at her lack of darkvision. Scorio remained focused on speed; they surged forward, following the now familiar tunnel as it descended once more into the bowels of the Iron Weald.

Ferric Drakes are vicious, Druanna had told them on their third day after sighting a solitary hunter circling overhead. Fast, hard to hurt, and cunning. They’re opportunists, but luckily for them almost everything they find is a fair chance at a meal. Most are small, only six or seven yards long, but there’s no limit to how large they can grow. The Iron Tyrant makes a point of hunting down any that become too massive -

How massive is that? Scorio had interrupted.

Anything generally over fifteen yards, Druanna had said casually, causing Scorio to trip abruptly as he gaped at her. But they rarely get that big anymore. It takes them decades to reach ten, centuries to reach fifteen, and word gets to the Iron Tyrant before they can grow that large. The bigger they become the harder they are to kill, so it’s wise to have them destroyed before they come close to being a problem.

She’d eyed them both then, her humor evident. But even a Ferric Drake that’s a mere ten yards would gobble you both up for breakfast. Let me salute your wisdom in traveling with me once more.

It was impossible to tell if the Ferric Drake had followed them into the tunnel. Perhaps it had veered away at the last moment, choosing to avoid the World Worm’s mana-twisting aura. But even if it had followed them into the underworld, there was no way to tell how close it was. The wind in his ears made it impossible to discern the sound of approaching wingbeats, and the fiend hadn’t bothered to utter any warning shrieks.

So Scorio flew in silent fear, aware of Naomi’s fragility upon his back. He descended till he flew close to the ground, the rubble and spikes rushing by only a couple of yards below. Naomi didn’t question the decision. If they were attacked, he’d have to drop her quickly, and without igniting she’d not survive a fall.

Scorio drew powerfully from his mana reserves, fueling his strength as he fought for speed. Would the Ferric Drake give up if it lost sight of them? Or would it simply tail them now until they ran out of mana or had to rest? How far could it fly? How fast?

These questions repeated themselves over and over again in Scorio’s mind as he flew, an endless and futile repetition that only made him more frustrated for not having grilled Druanna more as they’d traveled together.

They’d spent most of their time instead sparring, discussing what had happened between House Hydra and Manticore, and reviewing how the Kraken outpost would receive them and what manner of aid they might lend. They’d discussed the Blood Ox and the war, what role Scorio and Naomi might gainfully play in the ongoing struggle, and what Druanna knew of the Crimson Earls that led the fight.

But they’d never delved deep into the habits and abilities of the fiends that had given them wide berth. It hadn’t felt necessary. Druanna was going to deliver them to experienced Kraken Great Souls, and then they’d leave the Iron Weald behind altogether.

Damn it.

The tunnel leveled out but took a general turn toward the north. The weight of stone overhead was oppressive.

Should he deposit Naomi amongst large rocks and then turn to fight the Ferric Drake? Would it be wise to seek the fight on his own terms? But the fiend had looked massive. Druanna had mockingly told them they’d not stand a chance. But had she underestimated his newfound strength?

On he flew as he wrestled with these questions, and he still wasn’t sure if they were actually being pursued or not. He began to feel foolish, fleeing desperately before a possibly nonexistent foe. But Naomi’s tense grip never faltered, so he flew on, ever on.

“It’s there,” Naomi abruptly announced.

Scorio fought the urge to veer in panic. “How do you know?”

“I can see its eyes.”

“How far?”

“Hard to be sure.” She twisted, looked back, then returned. “Maybe a couple of hundred yards?”

“Do I fight it?”

He felt her grip tighten around his neck. Her frustration was painful. Then she gasped. “There! Just a little. I put some mana into my Heart!” Her voice was wild with sudden relief. “But - I still can’t ignite.”

Relief made him feel weak. She would heal. She would return to herself.

An entire future where he shepherded a defenseless Naomi through hell crumpled up and fell away.

“I don’t think you can fight it,” she said, looking back again. “It’s really big. But it’s fast. It’s going to catch up.”

“Then we need to lose it.” Scorio scanned the tunnel ahead in desperation. “We need to reach another cave system.”

“We don’t have much time.”

“I can go faster.”

He’d not been going all out. Had been trying to pace himself to a slight degree, but now he gave flight everything he had. His spherical Heart blazed as he torched as much Iron mana as he could, the gray flames blazing up into a glorious inferno.

Scorio burst forward, his wings growing shorter so that he could beat them faster. He felt himself growing hotter, his claws leaving contrails of blazing white light behind as they hung below him, and Naomi began to edge about on his back, as if unable to lie long in any one position.

“It’s keeping pace. Stopped gaining on us.”

Scorio couldn’t manage complete sentences. “Falling back?”

“Maybe a little… no. It’s keeping up.”

Scorio grunted, tucked his chin, and fought on.

His body was burning. The Iron mana was perfect for this kind of effort; Copper would have been too light and lithe, Coal too heavy and crude. But Iron? It burned bright and slow, it fueled him with staying power, it gave him a sensation of endless reserves.

But he was heating up. Naomi was hissing and adjusting her posture more often. He could feel the heat baking off him, and now the edges of his ebon scales were beginning to turn a dark crimson, each one limned in a dull, hellish light.

The tunnel began at last to rise, and then abruptly the floor fell away and was gone.

Scorio was flying so swiftly that he had but a moment to react. His darkvision could only encompass the abrupt change below, a sense of two vast tunnels having intersected, so he barrel rolled and dove, dropping like a stone into the new space.

Only to bank violently as he almost careened into a flat expanse of wall that emerged suddenly from the dark. With a cry he jerked back, his spine flexing, his wings straining as they beat powerfully, and Naomi cried out, her legs losing purchase as she swung out to dangle down his side, arms still locked around his neck.

For a desperate moment Scorio literally ran along the wall, pushing against it as he absorbed the momentum of his forward flight, and then he leaped back out into the air and dipped under Naomi, dropping faster than she fell so that she floated up and settled onto his back once more.

Only then did he take in their new surroundings.

They’d been forced to take an abrupt left along the wall, and now flew through a much narrower channel, perhaps only fifty yards across. Both sides were of worked stone, pale and perfectly smoothed. He couldn’t see the ground below, just an endless ocean of darkness that caused the pit of his stomach to clench, and the air was suddenly warm.

“What is this place?” he cried out to Naomi.

But she had twisted around. “It’s followed us in!”

“Damn it!”

To descend or climb? They’d sacrificed maneuverability and terrain by risking this new tunnel. But perhaps it led to other Great Souls? Who else would have smoothed the walls to such geometrical precision?

Climb.

Scorio fought for altitude, the huge muscles of his back burning, his wings laboring, his breath coming in gasps, and the worked walls scrolled by until abruptly they pulled away and Scorio burst out into the top of this new tunnel.

The curved ceiling was of rough stone, unworked, but both sides of the channel drew back into the darkness, as smooth as ever, great expanses of stone that sped by without notable features, running off beyond the scope of his darkvision.

Scorio veered out over one shoulder and left the bottomless channel behind. The ceiling was perhaps sixty yards above, fading in and out of range, but he flew over the smooth expanse of floor, searching for the far wall.

And found it. Rough and pitted, the smooth stone floor flowed seamlessly into its base as if the natural rock had grown over it, was consuming it as the rot was eating the city of Bastion.

But there were no immediate exists. No alcoves, no small tunnels in which they could hide.

“Damn it!” Scorio cried, banking again and speeding alongside the wall.

But now he could hear the Ferric Drake. The rhythm of its wings was slower than his own frenetic pace, but each came with a distinctive whoosh that chilled his blood. He glanced back, unable to resist, and saw burning eyes only some fifty yards behind them.

A slash of red showed ahead, a glowing stripe that ran along the floor, leading from the wall to the channel. Hope surged in Scorio’s Heart, but as he reached it he saw the band was a narrow strip of luminous red stone, perhaps only a yard or two wide. Magma? No, literally just glowing rock.

Without anything else to follow, Scorio banked violently again, Naomi crying out in surprise, and followed the glowing path as it ran straight into the channel and dove down into the depths.

Scorio flew over the edge, furled his wings, and dove right after.

The band plummeted into oblivion. The channel was far deeper than his darkvision could pierce, but the band’s luminosity allowed him to trace its path for what looked forever down.

Hope and horror filled Scorio as he pressed his arms to his side and committed himself fully to the dive. Tears were torn from his slitted eyes by the rushing air, and he willed himself to drop ever faster.

He drew close to the wall so that the band slid by just below his chest, following its infinite descent into the gloom. It glowed with a steady, almost peaceful light, radiant in the absolute darkness, and then a great shelf opened across the wall and the band dipped into this huge recess so that only perfect darkness lay below.

Scorio let out a cry, snapped open his wings, and tore into an upward curve as he slid into the huge recess. Everything was lit here by a diffused golden glow, but such was the speed of his drop that he failed to pull up in time. He slammed into the smooth stone floor and slid across it, his veering momentum carrying across a dozen yards as Naomi bounced off his back to roll away.

Dizzied by the impact, Scorio raised his head, the tips of his claws digging into the sandstone-like texture of the ground.

He couldn’t make sense of what he was looking at. Perhaps it was the blow to the head. An entire lateral seam was cut away to form another cyclopean space, geometric in nature, all straight lines and corners.

The Ferric Drake followed them in and landed heavily upon the edge.

“By the hells,” rasped Scorio, forcing himself to rise.

The Ferric Drake was maleficent and glorious, , its body angular and long, its wings shaking out before furling down the length of its sinuous body. Its shovel head jutted forward, eyes bright and alive with cunning, its snout wide and saurian, its horns spiraling back like a profligation of flames turned to bone.

But no, it wasn’t covered in scales. Instead it was a mass of living Iron, organic and fluid, mostly silver and lead but with whorls of charcoal mixed in, and in the crevices burned a crimson light as if its core was molten.

It took a few tentative steps forward, its head weaving back and forth as it took in the environs, considered Naomi who was pushing herself up to all fours, and then focused its attention on Scorio.

“You don’t want to do this.” Scorio spread his arms and wings wide, instinctively trying to make himself as large as possible. “If you come at me, I will take you down. I will tear you joint from joint and paint this place in your blood.”

The Ferric Drake hissed, a low, sibilant sound, and to Scorio it sounded pleased, as if it would have been disappointed if he’d offered anything less.

“Very well.” Scorio inhaled deeply and wafted Iron mana into his Heart - only to stop as he realized that the area was rich with something new, something even more potent, something that filled his true heart with hope and set his blood afire - Bronze mana.

It gleamed and undulated slowly through the air, burnished and glorious, ductile and sensually willing to obey his commands. Scorio parted the Iron and drank deep, pouring the Bronze into his massively spherical Heart.

The Ferric Drake snarled and curlicues of black flames played about its snout, its chest beginning to glow with a nebulous and inky black light.

“Watch out!” Naomi cried. “It’s going to flame!”

“I’m not afraid of fire,” said Scorio, and with a flexion of his will he ignited his great Heart.

Bronze flames of his own leaped forth and immolated the source of his power, and a newfound strength coursed through his sinews, caused his muscles to grow taut, his body light, his mind delirious with feverish anticipation.

“Come on then, you bastard,” Scorio hissed. “Let’s see what you can do.”


Chapter 5

The Ferric Drake parted its maw and a black conflagration poured forth. Scorio laughed and snapped up his Shroud. A hemisphere of his power burst into being before him, and the black flames enveloped it, blocking his sight of the fiend and causing his Shroud to flare almost white.

But Scorio wasn’t content to hide behind his defense. He leaped, the power in his thews hurling him up, and with a laugh he saw the Ferric Drake pouncing at his Shroud, the great fiend leaping through the air with feline grace.

Scorio snapped out his wings, keeping them small and angular for maximum maneuverability, and beat them once to change his trajectory to forward.

The Ferric Drake snarled and twisted, coiling about Scorio as it sought to evade his claws. It was sinuous, unearthly in its grace, and its tail came sweeping around to batter at him midair.

Had he not spent so many days sparring with the Nightmare Lady he’d have been taken by surprise. Instead, he laughed and slashed at the incoming tail with both claws.

Their white-hot tips scored deep grooves into its living metal hide a fraction of a second before the tail slammed into his chest.

The blow was tremendous. It knocked him clear out of the air, sent him hurtling back to slam against a block of shaped stone which cracked behind him as he impacted.

Scorio bounced, his wings breaking, and fell to the ground.

For a moment he lay still, blinking away stars, and then he looked up, blood unspooling from his mouth to puddle on the floor.

The Ferric Drake landed lithely and began to close, coming at him from an angle, its eyes burning crimson.

“Nicely done.” Scorio rubbed his wrist against his mouth, wiping away the blood, and climbed to his feet.

To his surprise he wasn’t broken. His Gold-tempered body had taken the punishing blow and absorbed it. He hurt, would pay for this later, but the strike that would have killed him as an Emberling had merely slowed him down as a Flame Vault.

“Scorio -!” Naomi had been in the midst of screaming, but at the sight of his grin she cut off.

Scorio craned his head to one side, eliciting a series of pops, then shook out his arms and began striding directly toward the creature. “Now it’s my turn.”

The Ferric Drake drew back, rose to its rear legs, then flooded forward so violently in a series of undulating curves that, for a moment, Scorio lost track of where its chest was, its head even. It was just an avalanche of living metal shot through with burning seams.

He leaped.

Bronze gave him wings even without summoning his own. The drake flooded past beneath him and Scorio reached down to snag a wing, his talons closing around the metallic edge and hauling himself around and down to crash upon its back.

It was like trying to ride a landslide. Scorio plunged his talons deep into the fiend’s back and held on.

The Ferric Drake screeched and bucked, jerked back, then turned and slammed itself into the same monolith into which Scorio had impacted. Scorio leaped away at the last second and landed just in time to see the top of the monolith shatter before the blow.

The monstrosity swept itself over the rubbled top and came spearing around the base of the monolith, fresh black flames curling about its snout.

Scorio threw forth his Shroud and flung himself after it.

The fiend slammed snout-first into the shield, shattered it, then Scorio was there, taking advantage of its momentary confusion to slash his talons across its muzzle, once, twice, three times.

Bloody grooves opened up, its upper lip shredded to reveal huge fangs, and the Ferric Drake snarled in livid fury and blasted him with flame at point blank range.

Scorio crossed his arms before himself and summoned his Shroud again, but it was too little, too late.

Pain.

He felt as if he’d been dipped in boiling water, scalded across the forearms, chest, and the top of his head.

Black flames wreathed him, melted his scales, slagged them into a slurry.

But he didn’t fall.

And on some perverse, impossible level, it felt… right.

The flames died away and Scorio raised his chin.

The Ferric Drake was but a yard away, staring at him with widened eyes.

By the ten hells it hurt. Moving felt like breaking calcified branches, and his armored hide cracked and fragmented where it had already begun to congeal into a single mass.

But Bronze fueled him still so Scorio pounded a blow across its face, his whole body behind the strike, twisting from the hip, and then again, a backhand, knocking the fiend’s huge head aside, then a third straight in its gullet.

The black glow that had begun building for a second time in its chest flickered, guttered, then went out, causing plumes of smoke to burst from the Ferric Drake’s mouth and nostrils. Scorio staggered back, delirious, then summoned all his pain, his fear, his terror for Naomi’s wellbeing, and hit the drake with a blast of his mysterious command power.

FLEE.

The Ferric Drake skittered back, undulating and frenzied in its desire to get away, only to pause at the edge of the void. There it regarded Scorio, eyes livid with fury. Its face was mauled, bright crimson blood ran down its back, and one wing was perforated from Scorio’s earlier strike, but it wasn’t beaten.

It was checked.

If anything, its shock had undone its assault. Scorio should have fallen. Should have died. Should have been burned to a crisp, but instead he stood there glowering at it, swaying drunkenly, his command scalding the air.

The fiend shrieked and flung itself out into the darkness and disappeared.

Scorio stood for a moment longer and then crashed to his knees.

The last vestiges of Bronze burned across his Heart in a dull flicker. He didn’t want to let his Heart go out. Knew that the pain that would come rushing in would undo him.

So he clenched his jaw and just stared at the white-hot tips of his talons. Grim, stubborn, he held on to his ignition, but when the Bronze gave out and became Iron, it felt as if a cape of lead had been draped across his shoulders and he toppled sideways to crash to the floor.

Naomi caught him, her arms around his now human shoulders as she lowered him gently to her lap.

Scorio blinked blearily up at her and forced a grin. “How did I do?”

“You mad, stupid, idiotic…” Her eyes swam with tears, and then she stared straight up as she blinked them away. “How did you do that?”

“Raw talent,” he muttered, closing his eyes. “Ineffably good looks. Big fucking claws.”

She laughed, but the sound became a sob, and he realized he had to look pretty bad. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll just need a moment. Gold-tempered. Can’t anything keep me… keep me down.”

Naomi said something but he didn’t catch it.

Instead, he saw in his mind’s eye the Ferric Drake’s burning red gaze, its fury and shock.

The fiend wasn’t defeated.

Not even close.

And it was going to come back.

* * *

“…your Heart,” Naomi was saying.

“What…?”

Pain. Scorio tried to pierce the mists that obscured his thoughts, to find the way back to himself, but the pain was profound and near intolerable. His arms felt charred, his chest throbbed, the top of his head was a sizzling plate of fire. He wanted to arch his back, to writhe, but hands gripped his wrists and kept him pinned.

“Ignite your Heart, you idiot!”

That made sense.

Bronze was in the air. He reached for it, not even bothering to visualize his paddle, and began clawing fistfuls of mana into his great Heart. Only to stop and regard his Heart in confusion. When had it become spherical? And so massive?

And then everything slid back into place and he remembered himself, his journey, his new abilities, and that his Heart was already half-filled with the vestiges of Iron. He ignited, his Flame Vault nature making the process immediate, and the silvery flames raced up to immolate his font of power.

The pain didn’t disappear, but it withdrew. Scorio opened his eyes as he grimaced, only to see Naomi’s shoulders sag in relief.

“Did I miss anything?”

“Only my shouting at you for the past forever. You were just lying there, dying. Or would have been if you weren’t now made of invulnerable flesh.”

Scorio sat up and regarded his blacked and blistered arms. “Hardly invulnerable.”

“Want to debate what that attack would have done to me?”

He glanced sidelong at her, one eye closed, and gave her a hangdog grin. “I’m not interested in theoreticals.”

“Just hurry up and heal,” she said. “We’re not safe and that fiend could return at any moment.”

“Working on it.” And already the worst of the wounds were starting to seal over, the charred nature of his blackened flesh growing softer. Fire never seemed to slow him down for long. With a deep breath he swirled a great mass of Bronze into his Heart and substituted that for the Iron, and felt even more invigorated. “Where are we?”

“This must be one of those underground complexes Druanna warned us about.” Naomi sat back on her heels. “Remember? The ones she told us to never enter?”

“Doesn’t seem so bad.” Scorio looked about, finally taking in the space. It was illuminated by not only the red band of rock he’d followed down, and which ran along the ceiling into the depths of the huge chamber, but by other bands of luminous red that circumscribed the room.

But he couldn’t determine the space’s purpose. It was clearly man-made, or at least shaped by some intelligence, but it was devoid of anything familiar. No furniture, no space that could even double as a bed or shelter. Just random stone blocks angled toward the channel, as if guiding something that might burst out of the back of the room so that it would flow into the dark void.

With a hiss, he rose to his feet. “Have you checked the back? I can’t make it out from here.”

“Are you asking if I left you unconscious and unguarded?” The look she gave him was halfway between pitying and disgusted.

“Then let’s take a look.”

“Or we should heed Druanna’s advice and get back to the World Worm’s tunnel.”

“Right. And resume trying to outrace that Ferric Drake. That was working so well for us before.”

Naomi just glared at him, so he began limping deeper into the great chamber. The floors appeared unnaturally smooth, but actually were subtly granular and dusty. The monoliths were about three or four yards tall, free standing, and angled so as to form a chute, their placement growing ever wider as they approached the rear wall.

Most strange.

“There’s a hallway,” he called back to where Naomi was reluctantly following. “More than a hallway. It’s massive.”

“Not as big as the tunnel above.” She sounded mollified, as if this in some way made up for their bothering to explore. “Or that huge space above this artificial chasm.”

“This is all so strange.” Scorio shook his head wonderingly. The back of the room featured a square hallway a good twenty yards wide, with what turned out to be four disparate red bands flowing in along each surface, one to the walls, floor, and ceiling. The hallway was lit with the same soft golden radiance, and ran straight for what looked to be maybe a mile, then curved abruptly to the right.

Scorio glanced at Naomi as she stepped up alongside him. “You ever hear about any of this?”

“No. Nothing. But folks in Bastion only hear what the bards and songwriters choose to sing, and they always chose songs that praised the most famous of the Great Souls.”

“I guess nobody famous ever came down here.”

“Or had an adventure worth singing about.”

They stood in silence, staring into the depths of the large hallway.

“Well.” Scorio rotated his shoulder with a wince. “This place is rich in Bronze. That’s a vote in its favor over that weak Iron from the tunnel. Shall we explore?”

“Does this lead toward Nox?”

“It leads away from the Ferric Drake.”

“Fair point.”

“Your Heart?”

“Better. It’s as if I fell asleep on my arm. Numbed it out, and now it’s slowly coming back to life.”

“Prickling and burning.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Can you ignite.”

Hesitation. “Maybe. Probably not. I’m going to wait a bit more.”

“Then let’s head on in. It’s always been my motto to choose uncertain death over a guaranteed savaging by a Ferric Drake.”

Naomi snorted and they set forth.

The experience was alien. Their footsteps finally echoed, and the air was cool and fresh.

“There’s a breeze,” said Scorio after they’d gone in a few hundred steps.

“And it’s not stale.” Naomi focused, sniffing. “Though I can’t smell much of anything on it. Do you think it lets out somewhere ahead?”

“We’re so deep it would have to be an exit into the Telurian Band. Maybe there’s another drop like when we descended to the Iron Weald.”

That descent had been exhilarating. Druanna had guided them into one of the Rascor Plains’ valleys, penetrating through deep forests to finally scale a weathered path up to a mountain pass. When they’d finally broken free to the far side, they’d been greeted by an astonishing sight: the Iron Weald, spread out below them and fading into the distance, its radial valleys like divots carved in sand by fingers. The descent had taken two days, their path switchbacking back and forth forever, till Scorio had been tempted to simply hurl himself over the side and fly all the way down.

“But we’re just south of the Midnight Zone,” said Naomi after they’d walked on for a time. “And we’ve been traveling mostly east. We can’t be at the Telurian Band yet.”

“Whatever it is, I prefer fresh air to stale.” Scorio carefully flexed his fingers, watching as tendons tugged at the charred flesh. The movement caused the black carapace to crack into chunks, revealing pink, healthy skin between. “And even better, there’s no sign of the Ferric Drake.”

“Yet.”

“Remind me again why I keep you around?”

Naomi hip checked him and sent him staggering off to the side.

“Hey!” He held up both charred arms in protest. “That’s cruel!”

“I thought you had a Gold-tempered body.”

To which Scorio could only shake his head in disgust.

They reached the curve and saw that it extended for another mile before turning again, and now Scorio felt sufficiently recovered that he could attempt a steady jog. They made decent time, only to slow halfway when they reached an identical side tunnel.

It hit their own at an angle.

They both paused to consider it. The same glowing red bands ran down the center of its walls, floor, and ceiling, and flowed into their own hallway to merge with those.

“Looks just the same,” said Naomi.

“The angle though.” Scorio turned to look behind them. “Remember the angled monoliths? It’s as if they’re flood tunnels. Guiding some overflow from the Rascor Plains or something into the channel.”

“The Iron Weald is almost as dry as a desert.”

“Iron mana, though?”

“The mana’s just hovering here. And it generally heads north, not south.”

“Then I don’t know.”

“Stick to our hall?”

“Don’t see why not. The other one joins this one. Makes ours feel more central.”

Naomi nodded, hitched her pack, and they resumed jogging.

The uniformity of the hallway was numbing. Curve after curve led what they thought might be north, and every so often another hallway fed into their own.

But there was never any sign of habitation. No skeletons gathering dust. No sense of fiends lurking. No webs, no hollowed out caverns, nothing.

The Bronze ebbed and flowed but was a near constant. They burned it to make themselves fleet and so on they ran, losing themselves deep within the Iron Weald.

But Scorio’s stamina was greatly depleted by his fight with the Ferric Drake, and after only a few hours he staggered to a walk. Sweat soaked his hair, and his arms and shoulders throbbed despite his ignited Heart.

“Rest?” asked Naomi.

He could only slide down the wall and lean his head back. Naomi handed him a waterskin, and he had to fight to not drain it dry.

Then Naomi was shaking his shoulder urgently. Scorio straightened, realizing that he’d fallen asleep.

“The Ferric Drake,” she hissed.

Scorio leaped to his feet. He heard nothing.

“It just let out a hunting cry.” Naomi had shouldered her pack. “We need to run.”

“Damn it.” Scorio ignited. “I hate the Iron Weald.”

He dug his chalk out of his robe and sketched a line across the center of the hallway. A shimmering curtain of force burst upward to meet the ceiling.

“Might stop him,” he said, and they took off at a sprint. Bronze gave them wings, but when the Ferric Drake’s cry sounded again, distant and echoey, Scorio knew they’d not be able to outrun it.

“I can ignite,” said Naomi. “We’ll fight it together.”

Scorio considered his arms. He was much better, but in no condition to fight as he had before. He needed another couple of days, some good meals, and plenty of sleep. Gold-tempered he might be, but he’d taken a nearly mortal blow.

He’d be of little help against their foe.

“Faster,” he gasped.

A shriek sounded from behind along with the sharp crack of breaking stone.

They raced around a corner and Scorio’s emotions sank. This stretch ran on for what looked like forever, a mile or more of straight hallway. He was staring to loathe the sight of the red bands.

But they had no choice. They ran, and only when he heard the fiend’s cry, loud and vital, did he turn.

It had come around the corner and its bulk filled the hall. Even as he ran, Scorio saw it lunge forward and leap, open its wings almost to their full extent, glide awkwardly a score of yards, then land into a run.

“We can fight it!” shouted Naomi.

“Not like this. And look - the corner ahead!”

Finally something new. A roseate glow filled the end of the hall where it turned away.

Different was good.

Different meant hope.

He leaned down to sketch a yard-wide line with the chalk and resumed sprinting.

At just the right moment, he glanced back in time to see the Ferric Drake barrel into the beam of force. Such was its propulsive momentum that it tore the column free, ripping chunks of stone from the ground and ceiling.

Doing so had to hurt it, though, so again he sketched another yard.

Naomi turned back to him. “We’re losing ground!”

She was right. What his chalk lines might gain them in battering the fiend, they lost in speed and time.

“I’ve never,” he gasped, “missed… my rod… so much.”

But the Ferric Drake had grown cautious. It slowed at the next column of force and flowed around it, sinuous and unstoppable.

The corner drew closer. The air there was indeed brightened by some hidden source. Body burning with pain, Heart wearied from constant ignition, Scorio followed Naomi around the final turn.

And into a chamber several stories high, a hive of corridors opening into it all up and down the walls, a profusion of red bands striating the pale stone.

But more: the air swirled here, baking hot, while cataracts of brightly-glowing magma fell in streams from above. These waterfalls lit the room with a rippling crimson light and dropped into a massive lava pool that dominated the base of the chamber.

Platforms ringed the walls, while others simply hovered in midair, affixed in place by who knew what ancient powers.

The Ferric Drake screeched its frustration from just around the bend.

“Come on!” Scorio grabbed Naomi’s hand and they raced forward.

“Wait, what -”

He leaped, pulling her after him, infusing his jump with as much power as his weary limbs could muster. Naomi’s eyes widened in panic as they soared out over the magma pool, but Scorio kept twisting, pulled her into his embrace, and at the last moment dropped his Shroud on the edge of their ledge and snapped out his wings.

Time and ignition had mostly healed his wings, but it hurt tremendously to beat them. His plan of soaring to the top of the chamber instantly died. Instead, he aimed for a floating platform, broad as a barn door, and landed roughly after three agonizing beats.

The fiend came sliding into view, slamming up against the far wall of the corner, and then burst forward, its shovel head rising as it tracked their assent. It slammed into Scorio’s Shroud and fell back, roaring in pain and frustration.

Damn. Its injuries were clearly painful, but not nearly enough to hamper it meaningfully.

Scorio and Naomi climbed to their feet as the Ferric Drake breathed black flame all over his Shroud. It flared bright and broke a few moments later.

“We fight,” snapped Naomi, and her Heart ignited. She immediately rose into her harrowing Nightmare Lady form. “This environment suits me. I’ll tear it apart.”

Scorio fought to catch his breath. His Heart hadn’t felt this abused since he’d forged it anew in the Crucible.

Black, inky clouds began to form around the great hexagonal chamber, drifting in midair or smothering ledges and platforms.

The Nightmare Lady crouched, her segmented tail lashing back and forth, one clawed hand gripping the edge of their platform as she glared at the Ferric Drake.

It had paused at the edge where the tunnel opened out into the chamber. Below it roiled the great pool of magma. It opened its wings wide. The hot updraft here would only serve to its advantage.

“Come on,” hissed Naomi.

It sprang up at them, swift as a loosed arrow.

The magma lake erupted.

Great gouts burst upward, volcanic in their ferocity. The was already committed to its spring; it twisted, shrieked in alarm as gobbets of burning stone flew up around it, and then a giant figure in the center of the eruption clasped the beast about the center as a man might awkwardly clasp a hound to its chest.

Scorio’s eyes widened.

A burning giant of living magma seized the Ferric Drake, pinning its wings tight, and together they fell back into the broad pool.

The Ferric Drake keened as it hit the surface and was dragged down. Its tail lashed at the burning surface, its claws fought for purchase, but the gigantic figure sank and pulled it below.

The Ferric Drake’s whole body sank. For a moment, its sinuous neck undulated as its keen became a rusted croak, and then that, too, head and all, sank beneath the slow, large ripples that spread across the lake’s surface.

The Nightmare Lady and Scorio both stared in horror at the now still lake.

All that could be heard was the endless spattering of the magma falling into the lake.

Naomi’s taloned hand was clamped tight around Scorio’s arm.

“What…” she rasped, “what by the ten hells was that?”


Chapter 6

Large crimson bubbles formed and burst below them, releasing noxious gases that swirled up past their ledge.

Scorio felt frozen. It had happened so suddenly and he was so exhausted that his mind felt stuck, unable to process what he’d seen.

The Nightmare Lady wasn’t so hampered.

“We need to get out of here,” she hissed. “Before that thing comes back for us.”

“Did a giant magma fiend just grab the Ferric Drake?”

The Nightmare Lady cast around, examining the dozens of hallways that opened into the chamber, each identical to their own. The majority were in what might have been the northern wall, but others sluiced in at the sides like the earlier corridors had done.

“Which way?” Her tail cut back and forth. “This is a labyrinth!”

Scorio’s attention was fixated on the lava below. More bubbles arose and burst, and then something new emerged into view.

The upper half of a giant head, craggy with chunks of darkened stone, its blank eyes of perfect burning yellow staring up at where he stood.

Scorio had never seen anything so ominous. Instinct kicked in and he surged into his scaled form, wings extending, and without warning he seized the Nightmare Lady and leaped aloft.

The ceiling of the chamber narrowed to a dark rectangle, and the updraft of heated air fairly carried them both toward it. Higher he flew and then they shot up into the warm darkness. It was just wide enough for his wings to beat, and he climbed and climbed, insensate to his Heart’s strain, to the burn that went bone-deep in his muscles.

The Nightmare Lady shrank back to Naomi, perhaps to lighten his load, but it didn’t matter. The sight of those twin huge eyes had triggered some terrified reaction in him that he couldn’t control. Perhaps it was his borderline pain, his fatigue, his having been on the run for too long.

Only one thing was now paramount: getting away.

Higher they climbed, the flue rising straight and true. Heated air still carried them up so that it felt as if they rose upon a great cushion, and then Naomi gasped.

“Light!”

Above them a pinprick.

Heartened, Scorio pushed on, through the pain, through the bleak horror. The pinprick grew, steadily, at first imperceptibly, and then all at once it was upon them and they burst out into the chill evening air.

Scorio managed one more downbeat of his wings and then collapsed sidelong, falling beside the narrow opening that was all but hidden amongst the cracks and ridges that scored this valley floor. Naomi tumbled free as they fell, and then promptly dragged him away from the opening over the rough rock.

Scorio’s thoughts whirled, but his relief washed away the pain. Gazing around, he saw another identical valley falling under the cover of twilight. The great cliff faces, the dark sky, the rough, mostly flat valley floor.

Elation ashed and became bleak despair.

Yet another damned valley.

“Look,” whispered Naomi, her voice tinged with awe.

Scorio twisted about and froze.

To the north, filling the entire valley, arose a dozen or more mottled spires. Like nobbled fingers they pointed at the heavens, rising higher even than the cliffs, and their vertiginous heights were riddled with portals or windows that burned brightly as if with some interior fire.

They were connected, Scorio realized. Each tower rose from the same, continuous broad base, castle-sized but smooth and without distinguishing features, boasting the same mottled gray and brown exterior like petrified mud. It filled the valley from wall to wall, and looked to be as deep as it was wide, for more towers arose further up the valley, barely visible behind the others.

“What is that?” he whispered, and then an answer presented itself by descending smoothly from the black skies above: a whale ship, gaunt and massive, its skeletal exterior stark against the timber of its frame, great sails lashed and filled with mana as its pilot guided it down to a tiny exterior dock.

“The Fury Spires.” Naomi sank down beside him, one hand cupped to her mouth. “It has to be.”

“Druanna said they were six or more valleys over. You think we’ve come that far?”

Naomi raised an eyebrow at him. “Need I answer?”

Scorio closed his eyes and reached for the signal he hoped was Nox. It was closer. They had traveled perhaps half the distance necessary to reach it, but Scorio’s resolve suddenly crumbled within him. Even if it was Nox, he no longer had it in him to search for a means to traverse the valleys.

He needed rest.

Healing.

An end to the terrors that had plagued them, if only for a night or two.

“And to think we went through all this effort to avoid the Iron Tyrant,” said Naomi wryly.

Scorio frowned at the Fury Spires then cast his gaze south toward the Telurian Band.

Movement.

“Hey. Down there. Do you see people approaching?”

Naomi stepped up beside him. “Yes. Looks like a small group. Less than twenty? They’re probably heading up to the Fury Spires.”

“From the Telurian Band? So Great Souls.”

Naomi gave him a flat look. “Of course, genius.”

Scorio looked around. They’d emerged close to the eastern cliff, high up amongst rough ridges. With the air as gloomy as it was, the odds of being seen by the passing band were unlikely.

He crouched and studied the group. At this distance they were little more than motes of shadow traveling together. “Thoughts?”

“Comes down to whether we want to enter the Fury Spires. My instinct tells me no, that we should avoid everyone and anyone so they can’t betray us, but…” She considered him again. “You’re looking pretty hurt.”

Scorio studied the distant clifftops. “You think another Ferric Drake’s going to find us here?”

“Doesn’t have to be a Ferric Drake. Could be any of the other things Druanna mentioned.” Naomi grimaced. “My Heart’s still not quite right. I can ignite for a brief spell, but wouldn’t last long in a fight. And you? You look half-dead.”

“So, the Fury Spires.” They arose to the north, towering over the cliffs, their peaks catching the faintest glow from the Telurian Band to the far south. “Safety?”

“Not safety,” said Naomi emphatically. “Just a different kind of enemy.”

“We can’t go around considering every single Great Soul an enemy.”

She arched a brow. “Are you so sure?”

“Yes. There’s a difference between not trusting folks and actively expecting everyone we meet to try and betray us.” Scorio turned back to the traveling group below. “A small difference, but a vital one.”

Naomi snorted.

“Alright. We head down and intercept them. What’s our story?”

“We don’t need to explain ourselves.”

“We kind of do. We’re south of the Fury Spires. Means we either passed them on purpose before or are coming up from the Telurian Band.”

“I already dislike everything about this plan. We tell them as little as possible.”

Scorio laughed. “We haven’t even come up with one yet. Fine. We’ll say we were traveling to the Nightsong Outpost with Druanna and were separated by a razor wind. Then we were attacked by a Ferric Drake. We fled into a World Worm tunnel and it chased us. We nearly escaped it, but had to fight just before we emerged into this valley. It was a small one, only six yards long. We killed it, and now need help.”

“Fine,” said Naomi. “Where’s the entrance to the tunnel? Why are we up here instead of next to it?”

“Simple. We climbed a crack through a cave system and emerged here. The tunnel’s below.”

Naomi stared down at the party. “I don’t like it.”

“I know.”

Scorio sat and meditated, Heart ignited, so that he could regain as much strength as possible as the small group below worked its way toward them. Only once the group was nearly abreast of them did he rise with a sigh, and together they descended, angling to intercept. The sky to the south lightened perceptibly as they did, turning pale gold at the horizon and curdling to honey then to metallic orange clouds.

They were sighted when they were within a few hundred yards.

Scorio waved in what he hoped was a friendly manner and continued their approach, picking a path between the rose and burnt umber-colored rocks.

“They’re not attacking on sight,” muttered Naomi from just behind. “A pleasant surprise.”

“Wait till they spend a little time in your company. There’s still time.”

Naomi laughed.

The leader of the group had moved to the fore. He was of medium stature, his skin a tawny terracotta. A mane of black, curly hair framed his angular features, and he sported a goatee that extended along the underside of his jawline and sent sparse twists of hair up his cheeks. Spectacles caught the distant southern light and glimmered pale gold, and his frame was wrapped in a voluminous traveling robe the color of rich earth.

“Hello,” called Scorio when they were but a score of yards away. “It’s good to see you. We had some trouble with a Ferric Drake.”

The crowd of Great Souls instinctively raised their gazes to scan the clifftops, but Scorio forced a smile and spread his hands. “Don’t worry. It’s dead.”

“Well met,” said their leader, his voice cultured and calm. “I am Faridian, a Dread Blaze in the service of the Iron Tyrant. What brings you to the southern reaches of Fury Valley?”

Scorio drew a little closer. “Fury Valley? We were fleeing the Ferric Drake. It chased us into a World Worm tunnel, where we were forced to kill it. My name’s Scorio, and this is Naomi. We’re both Flame Vaults -”

Scorio cut off his introduction. His name had had an immediate effect on the sparse crowd. The men and women behind Faridian stared at him with increased interest, some glaring, others alarmed, a few openly fascinated.

Faridian inclined his head. “We’ve heard of a Scorio that helped Imperator Sol defeat Imogen the Woe. A Scorio who also led House Kraken’s assault on the Iron Tyrant’s The Celestial Coffer, and who returned from the dead but recently to kill Chancellor Praximar, along with most of the leadership of the Manticore group.” Faridian’s smile was wry. “Do I have the honor of addressing said individual?”

Scorio grimaced. “I see my reputation precedes me.”

“How could it not?” Faridian’s smile turned genial. “All Great Souls dream of accomplishing mighty deeds, but few go about it in such an incendiary manner. But don’t worry, the Iron Tyrant made it clear that you were cleared of all wrongdoing. Which makes your tale all the more fascinating. But let’s get you to the Fury Spires. Do you think you can walk that far?”

Scorio eyed the mottled towers that loomed in the distance. “It’s amazing what one can do when they have no choice.”

“One last question. Have either of you associated yourselves with a House or faction?”

“No.” Scorio eyed the man. “Would it matter?”

“The Iron Tyrant tolerates all factions and Houses within the Fury Spires. But it’s incumbent upon me to understand whom I’m inviting into our home.”

“Understood.” Scorio winced as he closed the distance, Naomi his silent shadow. The other Great Souls spread out to form a semi-circle, most of them clearly interested in examining him further before they resumed their journey. Some looked vaguely familiar, but Scorio couldn’t place them.

“Allow me to introduce my Flame Vaults,” said Faridian, linking his hands behind his back. “Jaks, Dakshina, and Yuze.”

The three lifted their hands or inclined their heads in greeting.

Jaks was a slender blonde who’d cut her tousled locks to jaw length. Clad in orange gear and with delicate features, she studied Scorio and Naomi with defiant intensity.

Yuze was glaring at Scorio in the same manner. His black hair was cut into a messy mop, his harsh cheekbones dusted with a mess of freckles, his manner rigid and tense.

Only Dakshina seemed indifferent to his presence; she was tall, elegant, swan necked, her brown hair pulled into a long ponytail, her expression distant, her gaze mildly curious.

“We’ve met,” said Jaks, her gaze gleaming.

Yuze nodded coldly.

“We have?” Scorio searched his memory. “I, ah…”

“You don’t remember?” Jaks looked insulted. “You’re kidding me.”

“Looks like I made a good impression.”

“You beat me within an inch of my life.” She smiled provocatively. “Didn’t stick.”

“The Fiery Shoals,” said Yuze. “You were hunting Davelos. We tried to stop you.”

“Oh!” Scorio clapped his hand to his brow. “That’s right! I fought you in that hallway? There were a whole bunch of you. And, ah…”

The memories came flooding back. How in his savage fury he’d mauled and fought his way through a dozen Emberlings and Tomb Sparks to reach Davelos in his office. “Ah. Right.”

Jaks raised her chin. “We’ve grown in power since then. Maybe we can have a rematch sometime soon.”

“Two on two,” said Naomi. “A friendly spar. That sounds like fun.”

“Remember your oath,” said Faridian gently to his Flame Vaults. “No preexisting debts or feuds take priority to your obligations to the Fury Spires.”

“I was suggesting a friendly spar,” protested Jaks innocently. “Nothing more.”

Faridian stared at Jaks, but the slender woman smiled brightly till he sighed and turned back to Scorio. “Let me introduce you to the others, then we can converse as we go?”

“Sure.” Scorio replied, and after being introduced to the remaining Tomb Sparks and Emberlings he and Naomi fell in alongside with Faridian, the three Flame Vaults just behind.

Faridian eyed Scorio’s wounds. “Those are nasty injuries. I’m surprised you can walk.”

“As long as I keep my Heart ignited it’s not too bad.”

“You must have an expansive reservoir.”

“I do.” Scorio could feel the pressure of the other man’s curiosity, for even a massive reservoir would expire before they reached the Fury Spires, but chose to elide the implicit question. “Where are you all returning from?”

“The Sentinel Tower.” Faridian pointed toward the southeast. “It’s three valleys over, and the source of the Iron Tyrant’s tribulations.”

“One source,” said Dakshina from behind.

“One source,” agreed Faridian with a smile. “It’s an ancient tower, a fascinating construct. Its origin predates our written records. It seems to have always been there, though there’s speculation that our original Imperators built it during our first push out of Bastion. If they did, however, they outdid themselves in terms of scale and obscurity of purpose. It’s been abandoned for as long as we’ve known about it, and is the source of the Gurlocks.”

“Gurlocks,” said Scorio. “The Iron Tyrant mentioned those when he asked me to work for him. Fiends?”

“Not exactly. It’s hard to be precise.”

“They’re our enemies,” said Jaks. “Which means they’re basically fiends. Might as well be.”

“They’re generated by the Sentinel Tower,” said Yuze, tone fervent. “Which makes them artificial constructs, not naturally occurring fiends.”

Jaks laughed. “Since when does the method of ‘generation’ matter? They’re born out in hell, they come after us, we kill them. Fiends.”

Faridian raised a hand, forestalling further argument. “While it’s true they are products of the Iron Weald, they appear to be creations of the Sentinel Towers. They’re fascinating, and appear to be a fundamental part of the Iron Weald’s ecology.”

“Towers?” prompted Naomi.

“There’s a second on the far side of the Iron Weald,” said Faridian. “Almost diametrically opposite us. It, too, generates Gurlocks, but our closest encampment to that tower is Hydra’s base, which is almost a hundred miles north. The Gurlocks there don’t bother them, seeming to instead to fall into slumber.”

Scorio was fascinated. “Slumber? So there’s an army of them building up over there?”

“Not quite.” Faridian’s smile turned pained. “There seems to be a set number that they generate, though it’s impossible to tell how many, as most proceed underground upon being created. A decade ago, the Iron Tyrant sponsored a research trip to the second tower to see if we could learn more about them. Several Gurlocks were destroyed at that time, and a second foray a year or two later confirmed that their numbers had been restored.”

“But they’re not quiet over here?” asked Naomi. “Are the Fury Spires closer to them?”

“They are, but not markedly so.” Faridian pushed his spectacles up his nose. “Records indicate that the Gurlocks have always targeted the Fury Spires, though in the past the blazeborn rebuffed them.”

Yuze leaned forward. “The blazeborns are the fiends who created the Fury Spires.”

“Oh.” Scorio raised his gaze to take in the great mottled edifice, the towers rising from the central dome-like structure that filled the entirety of the valley like an ashen-brown mountain range of its own. “What happened to the blazeborns?”

“Their numbers are greatly reduced,” said Faridian, “and they now serve at the Iron Tyrant’s pleasure. Alas, when the Iron Tyrant took their home to be his base of operations, he also inherited their enemies. Unless we keep the Gurlocks in check, they sojourn here and seek to destroy us.”

Scorio had a thousand questions, but the pain and exhaustion made it hard to focus. Fortunately, Naomi was there to continue the conversation. “Serve at the Iron Tyrant’s pleasure? They’re slaves?”

Faridian considered her with a raised brow. “How do you think the Iron Tyrant acquired his moniker?”

“They’re fiends,” said Dakshina with disdain. “They’re fortunate the Iron Tyrant saw a use for them, seeing as the regular people of Bastion can’t travel this deep into hell. Their fate could have been - and perhaps should have been - far worse.”

“But why?” asked Scorio. “Why did he want to live here? Why not just operate a simple base like the Nightsong?”

It was Yuze who responded, his tone pensive. “The Iron Weald is surprisingly inhospitable for being only the second layer of hell. It’s said that even the Telurian Band and the Silver Unfathom are safer. Until the Iron Tyrant conquered the Fury Spires, we had only precarious outposts under our control, and those were constantly attacked.”

“Maybe the fiends don’t appreciate being slaughtered,” muttered Naomi.

Jaks leaned forward to peer at Naomi as they walked. “We’re talking about fiends here!”

Faridian again raised his hands calmingly. “The ten layers of hell are peopled by all manner of fiends. Some are our enemies, others our servants, a few our allies. Fortunately most are indifferent to our presence. The nature of our relationships are determined by the balance of power between the two parties. Unfortunately for the blazeborns, they were overcome by the Iron Tyrant’s ambition and power. Such is the way of hell.”

“Like the Emerald Host,” said Scorio softly, missing Lianshi as he recalled her passion for such topics. “Right?”

“The Emerald Host is one such power,” agreed Faridian. “And one that occupies much of our attention as they’ve begun a northern migration at the behest of the Viridian Heart. That migration and the Blood Ox’s war are the current focal points - besides the Pit itself - for most Great Soul activity in hell.” Faridian shook his head wearily. “Though the Emerald Host is far beyond the concern of the likes of us. You must be a Pyre Lord to even reach the Emerald Reach, and I believe the situation is so dire that a Crimson Earl has fallen back from the deeper layers of hell to deal with it.”

“The Seamstress,” said Yuze. “Right? The head of House Basilisk. That’s what I heard while working at the Fiery Shoals.”

“Correct,” said Faridian. “Though who knows if that is still true? It takes time for word to travel across hell.”

“Are there any updates on the war against the Blood Ox?” asked Naomi. “Last we heard from Plassus, it wasn’t going so well.”

Faridian and the others stared at her in amazement.

“You’ve been chatting with Charnel Duke Plassus?” asked Jaks.

“Well.” Naomi flushed. “He was present at our trial.”

“The one where we were cleared of all wrongdoings,” put in Scorio. “Along with Vermina and the Iron Tyrant. Plassus tried to recruit us for the war effort.”

“I see.” Faridian was clearly impressed. “When you’re healed I will very politely demand to learn more about what took place in Bastion. We’ve heard all manner of wild rumors, but your name is always at the center of it.”

“When I’m healed,” agreed Scorio tiredly. “Sure.”

“But in answer to your question,” Faridian continued, “the war does not go well. Our forces have retreated across the Bone Plains nearly to the edge of the Iron Weald itself. The Blood Ox holds LastRock, and his forces seem limitless. Our only advantage is that the great tidal wave of Gold mana that washed him and his army north is finally receding, starving his most elite forces of power. But it’s not been enough to allow us to turn the tide.”

“Why doesn’t an Imperator just fly in and kill him?” asked Naomi.

Jaks laughed. “Just like that? Someone should have remembered to ask. Saved us all this bother.”

Even Faridian was smiling. “The Blood Ox is a True Fiend. He hails from the Pit. It’s said he escaped the Imperator’s cordon when they attempted to realize the Cerulean Prophecy and failed.”

“So?” Now it was Scorio’s turn. “They know where he is, don’t they? Sol came back to Bastion to deal with Imogen. Couldn’t he spare a few hours to kill the Blood Ox?”

“It’s not so simple,” said Faridian, smoothing away his smile. “The Blood Ox is a True Fiend, and as such has access to his own Sanctum. It’s said that he spends almost the entirety of his time there, hidden away, and emerges only to destroy key points of our resistance. It would take several Imperators to break into his Sanctum, and more time than they can spare.”

Scorio tried to understand all of this, but each answer only provoked a dozen more questions.

Naomi mastered her annoyance. “And the Imperators can’t hang around waiting for the Blood Ox to appear.”

“Quite.” Faridian shook his head. “He’d sense them close and remain hidden, allowing more of his kind to escape the Pit while the Imperators there were weakened. As such, he’s our problem to deal with, though nobody has discovered an answer yet.”

“True Fiend,” said Scorio. “That means he’s as powerful as an Imperator?”

“A wholly different manner of beast, but yes. And therein lies the cause of all our problems.”

“Then how can we win?” demanded Naomi. “It took Sol to send Imogen packing.”

Jaks’ impatience boiled over. “We’re obviously not winning. It’s why we’ve been losing for years now. And why they’ve sent Charnel Dukes all the way back to the Telurian Band, instead of keeping them way south in the Azure Expanse or the Scorched Swale.”

“Indeed,” mused Dakshina, tone remote. “It’s unheard of to have Charnel Dukes this far north.”

“The White Queen was in the Rascor Plains,” protested Scorio.

“Which was a miracle in and of itself.” Dakshina shrugged. “Faridian, are there any Charnel Dukes in the Silver Unfathom?”

“Not that I know of. There are a handful in the Lustrous Maria beyond it, though.” Faridian sighed. “It’s a mess. Even two Charnel Dukes cannot stop the Blood Ox. If the war remains a debacle, something extreme will have to be done.”

“Like sending Crimson Earls?” asked Scorio.

“Or abandoning the first few layers of hell,” said Faridian. “Once that would have been inconceivable, but Bastion only has a handful of years left. The highest ranking amongst us might decide it’s not worth defeating the Blood Ox if it means weakening our front in the most southern reaches of hell.”

Scorio tried to encompass this reality. “Abandon the Telurian Band, the Iron Weald, the Rascor Plains, and Bastion?”

“The White Queen has already done as much,” said Faridian softly. “Her descent to the Azure Expanse sent ripples of shock and fear through the northern reaches of hell. The final years are upon us. We may simply not merit the sacrifice of being saved.”


Chapter 7

Their party drew close to the Fury Spires.

Conversation stilled as the ground slowly rose to the base of the central mound. Scorio fought to take in the scale of the towers that rose precipitously above them. So much of the Iron Weald had already been gigantic in size; the individual valleys with their weathered walls, the World Worm tunnel, and now the Fury Spires themselves.

Only now did he realize that they weren’t perfectly vertical, but gently sloped toward the north. They varied in height, with one central spire preeminent amongst the others, but all conical at the base where they emerged from the central structure, and quickly tapering to a gravity-defying spire.

The central structure was an organic mass, its surface smoothly pebbled with a glossy black texture that differed from the rest of the valley. It flowed across the valley’s entirety, forming a great curving wall that rose from the gentle pediment to a hundred or so yards in height, with the spires then bursting forth here and there across its roof to spear into the sky.

Even the gently rising slope they were climbing was alien to the Iron Weald; it had the same glossy texture as the Fury Spires, and was a mottled mixture of black and brown. A path had been worn up the incline, the rock roughened for firm purchase, but Scorio imagined the rest of the pediment would prove slick and treacherous to walk on, even at this gradual slope.

“I remember the first time I gazed upon these towers,” said Faridian softly, no doubt noting Scorio’s awe. “I felt myself impossibly dwarfed, and remember thinking: if fiends in the Iron Weald can build something this magnificent, what might others of their kind have wrought deeper in hell?”

“Do you still feel that way?” asked Scorio.

“Alas. Familiarity breeds contempt. It is only when I see it through the eyes of new arrivals that I am reminded of my former awe.” Faridian’s smile was rueful. “One of the truest wonders of hell is how quickly we Great Souls can grow accustomed to anything.”

The spires were not uniformly smooth. Small protrusions pocked their faces, each culminating in a ruddily glowing tip. Windows? No. The glow reminded Scorio of the magma they had seen in the depths. Heat sources? But why place them on the surface of the building?

The road grew steeper and then let out onto an artificially flat plateau set before the main gate, the entirety of which betrayed the work of Great Souls in its rough texture.

“What are those?” whispered Scorio.

A small army of massive statues stood arrayed before the bridge that rose at the plateau’s far edge. Each statue stood some three yards in height and was but the roughest of approximations of a man; their heads were round knobs emerging from their chests, their shoulders hugely sloped to curve down into arms that extended all the way to the ground, knuckles planted on the plateau. Their legs were thick and rounded like tree trunks, and they were covered in a thick and scabrous charcoal hide.

There had to be some fifty of them arrayed before the bridge, with a clear path cutting down their center.

“Titans,” said Jaks, voice tinged with awe. “A kind of blazeborn. They’re our first line of defense in case the Fury Spires ever suffer a ground attack.”

Their company crested the rise and followed the road between the gigantic fiends. Each one radiated intense heat, so that the air here shimmered between their still forms.

“Don’t worry,” said Faridian softly. “They are all but mindless and respond only to commands from their queen. They have stood thus for as long as I’ve been here, and never been given cause to stir. Should the Gurlocks ever assault the Fury Spires, they’ll come to life and defend us.”

Scorio tried to imagine the fifty or so giants breaking out of their slumber. The thought was formidable.

“Not that a Gurlock could handle so many Titans,” said Jaks, edging up alongside them. “From what I’ve heard, a fresh-born Gurlock can only take five or six, maybe ten at most. Right, Faridian?”

“Who can be sure?” The Dread Blaze’s tone remained soft. “Pray that we never find out.”

“Why doesn’t the queen turn this army against the Iron Tyrant?” asked Naomi, expression inscrutable.

“Their kind have been forced to learn the consequences of rebellion,” replied Dakshina, tone cool, almost proud. “Those that defied us are dead. Only one last queen remains, and the Iron Tyrant has her well in hand.”

“I see,” said Scorio, and to him the silent giants seemed inexpressibly sad.

The bridge arched over a broad band of rumpled black rock that encircled the base of the Fury Spires. More heat baked from this black slag river, causing the air to shimmer and distort. Sweat prickled Scorio’s brow as he moved to the bridge’s railing and gazed over the petrified moat.

“That’s actually lava,” said Jaks, her tone smug.

“I know.” Scorio cut his gaze back at her for a moment before returning to the broad black flow. “I take it the queen can awaken it?”

“The surface is only a foot thick.” Yuze stepped up alongside him. “If you stand here long enough you can see it slowly move. It’s unnatural. No source. Just circles the Fury Spires over and over, I think. I’ve heard there are blazeborns swimming through it, forever submerged, but I’ve never seen them.”

“You need hobbies,” snorted Jaks, peeling away to move on.

Yuze pursed his lips and stared down at the black river. “Maybe she’s right.”

The bridge was broad and stout, functional and without ornament. Its far end terminated at the base of the archway that was gauged into the wall, a huge, gateless portal.

Faridian and Naomi stood to one side, awaiting Scorio. The other members of the expedition were picking up the pace, laughing and at ease now that they were safely home.

“You don’t look fit for an audience with Bravurn,” Faridian said. “I’ve asked Dakshina to send word that you’re here, but we should take care of you first. What would you prefer? Sleep? A hot bath? Gold mana?”

The last of Faridian’s crew passed through the archway to descend broad, shallow steps into a large room deeper within the complex.

“Gold mana?” asked Scorio, surprised. “That’s available?”

“It’s here in vast quantities, but available?” Faridian’s eyes gleamed with amusement. “That all depends. Everyone that signs up to work for the Iron Tyrant gets a stipend determined by their rank. It’s why most people do. I have some excess. I’m happy to gift you both a vial, or you could petition the Iron Tyrant for some.”

Naomi laughed darkly. “There’s no such thing as a gift.”

“True. Especially not from the Iron Tyrant. But from me?” Faridian adjusted his voluminous robe. “Think of it as a gesture of goodwill. It would take a blind man to not realize you’ve both been Whispered.” He smiled. “You’re familiar with the term?”

“Fate’s Whisper,” said Scorio. “The lucky wind from the Vale of Regrets.”

“Precisely. Where you go, thrones topple and heads roll. You bring change. I think it wise to make a gesture of goodwill.”

“A gesture of goodwill. Sure.” Scorio’s Heart yet burned, but now the flames were at their lowest ebb, mere glimmers of Iron dancing over the spherical surface. “Perhaps a room? Then a bath, to be sure.”

Naomi plucked at a thickly clotted lock of her hair then tossed it back over her shoulder. “Agreed.”

“Then come!” Faridian clapped his hands and led the way down the broad steps. “You will need your wits about you in the Fury Spires. Many interests find themselves intersecting here, and you’re no doubt aware that your presence will draw attention. The better rested you are, the better you will navigate these currents.”

“A man after my own heart,” said Scorio, following.

The staircase was broad enough for twenty to walk abreast, and globes of yellow crystal were set along the walls, providing them with a soft radiance that banished all shadows.

“The Fury Spires are an endless duplication of the same plan,” said Faridian. “The rooms and chambers lie mostly below ground, with the towers acting as chimneys for the calderas. Most of them have died since their queens were killed, but we only need the four we’ve kept going.”

“Died?” asked Naomi.

They emerged into a large, curving hallway, big enough for a cart to drive through. Its walls rose in the familiar organic manner of the exterior, but here the black obsidian sheen was replaced by warm hues of brown and clay.

“This main tunnel revolves around the core some six times,” said Faridian, gesturing to the corridor. “It encircles the main complex of rooms in the center with access to a new level down every fifty or so yards. Think of the habitable space as a sphere, buried in the ground.”

They followed Faridian as he led them down the hall. “The sphere is divided into thirds. The upper third is where we’ve turned the blazeborns’ former rustmoss gardens into fungal larders. Disgusting, but nutritious. The middle third is where the nurseries were located - that’s where we’ve carved out our own quarters. Here we go.”

The hallway continued curving down and out of sight, but a second one branched off here, smaller and spearing into the core.

It sloped down then rose, twisted and turned, golden globes set in the walls, and with new tunnels branching off it ever dozen or so yards.

“The rooms are all in clusters. Groups of five or six,” said Faridian, gesturing with two fingers at the side tunnels. “People usually group up with friends and claim quarters as they become available. The closer to the core you get, the warmer, obviously. There’s a sweet zone about halfway that’s claimed by the highest-ranking Great Souls. You’ll have to decide if you like it cooler or hotter.”

“Cooler,” said Naomi.

Voices came from the side tunnels. The room clusters. Laughter, and from one the rippling beauty of a well-played oud, the sound bringing Old Memek to mind.

Scorio’s heart suffered a twist. The sounds of living reminded him of his few halcyon weeks at the Academy before Praximar made his life hell. The sound of people relaxing, enjoying themselves, at ease.

A few Great Souls walked by, eyeing them curiously, but when Faridian raised a hand in greeting they read his expression and kept going.

“Here,” said the Dread Blaze, stopping at a dark tunnel. “I don’t think this cluster’s been claimed.”

They followed him into the side tunnel, darkvision turning everything gray and clear. Faridian placed his hand on a quiescent globe and it slowly brightened, pouring forth its golden light.

Scorio dropped his darkvision and followed Faridian into a common room, oval in shape and with a circle cut into the ground in which dusty cushions had been placed. A gathering space of sorts. Four narrow tunnels radiated out into dark rooms.

Faridian lit two other globes and soon the room was bathed in soothing gold. It was sparsely furnished, little more than a gathering space with a stone shelf along one wall on which metal cups and a large iron tank was set.

“Empty,” said Faridian, knocking on the tank with one finger. “The Fury Spires are always warm. You must drink water continuously. I’ll have a drudge come fill it for you. The dining rooms are in the upper floors next to the fungal gardens. Don’t worry. We import a lot of delicacies from both deeper in hell and the Rascor Plains.”

“Wasn’t worried,” said Scorio.

Faridian drew himself up briskly. “Pick any bedroom. Rest. And here.” He drew forth an iron tube and held it out. “The Gold mana.”

“A downpayment on our friendship,” said Naomi, taking it gingerly. “Thank you.”

Faridian inclined his head, held the pose for a moment, then straightened. “A drudge will bring water and then position itself outside your cluster entrance. When you’re ready, it will take you to the baths or the dining room. I’m sure the Iron Tyrant will send for you when he’s ready.”

“Thank you, Faridian.” Scorio stepped up and clasped the man’s hand. “Really. I appreciate this.”

“Of course. I will be seeing you around the Fury Spires.” And Faridian departed.

“The man is enchanted with the sound of his own voice,” said Naomi, prowling into one of the dark hallways.

Scorio simply stepped down into the carved-out circle, sat on one of the cushions and lay back, resting his head over the edge onto the floor. “I don’t know. He seemed a welcome combination of pragmatic and informative.”

Naomi emerged and entered the next tunnel. “No doors. No security.”

“Fortunately for us we’ve nothing worth stealing.”

“Our lives don’t count?” she called from within.

“Well, that.”

Naomi scoped out each of the rooms then stepped down into the sunken rotunda. “Identical and without any obvious means of spying on us. Still. We should assume we’re being overheard at all times.”

“Sure.” Scorio roused himself and nodded to the vial. “Shall we get to healing?”

“You should absorb it all.” She handed it over. “You probably unnerved all those poor Emberlings by walking around half-dead.”

“Let’s split it equally.” Scorio examined the sealed cork. “Unless you’re confident your Heart’s returned to normal?”

Her pause was answer enough.

So Scorio cracked the seal, drew the cork, and reached out with his Heart’s senses to watch as luxurious, languid Gold poured forth like molten smoke into the air.

“Been awhile,” he whispered, and neatly cut half the mana away from the bulk to swirl it around and into his Heart.

Absorbing it was pure glory. Even the Bronze he’d tasted in the labyrinth below was as ashes in comparison. The Gold lit him up, thrilled him, made him feel powerful and leonine. With but a twist of his will he substituted the Iron he was burning for Gold, and then exhaled and lay back, closing his eyes.

Gold flames danced over his Heart, and it felt so familiar, so welcome, like returning to an old friend. Two years. Two years he’d spent burning this mana, burning it as quickly as he could in order to survive. The Iron and Bronze, the Copper and Coal, all of it paled in comparison to this richness.

His Heart thrummed and power flooded into his body.

Was it like this for everyone else? Or was his a unique experience due to being Gold-tempered?

The world faded away as he focused on rationing his Gold carefully. The urge to conflagrate and burn it all off at once in an ecstasy of power was almost impossible to resist.

Instead, he sipped the Gold, allowed just enough to fuel his ignition that the flames simmered and seared the spherical surface of his Heart.

Power.

Raw power.

With this he could have torn the Ferric Drake apart limb from limb.

With this kind of mana he could have flown forever.

Slowly, his body reknit itself. He felt his forearms and shoulders itch as the flesh regrew. His Heart, battered and worn from extended periods of ignition, roared with power even as it continued to feel more insubstantial.

But all good things had to come to an end. The Gold mana, infinitely precious, finally burned itself off, and the return of Iron was like having a mule kick him in the back of the head.

Scorio grimaced and allowed his Heart to gutter. His eyelids flickered and then he sat up.

He was healed. He made a fist and studied his arm, the tendons standing clear down his forearm, the bunching of muscles. The pain was gone. The wounds. He was himself again, healed and whole.

“Rank insanity,” said Naomi from where she lay across from him along the edge of the sunken rotunda, cheek propped on her palm. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, her stare direct. “How you burn on and on. If this is you at Flame Vault, I pity our foes when you reach Pyre Lord.”

“Don’t pity them.” Scorio rose and stretched. His robes drifted down about him like burned petals. “Whomever has angered us will have earned it a thousand times over.”

“Hmm.” She smirked. “Keep going.”

Scorio laughed. “How about we clean up and get fresh robes? I’d rather not meet the Iron Tyrant looking like a pauper.”

“We are who we are,” she said, sitting up abruptly. “Fancy clothes and clean skin doesn’t change us.”

“True. But it feels nice.” He walked around the rotunda and down their corridor to the main tunnel. An ashen statue stood beside their entrance, four feet tall and roughly built. Unlike the Titans, its head sat atop a neck, but its face was devoid of features, just a map of shallow cracks and faint hollows.

Scorio studied the blazeborn drudge. “Do you understand me?”

It twisted about abruptly as if brought to life by his words, stepping around to face him, stumpy arms hanging by its side. Warmth baked off it in waves.

Naomi joined him. “Does it speak?”

“Not yet, at any rate. Do you have a name?”

The drudge born made no response, but something about its posture made Scorio feel as if it were focused on them.

“Can you lead us to the baths?”

It bowed its head and began walking deeper into the complex. Its manner of walking was fascinating; it took steps, but even as each leg swung forward, its substance seemed to melt forward only to harden at the far swing of its step.

They followed it down the hall and past a few other Great Souls who nodded politely. Past a few other clutch entrances, more and more of them occupied as the air grew warmer.

A new tunnel appeared to their right, sloping steeply down, broad, shallow steps breaking up the incline. The whole of it was chiseled and shaped, cut crudely into the organic whole of the complex.

The drudge descended.

The ramp was busy with other drudges and Great Souls. People strode with purpose, but none were too busy to study Scorio and Naomi as they passed by, their curiosity unabashed.

Scorio stared straight ahead.

The ramp cut through a series of low-ceilinged chambers and tunnels with rigid directness, only to open at last in a thickly humid gallery whose walls gleamed with moisture. Stalactites and stalagmites were everywhere, frequently connecting to form tenuous pillars, some so massive as to block their line of sight deeper into the chamber, or series of chambers, or whatever this place was.

The drudge stopped at the bottom of the ramp and pointed deeper into the confusing space.

“Guess a lava-based fiend wouldn’t want to go in there,” said Scorio. “Don’t blame you. Thanks for the escort.”

The drudge bowed its head, then turned with great dignity and positioned itself by the base of the ramp.

“You’ll wait for us there?”

The drudge bowed its head.

“Looks like we should explore.” Scorio wiped the sweat from his brow and stepped into the extended rooms. Warm, fat droplets fell from the ceiling, and the floor was dappled with silty puddles. Muffled voices echoed from ahead, and the golden light from cunningly hidden globes made the air look foggy and filled with long-beamed coronas.

“Not what I was expecting,” murmured Naomi, gathering her thick curtain of black hair into a twisted rope and tossing it behind her shoulder.

“The wonders of hell.” They rounded a particularly broad set of stalagmites that formed a partially melted wall and saw a set of steamy pools in which a dozen people were relaxing. There was no artifice; the edges of the pools were rounded, and a large pile of towels and robes were laid upon a wooden board balanced atop a waist-high shelf of rock.

“Come on in,” someone called. “Just find a pool that’s the right temperature for you.”

Scorio raised a hand in thanks and slowly doffed the torn remnants of his robe. He dropped it into a large canvas hamper with other soiled garments and inhaled deeply of the thickly fogged air.

Laughter came from the near distance. More pools?

“Just keep your underclothes on if you’re shy.” A woman’s voice. “Where are you both from? Did you just arrive on The Celestial Coffer?”

Naomi scowled and peeled off her filthy robes, dropping them in the hamper so that she stood in her shift and quickly crossed her arms. Her shift came to mid-thigh, the sleeves so short they barely covered her shoulders. “We should find a private pool.”

The people were watching them, expectant. Scorio dipped a foot into the closest pool: lukewarm. “We’re pretty tired,” he said apologetically. “We’re just going to find a quiet corner.”

“Not a problem,” said the first voice, an older man. “There are dozens of pools deeper in. The deeper the pool, the hotter the water. Be careful. Some will scald the skin right off your bones.”

Scorio raised a hand in gratitude as he skirted the second pool. “Much appreciated.”

“Wait,” said a familiar voice, and a woman half-rose from the pool. “Scorio?”

Scorio almost slipped on the slick rock. “Lianshi?”

“What are you doing here?” Lianshi sounded half-shocked, half-amazed. Was she pleased? He couldn’t tell. “Wait, can I…?”

She clambered out of the pool, all long legs and shadows in the foggy gloom, and wrapped a towel around her wet shift. The other bathers were watching closely, so Lianshi paused, gestured for them to follow, then hurried deeper into the fog.

Lianshi. It felt as if she’d returned from the dead all over again. Scorio flashed a smile at Naomi who was struggling to maintain a neutral expression and followed his old friend.

No, not a friend. Former friend. It was important he remember that.

“Over here,” said Lianshi, her painfully familiar voice almost breathless. She led them around some rocky outcroppings to a small pool cupped by curtain-like stalagmite growths.

Only then did she step closer. Her thick hair was plastered across her brow and Scorio saw that she’d cut the front into bangs. She studied him, but even this close she was indistinct in the fog, though he could tell her eyes were wide, her manner startled.

“Oh,” she gasped, hand moving to cover her mouth. “It is you. It really is.”


Chapter 8

Lianshi shook her head sharply. “I know you both headed out into the Rascor Plains on foot, but you didn’t walk all the way here, did you?”

“I’m afraid we did. You telling me that wasn’t the easiest way to get here?”

“You walked?” Lianshi exhaled a breathy laugh. “No wonder it’s taken you this long. Leonis and I have been here for weeks. Though it’s hard to tell, given the lack of sun-wire and all.”

Scorio chuckled and sat at the pools’ edge. His feet slid into the heated water and found a hollowed-out bench just under the surface, so he dipped into the pool to sit, allowing the intense heat to sink into him.

Naomi prowled around to the far side of the pool and there sat, pale legs sliding into the water as well, but she made no sound of protest at the heat.

Lianshi began to speak then caught herself. She took a step toward the gap in the raised stone walls. “I should get Leonis. He’d never forgive me if we spoke without him.”

“Sure,” said Scorio. “We’ll be here for a while.”

Lianshi bobbed her head and departed.

“You think she was afraid of us?” asked Naomi dourly.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Or just cautious. Can’t say I blame her.”

Naomi gripped the edges of the pool and lowered herself in. “Ahhh…” The sound of pain became one of relief as she sank in all the way and inclined her head back. Her hair spread into a dark corona beneath the steaming water.

Scorio closed his eyes and sank deeper. The Gold mana might have healed him, but his Heart felt worn out. Exhausted. And he’d been pushing himself hard for he didn’t know how long.

Just lying there in the shadowed recess, allowing the heat to soak into his muscles and bones felt glorious.

They stayed quiet. The pool was small enough that they occasionally bumped into each other, a foot against a calf, a knee against a thigh. The sound of conversation came from the other pools. Hot droplets fell occasionally on Scorio’s upturned face.

Time passed.

Then a familiar rumble sounded, and a vice twisted Scorio’s heart.

“… bother them in the baths, of all places? Were it me, I know I’d rather be left alone.”

Scorio couldn’t help but smile, and he sat up, raking his hair back as he turned to the gap in the undulating walls.

A moment later Leonis was there, tall and broad-shouldered, clad in a bathing gown that hung from his muscular frame like a royal robe.

“You’re still here,” said Lianshi, edging in around him, a robe pulled tightly about her. “Good.”

“Leonis.” Scorio went to emerge from the pool but the big man ran raised both palms, stopping him.

“No need, Scorio. I would feel myself a wretch if I drew you from that bath. Relax. We were once good friends, weren’t we? Then we can skip the decorum. Naomi.”

“Golden King,” said Naomi, voice soft and inscrutable.

Leonis cast about and espied a stone bench. He sat and propped his elbows on his knees, leaning forward to examine them both. “Word of your arrival has spread. I thought to pay you both a visit once you’d settled in, but of course Lianshi hunted you down first.”

“Hunted them down?” Her mock-outrage stung to hear. It served only to remind Scorio of all the banter he was no longer privy to. “But in all honestly, should I have left you both alone? Am I presuming too much?”

“Not at all,” said Scorio. “It’s good to see you both. How have you fared?”

“After all that excitement in Bastion?” Leonis shrugged one shoulder. “Nothing but boredom. The ride on the whale ship was fascinating enough -”

“Just like I’d described in my journals,” said Lianshi. “Landing in the Fiery Shoals was just as thrilling as I’d hoped.”

“You and your journals,” said Leonis fondly. “But yes. The Fiery Shoals were a sight, but their affairs were all turned upside down. Praximar’s death and your destruction of Manticore upended their power structure. Pyre Lady Moira was setting affairs in order, but she was also preparing to leave on The Celestial Coffer with us, which undercut her authority, I reckon.”

“But the Gold mana shipments stayed on schedule,” cut in Lianshi, “and it seems that’s all that really matters. Everybody was terrified of upsetting the Iron Tyrant.”

“And you work for him now?” prompted Naomi.

“The Golden King is and forever will be his own man,” said Leonis, sitting up straight, only to cast a glance at Lianshi. “Well. Mostly. We’re not throwing in with the Iron Tyrant, no. We’d considered it, but Moira convinced us during our flight that there were better opportunities to be had. We’re going to reserve our allegiances until we have a better understanding of the lay of the land.”

“Did you come to help fight the Blood Ox?” asked Lianshi. “Because last we spoke you were interested in uncovering some hidden truth…?”

“Still are,” said Scorio, relaxing back against the smooth edge of the pool. “We were heading to a Kraken outpost called the Nightsong with Pyre Lady Druanna. She was grateful for our rescuing her during that battle in Bastion, and offered to escort us into the Iron Weald. She was going to introduce us to some friends of hers, who’d take us into the Telurian Band. But we ran into complications.”

“Of course you did,” laughed Leonis. “Has anything ever gone according to plan for you?”

“Sometimes he gets things right,” allowed Naomi, smiling despite herself.

Scorio grinned. “Suffice it to say we’re glad we ended up here. Are there any updates on the war? Do you know what your next move is?”

Leonis blew out his cheeks. “It’s a bad situation. We’ve been listening and learning as best we can, but aren’t privy to the meetings where the real information is shared.”

“We’re losing,” said Lianshi bluntly. “And in large part that seems to be the Iron Tyrant’s fault.”

Leonis raised an eyebrow at her.

“What? Our previous selves trusted them, didn’t they? And their actions have proven them honorable despite all the lies we were told?”

“Just… be careful,” rumbled Leonis, glancing at the gap that led to the rest of the baths. “We’re in the heart of the Fury Spires, after all.”

“How is he harming the war effort?” asked Scorio.

“He has a stranglehold on the Gold mana.” Lianshi pitched her voice low. “And while the Charnel Dukes and the like are used to much better, in the Telurian Band there’s only Bronze to be had. They don’t have the infrastructure in place to ferry enough higher quality mana back, so they’re dependent on the Iron Tyrant for his Gold.”

“Of course,” said Naomi. “Typical human behavior.”

“You speak as if you were a fiend,” said Leonis.

“How do you know I’m not?”

“Knock it off, Naomi.” Scorio looked back to his former friends. “Why’s he holding out on the Charnel Dukes?”

“Nobody willing to talk to us knows,” said Lianshi. “The only form of currency that matters to our kind is power, and the Iron Tyrant is a Blood Baron. He could descend all the way to the Scorched Swale if he wished, but instead he’s up here in the Iron Weald, playing at mana merchant. We think, well…” She hesitated. “It’s just a guess, but the only thing that makes sense is that he’s maneuvering for influence or favors deeper in hell. There’s nothing else he could want or need.”

“And whomever he’s blackmailing is refusing to give him what he wants,” said Scorio thoughtfully. “Which means he must be asking for something more important than defeating the Blood Ox. We spoke with Faridian on the way in, and he said there’s a chance the highest-ranking Great Souls will just allow the Blood Ox to win so as to focus on the deeper levels.”

“It’s true.” Lianshi’s frustration shone through. “The closer Bastion gets to being overrun by the rot, the less anything seems to matter. Which, of course, I understand. Most Great Souls take five or six years just to make Dread Blaze. The newer classes at the Academy just won’t have enough time to affect the war for the Pit, so why waste resources on them?”

“Then again,” countered Leonis, “Mitoko made Blood Baron in five years.”

“Mitoko doesn’t count,” said Lianshi, making a face.

“Fine,” said Leonis, “but what if Praximar’s dream came true, and one of his pet Imperators finally returned?”

Lianshi laughed. “By the hells, I remember wishing they would just so he’d shut up about it.”

Leonis’ grin was savage. “He’d have died orgasming all over that big book of his. Would have been a much more fitting end.”

“Alas,” said Naomi acidly. “He had to settle for Scorio tearing out his throat instead.”

Both Lianshi and Leonis fell silent.

“So,” said Scorio brightly. “The war’s going badly. Do you know what you’re going to do?”

The pair exchanged a glance.

“Word is a delegation’s about to arrive,” said Leonis reluctantly. “A new faction from the deeper layers is entering the fray.”

“We heard this faction might be entering an alliance with Charnel Duchess Vermina,” said Lianshi. “Which would put Plassus at a disadvantage. He’s been leading the main war effort thus far, but this new alliance would make him a minor partner.”

“About time,” said Leonis darkly. “Plassus’ only strategy is to throw his most powerful Great Souls at where the enemy is weakest. He keeps thinking he’ll ‘roll their flank’. The Blood Ox’s forces don’t have a flank. They’re just everywhere.”

“Who’s fighting for the Ox?” asked Scorio. “We heard that his best soldiers came north with that Gold mana quake. Is it all fiends?”

“All fiends,” confirmed Leonis. “But there are different kinds. You’ve got his elite forces that he recruited from the Silver Unfathom and the Lustrous Maria, but those are few in number these days. The bulk of his armies are recruited from the tribes that swarm the Telurian Band.”

“Did you know that Jova Spike once ruled LastRock?” asked Lianshi.

“Yes,” said Scorio, trying not to sound amused.

“She was a Charnel Duchess at the time, and had forged alliances with all the different fiend tribes on that side of the Band.”

“More like subjugated them,” said Leonis.

“Well, when she died and LastRock fell to the Blood Ox, those alliances also collapsed, and the Blood Ox spent the next year recruiting his former enemies. Now they’re almost all of them fighting for him, and that’s swelled his numbers by tens of thousands.”

“How many of us are there?” asked Scorio.

“Total?” Lianshi glanced at Leonis, who only shrugged. “I think… if you add Plassus’ forces to Chimera’s, and the new recruits, perhaps just under a thousand?”

“The vast majority of those are Tomb Sparks and Flame Vaults, though,” said Leonis. “Not that that’s an indictment, of course.” He sat up straight and stretched, thrusting out his barrel chest and drawing his arms back. “I’ve heard it said that the most magnificent of Great Souls currently alive is currently a Tomb Spark himself.”

Scorio couldn’t help but smile. “The war will be quickly won as soon as he decides to fight, then.”

“Indeed.” Leonis exhaled and leaned back down. “So. You’re going to sign up to fight?”

“We want to get to LastRock,” said Scorio. “There’s something there we need to see. But given the situation…”

Lianshi nodded in sympathy. “The Blood Ox has his greatest forces stationed there, though he ranges about as he pleases. You may need to be patient.”

Naomi had sunken down so that the waterline lay just beneath her nostrils, her black hair spread out across the surface of the pool, but now she raised her head just enough to speak. “Do you know who’s leading this new delegation?”

“It’s just a rumor,” said Lianshi. “No names have been mentioned, but we heard they work for the authority the Iron Tyrant’s been negotiating with.”

“The one that’s denied him,” said Leonis helpfully.

“That’ll be a fun meeting,” said Naomi, then sank back down.

“Well.” Leonis clapped his knees then stood. “We’ll leave you to the rewarding business of bathing. There are others here who’ll be wanting to see you. Pyre Lady Moira, no doubt. She’s quite fascinated with you.”

“Is she now?” said Scorio dryly.

Lianshi grinned. “Ravenna is here with her. Weren’t you classmates? And Jova Spike is said to be arriving soon.”

“Said to be arriving?” asked Scorio. “She’s become that famous?”

“She ruled LastRock, and her death led to the collapse of the siege that had held the Blood Ox back.” Lianshi shrugged. “A lot of people have high hopes that she’ll turn the tide.”

“She’s just a Flame Vault,” said Naomi.

“Right now she’s a living reminder of the Charnel Duchess who ruled the Telurian Band,” said Leonis. “And with how badly the war’s been going, our fighters need all the symbols they can get.”

“It was good seeing you both again,” said Scorio, standing and extending his hand. The urge to ask them to have a meal together, to come visit their cluster was strong, but he curbed it.

Leonis shook, his hand massive and strong. “Good to see you, too. Naomi.”

Naomi blew bubbles in the water in response.

Leonis laughed. “Why do I get the feeling you and I were the best of friends?”

“Because you’re as delusional as you ever were,” said Naomi darkly.

“See you two around.” Lianshi gave a little wave. “Feel free to look us up if you need anything. We’re in cluster 17 off the central spire.”

“Will do. Thanks.”

Scorio sank back down as the pair departed.

For a moment they remained in silence, listening to the watery echoes and distant muffled voices. Scorio could feel the weight of Naomi’s gaze upon him. Finally, he looked up.

“I know,” she said simply.

He felt stubborn. “Know what?”

“That it hurts you to see them.”

“But it’s good as well.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t.”

“You don’t miss them?”

“I…” She frowned and leaned her head back against the pool’s edge.

Scorio laughed. “It’s alright to admit that you like other people.”

“I like you just fine.”

“So you don’t miss them?”

“No, of course I do.” She frowned. “It’s just not… there’s no wisdom in rattling doors that have been locked shut. You’re just inviting pain if you do that.”

“It’s not always a conscious decision.”

“It is if you want to be strong. You have to protect yourself. You should learn all the ballads of cross-generational betrayals. If Helena or Feiyan were here, they’d tell you.”

“Is that strength?” His heart felt bruised, and he looked into the swirling fog that had claimed his former friends. “I don’t know.”

“I didn’t survive as long as I did in the ruins by being soft.”

He could have responded to that, but chose not to. “A lot’s going on.”

“Our kind only has a handful of years left. And the more desperate people become, the more frenzied and panicked their decisions. If we live long enough, we’ll look back to these past few years as a time of peace and quiet.”

Scorio splashed water in her direction. “Don’t sound so excited.”

She smirked. “Anyway. It sounds like we’re going to have to pick sides soon if we want to reach LastRock. Or we could avoid this war altogether and return to Nightsong. We’re Flame Vaults. We could head deeper into hell, right into the Silver Unfathom.”

Scorio subsided. “I don’t know. We don’t have any other leads on these Herdsmen. They were important enough for my past self to go to extreme lengths to warn me today. I don’t feel like I can pass up on the Lost Library.”

Naomi sighed dramatically. “Fine. I don’t want to work for either the Iron Tyrant or Plassus. That only leaves Vermina and this new element.”

“Who should be arriving soon. When they do we’ll make a decision.”

Naomi eyed him.

“What?”

“Leonis and Lianshi. Ravenna. Jova. Are you going to prioritize becoming friends with them again?”

“Not Jova.” Scorio rose from the pool, water sluicing everywhere, to pad over to the bench and take up a towel.

“She’s important, apparently.”

“That’s great. We’re done, as far as I’m concerned. Unless you harbor a soft spot for Jova?”

Naomi narrowed her gaze.

“As for the others…” Scorio toweled himself off. “We’ll see. If our paths align, great. If not…”

“Pass me a towel.”

Scorio did so, then turned as she rose from the water to wrap it around her form-hugging shift.

For a moment they did their best to dry off in the humid atmosphere. As they tied their new robes about themselves, Naomi hesitated.

“Yes?” prompted Scorio.

“I’m… I know I can be difficult.” She refused to meet his gaze. “If you want to include others in our group, if you feel like it would be better, don’t… I mean, I might act upset, but…”

Scorio grinned. “Why, Naomi. That’s the most generous and humble thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

She scowled at him. “What I meant was that you shouldn’t hesitate to bring any number of blockheads into our group, because then I can finally leave in good conscience. There. Better?”

Scorio tied his belt and draped his towel over his shoulder. “I love it when you clear the air.”

“You’re the worst,” she snapped, tying the belt of her robe with a violent cinch.

“So I’ve been told.” He threw an arm around her shoulders as they left the pool. “But if you think I’d ever let you walk away in exchange for someone else, you’re mad.”

She glowered up at him, expecting a follow-up jibe, but when he simply smiled, she flushed and ducked her head, allowing her hair to fall forth as was customary in a sodden curtain. “Well. Fine.”

“Come on,” he said, leading the way out. “Let’s find some food.”


Chapter 9

The Iron Tyrant summoned them a few hours later. Having eaten their fill in the refectory in one of the levels above the sleeping clusters, Scorio and Naomi had avoided further entanglements and retired to their quarters to rest. A polite call from the entrance roused Scorio from sleep; thick headed, he rose, darkvision outlining the common room and a new arrival at their cluster’s entrance.

“Hello? Scorio? Naomi?”

Scorio palmed a light, infused it with a modicum of Iron, and golden illumination filled the chamber to reveal a sloop-shouldered man of small stature, his rough beard hiding his lips, his skin weathered and worn as if he’d spent his life braving the elements. He wore a plain robe in the style of the Fury Spires, a mirror to Scorio and Naomi’s own new garb, and took the opportunity to study Scorio with interest as the room lit up.

“Yes?” Scorio studied the man in turn. “I know you from somewhere.”

“I played a small role in the fight against Imogen,” said the older man, stepping forward to extend his hand. “Amity, Pyre Lord in service to the Iron Tyrant.”

“Amity!” Scorio shook the man’s callused hand. “That’s right! I saw you hit Imogen so hard you threw her clear across the Basilica.”

“Would that it had made a lick of difference.” Amity smiled sheepishly. “A whole lot of flash for very little flame.”

Naomi drew close. “Can I ask what your power is? You aged the White Queen and the two other Blood Barons to the point of death, and then you…?” She shook her head, trying to recollect.

Amity rubbed at the back of his neck. “It’s a ghastly power, to be sure. But it has its uses. In short, I can drain willing companions of their power, funnel it into a single blast. The more I drain, the more I suffer, and the longer it takes me to recover.”

“But I saw you collapse into dust,” said Scorio. “You died.”

Amity grinned, showing square white teeth beneath his bristly mustache. “Did I now? Guess it didn’t stick. But I only go that far when there’s precious little else to do. Regardless. Unpleasant. But I should warn you about my Emberling power.”

Naomi raised her chin. “It’s worse than what you just described?”

“To some, to some. It’s a mental effect that I have no control over.” Amity grimaced. “It makes me seem real friendly, like. Folks take to me without much effort. Maybe it’s because I’m easy on the eyes,” and here he grinned self-deprecatingly, “but you can’t discount the power itself. Regardless, I’ve taken to warning people up front. If you find yourself thinking me a better friend than I’ve a right to be, you have my apologies.”

Naomi instantly scowled and stepped back.

“Thanks,” said Scorio. “Guess that’s good to know.”

“Make of it what you will. Now, the Iron Tyrant himself is awaiting you both up top. Ready?”

“Ready,” said Naomi, tone suspicious.

Amity grinned again. “That’s a useful attitude to have. Keep it and you’ll do well. Now, let’s not keep His Tyrantness waiting.”

Amity led them down the hall, his manner easy, his posture slouched. “So what brings you both to the Fury Spires?”

“We’re doing a tour of the Iron Weald’s best attractions,” said Naomi. “The Fury Spires were high on the list.”

“Rightfully so. Everything’s coming to a head.” Amity nodded to a couple of Great Souls who passed by, their curiosity obvious. “People couldn’t be more tense. And then you two arrive. Given your track record, I reckon it’s understandable people would be suspicious.”

Scorio exchanged a glance with Naomi but they remained quiet.

The Pyre Lord led them up a series of curling ramps that cut through the fungal garden caverns. The temperature rose and the air became humid once more and redolent with the stench of rot and wet earth. The caverns up here were large and untamed, and the fungus turned out to also include large mushrooms that rose the height of a man, their gilled awnings stretching out to block out the sight of the roof.

Blazeborn drudges moved amongst them, seemingly doing little more than keeping the room warm.

They left the fungal gardens behind. Their tunnel curved around one last rotation and then opened into a cavernous space.

The temperature immediately dropped as the sense of illimitable heights swamped them. A few golden globes were set atop tall posts, but these only illuminated a few dozen square yards - beyond that rim of light the darkness was near absolute.

“Look,” said Naomi, taking hold of Scorio’s sleeve.

Above them, faint stars crawled through the darkness.

“Drudges,” said Amity, glancing sidelong at them. “They work to keep the interior of the Fury Spires strong. Smoothing down cracks.”

“The Fury Spires are cracking?” asked Scorio, trying to hide his alarm.

“From what I’ve been told, yeah. They used to be like ovens. All the heat would be trapped below in the caldera, and then released to flow up here, and that heat kept the rock supple, though I don’t know how that could be so.”

“Thank you, Amity,” came a dry voice, and a man emerged from the darkness. He was clad in heavy robes of slate and burgundy trimmed in gold, and walked with his hands linked behind his back. His angular features were cadaverous, his hairline receding, his manner patrician. His eyes were sunken, his mouth lipless, his gaze dolorous.

The Iron Tyrant.

“Of course, my lord.” Amity inclined his head to the Blood Baron, gave Scorio a wink, then returned down the ramp.

“Scorio. Naomi.” The Iron Tyrant inclined his head. “Thank you for attending me. I asked that you be brought here for a reason. Can you divine it?”

Scorio glanced up once more. From how small some of the flecks of red were, it was clear that the drudges were far, far above. The contrast to the warren of tunnels below was extreme; the golden light around them served only to emphasize the extent of darkness that pressed down upon them.

“You wanted us to see the full scope of your domain?” asked Naomi. “To impress us with all the dark and empty space you rule?”

The corner of the Iron Tyrant’s mouth quirked upward. “Hardly. Rather, I wish to impress upon you that everything I do is deliberate. Walk with me.”

The Iron Tyrant walked back into the darkness.

Scorio turned on his darkvision and followed. The scope of the chamber was sufficiently cavernous that he couldn’t make out the walls; the spire above widened as it descended to a broad conical base, and that had to meet the ceiling of the main structure far above them.

The floor was unworked here, smooth and organic in feel. It sloped gradually in the direction they were walking, shaped and worked as if by a hundred different streams that had eroded their own overlapping beds toward their destination.

Everything I do is deliberate. Scorio watched the Iron Tyrant as he led them unhurriedly on. Scorio and Naomi had sufficient notoriety to warrant an audience. Before, in Bastion, the Iron Tyrant had sought to recruit them into his service to deal with the Gurlocks. Was that still his desire? If so, how did he think this display would change their minds?

The slope grew more severe, and up ahead, Scorio saw that they approached a great well of darkness, easily a dozen yards across.

“Once,” said the Iron Tyrant, tone clinical, “that aperture blazed with a fire so bright it would have blinded us to gaze upon it. The queen of this hive would release the heat from the caldera below, and flames would climb hundreds of yards into the sky, scorching and sealing the interior of the spire even as a hundred hidden flues drew the white-hot temperatures outside and dispersed them. The vast majority of the Fury Spires are given to this sole purpose: dispersing the very heat that was purposefully built up below. The visible portion was, effectively, the least important. It was what was hidden that mattered.”

The Iron Tyrant crouched, his stiff robes bending around him, then leaped to fall neatly into the center of the sinkhole and disappear below.

“I think we’re meant to follow,” said Scorio.

“He didn’t make that clear. What do you think would happen if we returned to our rooms?”

“We’d get a second summons. Probably a lot less friendly.”

“Ah, well.” Naomi eyed him. “Wings?”

Scorio ignited his Heart, feeding it Iron, and rose into his scaled form. Formed short wings that would allow him maximum maneuverability within the chute, and turned so Naomi could climb onto his back. Then he ran down the ever steeper slope until at last he, too, leaped, and sailed into the air.

He pulled into a tight corkscrew, banking hard as he flew around, then furled his wings to drop after the Iron Tyrant. The funnel remained roughly of the same diameter, the rock flashing by quickly, and they dropped ever faster through what had to be the core of the complex, the air growing scorching hot, the wind baking, until at last Scorio sighted the floor and Iron Tyrant below.

They fell into a giant chamber, roughly spherical, and large enough for a small fort. The space was pitch dark, but even so, Scorio’s vision picked up faint glimmers that ran along the inside of the glassy walls, which were perfectly, eerily smooth, their surface patterned subtly in a manner his darkvision couldn’t make out.

The air in this great chamber was arid and Scorio felt his eyes dry out, his mouth and throat grow desiccated, so that he had to continuously swallow to keep them from growing parched. He circled around once then descended to land beside the Iron Tyrant.

“There are twelve of these calderas within the entirety of the Fury Spires,” he said, as if they’d never interrupted his lecture. “Each one a church and sanctum to the blazeborns. Here, the queens gave birth to their endless progeny. Here, in the central spire, the greatest of their number decided what their hive needed, and then stoked the flames below, ordered the very magma to rise or fall, so that she could forge the destiny of their race.”

The Iron Tyrant lifted one hand to gesture to the tomb-like stillness. “And now, it is as you see it.”

“By your doing,” said Scorio.

“By my doing.” The Iron Tyrant looked over his shoulder at them. “The blazeborns were our greatest foes in the Iron Weald for centuries. Too numerous to be permanently defeated, but too weak to warrant an intervention by the more powerful of our kind deeper in hell. At constant war with the Gurlocks, and happy to slaughter our kind whenever and wherever they could. Before I laid my eyes upon them they were a gauntlet that every Tomb Spark and Flame Vault had to run, and for every nine that passed through to the Telurian Band, one of our kind was murdered by these fiends.”

“Are you asking for our gratitude?” asked Naomi.

“Hardly.” The Iron Tyrant turned now to face them fully. “What was deemed too difficult by those who ruled the Rascor Plains and unworthy of attention by those deeper in hell I remedied. Can you guess why?”

Scorio frowned. “The trade in Gold mana.”

“There was no trade in Gold mana before I struck an accord with the Fiery Shoals. Before my intervention, whomever ruled it dispersed the mana to their followers, or hoarded enough till they believed themselves ready to abandon the Fiery Shoals and strike into deeper hell.”

The Iron Tyrant’s deeply set eyes bored into Scorio. “I am aware of your friendship with the fiendish toad. It fought by your side when you struck at Praximar, and proved instrumental in your flushing him out of his place of strength so you could pursue and kill him. Thus it’s entirely possible that you harbor sympathies for the fiends of hell. Perhaps you think what I have done here,” and again he waved his hand at the swarming darkness, “as a crime?”

Scorio remained silent.

“Come.” The Iron Tyrant strode across the caldera floor.

Again, Scorio could only exchange a glance with Naomi and follow.

The Iron Tyrant led them to a curve in the rock wall that shielded the opening of a narrow passage. This curved back tightly several times and then opened into a broad hallway of great ostentation.

Great orbs of bright golden light were set high along the walls, illuminating intricately patterned stone that ran along the hallway. Obsidian had been interwoven with iron and ruby to create an ongoing and mesmerizing tapestry of alien artwork.

At the hall’s end was a gold-rimmed archway, and through this the Iron Tyrant led them into a low-ceilinged series of natural caverns so closely connected that they were more fluctuations of a seamless whole.

“Xandera,” the Iron Tyrant called, tone peremptory. “You have guests.”

The walls were draped in silken tapestries that betrayed more of the beguiling abstract patterns, and everywhere Scorio saw precious metals and gems worked into the floors, ceiling, and columns. The air here throbbed with Bronze mana, with faint whisps of Silver darting to and fro.

They emerged into large, sunken chamber, its floor a bed of live coals. Once again the air shimmered here, superheated, and then the large coals stirred as a shape emerged from below.

A fiend arose, coals and sparks greeting her appearance, to tower over them. Her upper torso was humanoid, though her head was crowned by huge, ridged horns, and spikes burst forth in a profusion from her shoulders and elbows. But from the navel down she was a massive and segmented snake, thicker around each coil than Scorio could have wrapped his arms, and he couldn’t begin to guess how much of her remained hidden beneath the coals.

She was stunning to behold. Though she moved with liquid fluidity, her body was composed of exquisitely crafted plates of black armor, gorgeously contoured to mimic a human body, and massively plated to form her serpentine lower half. Bright orange and yellow light outlined each groove and overlapping plate, and burned brightly in faint striations across her body, limning her abdominal wall, the muscles of her shoulders and chest, and six holes between her neck and sternum that led straight into her molten core.

Her hair hung in great, flowing masses of blackest stone, their tips lightening to molten red, and her eye were but holes in her mobile faceplate, each so bright that they revealed a blazing white interior. A vertical groove had been incised in each lower lid and down her cheek, and these burned brightly, as if permanent tear trails had ruined her peerless visage.

Scorio took a step back, overawed. She rose before them, radiating power and authority, every line of her armored form imperial and savagely beautiful.

“Bravurn,” she said, her voice a hollow whisper, metallic and strangely hoarse. “You have brought guests.”

“Queen Xandera, meet Flame Vaults Scorio and Naomi.” The Iron Tyrant gestured to them both. “I am introducing them to the realities of hell, and my influence upon it. Could you relate to them how you have fared under my rule?”

“You have been a master most kind,” said the queen without hesitation. “Fair and true to your word. You could have slain me and all my people, but instead you have allowed us to live in exchange for our service. We are forever grateful.”

Naomi’s expression flickered between hopeless awe and silent snarls, as if she were unable to master herself in the face of this divinity. “Why don’t you strike him down now?”

The ebon lips curled into a smile, the seam between them glowing bright. “I must admit that at first I dreamed of such foolishness. But that time is passed. Freedom would mean our destruction, for my kind no longer has the power to resist the Gurlocks. It would take me too long to give birth to sufficient Titans and Bishops, and in that time we would perish.” She inclined her horned head to the Iron Tyrant. “Far better to serve a fair master so that all may prosper.”

“Thank you, Queen Xandera,” said the Iron Tyrant. “We appreciate your time.”

“But of course,” whispered the queen, sinking back into her lake of livid coals. “My time is yours to command.”

The coals rippled, roiled, then closed over her head as she disappeared from view.

Scorio stared, shaken, then blinked as the Iron Tyrant smiled and gestured. “Our tour is almost over. If you will follow me.”

Numbly, he followed the Iron Tyrant out through a different exit, turning only once to glance back at the coals, and then they emerged into another royally adorned hallway. Down this swept the Iron Tyrant, his stride purposeful, and then into a different suite of chambers that were clearly his place of business.

The air grew cooler, though Scorio couldn’t figure out why, and after the endless series of starkly decorated chambers he was surprised to see so much fine furniture. A massive desk, heavy wooden shelving laden with books, scrolls, and curios, a set of four armchairs facing each other in a corner, and wooden doors leading deeper into the Iron Tyrant’s suite.

“Be seated,” said the Iron Tyrant, moving to the armchairs and claiming the one whose back was pressed into the corner.

Scorio forced his mind to begin working once more. He sat gingerly, Naomi barely alighting on the edge of her own seat.

“Our tour is complete.” The Iron Tyrant steepled his fingers. “I trust that I have impressed my mastery of all that I have applied myself to. The Fiery Shoals were a model of beneficial commerce for all involved until your attack upon The Celestial Coffer, and even after that I was able to negotiate suitable terms with Praximar. Even now my efforts fuel the war against the Blood Ox, providing crucial Gold mana to the brave warriors who seek to defeat our foe. I conquered the blazeborns, and in so doing civilized the Iron Weald so that it can now act as a safe zone from which our forces can strike at the Telurian Band. Be assured that without my conquest, the blazeborns would take advantage of our predicament to act as the anvil upon which the Blood Ox could bring down his hammer. But I was wise enough to show mercy; where I could have slaughtered all, I instead culled the fiends and brought them to heel. One day, perhaps, we Great Souls shall no longer have need of the Fury Spires, and then I will gladly return this hive to Xandera for her to do with as she wishes.”

“She said the Gurlocks would slaughter them,” said Naomi, tone flat.

“Not my concern, to be honest.” The Iron Tyrant smiled. “I am here to further our priorities, not act as an arbiter between warring fiends.”

Scorio didn’t know what to say. He stared at the Blood Baron.

The Iron Tyrant continued, his tone inexorable. “The reason I have insisted upon this tour is to make a simple point. I am a man who commands loyalty by means of simple expediency. Those who sign up for the Iron Vanguard are rewarded with Gold mana. Historically, those who have supported my ventures have been rewarded with positions of influence in the Fiery Shoals, or here in the Fury Spires. Soon the war in the Telurian Band will come to its climax. It cannot persist as it has done. I do not intend to remain at the Fury Spires for much longer, and when I quit this place, I shall lose all interest in that which I have created. Instead, I will sojourn deeper into hell, and those with a desire to take part in my next successful venture would do well to support my future initiatives. All those who have opposed me have suffered greatly for it, even if, ultimately, they have sought clemency by bending knee.”

Scorio leaned forward. “That sounds very much like a threat.”

The Iron Tyrant smiled. “Because it could very well be. I can tell you and Naomi dislike me. That is fine. I have no need to be liked. But what I hope is that you are intelligent enough to recognize that a track record of success like mine does not occur by accident.”

Now it was the Iron Tyrant’s turn to lean forward. “Every single man, woman, and fiend that has opposed me I have broken. At best, they mouth platitudes like Xandera, at worst they molder in the ground. Hell is full of fools, Scorio. Power does not reward intelligence, merely ambition, and those who rise to the greatest heights often do so to the detriment of us all. I remind you of the Cerulean Prophecy as a prime example of what happens when power is married with idiocy.”

“You’re calling the Imperators idiots?” asked Naomi, sounding impressed despite herself.

“They’ve squandered our best hope of defeating the Pit in glorious fashion,” said the Iron Tyrant, leaning back. “I doubt they are bursting with pride over that debacle.”

Scorio tongued the inside of his cheek and nodded. “Alright. We’ve heard your case. What do you want from us?”

“It’s obvious. The time will soon come when all Great Souls in the Iron Weald and Telurian Band will have to choose the path they wish to walk. When that time comes, remember what I have said here, and ask yourselves: do you wish to make an impassioned decision based on emotion and vainglorious desire, or a wise one, based on pragmaticism and the cold calculation on what needs to be done to win?”

Naomi was scowling. Scorio didn’t know what to say.

The Iron Tyrant smiled again, the expression dying an awful death before it came within a million miles of his eyes. “Well. This has been a pleasant little chat. I’m delighted that you saw fit to come to the Fury Spires after all.” He stood. “I look forward to seeing you around.”

Scorio and Naomi also rose to their feet.

The Iron Tyrant gestured to his door. “Through there will lead to one of the many ramps I had carved into this hive to ease our passage. Descend, and you will find yourselves once more at your cluster. Enjoy my hospitality. I ask nothing in exchange but for your calm consideration of my words once your disgust and anger have abated. Good day.”

Scorio nodded jerkily, not trusting himself to speak, and led Naomi to the doorway. He stood there for but a moment, and fought the urge to gaze in the direction of Queen Xandera’s chambers.

He struggled for a second, but then mastered himself. That done, he opened the door, and departed the Iron Tyrant’s quarters.


Chapter 10

Naomi stalked ahead of Scorio the whole way down to their rooms, her body practically vibrating with fury, such that other Great Souls instinctively drew back, alarmed, at the intensity of her expression.

Upon entering their chambers she immediately shifted into her Nightmare Lady form, her Heart blazing to life. With a cry, she spun and slashed her bladed tail across the inner curve of the room, sending shards of rock flying.

Scorio leaped back, arms raised to protect his face.

The Nightmare Lady hissed and whipped around once more, gouging four deep grooves into the stone with a slash of her talons.

“The bastard,” she cried, casting around for something else to attack, but the common room was so simply furnished there was nothing to break. Instead, she prowled around the back of the room like a caged fiend. “Showcasing us his enslaved queen and speaking of logic and rationality. Appealing to our pragmatic sides. Giving us a tour of his little kingdom.”

Scorio crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall.

“Did he think that would impress us? That we would be stunned by his accomplishments and bend knee?” The Nightmare Lady swung back, tail dancing to and fro, her whole body hunched over. “That we would applaud his pathetic ambition and be so impressed with his power that we’d roll over and beg for his patronage?”

“I think he did,” said Scorio. “And I think he knew the display would upset us. It’s why he told us to think about his offer after we’d calmed down. Why he made a point of portraying emotions as a weakness.”

Inky black clouds were starting to arise around the common room, smothering the golden radiance. The Nightmare Lady’s form was becoming more gaunt, more horrific. Still she prowled back and forth, hands flexing, seeking, yearning for something to break.

“Let’s be quit of this place,” she hissed. “Let’s go, now, before we get enmeshed in whatever ridiculous plots are being hatched. These people know only their own greed and will sacrifice anything and everything on the altars of their ambitions. Now, Scorio. We need to leave.”

“Alright.” The more agitated she became, the calmer he wished to be. “And where do we go?”

“Anywhere is better than here!” She whipped around once more, pacing, head swaying from side to side. “The depths of the Iron Weald, into the Telurian Band. Let’s find us some Blood Ox fiends and slaughter them, let’s find some of these Gold elites people speak of. Let’s drown the injustices of this world in blood.”

“Run blindly into the Telurian Band? We’d be liable to miss the real battle. To waste time trying to find the enemy.”

The Nightmare Lady stilled and glared at him. “A true predator can always find prey.”

“Our true prey is locked away in LastRock.” Now Scorio did push off the wall and approached her, fearless in his human form. “All of this is politics. Blood Barons and Pyre Lords maneuvering for power. Charnel Dukes obeying their betters and trying to win this war against the Blood Ox before it’s abandoned. We need to make the most of this opportunity to kill the right fiends so that we can learn about the Herdsmen.”

Inky clouds swirled around his waist, obscured the walls. Scorio stopped before the Nightmare Lady and met her sulfurous green glare dead on. “We run out of here to make our way blindly to the Telurian Band and we’ll lose our chance to do that.”

“I thought you wanted to meet with Nox,” sneered the Nightmare Lady. “Then return to Nightsong and get an escort into the Telurian Band.”

“And I still do. But we’ve learned some important information since arriving. Events are in motion. The war is coming to a head. Don’t get me wrong. I’m as sickened by the Iron Tyrant as you are. But this place is where the factions are coming to plan the final attempt to defeat the Blood Ox. We need to be here when they do, and throw our weight in with the right group.”

The Nightmare Lady’s upper lip writhed back from her fangs and for a second Scorio thought she’d lash out at him - but then she shrank back into her human body, her eyes narrowed, her face flushed, her scowl fit to curdle milk. The ink dissipated and she took two steps forward to drop into the rotunda and flop back against the cushions.

“Fine. I’ll curb my instincts for now. If you think we need to take part in this charade, we’ll take part. But I refuse to be used. I’ll swear no Heart Oaths and I’ll only follow the lead of a Great Soul I respect.”

“Or one we think we stand a good chance of using to our own ends,” said Scorio, exhaling in relief. “We just need to lie low, take care of ourselves, and wait to see how this plays out. But you know what I really want to do?”

“Does it involve dragging the Iron Tyrant down into that labyrinth and feeding him to the magma giant?”

“Close.” Scorio stepped down to sit beside her. “I want to ask Queen Xandera about that magma giant without the Iron Tyrant being there.”

“You think she knows about it?”

“That part of the labyrinth is beneath this valley, right? How deep do the roots of the Fury Spires go?” Scorio leaned forward and rubbed his chin. “I bet the Iron Tyrant doesn’t know there’s a magma giant capable of killing Ferric Drakes on his doorstep. And if the queen knows, then that means she’s playing a much more interesting game than just bending knee to the Iron Tyrant.”

“She doesn’t have knees,” said Naomi petulantly.

Scorio laughed. “Fine. Bending her coils? How would you say it?”

“Excuse me?” The new voice interrupted before Naomi could respond. “Hello?” Jaks appeared at the entrance to their common room. Her blonde hair was freshly washed and combed back, the grooves from her comb still evident as furrows, and she’d cinched a belt tightly about a fresh set of robes. “I heard voices.”

“Jaks,” said Scorio. “What can we do for you?”

Jaks’ smile was challenging. “Are you settling in alright? Yuze, Dakshina and I got to talking. What happened at the Fiery Shoals has left a bad taste in our mouths. So we were wondering if you two would be up for a friendly fight.”

“Friendly fight?” asked Naomi, leaning forward, smile alarming. “Yes. Absolutely. Now?”

Jaks frowned at her. “No, not this second. I meant soon. Friendly bouts are called Testaments here in the Fury Spires. We’d have to get a judge to make sure it’s fair and all. But it’s a way of establishing the pecking order, to see who’s ranked where. They happen pretty often, no big deal. I’m currently at #12 out of all the Flame Vaults, and Yuze is #23. What do you say? Two against two, seeing as we’re all Flame Vaults now.”

“Two against two?” Naomi pouted. “What’s the fun in that? I’d appreciate a little challenge. The three of you against the two of us.”

Jaks’ gaze gleamed. “You sure about that? Dakshina’s ranked #5. We’d hate to humiliate you in front of everyone.”

“Oh, yes,” purred Naomi. “That sounds like an excellent way to pass the time.”

“Naomi,” began Scorio.

“Hmm?” She turned to him with feigned politeness. “You said I should take care of myself? Nothing like a friendly bout to keep our skills fresh. Right, Jaks?”

“Right.” Jaks was staring at Naomi with a puzzled frown. “Then how about we meet in the caldera in Spire #3? It’s usually empty and will give us plenty of space.”

“We’re in Spire #1?” asked Scorio. Jaks nodded. “And there’s nobody in the queen’s quarters off Spire #3?”

“Cold and dead,” said Jaks. “See you there in a couple of hours? I’ll need to find us a judge.”

“Deal,” said Naomi. “But what does this bout entail?”

“Oh, nothing too extreme.” Jaks affected nonchalance. “How about we go till one team has surrendered or been knocked out? We’re Flame Vaults. We know how to fight now without really hurting each other, right?”

“Oh, yes,” said Naomi. “Absolutely. You’ve got nothing to be worried about.”

“Good.” Again Jaks frowned at Naomi, and only then did she look up to see the deep cuts that ran along the walls. “We’ll… see you soon.”

When she left Scorio glanced at his friend. “You couldn’t have been creepier if you’d tried.”

“Me?” Naomi pretended surprise. “I’m just building good relations with the other Great Souls. Haven’t you always told me I should be friendlier?”

Scorio sighed and leaned his head back. “Right. This is exactly what I meant.”

“Oh, come on.” Naomi elbowed him. “This will just be a bit of harmless fun. What could go wrong?”

* * *

The Fury Spires definitely took notice of the upcoming Testament. When Naomi and Scorio departed their cluster for Spire #3, the air in the tunnels fairly thrummed with excited conversation that stilled whenever they ran into a knot of people heading in the same direction.

“Looks like word’s gotten out,” said Scorio dryly. “Didn’t I suggest we keep a low profile?”

A young man had been waiting for them just outside their tunnel, and he fell in hurriedly beside them.

Naomi scoffed. “We’re famous. Or infamous. Everyone knew we were here the moment we arrived. Now everybody wants to see if we’re all that we’ve been portrayed to be.”

“Excuse me?” said the young guy.

“Three against two,” said Scorio. “And we don’t even know their power sets. Remember how much trouble we had against Evelyn due to her hair power? What if one of them has something similar?”

“Won’t be a problem.” Naomi marched forward with sublime confidence. “They’re just Flame Vaults.”

“Hello?” tried the kid again. “Hey! Right here!”

“We’re just Flame Vaults.”

“No,” she said firmly. “We’re not.”

“Damn it.” The kid sighed and fell behind. “I’ll try you both again later.”

It felt like hundreds of Great Souls were making their way over to the connecting spire. The tunnels, narrow to begin with, felt choked, and traffic slowed. Nobody seemed to mind. Scorio and Naomi kept a low profile, and thus were able to slip along for the most part without being noticed. It helped that most people didn’t even know what they looked like.

As a result, they overheard snippets of conversation along the way.

“… that he’s part fiend. No, I’m serious! It’s said that he was cast through the Final Door because of his fiend blood, but because of it he not only survived, but grew powerful enough to tackle Imogen the Woe…”

“…didn’t she attend the Academy? I heard she washed out, right? Stopped going to class? Probably couldn’t keep up, though it’s not her fault. Not like she was reincarnated like the rest of us…”

“…rewarded for murdering a Pyre Lord. What manner of message is that? If I were higher ranked, I’d have executed him on principle. A Pyre Lord is a thousand times more useful against the Blood Ox than another pair of Flame Vaults…”

“…didn’t they attack The Celestial Coffer? And then kill the Manticore crew in revenge when their cover was blown?”

Scorio’s jaw set as he overhead more and more speculation, and he could feel Naomi’s fury deepening once more.

Just up ahead, a trio of Great Souls were laughing and listening to a fourth, their ringleader.

“…you know he’s turning into a True Fiend, right? That’s what I heard, and he’s got her following him around to keep him satisfied at night, because apparently that’s her Flame Vault power, driving men mad with pleasure.”

One of the man’s companions glanced back and met Scorio’s eyes. He paled and shook his friend’s arm. “Gevlar.”

“No, no, it’s true!” Gevlar pulled his arm free. “That’s why she was kept at the Academy for as long as she -”

The Nightmare Lady’s great blade slid past his shoulder and curled around to press its wicked edge against his throat, forcing him to stop abruptly.

Gevlar made a gurgling sound as he cut himself, staggered back, then spun around to stare at the Nightmare Lady looming over him.

“You were just talking about me,” she hissed, leaning down so that her gaunt, cadaverous face came within inches of his own. “What was that you were saying about my powers?”

“I… I…” Gevlar tried to draw back but ran into her tail. His three companions scattered back, looking terrified.

“Yes?” The Nightmare Lady cocked her head quizzically to one side. “Something about why I was kept at the Academy?”

“Oh, shit,” said Gevlar weakly.

“Looks like you have a choice.” Scorio‘s tone was as cold as iron. “You apologize for slandering her, or fight. Which will it be?”

“I’m sorry.” He couldn’t get the words out fast enough. “It’s just what I heard, I didn’t come up with it, I’m so sorry, I had no idea -”

“Enough. Hold still.”

“Hold… what?”

“Still.” Her tail descended from above, and its point drew a red line slowly down his brow, skipped over his eye, then cut a hair-thin gash down his cheek. “The next time you think to repeat baseless rumors, remember this. Now go before I cut a piece of you off and gag you with it.”

Gevlar staggered back, beads of blood welling up along the cut, then turned and raced down the tunnel, his friends chasing after him and throwing desperate glances back.

“There.” Naomi shrank back to her human form and drew her hair back behind one ear. “That was satisfying.”

“Maybe we should hold a town hall meeting,” said Scorio, falling in beside her again. “Set the rumors straight.”

“Don’t bother,” said Naomi. “Even if we did they probably wouldn’t believe us, or they’d just twist our words. The only way to win is to grow more powerful. People like that understand only one thing, and that’s success.”

“Just like Plassus and Vermina,” said Scorio. “We were pardoned for killing Praximar because we pulled it off. Maybe that’s all Great Souls understand. Strength equals virtue.”

“Strength equals virtue,” said Naomi, testing the words. “I like that. I might have those words sewn into the back of my robe.”

Scorio scoffed. “You go through robes too quickly.”

“Hmm. Fair point.”

They’d taken a circuitous route by accident, and only rejoined the main through-tunnel after spinning off around Spire #3’s mostly abandoned living quarters. Coming back around, they ascended a ramp and rose toward a hubbub of conversation.

The caldera here was well lit. Golden globes were affixed to the walls so that all was lit with their diffused radiation, and a large crowd had gathered. People were still trickling in from side tunnels, and Scorio recognized very few faces. Amity was to one side, surrounded by a large crowd, while Jaks, Dakshina, and Yuze were in the center of the caldera, clearly the focus of attention.

“Scorio!” Lianshi cut through the crowd to approach, Leonis a few steps behind. “Did you really agree to this?”

“I guess so?” Scorio smiled at the sight of friendly faces. “Though Naomi didn’t really give me a choice.”

“I knew it!” Leonis grinned. “Naomi suffers no fools.”

“That’s…” Naomi hesitated, eyes narrowed. “Remarkably close to a compliment.”

“Because,” continued Leonis, “she’s a murderous harridan trapped in the innocent shape of a young lady.” He beamed. “At least as far as I’ve gathered.”

“You ruined it,” said Lianshi with a despairing eye roll. “Come on, Leonis.”

“What?” He affected surprise. “I call it as I see it, and if I was in need of an assisted suicide I know precisely whom I’d call.”

“It would be my distinct pleasure,” said Naomi, smiling sweetly.

“See? She probably wouldn’t even need to be asked twice.”

“Or once, for that matter.” Naomi’s smile grew wicked. “Have you been having troublesome thoughts, Leonis? I’m here if you need me.”

Lianshi stepped between the two of them but spoke to Scorio. “This is serious. You agreed to an official Testament, correct?”

“Correct,” said Scorio. “Jaks said it was a way to figure out ranking in the Fury Spires?”

“It is, but it’s more than that.” Lianshi took a breath. “The Iron Tyrant is, apparently, a supremely ordered person. Everything is documented, ranked, and accordingly rewarded. Your rank in the Fury Spires determines privileges and, if you’re in the Iron Vanguard, the kind of missions you’re sent on and how much Gold mana you’re given. It’s all in their contracts.”

“That’s fine and all,” said Naomi, affecting boredom. “But in case you haven’t noticed, we’re not in the Iron Vanguard, and don’t plan to stick around long enough to care.”

“I wasn’t finished. The loser of a Testament agrees to swear a Heart Oath to the winner -”

“What?” demanded Naomi, her outrage immediate.

“Within very definite limits,” continued Lianshi, speaking over her. “The loser agrees to perform a small favor to the winner, though the nature of the favor is limited by the standard Testament contract. I’ve not read one, but Moira told us about it on the way over. Favors can’t be used to harm the Iron Tyrant’s interests, to endanger the one obligated, or to betray other oaths. It’s definitely a minor favor, but it’s a real obligation.”

“The sneaky little bitch,” said Naomi, turning to glare through the crowd at where Jaks was grinning at another companion.

“She told us enough to get us here,” mused Scorio, “and then planned to spring the Heart Oath part on us in front of everyone. If we backed out we’d look cowardly, and if we agreed, they must think we’d lose to the three of them.”

“It’s nicely played,” said Leonis, crossing his forearms over his broad chest. “You could always step out now before the announcement, but something tells me that’s not your style.”

“What do you know about them?” asked Scorio. “Their powers?”

“When I heard you were fighting them I started asking questions,” said Lianshi, but Naomi cut her off.

“Why? We used to be friends, true, but we’re strangers to you now.”

Lianshi hesitated.

“Naomi,” protested Scorio.

“No, it’s a fair question.” Lianshi glanced at Leonis, as if for support. “After saying goodbye in Bastion, we used most of our coin to pay for a teleport to the Chasm.”

“Dread Blaze called Jarex,” rumbled Leonis. “Terrible with money and always looking to make more.”

“We visited our graves,” said Lianshi, her gaze locked on Scorio’s. “On some level everything you’d told us had felt like a story, and I wanted… needed to see the reality of what you’d said.”

“We needed,” said Leonis darkly.

“You visited your graves,” said Scorio softly.

“They were there, just as you said.” Lianshi inhaled deeply. “It was… deeply uncomfortable. But we sat down, after -”

“When we returned to Bastion -”

“- and went through everything we’d been told. Wrote a list -”

“Lianshi does love a good list,” said Leonis with a grin.

“- and wrote down everything we knew about you. And everything we’d learned directly from you both, and how you’d behaved.” Lianshi glanced up at Leonis again, who took over the conversation.

“Look, the long and short of it is that our past selves trusted you, and from what Lianshi can tell from her diaries, we as Great Souls don’t change that much from life to life. So while we don’t know you as our past selves did, we decided -”

“ - together -”

“To trust you when given a chance.” Leonis’ grin was wry. “You seem to be good people. We’ll look out for you when we can.”

“Thank you.” Scorio felt his throat close up. He wanted to turn away. To not see their faces, to feel the pain and gratitude that their words had brought up again. He inhaled sharply. “That means more to me than you can know.”

“Thank you,” said Naomi softly.

“What was that?” Leonis cupped his hand to his ear and leaned down. “Could you say that again for those higher up?”

Naomi scowled. “I’ve had a change of heart. Any and all gratitude has been summarily retracted.”

“Their powers work well together,” said Lianshi, tone brisk. “It’s why they’ve remained as a unit. Jaks has an inverted version of my own power; where I can become invulnerable for a short period of time, she reverts to a completely unharmed state every thirty seconds.”

“Must make getting drunk really hard,” observed Leonis.

“She can also augment her allies with the qualities of whatever fiend she fought last, and can change her size. Yuze can fill an area with razor-sharp filaments, like a spider’s web that slices you apart if you touch a strand. He can also transform into hundreds of spiders, and reform wherever any one of them are.”

“He what?” asked Scorio. “He turns into spiders?”

“It’s his Tomb Spark power,” said Lianshi. “You know how all Tomb Sparks either gain the ability to control others in some fashion or hide? He hides by becoming a mass of spiders. They can’t really do much, since their purpose is to obfuscate him, so don’t worry about being swarmed or bitten by them, but they scatter and make him hard to kill.”

“That’s right. Jova explained as much to me, once.”

“And his Flame Vault power?” asked Naomi.

“It was an amplification of his Emberling ability. Before, he could just shoot single strands from his finger. Now he can just fill an entire area all at once.”

“Alright.” Scorio gave a sharp nod. “Jaks can heal every thirty seconds, enhance her friends, and change her size. Yuze fills the area with cutting wires and can disappear into a hundred spiders. Dakshina?”

“She’s the most dangerous of the three,” said Leonis, tone serious. “She has a weird power. I don’t quite understand it -”

“Then I’ll explain it,” snapped Lianshi.

“- but I’m happy to try and explain it,” said Leonis, pretending not to have heard her. “She basically steals people’s ability to move.”

“No,” said Lianshi. “She steals your speed and enhances her own. And whenever she wants she can split herself into two copies, each with half her current speed. Only one of them is the real her, however; the other just acts like her but can’t actually do anything.”

“But she can do this over and over again?” asked Naomi.

“Correct. As long as she’s stolen enough speed to make it practical. She could do it over and over again till she was paralyzed and surrounded by a bunch of slow moving copies, but what would be the point?”

“And if she steals enough of our speed?” asked Naomi.

“Precisely. She can freeze you in place. I imagine the effect is faster if she focuses on just one of you, instead of both, but…” Lianshi shrugged.

Naomi frowned at where the other three Flame Vaults stood. “So Yuze will fill the area with razor webs while Dakshina slows us down. Jaks will play support, enhancing them and taking punishment.”

“They’ll try to beat you by wearing you down and freezing you,” agreed Leonis. “You’ll need to win quickly. A long fight will only play to their strengths.”

A large, handsome man clapped his hands and moved to the center of the caldera. A mane of golden hair hung down past his shoulders, and his jovial face was framed by a thick beard. Scorio recognized him from the Imogen battle - Valdun, the Dread Blaze who’d summoned flying horses and escorted the other Great Souls into combat.

“Attention, one and all!” Valdun’s voice boomed inside the caldera. “We are gathered here today to witness a formal Testament! Always an exciting event, but made even more thrilling due to who’s taking part today: Scorio and Naomi, Flame Vaults that have already accomplished some astonishing deeds. I, Pyre Lord Valdun, will be adjudicating the bout, and it is my duty to ensure that the contest remains amicable and that no contestants are seriously injured. Now, everyone involved in the bout, please come forward.”

“Good luck,” whispered Lianshi, reaching out to touch Scorio’s elbow.

Leonis made a fist, then stepped back.

Another pang of pain. Scorio smiled tightly, but as he turned away the feeling of camaraderie that had begun to build between them died. If they’d truly been their companions, one of them would have offered to fight alongside them, three against three.

But no.

The Leonis and Lianshi who’d have fearlessly thrown themselves into combat by their sides were dead.

These were just their well-wishing reincarnations.

Naomi raised her chin. “Let’s show them what we’re capable of.”

“Yeah,” whispered Scorio, and putting his pain aside, walked alongside her out into the open.


Chapter 11

Valdun beamed as Scorio and Naomi made their way through the crowd to stand by his side.

“Scorio!” The man’s boom was almost too much. “I never thanked you for your timely assistance in defeating Imogen the Woe.” He beamed out at the crowd, which immediately set to whispering. “We all did the best we could, but it took you and an Imperator to drive her away. Incredible.”

Jaks’ grin was dying on her face.

“Thank you,” said Scorio quietly. “Congratulations on making Pyre Lord.”

Valdun swept his hand through his golden locks. “My thanks in turn. Now, I’ll be judging this Testament. It’s obviously your and Naomi’s first. I’ll explain the rules, and then we’ll get right to it.”

Dakshina and Yuze had also drawn close. Yuze looked slightly panicked, his already pale face now ivory, his freckles stark, his shoulders rising and falling, while Dakshina appeared magnificently indifferent to the proceedings, her eyes heavy-lidded, her focus on her nails.

“The battle allows the usage of all powers as long as they are not lethal in nature or overtly used to kill. You may not ignite your Heart till the bout begins. And remember, you’ll have an audience watching from various locations around the sides of the caldera, so don’t harm them, either.”

Naomi glanced about them. The upper walls of the caldera were pocked with windows. “People watch at their own risk.”

“Too true. All understand the dangers involved, but still, I’ll frown on your recklessly or purposefully endangering the audience. If I get sufficiently upset about it, I’ll end the bout and award the victory to the other team.”

“Right,” said Jaks firmly.

“Now, the aim is to incapacitate or force the other team to surrender. We’ve some potent healing pills on hand, but you’ll need to pay for those after the fact. That being said, both parties understand that this is still a potentially lethal fight. You enter it freely and understand the risks.”

Everyone nodded.

“Finally, the losers of the Testament will sign a limited Heart Oath stating that they owe a small favor set within very clear boundaries to the winning team.”

Jaks’ eyes gleamed, Yuze grew still, and even Dakshina flicked her gaze up.

If they expected Scorio to act shocked or angry, they were disappointed. He simply nodded. “I’m not familiar with the contract. Can I read it?”

“Of course.” Valdun extended his arm, and Amity ambled over, a heavy scroll tube under his arm.

“You just arrived and already you’re getting busy,” grinned Amity. “Here’s the Heart Oath.” He opened the scroll tube and drew it forth.

Scorio and Naomi unrolled it and saw that it was quite lengthy.

“Go ahead and read it in full,” said Valdun. “No Heart Oath should be entered into lightly. The consequences can be deadly.”

Scorio and Naomi retreated to the side of the caldera and sat down to read the scroll. It was much as Lianshi had described. The Heart Oath couldn’t involve extreme, dangerous, or unreasonable demands, and should be achievable without causing significant harm or risk to the obligated party. It couldn’t involve actions that directly opposed or harmed the interests of the Iron Tyrant, and couldn’t require the obligated party to break any other preexisting oaths or commitments.

The key element was that in case of disputes or disagreements about the nature of the fulfillment of the oath, the Iron Tyrant could be appealed to as a neutral third person to arbitrate and make a binding decision.

Naomi snorted. “Because the man who crafted this contract is clearly going to be neutral about how it’s enforced.”

Scorio rolled the scroll back up. “What do you think?”

“Doesn’t matter what it says. We’re not going to lose.” Naomi rose to her feet. “Ready?”

Scorio laughed huskily. “Fine. The terms work for me, regardless. And I have to give it to Jaks. She played this nicely. I’m sufficiently annoyed that I’m happy to risk having to sign this thing.”

They returned to the center, where Valdun and the others regrouped.

Jaks smiled impishly. “Second thoughts, Scorio? Don’t feel bad if you want to back out. Not everyone’s ready for a fight against real opponents like us.”

“Real opponents like you three?” Naomi smiled pityingly. “Oh, Jaks. What a wonderful, dreamlike world you live in. Unfortunately, it’s time to wake up.”

Jaks thrust out her chin. “Talk is cheap, Naomi. You don’t know what you’re up against. But we’re happy to give you an education.”

“She doesn’t know what that word means, Jaks.” Dakshina’s tone was mild. “Remember? She was kicked out of the Academy.”

“Oh. That’s right. Hey!” Jaks beamed. “Maybe now you’ll finally get to learn all the things you missed out on.”

“Bad move,” said Scorio. “I can see why you might have thought it a good idea to insult her, but now?” He turned to consider where Naomi had gone still, and winced. “Now you’ve made her angry.”

“Well boo hoo,” began Jaks, but Scorio stepped in close and his presence caused her to clam shut.

“And I’m very protective of my friends.” His words were just a whisper as he glared down at her. “You’ve no idea.”

Jaks dry swallowed and stepped back. “Alright, enough with the flirting. Let’s get this over with.”

“Agreed,” said Valdun cheerfully. “Clear the caldera! Each team must move to the far side. I’ve helpfully designated your starting areas with chalk.”

“Chalk?” Amity laughed. “You’re getting better at this.”

Valdun winked at him.

The crowd dispersed into the tunnels, and voices echoed from above as people climbed to the viewing galleries. Scorio and Naomi walked to their starting zone, which was a white-chalked rectangle some five yards wide and set flush against the wall.

“Jaks is about to have a very bad day,” said Naomi. “Actually, this is great. I have a feeling this fight is going to prove therapeutic.”

“Easy,” said Scorio, sweeping Bronze mana into his Heart. “Don’t kill anyone. Want to talk strategy real quick?”

Jaks and the other two had entered their own zone and were whispering feverishly amongst each other. Yuze in particular looked upset, and kept stabbing his finger toward where Scorio and Naomi stood.

“What’s there to talk about? You go high, I’ll move through my shadows, and we’ll take them down. Simple.”

Scorio scoffed. “Fine. But they’re probably going to use Gold mana. Be ready for that.”

“Noumenon wouldn’t save them today,” whispered Naomi, binding her hair back. “They’re fucked.”

“The Testament is about to begin!” Valdun extended his arm and a bolt of gold flashed down from the ceiling to shatter rock in a violent explosion. A moment later a beautiful pegasus stood there, wings fanning as it turned its noble head to nuzzle Valdun. The Pyre Lord leaped atop its back and the pegasus reared, beating its feathered wings before leaping into the air.

Scorio and everyone else watched as the winged steed flew in a lazy circle overhead, rising and falling with each great flap of its wings.

“Fight honorably if you can, dishonorably if you must.” Valdun’s voice boomed unnaturally loud. “Leave off as soon as your foe surrenders. I shall adjudicate as I see fit, and intervene if I must. The bout shall last as long as is necessary, and to all who strive to prove their might, I salute you!”

Across the caldera, the other three Flame Vaults sank into prepared stances.

Valdun raised his fist. “Let the Testament begin!”

Scorio’s Heart burst into flames instantly, its great spherical surface livid with Bronze fire. Power flooded into him, diluted though it felt compared to the Gold, and he surged up into his scaled form. He felt his shoulders broaden, his waist narrow, his thighs grow thick and heavy with muscle. Black scales flooded across his skin, forming a heavy coat across everywhere but his stomach, under his forearms, and his calves. Horns burst forth from his brow to sweep back, while his talons extended and blazed white-hot, the air around their tips shimmering.

Naomi leaped forward, changing into her Nightmare Lady form midair, and her swirls of inky black fog began to rise from the floor all around the caldera.

Almost a hundred Great Souls were watching, from Pyre Lords Valdun and Amity down to the humblest Emberling.

In that moment, something crystalized within his heart. Partly born of the pain from losing Leonis and Lianshi, from the anger stirred by the errant rumors, by the manner in which they were still regarded as others, as monstrous, as outsiders.

The upshot was that he checked his instinct to leap to the skies and fly toward their foes.

No.

He’d not rush.

He didn’t care if this played into their enemy’s strengths.

He’d crush them regardless.

So Scorio began to stride across the caldera toward where the other three were spreading out.

Dakshina hung back, both arms extended, fingers splayed as she glared imperiously at them. Yuze was hurrying out wide, hunched over low as if to make himself a lesser target, while Jaks jogged forward, grinning nervously.

Dakshina’s power touched him, and Scorio felt his body constrained as if the air were turning to liquid. Just as quickly glimmers filled the space before him as Yuze’s filaments faded into view, crisscrossing each other in every direction, affixed to the distant walls and slanting down toward the center of the caldera.

Scorio lowered his chin and strode on.

Dakshina’s power sought to steal his speed, but in practice he realized that simply meant he’d be forced to drain his mana faster in order to compensate for the resistance. He engaged the Delightful Secret Marinating technique and began to siphon what Iron and Bronze remained high above them into his Heart.

The Nightmare Lady was slashing her way toward Yuze, her tail cutting the filaments as she hopped from inky patch to inky patch, crossing a dozen yards at a time. From other inky patches, replicas of her tail were rising, undulating like horrific trees, their bladed tips seeking foes.

Dakshina’s eyes flared open wide as she focused her power. The air around Scorio grew more turgid. He burned more Iron so that he felt implacable, an unstoppable juggernaut, and realized he was already being forced to burn mana at a faster rate than he could siphon.

Which might have been a problem if his reservoir wasn’t so vast.

Staring past Jaks, he locked gazes with Dakshina, grinned, and began accelerating.

Dakshina let out a cry and split into two, a mirrored reflection peeling away to stagger and race out wide.

Scorio pushed against her power, burned even more mana, and broke into a jog.

Dakshina’s brow was beaded in sweat and she split again, another copy racing out wide.

Scorio’s shins and thighs burst the razor filaments. They bowed before him, seeking to cut into his scales, then snapped, leaving only light traceries scratched across his hide.

Scorio fought the urge to laugh. Yuze’s filaments might have sliced another man to pieces, but against him they were little more than actual spider webs.

The strands parted before Jaks as she reached the caldera’s halfway point, but she was slowing in shock as she watched Scorio tear a path toward her.

Too late now, Scorio thought.

Dakshina let out a cry of horror as Scorio pushed into a run, flooding her with an excess of power.

She split into two again, then immediately again, but all her copies, ringed out wide, were suffering, staggering, falling back.

Scorio snarled, and with his Heart bursting up into an inferno, he tore through all resistance and into a sprint.

Dakshina’s cry became a scream and she collapsed, all her copies vanishing.

The resistance around him vanished and Scorio all but flew at Jaks who suddenly backpedaled, panicked.

Scorio was on her. She leaped back, shrinking midair as she went, and landed at only three feet in height, her form nimbler and quicker for being smaller. She threw herself forward into a roll, causing Scorio to spin around, and kicked at his ankle as she went, trying to trip him.

She might as well have kicked a tree.

Jaks cried out in pain, rolled over onto her side, and then Scorio reached below the edge of her Shroud to raise her up by a leg, swinging her into the air only to bring her rapidly growing body smashing down onto the floor.

She screamed as her shoulder and head impacted the stone. Bones broke and she lay still, eyelids fluttering, blood pouring from her nostrils.

Scorio remained poised over her and glanced toward Yuze and Naomi.

The Flame Vault had disappeared, and Naomi was leaping around, tail flashing down again and again to shatter palm-sized spiders that scuttered away. But wherever they went her other tails impaled and crushed them.

Scorio felt a twinge of pity. He could read Yuze’s terror in the circles his spiders ran, desperately trying to evade the Nightmare Lady.

But he watched Jaks out of the corners of his eyes.

Thirty seconds.

Naomi laughed, fell to all fours, and skittered through shadows, each hand and foot crushing a spider as she went.

Jaks’ broken form was suddenly whole, though she didn’t move. Scorio pretended not to notice. The woman subtly gathered herself, placed a hand against the ground, then attempted to burst upward, exploding in size as she came.

Scorio whipped around and punched down, hard. She’d led with her Shroud, but it was a pitiful affair, just the size of a regular shield and maybe an inch thick. His talons sank through its glowing form, shattered it, and then he curled them into a fist a moment before burying his knuckles in her face. Bone crunched as he broke her nose. Her head whipped back and cracked against the ground again, her inflated sized diminishing just as quickly.

“Stay down,” hissed Scorio.

“Stop, I concede!” cried Yuze, who had appeared against the caldera wall, curled up with his arms wrapped around his head, his Shroud hanging before him.

The Nightmare Lady loomed over him, her tail angled for a strike.

“The Testament is over!” Did Valdun sound shocked?

Nobody applauded. Scorio raked the observing crowd with a quick, indifferent glare. People were staring, wide-eyed.

“The bout goes to Scorio and Naomi,” continued Valdun, his pegasus gliding down in a tight curve to the ground. Its hooves clopped on the rock as the Pyre Lord slid off its back, and then the steed disappeared in a flash of golden light.

“And in truth, that was a very… convincing fight.” Valdun gazed at where Dakshina still lay curled up on the ground, then over at Jaks who was bleeding freely at Scorio’s feet. “I had thought we’d have more sport, but it seems Scorio and Naomi are in need of a greater challenge.”

The Nightmare Lady shrank back down and became Naomi, who refused to look at the audience and instead gave Scorio a wink.

“What…?” Jaks sat up, completely healed. “Is it…?”

“Over?” Scorio extended his hand. “It’s over.”

She took his hand, more out of reflex than anything else, and he heaved her up with such strength she near lifted clear off the ground before settling and staggering back.

“We lost?” Jaks struggled to understand. “But I didn’t… we didn’t…”

“Do much of anything?” Naomi strode up, eyes narrowed. “No. You didn’t. If we’d known it would be this easy we wouldn’t have accepted your challenge. Disappointing, really.”

Jaks flushed and looked away.

“Might need to make it six against two for this to be interesting,” said Valdun, stroking his beard as he strode over. “Or hell, maybe we should pit the two of you against Dread Blazes.”

“Maybe you should try us against Pyre Lords,” said Naomi, her smile cutting.

Amity ambled over. “I think not! We already saw how that went for Praximar. How’d you just walk through Yuze’s wires, Scorio? I’ve tested my thumb against them and they’re wicked sharp. Valdun and I can handle them, but you’re just a Flame Vault. Should’ve given you pause.”

For a moment, Scorio wanted to admit he had a Gold-tempered body, but then he shrugged. “Maybe it’s a unique property of my scales. Just lucky, I guess.”

“Just lucky,” said Amity, nodding amicably as if this were the most logical explanation in the world. “Just as you were able to overpower Dakshina by… feeding her too much power?”

Jaks and Yuze had retreated to their fallen friend, and having propped her up were trying to get her to drink some water.

“That’s how it looked to me,” said Valdun, who crossed his beefy arms over his chest. “You must have an immensely deep reservoir.”

“I guess all that training in the ruins paid off,” said Scorio, voice quiet. “If Bastion had a future, I’d recommend it to future classes.”

“Hmm,” said Valdun, frowning as he scrutinized Scorio.

“Oh,” said Naomi, as if suddenly remembering. “Wasn’t there a reward for winning?”

Amity tapped Valdun’s elbow and pointed up.

Scorio looked up as well and saw a shadowed figure step back into the darkness of the highest balcony.

The Pyre Lords exchanged a significant glance.

“Yes,” said Valdun. “I’ll have the other three swear their Heart Oaths as soon as Dakshina’s recovered. I can ask them to present themselves at your cluster later to both acknowledge their debts and congratulate you on the victory.”

“No need,” said Naomi before Scorio could reply. “I’ve little interest in their company. Was there anything else, Pyre Lords?”

Amity rubbed the back of his neck. “Just my congratulations, I suppose. And watch out. You’re going to have more challenges coming your way, but I reckon they won’t be Flame Vaults.”

“That allowed?” asked Scorio.

“You’re always free to decline,” continued Amity. “And refusing a challenge from a Dread Blaze carries no shame. But I’d be interested to watch you go up against the likes of Sharess or Gorgias.”

“Thank you,” said Scorio. “Maybe some other time.”

Valdun smirked. “Well, I’d best get back to my duties. And you, Amity. Got caught sneaking in here to watch, eh?”

Amity laughed. “I’ll pay the price. It was worth it. See you Flame Vaults around.”

Valdun headed over to where Jaks and the others were still tending to Dakshina, and Amity strode toward a side tunnel, fending off some other Great Souls that wanted to talk to him.

“Told you,” said Naomi, tone clearly pleased. “Easy as easy could be.”

“Felt like fighting children,” said Scorio. “It was almost too fast.”

“That’s what happens when you spend all your time fighting for your life, as opposed to just hanging out in the Fiery Shoals or Fury Spires, waiting to be told what to do.” Naomi linked her arm with his and they began walking toward the same tunnel they’d come from. “Though someone like Jova would be far more interesting.”

“Hey,” said a young guy, hurrying up to them both. “Great fight!”

“Real Flame Vaults versus pretend ones?” mused Scorio. “Maybe that’s the problem with the war. Too many of our number are shepherded through the process instead of having to really fight their way through.”

“Guess it was a blessing you were thrown to my tender mercies instead of being fattened on pills and elixirs in the Academy,” said Naomi. “I honed you to a sharp edge.”

The kid raked his fingers through his black hair in frustration, spiking it up. “Hey, idiots! I’ve been told to spy on you. Hello?”

“Go ahead and claim all the credit,” laughed Scorio. “I clearly had nothing to do with it.”

“You’re a quick student,” Naomi allowed. “And remarkably willing to endure pain while trying to understand the most obvious of lessons.”

Scorio gave up and simply shook his head. Nobody approached them, but he could feel scores of people watching them as they departed. He wondered briefly if Leonis and Lianshi would try to catch up with them, but when they didn’t, he couldn’t tell if he was relieved or not.

They walked in companionable silence along the tunnels, making their way slowly back to their own cluster. A kid followed them for a time, then sighed and peeled away, leaving them alone. Occasionally they got lost, but always ran into someone eventually who could point them in the right direction. Upon returning to their quarters Scorio half-expected to find a messenger from the Iron Tyrant awaiting them, or a line of new challengers, but all was still, all was quiet.

Morose, his mind returning to old memories of friends no longer with them, he excused himself and entered his room to lie upon the thin mattress stretched out on the stone shelf.

One hand under his head, he allowed his darkvision to fade away, and simply gazed up into the nothingness. The stone walls were so thick that no sound penetrated his room; he lay as if entombed, hidden deep within his own private grave.

Had it already been almost four years since he’d been reborn in the Academy? Most of it had been spent in the Crucible, true, but somehow time was already slipping by.

He’d have to turn his attention to making Dread Blaze. Idly, he willed his Heart to ignite, then set about the exercises that Druanna had taught them, causing the flow of mana to the flames to ebb and flow, over and over again.

But even as he practiced his thoughts strayed. LastRock felt a world away, a diffused goal that he couldn’t begin to imagine how best to approach. All of the Telurian Band and the Blood Ox’s forces lay between him and that lost city, and the Blood Ox himself was apparently as powerful as an Imperator.

Was he wasting his time, angling for this information? Should they circumvent the entirety of the war with its doomed politics and invisible angles to travel into the Silver Unfathom?

In the darkness he wished there was someone he could ask, a voice of experience he could trust. The White Queen, perhaps. Or… no one else came to mind. Nobody that he’d trust with his every secret, his every hope and ambition.

Except for Nox, of course.

Scorio cracked a smile, closed his eyes, and allowed his Heart to return to a steady burn so that he could reach out for the first time since arriving at the Fury Spires to that sense of heaviness, that feeling of being pulled by a Coal-drenched aura.

For a moment, he couldn’t place it. Then it was there, stronger than ever, vibrant and loud like an echoing bell of gargantuan proportions.

Scorio sat bolt upright. “Naomi!”

She burst into his room before he’d finished calling, her hair wild, her face alarmed in his darkvision. “What is it?”

“It’s Nox.” He checked again, and became sure. “His signal. That beacon? It’s moving toward us. It’s almost here.”


Chapter 12

“What do you mean?” Naomi crouched beside his bed, eyes wide. “He’s getting closer? Coming up into the hive?”

“No, not up… well, maybe.” Scorio closed his eyes and fought for calm, to focus on that imperative pull. “I don’t get a sense of height. I’d reckon he’s still far underground. But he’s definitely on the move.”

“Got impatient,” said Naomi dryly. “Can’t blame him. Plus he sensed you before, back in Bastion. Maybe he’s intending to make his way up here.”

“That wouldn’t be good.” Scorio tried to imagine explaining Nox’s presence to the Iron Tyrant. “We should head down, find him before he gets in trouble.”

“Fine by me.” Naomi rose and tugged on her belt. “That fight barely felt like a warm-up. I’m good to go.”

Scorio rose, and together they quit their chambers. Was it night? Day? Life in the Fury Spires eroded all sense of daily rhythms. The tunnels seemed more sparsely populated; did that mean it was dark outside? Then again, the Iron Weald’s irregular cycles didn’t help; while the Small Sun over the Rascor Plains wheeled quickly to the north, the slow ebb and flow of the Telurian Band acted as a dolorous counterpoint.

Banishing these musings from his mind, Scorio led the way, heading back out of the clusters to the large corridor that wrapped around the spherical core in great descending loops.

The few Great Souls that they passed gave curt nods but otherwise averted their eyes. Perhaps their bout against Jaks and her comrades had soured the locals’ interest. No matter.

The great curving hallways were cool in comparison to their rooms, and Scorio broke into a light jog, leading the way ever down and around, down and around. They passed numerous branching tunnels leading back in, but for as long as the main hallway descended, they stuck to it.

The tunnel changed after what might have been five revolutions. The ceiling rose away to become higher, while the walls pulled back, broadening the hall. The decline evened out and within moments, Scorio found that they were straying amidst a forest of stalactites, each glowing from within as if boasting a molten core.

The air grew simmering hot. Scorio’s scalp prickled with sweat, and soon his robes were clinging to his frame.

Naomi moved out wide, and together they pressed deeper into this new area. It was still roughly curving down and descending, as if they walked the last vestiges of a bowl’s curvature, but here and there vents appeared, their mouths burning bright white as they vented superheated air.

Scorio stopped and took a moment to simply take in their environs. They’d proceeded a good twenty or thirty yards in, and now the tunnel walls were barely visible in the distance.

“What do you think?” asked Naomi. “Continue straight?”

“Straight as we can,” agreed Scorio. He prowled on, deeper and deeper, and then came to freestanding wall section whose faces were covered with the most intricate and beautiful artwork he’d ever seen.

“What is this?” he whispered, slowing down to stare. The sections ranged in length, and together formed a simple maze. Bands of iron, obsidian, copper, gold, and even streaks of gemstones were interlaced in a manner similar to that which he’d seen in Xandera’s rooms. Here and there the walls had been defaced, with chunks of what might have been more precious substances torn free.

“It’s so beautiful,” said Naomi, touching one wall. “So… complex. An art gallery?”

“Perhaps.” Scorio glanced around. The wall sections formed a cordon around the huge chamber’s center, but was in no way a defensive measure; it was too easy to slip through them and leave the band of beautiful intricacy behind. “Maybe we’ll get a chance to ask Queen Xandera, later.”

Leaving the tapestry walls behind, they pressed deeper. The stalactites grew more massive as the ceiling rose ever higher, and their inner glow came through in curling rings around the inside of the inverted cones. It was nearly impossible to keep track of where they were relative to the rest of the spire, but they had to be moving closer to the center.

“Up ahead,” whispered Naomi. “Titans.”

They loomed massive and still in a line, easily some six or seven visible from where Scorio stood.

“What do you think?” Scorio crouched and rubbed his chin. “Just walk up?”

“They’ve no reason to attack us.”

“Who would know if they did?”

“Somebody would find all the broken Titans.”

“Ha. Alright. Let’s move a little closer.”

The blazeborn giants weren’t as dark and petrified as the ones arrayed before the Fury Spires’ main entrance. These were ashen gray, still as massive, but something about them felt alert.

Scorio reached out with his senses. The Iron was thick and molten here, moving with a fluidity that he hadn’t seen before. No traces of Bronze.

Stepping into view, Scorio approached slowly, palms raised.

The closest Titan remained still until Scorio was ten yards away, and then it came to life. All it did was turn its torso to orient on him, but something about that abrupt movement was ominous, menacing even.

“Hello?” Scorio studied the fiend. “Do you understand me?”

No response.

“We’re just passing through. Is that alright?”

The Titan didn’t move.

“Great.” Scorio glanced at Naomi. “Shall we try and pass between them?”

She nodded and made for the six or seven yard gap between the two closest Titans. Even though she moved like a shadow between the stalactites, the Titans responded by both orienting on her and then taking a single large stride simultaneously to narrow the gap between them.

Naomi drew up short. “Well that’s clear enough.”

Scorio considered. “We could get by them. But if they pursued us…”

“I could use my dark cloud step to pass through easily,” agreed Naomi. “But if that upsets them enough, we’d have trouble getting back without kicking up a fuss.”

“And then we’d have to explain to people why we were willing to cause problems down here. I don’t want to alert folks to Nox.”

Naomi frowned. “Maybe we can find another way.”

They walked along the outer perimeter of the Titans. There was one every eight yards or so, and Scorio felt each one’s attention fall upon them like a weighty mantle.

The tunnel no longer merited the name. It had broadened into a basement or cavern that seemed to lie beneath the entirety of the spire. They went all the way round, but the Titans had cordoned off a large area.

“Damn,” said Scorio when he thought they’d returned to their starting point. “What are they guarding?”

“It has to be something involving the caldera,” said Naomi. “Right?”

“But Queen Xandera can’t use it anymore. Why guard it?”

“Either we force our way through and find out, or… well. We ask.”

Scorio grinned. “You make that sound like the worst option.”

“Because it is?” She grinned at him mockingly. “How about I slip past them and scout deeper?”

“I don’t know. You don’t travel that far with each hop. They might sense you and give chase.”

“I could evade them with ease.”

“That’s not the point. Again, if we stir things up here, we might have to give awkward explanations up top. Let’s try asking questions first.”

“And if they want to know why we’re asking?”

Scorio shrugged. “I’m curious about how the Fury Spires work. We went exploring, and ran into a forbidden area. Who wouldn’t ask?”

“Fair enough.” Naomi turned to walk back the way they’d come. “And if we get stonewalled, we can force Jaks to tell us everything she knows.”

“That’s the attitude,” grinned Scorio.

They ascended once more, taking their time, and entered the clusters level at a random access point.

“Should we ask Lianshi and Leonis?” asked Naomi.

Scorio hesitated.

“What?”

“I’d rather not.”

Naomi frowned at him. “Not what I expected you to say.”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged irritably. “They’re not our old friends. And each time we gain a half-measure from them, it only tears open the old wounds. I’d rather… whatever. We can ask them if you prefer.”

“It’s fine with me either way.” But then she stepped in close and took hold of his arm. “I think I understand. It’s… hard.”

“Yeah.” He glanced down, wrestling with the pain that reared its ugly head even now, then smiled gratefully at her. “But thanks.”

She just nodded as they kept walking, but didn’t release his arm.

A black-haired young man crossed through their tunnel ahead, a cheroot hanging limply from his lips, its tip ashed. He did a double-take as momentum carried him out of sight, then backpedaled into view. “Hey, what are you guys doing here? Lost?”

“Hmm?” Scorio frowned at him, blinked, then shook his head and kept walking.

“Seriously,” said the kid, “you guys lost?”

Scorio slowed, uneasy, frowned at the stranger then stared through him and kept walking.

“No, I get it. It’s fine. You could even say I’m used to it.” The kid started walking backwards alongside them. “The name’s Alain. Not that having a name means much when folks tend to stare right through you. Hey, I really like those big claws of yours. Scary stuff. And Naomi? That Nightmare Lady form? Whoo.” He shivered violently.

Naomi stopped, scowled, and pressed the base of her palm against her temple.

“There you go,” said the kid. He sucked powerfully on his cheroot, causing its tip to burn cherry red, then blew a plume of smoke up at the tunnel’s ceiling. “Focus, focus, focus. Would it help if I dropped my pants? Hello - hello - hello, can you see me?”

“What the…” Naomi blinked rapidly and squinted. “Who the hell are you?”

“There we go!” Alain spread his arms. “Now, keep your eyes on me, alright? If you look away I’ll disappear again.”

“Naomi?” Scorio stared at her in confusion. “Why are you… talking to this… wait.”

“Mmhmm,” said Alain, taking another drag on his cheroot. “Here I am. Did you catch my name? It rhymes with ‘Alain’. Because it is Alain.”

“Where did you come from?” demanded Naomi, pulling away from Scorio and rounding on the kid.

Scorio brought his focus to bear and then his eyes widened and he took a startled step back. It wasn’t that the kid had suddenly appeared; he’d clearly been there all along, but in the same way that any stretch of the hallway was both there and easily overlooked. He’d simply not merited attention.

“Hey, listen, don’t get violent.” Alain took a few swift steps back. “Don’t get mad at me because you’re oblivious.”

“You’re using a power on us,” said Naomi, tone dangerous. “Drop it.”

“I can’t.” Alain took another nervous drag from his cheroot then scowled at what was left between his fingers. “Believe you me, I’d turn this off if I could. You think it’s good for my self-esteem to be ignored by everyone but the Dread Vaults and up? And even they get headaches if they try to talk to me for too long.”

“Alain.” Scorio forced himself to remain focused on the young man. “Your power’s like Amity’s, then? Always on?”

“We’ve got a winner,” said the kid, flashing a nervous grin. “I tried talking to you both earlier, but it didn’t take. I’m actually surprised it’s only taken three or four interactions for you to break my veil. Usually it either takes much longer or my spending hours blathering at people before they notice me.”

“That does sound bad,” said Scorio.

“You’ve no idea. In Bastion?” Alain took another drag and then flicked the cheroot away. “I couldn’t get regular folks on the street to notice me no matter what. All sorts of moral quandaries, you know? The temptation to just steal stuff was pretty strong. I mean.” He blew out the smoke. “I wish I was made of sterner moral stuff, but overall I didn’t steal too much, all things considered.”

“What do you want?” demanded Naomi.

“The Iron Tyrant can see me just fine. I think he finds my situation amusing, which tells you all you need to know about him.” Alain crossed his arms over his badly faded black robes. “Anyway, he’s been treating me like his personal spy army. Go watch this person and see who they talk to. Go find out what this person thinks about this Charnel Duke, or whatever.”

“And you do what you’re told?” asked Naomi.

Alain shrugged. “Sometimes. It keeps me busy, at any rate. Oh, don’t look at me like that. You think I’m proud? You don’t know what it’s like to be ignored all the time. It’s boring. Can’t talk to anyone, can’t go on patrols, can’t make friends. The only thing that’s left is training, but the more powerful I become, the more people forget me. I’m telling you, being a Great Soul is the worst.”

Naomi raised an eyebrow. “I think I might know more about your situation than you think.”

“And you have my condolences,” said Scorio, “but you still haven’t told us what you want. Or was it just conversation?”

“Conversation is nice. Again, color me surprised that you’re able to keep me in mind this long. Given how you trashed Jaks and Dakshina - which was beautiful, by the way. Dakshina thinks the secrets to becoming an Imperator reside way up her ass… wait. What was I saying? Oh, right. Conversation’s great, but the Iron Tyrant told me to watch you both. Thought you should know.”

“Did he now?” asked Scorio.

“And why are you telling us?” asked Naomi.

“Why?” Alain opened a pouch at his hip and drew out a small rectangle of paper. “Because he treats me like a dog. Alain, do this. Alain, go spend all night doing that. Does he ask me if I want to? No.” He then drew a pinch of twisted black fibers from the same pouch and sprinkled them down the length of the paper. “Once he insisted I find out whether this lady was actually enjoying her relationship with this other guy.” He arched a dark brow suggestively. “If you know what I mean. I had to sit there and watch, and then decide if she was faking it or not. Urgh.” He shook his shoulders and then set to twisting the paper into a cheroot. “Which, don’t get me wrong, earlier on, weird times, not healthy, but I’ve made a concerted effort to stop that kind of stuff, but do you think he cares about my wellbeing? Nope.”

“Way too much information,” said Naomi.

“So you’re telling us this because you don’t like the Iron Tyrant?”

“Yeah. And like I said, it’s lonely. You two seem… interesting? Different? Murderously appealing? So I thought I’d say hello and tell you the Iron Tyrant’s fixated on you.” He shrugged and popped his cheroot between his lips. “I don’t know. Maybe we could become best friends or something.”

Scorio laughed. “Just like that?”

Alain grinned around his cheroot. “Why not? I need friends, you need friends. It’s a match made in heaven.”

Naomi crossed her arms. “Who says we need friends?”

“I do. And I know.” He patted his pouch and then sighed. “Damn it.” Took his cheroot out and placed it behind his ear. “You’re too dangerous and unaligned to be ignored. Again, I’ve overheard plenty. Everyone thinks you’re both destined for great things or will cause a ton of trouble, and everyone’s intent on getting you to work for them. All sorts of plans are being hatched by idiots who think they’re manipulative geniuses. Your wandering into the Fury Spires as you did right now is like a couple of supremely wealthy kids walking blindfolded into the Narrows back in Bastion.”

Scorio exchanged a glance with Naomi. “And you’re willing to help us out?”

“From the goodness of your heart?” added Naomi.

“Oh, come on, I already told you.” Alain’s shoulders slumped. “I’m like, desperately lonely. And bored. Bored to tears. I’d hoped you two were focused enough to talk to me, and lo and behold, you are. Which is great. So I’m happy to help you out in exchange for, I don’t know. Maybe we could grab some meals together. Go on a hike. Play some board games. Do normal people stuff. Oh, I’ve got some really dirty stories I can share.”

“No thanks,” said Naomi.

“Amity’s a Pyre Lord,” said Scorio, watching the kid carefully. “And he seems nice. You tried befriending him?”

“Amity?” Alain let out a bark of laughter. “Oh, yeah. His power’s worse than mine. I’ve seen what he does in private, he’s got this little box under his bed filled with – never mind. But disgusting as he is, I still can’t help but like him. But look. Even a wretch like me’s got a bit of pride. If my whole situation creeps you out, I’ll just fade into the background till you forget about me and spy on you for the Iron Tyrant.”

Scorio’s expression hardened.

“What?” Alain affected innocence. “You don’t like blackmail? You saying that’s not the basis of a wonderful friendship? Fine. I was kidding. No, really, I was. Mostly.”

“How does your power work?” asked Scorio. “If we lose track of you now, will we forget we knew you?”

“No, you’ll remember me right enough. This conversation, now that we’ve broken through my veil, it’ll remain clear. But the next time you see me, if I purposefully hang back, well, my power will make it so you choose not to focus on me again. I’ll just become a background face.”

“Forever?” Naomi’s tone turned curious. “You have to go to these lengths every time?”

“Thank the hells, no. The more we talk like this, the easier it’ll be for you to notice me the next time. Back at the Academy? I actually managed to become friends with a couple of folks. Toward the end they could see me with barely any difficulty at all.” Alain frowned and looked away.

“Well.” Scorio hesitated. “I can’t promise we’ll be best friends - and being best friends with us isn’t exactly a winning proposition - but if you want to grab some food and talk, that’d be fine.”

“Really?” Alain’s face lit up. “That’s fantastic! I didn’t think you’d say yes. Mostly because I always say the worst things all the time, like how - well, never mind. But great! You like fungus? This place has tons of fungus. And edible moss. Though I can steal us anything you want from the Iron Tyrant’s kitchen. He gets all sorts of things brought in on the regular from the Rascor Plains -”

“No need to steal anything,” said Scorio, laughing. “Fungus sounds great.”

“You just say that because you’ve only been here a couple of days,” said Alain, falling in beside them. “I’ve been here going on a year.”

Naomi stared at him in shock. “A year?”

“Yeah, I know.” He shrugged uncomfortably, momentarily looking like a scruffy crow. “I was all fired up when I got here, right? To the depths of hell and beyond! But I ran out of fire. I kept trying to find a way to help with the Blood Ox, but people either forgot about me, or they kept wanting to send me to spy on his forces in the Telurian Band.”

“And you didn’t want to go?”

“Oh, I went. Three times. By myself, I’ll add, which was terrifying. Mostly because I’ve got no sense of direction. I’m not the wilderness type. I loathe camping.” Alain glanced sidelong at them both bashfully. “Also, I’m not the best operative out in the field. My reports were always like, ‘Yep, there’s a big force of fiends out on the Bone Plains, not sure which way they’re going, they’re led by this big elite Lustrous Maria fiend, I ran away before it could kill me.’ Plus it always took me weeks to get back, which made all my information irrelevant by the time I delivered it. What a mess.”

Scorio shook his head, bemused. “Sounds rough.”

“I know!” Alain threw up his arms in exasperation. “I kept suggesting I go with Pyre Lords or something to scout for them in the field, but nobody feels comfortable having me along. Something about my sparkling personality. So the Iron Tyrant’s been using me to keep an eye on his own people and his guests. Just the worst.”

“You’re a Flame Vault?” asked Naomi.

“Hard to believe, but yeah. I went through this really ambitious phase. Thought maybe power would be its own reward. Turns out I was wrong.”

“Well, if you’re a Flame Vault, why don’t you head to the Silver Unfathom?” continued Naomi. “Find powerful Great Souls there who’d use you more efficiently, or at least acknowledge you exist?”

Alain winced shamefacedly. “Oh, I thought about it. A lot. Head across the Telurian Band, then make my way into the Silver Unfathom, all by myself. Weeks and weeks of traveling through hell, alone. Did I mention I’m not exactly the wilderness type?” He caught Naomi’s glare. “Oh, I was getting ready to go. Just, you know. Getting everything ready first.”

“By agreeing to spy for the Iron Tyrant for a whole year?”

Alain flinched. “I know.” His tone became subdued. “Look, I’m not proud of it. But not everybody’s cut from heroic cloth. I’m… I’m just trying to do my best. It’s just that my best isn’t very good, most of the time.”

Scorio considered the kid. “Well, let’s see where this new and exciting friendship goes.”

Alain perked up. “To the dining hall, I’m thinking.” They climbed the last stretch of the ramp and emerged into a broad room filled with random tables and chairs, lit by the ever-present golden domes, and whose air was rich with a savory, metallic tang; a serving table at one end bore a dozen metal pots filled with steaming food, while a drudge lay outstretched beneath them, heating their bases.

For a moment they busied themselves filling their plates, then gathered in a corner to devour what looked to be a creative variety of cooked fungi. The flavors were striking and bold, and Scorio found himself digging in.

“Alain,” said Naomi, washing down a mouthful. “What’s with all the Titans guarding the basement level?”

“Hmm?” The other Flame Vault raised both brows as he chewed rapidly. “Oh, that. Security. There are still channels open to the magma flows deep underground. Fiends can use those to climb up into the Fury Spires, and no Great Soul wants to sit around down there all the time on guard duty. So, Titans. Why?”

“We were looking down there, exploring, and the Titans didn’t seem to want us to get close.”

Alain frowned. “They reacted to you?”

Scorio nodded.

“That’s weird. They should only react to fiends coming up.”

“Why don’t they close the channels, then?” asked Naomi.

Alain gestured with his spoon. “The blazeborn queens need the magma to make new blazeborns. You know, when their old ones die. If we closed the channels, no more magma going into the caldera, no more blazeborns.”

“They die that often?” asked Scorio.

“Well, it’s weird, but apparently, yeah. Titans are killed all the time defending the channels. Well, not like all the time, but frequently enough that the queen has to make more every month or so.”

“Huh,” said Scorio, sitting back.

“What?” Alain looked from Naomi back to Scorio. “You sensing a conspiracy?”

“I didn’t say that,” said Scorio. “Just learning how it all works. And if we wanted to get past the Titans to continue exploring?”

“Continue exploring… the magma tunnels?”

“Right,” said Scorio. “We love seeing new sights.”

“Then…” Alain scratched his chin. “If the Titans down there are blocking you, you’d need get the Iron Tyrant to tell Queen Xandera to tell them to back off. Which he might. But he’d probably use it against you somehow. A favor for a favor, kind of thing. He’s really good at parlaying those kinds of interactions to his advantage.”

“I thought so,” said Scorio. “And if we, you know, just asked Xandera directly?”

“Ha!” Alain grinned and scooped up another spoonful of mush. “Right!”

Scorio and Naomi held his gaze.

“Wait.” His spoon dipped. “You’re being serious?”

“We don’t know,” said Naomi. “Maybe. We’re new around here.”

“Oh. Well.” Alain sat back again. “You’d have to be really sneaky. The Iron Tyrant doesn’t like folks talking with the queen unsupervised. She’s normally under a type of nominal guard. And his rooms are right next to hers.”

“We know,” said Naomi dryly. “We were given the tour.”

“How does she communicate with the blazeborns?” asked Scorio. “Telepathy?”

“Telepathy,” nodded Alain, then filled his mouth with mush. “Limited range, but coversh the spiresh.”

Scorio and Naomi exchanged a look.

“What?” Alain darted his gaze back and forth. “You want to get underground that badly? Why?”

Scorio hesitated.

Alain set his spoon down. “It’s alright, I understand. Why should you tell me? I’m the Iron Tyrant’s spy master, after all. How about this: I’ll get you in to see Xandera, if you then tell me what you’re trying to accomplish.”

“You could just tell Bravurn after, anyway,” said Naomi.

“True. I could. But I won’t. Because this is a fantastic way to prove I can be your best friend.” Alain considered. “Or the first step on that road.”

“Why are you so hung up on becoming friends with us?” asked Naomi.

“Really. Haven’t you gotten a sense of what being around her is like?” asked Scorio in turn.

Naomi stared at him. “Funny.”

“No, that is funny.” Alain grinned around his mouthful of mush. “Nobody’s funny around here. Or worse, they think they’re funny. Doesn’t matter. Look, like I said, I’ve heard all the talk about you two, and saw how you trounced Jaks and her friends. You’re both going places. Exciting, scary, dangerous places, sure, but I know you take care of your own, and really, I want to get out of the Fury Spires, and not by going solo into the depths of hell. So why wouldn’t I want to team up with you both? Fame, glory, you know, adventure stuff… and I can be pretty useful, too. Really useful.” Alain nodded seriously. “Scouting, listening in on our enemies’ plans, helping in fights by backstabbing our enemies when they’re focused on you, plus I’m funny, like, incredibly witty, and -”

“Oh, by the gods, make him stop,” groaned Naomi.

“Let me prove it to you,” said Alain. “I’ll get you in to see Xandera. Then… then you can decide if you tell me or not. There. That’s a pretty amazing offer, right?”

“Not bad,” allowed Scorio. “How would you do it?”

“How would I…?” Alain paused, brow crinkling. “I’d… uh… if you can give me a day or two, I’m pretty good at manufacturing a sudden crisis that’ll pull someone away from their post. Just involves listening in a bit and then improvising. I’ll give you a head’s up about when it’s time.”

“A day,” said Scorio.

“You two are really serious about sightseeing, huh? But fine. A day. I’ll get to work on it right now. And oh!” Alain clapped his palm to his brow. “I was meant to tell you. Moira’s extended an official invitation for you both to visit her quarters. She’s…”

Alain winced.

“What, Alain?” Noami’s tone turned dark. “She’s what?”

“She was hoping you’d join her for dinner.”

Scorio looked at this empty bowl and then sighed. “You mean the dinner we just had?”

“You’re a growing young man, right? I’m sure you can eat more.” Alain smiled and jumped to his feet. “There, message delivered! Now, I’m going to go work on that task you gave me. I’ll catch up with you both soon!”

“Wait,” said Scorio. “Which way to Moira’s?”

Alain pointed out a tunnel. “Through there, third on your left, up the ramp on the right, second door on the right. Can’t miss it! Alright, see you soon!”

And he took off at a run.

Naomi shook her head. “I say no.”

“To Moira or Alain?”

“Need it be only one?”

“Come on,” said Scorio with a smile, rising to his feet. “Ravenna will be with Moira, and she really did help me out in the Fiery Shoals. We should at least see what she wants.”

Naomi let out a dolorous sigh. “I rue the day I allowed you to follow me around.”

Scorio laughed as he took up their bowls. “It won’t be that bad. Just remember not to let her touch you under any circumstances.”

“See?” Naomi followed him out of the refectory, shaking her head. “You can’t say things like that and expect me to cheer up.


Chapter 13

Moira’s quarters were simply a cluster like everyone else’s. For some reason, Scorio had expected something grander. He ducked his head inside the entrance tunnel and called out a hello. “Anybody home?”

Ravenna stepped into view. Her gaze was as piercing as ever, shockingly blue under her dark brows, her black hair still worn jaw length, and cut in a rough fringe above her eyes. She’d halfheartedly daubed something crimson on her lips so that their center was burnished cherry-red, while the corners gradated to paleness. Slender and clad in functional brown robes, she froze at the sight of Scorio, eyes widening.

“Hello.” He took a step into the tunnel. “May we come in?”

“Scorio. Yes, of course.” She half-turned, gestured. “Come in. Hello, Naomi.”

“Accardi,” said Naomi, following Scorio into the common room.

“Moira stepped out. She’ll be back shortly.” Ravenna hesitated. “Can I get you something to drink? Have you eaten?”

“Alain told us after we’d finished eating that Moira had invited us to dinner.” Scorio smiled apologetically. “But a glass of water would be welcome. I’m always sweating in this place.”

“Strange, isn’t it?” Ravenna took three swift steps to a shelf on which an iron tank stood beside a half-dozen small glasses. “At the Fiery Shoals everything seemed to be surrounded by lava everywhere, but the hallways were cool. Here there’s no lava anywhere, and it feels like an oven.”

Naomi hopped down into the sunken rotunda and stretched her arms out on either side. “How’s working with Moira?”

Ravenna paused, mid-pour, and smirked. “What a wonderfully artless question. No, it’s refreshing. Moira’s mind is always working on multiple levels, and everyone that comes to speak to her tries to do the same.”

“I am nothing if not savagely direct,” drawled Naomi. “Comes from having been raised feral in the ruins.”

“Right,” said Ravenna, handing a glass to Scorio, then crouching to hand one to Naomi. “Try that on someone that doesn’t know you.”

“You don’t,” said Naomi simply, eyeing the water suspiciously.

“Not personally, but enough. Moira’s been giving me lessons.”

“Lessons?” prompted Scorio.

“How to realize what I know and don’t know.” Ravenna poured herself a glass and turned, leaning back against the wall, rim of the glass pressed to her rouged lower lip. “How to identify my assumptions.”

“And understanding your ignorance leads you to think you know me?” asked Naomi.

“A test?” Ravenna arched a thick brow. “Fine. Everyone knows your past. How your father plied you with pills till you ignited your Heart. How you were driven out of the Academy, the infamy you courted in the ruins.”

Naomi narrowed her eyes. “I courted nothing.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, do you think you could do everything you’ve done and not raise questions? People have looked into your past. The Nightmare Lady. You took in Scorio, you helped him ignite, you were part of the training that allowed him to help Imperator Sol. Which means,” and here Ravenna began to tick off her fingers, “you learned far more than people thought at the Academy, which indicates a high intelligence, and you were an excellent teacher, which indicates a specific kind of patience matched with discipline and wisdom -”

“Ha,” said Scorio. “Is that what we call beating someone into having an epiphany?”

“Intelligent, disciplined, patient, but no doubt married to bitterness and anger.” Ravenna’s gaze was searingly intense. “Then you helped Scorio reach first place in the end of year Gauntlet run, so we can add inordinately dangerous and talented to that list.”

“I think we’re done here,” said Naomi.

“Then you survived Manticore’s betrayal, and, according to Moira, tempered Silver, which required more work and tolerance for pain than I can imagine -”

Naomi set her glass of water upon the ground with a distinct and ominous clink.

“You questioned my ability to know you,” said Ravenna, tone assured. “I trust I’ve proven that even basic deductions can come close to the mark?”

“It’s great to see you again, Ravenna,” said Scorio with mock heartiness. “It’s just like old times.”

“Hardly.” Ravenna sipped her water. “Though you both seem intent on continuing your pattern of upsetting everyone as you pretend to know nothing about what’s going on.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” demanded Naomi.

“Not only did you arrive at the Fury Spires unannounced, but you came from the south -”

“We were following a World Worm’s tunnel,” said Scorio.

“Precisely. Who does that? And then you supposedly killed a Ferric Drake in self-defense and happened upon a Gurlock team returning home. Scorio. Even if you had no reputation at all, that’s enough to raise eyebrows.”

“What can I say?” Scorio grinned mirthlessly. “I don’t do things in half-measures.”

“The situation here is incredibly tense.” Ravenna wasn’t amused. “I don’t think you have any idea. And then you both come dancing in, pretending to have no agenda -”

“We don’t have an agenda,” snapped Naomi.

“I know that, but do you think anyone else believes it? You’ve accomplished more impossibilities in three years than most Great Souls do in a lifetime. And now you arrive just days before the meeting that will decide the course of the Blood Ox war -”

“A coincidence,” said Scorio.

“- with no announced loyalties, driving everyone to think you’re a spy or operative for someone intent on either sabotaging the upcoming meeting or swaying it in their favor. Seriously. Guys.” Ravenna shook head helplessly. “You’re driving Moira mad.”

“Moira?” Scorio frowned. “What have we done to her?”

“I told you she’s been playing chess on four or five levels. She thrives where she can predict and understand what’s going to happen. You two? You’re like toddlers kicking their way through her carefully built sandcastles. I keep assuring her that you’re simply idiots -”

Naomi affected an expression of feigned surprised. “I’m sorry. Say that last part again?”

“- who have no sense of what they’re doing, but she keeps trying to convince herself you actually did sign an agreement with Plassus or Vermina at that council in Bastion where you were forgiven of all charges.”

“Pyre Lady Druanna offered to escort us to Nightsong,” said Scorio firmly. “She owed us her life, so we agreed. We took an obscure path through the Rascor Plains, and then descended by means of a path known only to Kraken operatives into the Iron Weald. That took us five weeks - we weren’t rushing - and halfway through the Iron Weald we came across the World Worm’s tunnel.”

Ravenna crossed her arms. “Which you decided to explore, and thereby abandon Druanna, out of sheer curiosity?”

“We had our reasons,” said Scorio, then caught Naomi’s outraged stare. “What? She knows we did, and I won’t insult her by pretending otherwise.”

“And I’m not your enemy,” said Ravenna.

“You work for Moira.”

“I’m learning from her, yes. And she has her own interests, true, but she’s far from an enemy of yours. If anything -”

A new voice cut into their conversation. “If anything, she appreciates being included in conversations about her.”

Moira entered the common room, untying her broad cloth belt without embarrassment and turning at the last so that Ravenna could help her out of her ornamental robes.

Pyre Lady Moira. Her oval face was as pale as ever, her ebon hair drawn back into a tight bun. She studied Scorio back frankly in return, her eyes the same mesmerizing, malachite green ringed with hazel. Her face was a starfield of freckles, some of them bleeding over onto her lips, and her self-possession, dignity, and poise were that of a far older woman than her late-twenties would indicate.

“Pyre Lady,” said Scorio, inclining his head.

Ravenna folded the heavy robes over one arm and hurried into a side room, leaving Moira in the simplicity of her black and golden silken underrobe. Her unwavering confidence made the delicate garment seem nothing less than fitting for the occasion. “Flame Vaults. Alain tells me you’ve already dined.”

Scorio quirked his head to one side. “You ran into him?”

A gleam of amusement entered Moira’s eyes. “Hardly. He allowed me to touch him during my last visit to the Fury Spires. He asked that I reveal this to you; he meant to do so himself, but was so flummoxed by his forgetting to tell you of my invitation that he forgot. He doesn’t wish our connection to be a secret.”

“Doesn’t he realize that makes us less likely to trust him?” demanded Naomi.

“He understands that earning your trust will be an uphill battle, yes.” Moira smiled gratefully as Ravenna returned with a set of informal robes, and allowed her to slip them on. “He’s worth your time. Alain is at best a flawed tool, but I think he has the makings of a good friend.” She cinched her belt tight and stepped down to sit opposite Naomi in the rotunda. “Regardless, you’ve secured his attention. He’s so desperate in his loneliness that he’ll do almost anything to become your friend.”

“Fantastic,” muttered Naomi.

Ravenna moved to the far side of the room and busied herself with rebuilding a small fire set within a sunken cauldron in the floor.

“You’ve chosen a significant time to arrive at the Fury Spires,” said Moira lightly. “Was the timing deliberate?”

“Hardly,” said Scorio, stepping down to sit next to Naomi. “Though apparently that’s hard to believe. We were injured killing a Ferric Drake and came in search of healing and rest.”

“So I heard. But weren’t you making for the Nightsong Outpost with Druanna?”

“We were.” Scorio fought to keep his manner calm. “We were separated from her by a razor wind and took refuge in a World Worm tunnel. That’s where the Ferric Drake found us.”

“Is that so?” Her tone remained light. “You expect me to believe that you and Druanna couldn’t handle a razor wind?”

“It was a very powerful one,” said Scorio with a smile.

Moira dipped her head in acknowledgment of the rebuff. “Fair enough. So Druanna proceeds apace to Nightsong, and you stumbled here. May I ask what you intend?”

“Apparently, there’s a big meeting about to take place,” said Naomi. “We’ve been hired by shadowy interests from deepest hell to ruin the show.”

Moira simply arched her brow.

“We’re interested in helping with the war effort,” said Scorio. “But we’re not sure yet what that might mean. So we’re waiting to see what this new party from deeper hell proposes, and how the Charnel Dukes respond.”

“So you’ve heard that much, at any rate. Good. Two Blood Barons are due to arrive soon as envoys from the Seamstress.”

Scorio leaned forward. “Blood Barons? But we’ve already got two Charnel Dukes involved.”

“Power does not equal wit, Scorio, nor does rank equal strategic genius. Both these Blood Barons have served alongside the Seamstress in the Emerald Reach. That she sends her personal lieutenants is significant.”

“Because it’s an answer to the Iron Tyrant’s demands?” asked Scorio.

“You know quite a lot for someone who just stumbled here accidentally,” said Moira. “But yes, you’re correct. Do you know what he’s requested?”

Scorio shook his head.

“Then I won’t endanger you by telling you more. But it’s clear the Seamstress is rebutting his demands in the strongest terms. How much do you know about her role in hell?”

“Not much. I’m guessing she sews the Imperator uniforms?”

“Cute.” Moira didn’t seem particularly amused. “She’s a Crimson Countess and nominally leads House Basilisk, though that means less and less with each passing year. As a Crimson Countess she could press all the way to the Void Veil and there provide direct support to the Imperators who ring the Pit in the Twilight Cradle, but instead she’s chosen - for a variety of reasons - to act as a fulcrum between upper hell and the lower levels.”

“Upper hell,” said Scorio. “Everything up to the Emerald Reach?”

“Precisely. She once coordinated the activities of the lesser Potentates.” At Scorio’s obvious confusion she elaborated. “Each layer of hell boasts a prominent leader or figure of authority, sometimes several. Think the White Queen, the Iron Tyrant, or Jova back when she ruled LastRock.”

“Right,” said Scorio. “And the Silver Unfathom and Lustrous Maria have their own leaders?”

“Correct. All of whom she manages so that the deeper layers can focus on our true enemy. Of late, there have been too many distractions. The Blood Ox, Jova’s death, the White Queen descending to the Azure Expanse where she promptly ascended to Crimson Countess.”

“The White Queen is a Crimson Countess?” asked Scorio, sitting upright. “That’s fantastic.”

“And entirely to be expected,” said Moira dryly. “Her fondness for the Rascor Plains and Bastion were a criminal waste of her energies.”

“Tell that to the people of Bastion,” said Naomi darkly. “Unless you forgot what happened when she left?”

“Grow up, Naomi,” said Moira, her tone almost kind. “As much as the people of Bastion deserve rich lives of security and fulfillment, they’ll all be slaughtered if we don’t destroy the Pit within a handful of years. Regardless. My point is that the Seamstress plays a lesser but pivotal role in our war, and the Iron Tyrant has annoyed her to a sufficient degree that she’s sending Aezryna and Charoth the Black to intervene. Not to mention some three hundred Flame Vaults that she’s peeling away from the Red Fort and fifty Dread Blazes that are on loan from the Lustrous Maria.”

“Three hundred Flame Vaults? Fifty Dread Blazes?” Scorio’s face lit up. “That’s great!”

“It might be,” allowed Moira carefully, then turned to accept a terracotta cup of tea from Ravenna. “Thank you.”

Ravenna looked at the other two. “Sweet grass tea? It’s from the Rascor Plains. You’d be fools to say no.”

“No,” said Naomi sweetly.

“Sure,” said Scorio. “Thank you.”

“Aezryna and Charoth will seek to commandeer Plassus’ forces,” continued Moira, her tone brisk. “He commands the bulk of our remaining army, with Hydra and Kraken’s Great Souls fighting under his banner.”

“But?” prompted Scorio.

“But,” said Moira, as if in agreement. She sipped her tea. “Plassus is a fool. He was Kraken’s golden boy, his rise meteoric, his fame spreading far and wide. It went to his head, and his recent failures have made him irrational. These past two years have tainted his reputation, and now he insists on redeeming himself, even if it comes at the cost of winning the war.”

“But can’t the Seamstress simply command him, as a Crimson Countess?” asked Scorio.

“She’s Basilisk, he’s Kraken. Now, if Crimson Earl Broic the Brawler were to send that command, that would be different, but nobody’s heard from Broic since he attempted to clear the Sordid Hive last year. Which leaves a vacuum that has only bred confusion and given ample room for stupidity.” Moira sighed. “It is, frankly, a mess.”

Ravenna stepped down to join them, handing Scorio his cup of tea and then sitting with her own. “Which is why this upcoming meeting is so important. The Seamstress has refused the Iron Tyrant his request, which means he can’t be counted on to sway Plassus to commit his forces to Aezryna and Charoth’s command. If he doesn’t…”

“Then our forces will remain split,” said Scorio. “How many Great Souls does Plassus command?”

“Last I received a reliable report?” Moira frowned at her tea. “Some hundred and twenty Dread Blazes, over four hundred Flame Vaults, and about half that number of Tomb Sparks.”

“A larger force than what the Seamstress is sending,” said Scorio.

“Indeed,” said Moira. “Worse, those forces are all but wasted under Plassus. He’s grown terrified of the Blood Ox. The True Fiend has defeated him and spared his life three times to date.”

“What?” Naomi sat forward. “He let him live?”

“The Blood Ox isn’t a fool,” said Moira. “Plassus is near to breaking from the humiliation and the strain.”

“But he’s got too much pride, right?” Scorio glanced from Ravenna to Moira. “So he refuses to step down?”

Moira sipped her tea placidly.

“Well, it looks like Scorio and I will be skipping the Telurian Band and heading right into the Silver Unfathom,” said Naomi. “Right, Scorio?”

“You could play a significant part in what’s to come,” said Moira softly. “You’ve become figures of note. Oh, I doubt anyone’s heard of you in the Lustrous Maria, but in the Telurian Band, even the Silver Unfathom? Word has spread of your role in driving away Imogen the Woe, in your killing of Praximar. People are talking, speculating. When people are desperate, they eagerly seize at any hint of salvation or a legend in the making.”

“Wait, what?” Scorio rose to his feet. “Legend in the making?”

“Trust me,” laughed Moira, “Ravenna and I know better. You are a remarkably talented and fortunate young man, but your fervent desire to get yourself killed while still young means the odds of your becoming Infernarch are vanishingly small.”

Scorio sat back down and Ravenna patted his knee comfortingly.

“But you can help raise morale and play an important role in the battle. If we don’t defeat the Blood Ox now, the Seamstress and deep hell will give the Iron Weald, the Rascor Plains, and Bastion up for lost. The Blood Ox will drive all the way to the Academy, and only once he endangers the Archspire itself will the Imperators unite against him, but that’s still a year or two from now, and they’re willing to delay that moment of reckoning for as long as they can.”

“They should just come kill him now,” said Naomi.

“They’ve tried, as I’m sure you’ve heard, but to do it efficiently and quickly would require four of their number to ferret the Blood Ox out, and the opportunity cost of such an operation is just too high. I don’t pretend to understand the nuances of what’s going on down in the Twilight Cradle, but I’m sure it dwarfs whatever we’re dealing with here to insignificance.”

“You want something of me,” said Scorio. “What is it?”

Moira leaned back and considered him. “Haven’t you figured it out yet?”

“Declare for Aezryna and Charoth the Black,” said Ravenna. “Help sway Plassus to their cause.”

“Because Plassus gives a rat’s ass what I decide.”

“Plassus is on the verge of a public collapse,” said Moira calmly. “You’d be surprised at what might influence him.”

Scorio frowned and glanced at Naomi, who made no attempt to make her head shaking subtle. “When do the Blood Barons arrive?”

“Within a day or two. They’re using an Interstitial Rivening to come direct from the Emerald Reach, so nobody can say for sure. But from everything I’ve heard, they’re not the kind to waste time. When they arrive they’ll demand that the meeting be held, and will enact their strategies thereafter.”

“Then I’ll meet them and hear what they have to say,” said Scorio.

“Obviously.” Ravenna’s stare was intense. “But you’ll have to make a declaration. You don’t have the luxury of staying silent when the time comes.”

“Why?” demanded Naomi. “We don’t owe anybody anything.”

“Because,” said Ravenna with forced patience, “people like Plassus or the Iron Tyrant will assume that if you’re not for them, or loudly for someone they understand, you’re working against them, and they will take you off the board.”

“Will try to take us off the board,” said Naomi. “And yes, I can be contrary all day long.”

“You were Hydra,” said Scorio, gaze locked on Moira. “Now you’re independent?”

“Correct.”

“Independent,” said Naomi, “but working for the Seamstress.”

Moira sipped her tea. “Independent, and working for the best outcome to end this war so that I may proceed without regrets to the Emerald Reach.”

“Where the Seamstress resides,” said Naomi.

“The Emerald Reach is as far as a Pyre Lady can go before suffering from the Curse,” said Moira mildly. “Where else would you have me go?”

“The Emerald Reach,” Naomi shot back, “and swiftly.”

“Why, it’s almost as if you don’t enjoy my company, Naomi.” The corners of Moira’s eyes crinkled. “Have you suffered so much that you refuse to believe anyone’s interests other than Scorio’s can align with your own?”

“Oh, it’s not a question of abuse,” said Naomi, “though I’d say I’ve had my share. It’s merely experience. I’ve met three Great Souls thus far that I truly trust, and two of them are dead.”

“Leonis and Lianshi returned,” said Ravenna.

“Not the ones I knew.”

There was a moment of silence, and then Moira set her cup on the floor just beyond the rotunda’s lip. “Well. Thank you for coming, though I’d planned to feed you for your troubles. Do stay close. I know that Ravenna enjoys your company, and so do I, believe it or not. Even Pyre Ladies can’t play at politics for every minute of the day.”

“Thank you,” said Scorio, rising. “We’ll be around.”

Ravenna also stood. “Let’s talk. When you have a moment. Find me.”

Naomi rose with an arched brow, glanced dubiously from Scorio to the other Flame Vault, then inclined her head to Moira. “Pyre Lady.”

Ravenna escorted them to the main tunnel. “Watch your backs out there. Remember what I said about people trying to take you off the board if they think you won’t play for their team.”

“I’ll remember.” Scorio hesitated. “It’s good to see you again. I’m glad you’re doing well.”

“Thanks. My being out here is in large part due to you both, so. You have my gratitude.”

“See you around, Accardi,” said Naomi, and started off down the hall.

Scorio glanced back at Ravenna as he followed. The other Flame Vault watched them go, her expression grave, her gaze troubled.

Then the hallway curved, and she was lost from sight.


Chapter 14

They stalked back toward their cluster in pensive silence, shoulder to shoulder, and their expressions caused the few Great Souls they came across to shrink back in wariness.

“You,” said Naomi, reaching out to snag a young man’s sleeve as he tried to squeeze by.

“What? I - what?”

“We want to train. Where’s a good space?”

“Train? Right. Any caldera will do, except for the main spire, of course.” The young man’s eyes were painfully wide. “Do you - would you like me to show you how to get there?”

Naomi looked him up and down. “Sure.”

“It’d be an honor. I’m Collan, Emberling.” He looked like he wanted to say something more, then simply dry swallowed and all but jogged down the hall.

“We want to train?” asked Scorio, tone deceptively mild.

“We do.”

They followed Collan through the cluster, up into a curving corridor, then cut through to the spire over. Neither of them spoke, and while Collan kept glancing back at them as if about to ask a question, the sight of Naomi’s face as she braided her hair caused him to clam up and just keep going.

They reached the caldera. It was empty, dark, cavernous.

“Here,” said Collan. “I’ll, ah, light the globes.”

“No need,” said Naomi. “Thank you.”

“Sure.” Collan hesitated, executed a jerky bow, then fled.

“You have a way with people,” said Scorio, moving out wide as Naomi crossed the caldera. “Always impresses me.”

“Fuck people,” said Naomi, turning around to walk backward the last few paces. “And damn this place. Damn Moira, damn Ravenna, damn them all.”

“At least you’re inclusive.”

Naomi closed her eyes as she undid her belt, teasing apart the knot, then unwrapped its length from around her waist and tossed it aside. Doffed her upper robe and dropped that as well. Inhaled deeply, her shoulders rising, then exhaled and settled into a combat stance.

“No ignition?” asked Scorio.

“Let’s do this the old-fashioned way.” Naomi’s expression turned grave. “It’s stupidity to neglect the basics.”

“What’s this about?” Scorio walked slowly toward her. “Moira get under your skin?”

“All of them. Every last one of them.” Without warning Naomi darted forth, closing the last few yards, and snapped off a series of strikes. Scorio immediately rocked back, arms striking out into aggressive blocks, refusing to give ground. Jabs, cross strikes, tight hooks, all of them eschewing their practice routines.

For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of flesh striking flesh. Naomi didn’t hold back. In the darkness her blows seemed to blur, darkvision causing each to leave a smeared trail of gray behind. Her braid leaped and danced like an alarmed snake. Faster and harder she struck, until she abruptly spun into him, as if he had twirled her in a dance, and slammed her elbow straight into his sternum.

Scorio grunted as the force of the blow finally staggered him back.

Naomi’s smile was feral. “Wake up, Scorio.”

“I’m awake.”

“You’re not. You’re sleepwalking into the next disaster.”

Scorio rubbed his chest. The blow would have cracked his bones once, but now it barely registered. “I told you, I’m awake.”

Naomi lowered into her combat stance again, knees bent, arms raised, eyes wide in the pitch dark. “Sipping tea with Moira. Listening politely to the Iron Tyrant. Trusting what Alain told you.”

Scorio scowled. “What do you want me to do? Bite people the second they try to talk to me? Shift up and tear their faces off for saying hello?”

“I want you to wake the hell up.” And she came at him again, flowing forward to leap and snap out three alternating front kicks, flickerflash fast. Scorio blocked the first two then swayed aside to let her fly past him, and then it was his turn.

He came in hard and brutal. Even without his ignited Heart he was Gold-tempered. Those months of shattering rocks at the Chasm had honed his body into a fell instrument, and life hadn’t gotten any easier since. His fists felt like rocks, his arms like tireless prongs, his power inexhaustible.

Naomi gave ground, then gave ground again. The sound of forearm on forearm was a constant staccato. She tried for a leg sweep, he leaped and pounded a roundhouse kick into her arm which she curled against the side of her head just in time.

This time, it was his turn to spin. He stepped in, heel pointed at her, and whipped around to thrust a kick from the hip, his whole body behind the blow. Naomi crossed her arms and took the full brunt of the kick which lifted her off the ground and sent her sprawling, rolling head over heels to come up into a crouch, eyes narrowed, face livid though whether with pleasure or fury he couldn’t tell.

“We’re Flame Vaults,” he ground out. “But we’re more than that. We’re some kind of dancing monkey celebrities. Whatever we do, wherever we go, we’ll be noticed. People will try to use us. So we might as well remain in the heart of it and make our own choices.”

“Is that what you call this?” Naomi stood and shook out her arms. “Making our own choices? The Seamstress is sending in Blood Barons from the Emerald Reach, Scorio. Those bastards cut their teeth against the Emerald Host. You think the Blood Ox compares to the Viridian Heart? They’re going to eat Plassus alive.”

“Plassus’ problem.”

“Our problem.” Naomi began to circle. “You’re Scorio the Red Lister. The Scourer, Lord of Nagaran, Master of the Black Tower, Bringer of Ash and Darkness, the Shadow of Spurn Harbor, the Abhorred, Quencher of Hope and Unmaker of Joy.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“And now you can add new titles to that list. Slayer of Praximar, destroyer of Manticore, banisher of Imogen the Woe.” Her oblique approach brought her ever closer. Any moment now, any second, the attack would come. “You’re right. You’re not just a Flame Vault. You’re disruptive. You bring chaos to ordered plans. They’re closing their nooses about your neck without you even realizing it. They have to, or risk you destroying them.”

Scorio surged forward and unleashed a barrage of strikes. Naomi gave ground, then pushed back. Their Gold and Silver-tempered bodies allowed them to take blows that would have staggered anyone else. It took learning. Realizing they didn’t have to be as afraid of damage as they’d once been.

“I’m getting sick,” growled Scorio, “of being told I’m this… important… person.”

Naomi trapped his arm under her own, ducked under his hook and slammed her brow into his cheek. Scorio reversed his blow, sought to elbow her in the face, and she ducked under again, released him, and this time her leg sweep took out his heels neatly.

Scorio fell back, but his body was so alive, so undaunted, that instead of his shoulders hitting the ground he reached back, planted both palms on the ground, and sprung back onto his feet. Leaped, kicked, then escalated a series of ever more tremendous blows till Naomi leaped away in turn to escape.

“Don’t you see?” Her eyes burned. “You are.”

“And you? You’ve been with me every step of the way. You’re just as dangerous as I am.”

“I’m going to set everything on fire, but nobody sees that. They only see you. The Red List killer.” She flipped her braid back. “Me? I’m an upstart nobody riding your coattails. Silver to your Gold. That’s their mistake, but my advantage can’t come at the expense of yours. Wake up, Scorio. Take control.”

“Take control,” muttered Scorio, his fury now a dull drumbeat in his temple. “What’s that supposed to look like?”

He strode toward her, arms by his sides.

Naomi scowled and closed, struck him, once, twice, three times. He didn’t bother to block. His body rocked with each strike, his head jerked around but an inch from a blow to the chin, but he barely felt the pain.

Naomi backpedaled, dropped and spun, trying to trip him again, but her calf bounced off his ankle. She rose haphazardly, staggered as she fought for balance, then ducked low and surged forward and up, burying her fist in a brutal uppercut into his gut.

Scorio grunted as the pain registered, but he clamped a hand around her wrist and closed the other around her neck. He raised her off the ground. She kicked and pummeled him to no effect.

He felt aflame, his anger now fully roused. “I need to know what’s happening. I need information so I can make the right decision. I will learn what people desire of me and only then will I choose my own path.”

“Good,” whispered Naomi, her lips peeling back in a half-snarl, half-smile. “There you are. At last.”

And fast as thought, she shifted into her Nightmare Lady form. Tall and gaunt, her feet reached the ground, her tail coming up and spearing down at him from over her shoulder.

Scorio released her skeletal neck but refused to ignite. He dodged aside, the great blade missing his face by an inch, and danced back.

The Nightmare Lady hunched over, one taloned hand brushing the caldera floor, and advanced. Her fangs were horrific, her eyes blazed sulfurous green, her head backswept and ebon, her movements languorous and smooth. “There’s the anger. There’s the rage. Never lose sight of it. Never let it die. It’s your only true defense down here where everyone wants to use and abuse you and discard you when you’re broken and done for. Anger, Scorio. Wield it.”

But her words cooled his rage rather than inflamed it. The bright burn became a spark and fell away, like a burning brand dropped down a well, leaving him clear and cold.

Her tail spiked down at him, again and again, but each time he darted aside, giving ground, eyes locked on her burning own. Then without warning he reversed course just as she retracted her tail and came in hard, spinning into a backhand which cracked across her monstrous jaw.

His knuckles split under the impact but her head rocked aside and then he was on her.

Blows to her pronounced ribcage, a flurry of tight, brutal hooks, then he ducked down almost to sitting to avoid her slash and came up to power a cross through her jaw again.

The Nightmare Lady hissed and slammed him with the length of her tail. It was like being hit by a log. Scorio was lifted off the floor to crash down some six yards away and roll.

Dazed, head ringing, he pushed himself to his feet and leaped blindly aside, hoping his instincts would prove true.

The Nightmare Lady pounced where he’d been, pivoted, and flew after him. The blows came faster, ever faster, too fast to track. Her talons were curled into loose fists, but even these hit him like blows from an iron club.

Scorio raised his arms into a tight guard, stumbled, staggered, then collapsed to one knee as a blow blinded him across the temple.

The Nightmare Lady rose over him, tail lashing, shoulders heaving. “Ignite,” she hissed. “Embrace that anger. Come at me, Scorio.”

He heaved for breath. His Heart all but throbbed, yearning for flame. One flicker of his will and he’d burst up into his scaled form. It was there, just under the skin, yearning for release.

But no. He allowed the ignition, Iron flames whooshing over his great and perilous Heart, but restrained his monstrous form.

Instead, he weaponized his icy calm and summoned his aura. That nebulous and opaque power that he’d yet to fully understand. Summoned his power, gathering it about him like his Shroud and projected its full force at the Nightmare Lady.

BACK AWAY, he commanded, rising slowly to both feet, the power from his Heart flooding his body, already healing the abrasions and deep bone bruises.

The Nightmare Lady shifted, turned from one side to the next as if seeking a hidden foe, then took a step back.

Scorio breathed deeply, felt his ribcage expand to the point of creaking, and brought his will to a razor point. BACK AWAY, he commanded again, and slowly, step by step, he drove the Nightmare Lady before him.

“No,” he said. “I won’t be ruled by anger. It is a tool, yes, but I’m more than a pyre. My anger’s gotten me this far, but I need to outgrow it. I need more weapons in my arsenal.”

The Nightmare Lady hissed, lowering into a crouch as she retreated before him.

“I will listen to them.” His words were like hammer blows. “I’ll let them make their arguments. I’ll let them reveal their intentions. And then I will choose my course of action, their interests be damned.”

The Nightmare Lady was backing toward the wall, her movements increasingly more frantic. Scorio felt his will between them like a great wall, a crushing, oppressive vise.

“Don’t think I’ve lost my anger. Don’t think I’ve lost my rage. It’s there, always there, begging to be released. But it will only get us so far. I will summon it when I need it, but until then, I’ll keep it leashed and muzzled. But when the time comes?”

The Nightmare Lady shimmered down and became Naomi. She pressed back against the smooth wall, and he stepped in close so that only inches separated them. Her eyes were wide, her face open with shock.

“When the time comes I’ll show them just how angry I can be, and then woe to whomever gets in my fucking way.”

For a moment they remained thus, his will stifling and vast, and then he released the power and Naomi sagged, hand going to her throat, expression wild, eyes locked on his own.

Scorio’s shoulders rose and fell. His burning Heart pumped ever more power into his frame, power that begged to be given vent. But he mastered it. Forced it to wait on his pleasure, and held Naomi’s gaze, his darkvision painting her face in perfect shades of gray.

Naomi’s breathing was ragged, but it slowed, and suddenly Scorio became aware of how little space separated them. Mere inches. They were so close that he could smell her sweat, could feel her breath on his face.

She reached out, cupped the nape of his neck, and pulled him into a savage kiss.

Shocked, Scorio just stood there, his Heart instantly guttering as he lost all control over his mana. For a moment they remained thus, lips locked, and then she shoved him away with a gasp.

Her expression was one of horrified panic. They stared at each other, wide-eyed, and then she burst past him and ran from the caldera.

“Naomi!” His voice rang out after her, but she didn’t slow. A second later, she was gone.

Scorio stared after her, thoughts spinning, heart pounding, her taste still upon his lips.

Should he give chase? No, no no no. She’d try to cut his throat. But…

Scorio dropped into a crouch and cupped his hands over his mouth and nose. What should he do?

He bit his lower lip. Closed his eyes and recalled her expression just before she’d kissed him.

Feral. Alive. Hungry. Predatory.

He blew out a deep breath. “Damn,” he whispered, elated and nervous, aroused and concerned. “Damn.”


Chapter 15

Naomi didn’t return to their cluster.

After spending several hours working on his Dread Blaze mana control, Scorio forced himself to sleep, and when he awoke he rushed to check the other rooms, but all were empty.

Frowning, he poured himself a drink from the iron tank. The connected spires formed a network so vast that he’d never find her if she wished to remain hidden. It was like Bastion’s ruins all over again.

He returned to Druanna’s exercises. Reduced his Heart’s burn to a flicker, then ramped it up to a full burn. It felt as if it were becoming easier, but when he tried to do anything more than just sit there, his control slipped and his mana burn oscillated wildly.

But he kept at it. He needed more power. He needed to ascend to Dread Blaze. The discomfort and frustration were no excuse to avoid the exercises, so he forced himself to focus and keep at it, till one hour bled into the next.

Dread Blaze. Would reaching that august rank change their situation in a meaningful way? He didn’t know, but power was its own reward.

After a while he set forth in search of food. He found the refectory despite some missed turns, and avoiding the glances of those already dining there, served himself a bowl of steaming mush and sat by himself, back to the wall.

He was halfway through his second bowl when Lianshi entered the dining hall by herself. She didn’t see him at first, but drifted to the serving pans where she picked over the offerings till her bowl was full.

Scorio watched her. She paused several times to just stare off into the middle distance, blinking slowly. After a moment she gave a shake of her head, took up her bowl, turned, and saw him.

Scorio smiled almost apologetically and raised his hand.

“Hey.” She came over and stopped behind a chair. “Scorio.”

“Lianshi. I won’t be offended if you want to grab your own table.”

“I… no. I mean, if I can join you?” Scorio gestured to the chair and she sat. “Where’s Naomi?”

“No idea. Where’s Leonis?”

She lowered her gaze to her food. “In our cluster.”

“Never knew him to turn down an opportunity for food.”

“Right?” She chuckled huskily, then paused. “Right, of course. I guess he hasn’t changed.”

Scorio spooned some mush into his mouth and sat quietly, chewing. Watching. Lianshi moved her food around, inhaled deeply, then stared off to the side.

“Everything alright?” he asked at last.

“Fine.” She glanced at him, glanced away. “It’s nothing.”

Scorio ate another spoonful of chewy mush.

Lianshi sighed loudly and frowned at him. “How well did you know me?”

“Pretty well. We went through a lot together. Shared a lot with each other.”

“Did I… did I tell you about my trials?”

Intuition kicked in, and he hazarded a guess. “Is Juniper at the Fury Spires?”

Lianshi flushed even as her eyes widened. “Oh. Yes, I guess I did.” She bit her lower lip, hesitating, then gave a sharp shake of her head. “She is. She just arrived a few days ago, part of Plassus’ group that’s come for the big meeting.”

Scorio nodded slowly, said nothing.

“What?” Lianshi put her spoon down, then hesitated again. “It’s so strange, your knowing about this. I’ve only ever told Leonis. It’s…”

“It’s your past. Maybe. Or not. If you don’t want it to be.”

“Juniper… she’s changed a lot, I think, since you knew her. Since Leonis and I died. She left for the Iron Weald and signed up with House Hydra to take part in the war effort. She’s seen a lot of fighting. Made new friends, lost people…” Lianshi lost her train of thought and just sat there for a spell, chewing the corner of her lip.

“But now she’s back,” said Scorio gently.

“Yeah.” Lianshi blinked. “I’m sorry. You probably don’t need to hear any of this.”

“Need’s got nothing to do with it.” Scorio tried for a broken smile. “You might not be the Lianshi I once knew, but you’re pretty damned close. If you need someone to vent to, I’m all ears.”

“It’s just that… Leonis and I…” She deflated. “I love him, but more and more it’s been feeling…”

Another guess. “Like you should be best friends?”

She winced. “Is it that obvious?”

“To be honest, it was a real headspin to see you both together when we met back in Bastion. When I knew you both…”

“Yes?”

“You were more like brother and sister. Constantly teasing each other. His, ah, grandiose nature would make you throw cushions at him. He teased you endlessly about studying so much.”

“I still throw cushions at him.” She propped her chin on the base of her palm and stared down at her mush again. “And he still teases me. When we were reborn… it felt like it was the two of us against all of hell. The anomalous way we appeared in the Gauntlet together instead of the usual quartet. People treated us strangely. I guess everybody knew, but it took forever for someone to tell us. We grew close, and…” She slowly shook her head.

Scorio ate his mush and gave her time.

“Seeing Juniper… I’d only ever seen her in my memories from the trials. Seeing her here, it was like I suddenly couldn’t breathe. And I couldn’t explain it to Leonis. He gets so hurt. But he knew all about her, I’d shared everything with him, and when he realized, he immediately became so defensive…”

Scorio resisted the urge to reach out and touch her hand. “Sounds like a lot to navigate.”

“She didn’t see me.” Lianshi looked miserable. “I ducked back out of sight immediately like a coward. She looked so strong, so confident, with these other friends of hers, and I… when Leonis got defensive, I got so angry at him. I said things I knew I shouldn’t, and we got into this shouting match, so I stormed out, and…”

She covered her face with both hands. “By the gods, why am I telling you all this?”

“Because you need a friend?” He raised both hands as she dropped her own abruptly. “Don’t get me wrong. We’ll never be the friends we were. But there’s nothing stopping me from being a new friend to you today.” He hesitated. “Is there?”

“I… no.” She studied him. “It’s really easy, talking to you. Despite what everyone says, you’re just… you seem like a good person.”

Scorio snorted. “Give me time.”

“What do you think I should do?”

Scorio sighed. “Honestly? Maybe go talk to Juniper. See who she’s become. Check your memories against the reality.”

Lianshi looked queasy.

“If it’s any consolation, you were terrified of talking to her last time, too. But you did, and it went really well. You both became friends.”

“Was there anything…?”

“It was hard to tell. We all traveled together, and you spent a long time training at the Chasm with her while I was breaking rocks with Naomi. If there was, you both kept it quiet.”

“I see.” She bit her lower lip and stared down at her hands. “Just… talk to her.”

“She knows who you are. She’ll know what it means for you to come up and say hello. She’s good people. Just… talk to her.”

“I feel like I’m going to be sick. And Leonis…?”

“There’s good people, then there’s Leonis. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone with a bigger heart. Whatever you decide, he’ll respect you for it, and even if it hurts him, he’ll support you.”

“I know. It’s what makes this so hard. I don’t want to hurt him.”

Scorio shrugged in response and ate some more mush. His bowl was almost empty.

“Fine. I’ll talk to Juniper. Thanks. I felt like I was drowning there for a second, but you made it seem so simple.”

“Don’t be too impressed. I’m remarkably talented at making my own personal messes.”

“Naomi…?”

Scorio blew out his cheeks, eyed her from under his brows, then nodded.

“What happened? If you don’t mind my asking?”

“We were training, and it got pretty intense.” He thought back to the pitch-black caldera. Everything in darkvision gray. His command aura blossoming between them. “I… well, I guess I pinned her to the wall…?”

“Oh,” said Lianshi, nodding approvingly. “I can see how she’d love that.”

Scorio spluttered. “Excuse me?”

“Naomi?” Lianshi grinned. “She doesn’t seem the, how to say it, fire roses and poetry kind of lady. A punishing training bout, both of you worked up, then you pin her against the wall and…?”

Scorio felt his cheeks burn. “She, ah, well.”

“Of course she did.” Lianshi laughed and spooned mush into her mouth. Swallowed it down and raised an eyebrow. “And…?”

“And she may have panicked and run off.”

“Oh.” Lianshi paused. “Oh.”

“Right.”

“And are you…?”

Scorio’s blush deepened. “I mean, we’re friends, I’d die for her, and…”

“And…?”

Scorio stared fixedly at his bowl. “I don’t know. Yes? It’s almost weird. I mean, she’s everything to me, but…”

“You know.” Lianshi pointed her spoon at him. “There’s no right or wrong answer here. For you, at any rate. She’s clearly madly in love with you -”

“What?!”

“- but that doesn’t create an obligation on your part. Either you want the same, or you don’t. Or maybe you’re not sure, in which case, the best thing to do is wait and see how things develop. Then again, Naomi’s not the waiting type.”

“No,” said Scorio dryly. “She’s not. If I hurt her feelings badly enough, she’ll disappear into deep hell and I won’t see her again until we’re Charnel Dukes and can’t avoid each other.”

“Looks like you need to decide what you want.”

Scorio nodded. His heart was pounding at the thought of it, his chest tight. He thought of her hand on the nape of his neck, her lips pressing against his, and inhaled sharply.

“I feel like we should be toasting each other’s trials here,” said Lianshi sympathetically, then clearly thought of Leonis, as her expression fell.

“Warm water doesn’t quite cut it,” agreed Scorio, and decided to change the subject. “Have you both given any thought to your next big move?”

“We’ve been going back and forth, but mostly we’re waiting to see how the war council plays out.” Lianshi fiddled with her spoon then set it down. “I’m… I’m going to find Juniper.”

Scorio smiled. “Good luck. Let me know how it goes.”

Lianshi stood. “Thank you, Scorio. Makes me wish… well. Never mind.”

“Same,” he said, and watched her leave before exhaling.

Scorio sat in the refectory for a while longer, but people kept staring, so eventually he rose and descended to his rooms. The tunnels were busy with a new energy; people rushed with a purpose. Naomi wasn’t at their cluster, and after pacing for a time he considered setting out to search blindly for her when someone tapped his arm.

He frowned, stared through the person, but the man caught him by the wrist and gave his arm a tug.

“Hey,” began Scorio angrily, and then saw that it was Alain. “Oh. Sorry. I, ah…”

“Didn’t see me here? Tell me something I don’t know.” Alain ran his hands shakily through his tousled mop of black hair. “You ready?”

“Ready?” asked Scorio.

“To speak with Xandera? The queen?”

“Now?”

“Well, soon. Word’s just come in. The Blood Barons are arriving and the Iron Tyrant’s gathering his important people to greet them at the entrance to the Fury Spires. Making a bit of a ceremony out of it, trying to impress them, I reckon. But the result is nobody’ll be up by the caldera layer except for an Emberling I’ve got some dirt on. We time it right, I can have you inside the queen’s chambers for a good Bastion cycle or maybe more.” Alain grinned. “Sharp, hey?”

“Right, right.” Scorio hesitated.

“What is it? Change of plans?”

“Naomi’s out on some personal business. I don’t know about doing this without her.”

“Oh, right.” Alain frowned. “Well, we can always wait. It’s going to be busy up there though for the next few days. All kinds of big meetings and so forth.”

“No… let’s get this done. Naomi might be awhile.”

“You sure? Then let’s get going.”

Scorio followed Alain back out and along a circuitous route of tunnels that took them outside the main complex. Just as Scorio began watching the other Flame Vault more carefully, anticipating a trick, they angled back in.

“Wait here,” said Alain. “This is one of the old tunnels that used to connect the spires. Reckon it still does, but nobody uses it anymore. Up ahead it leads into the queen’s floor. I’ll get the Emberling out of the way and then call you up.”

“Alright,” said Scorio.

Alain padded off, and all became silent. He could hear Naomi’s scathing commentary as to his willingness to trust the other man, but he felt secure in the wager. There was something earnest, desperately sincere in Alain’s manner. If he was tricking Scorio, then he was a remarkable actor.

Time passed. The darkness in the tunnel was absolute, and Scorio settled in to wait. Finally Alain appeared, and Scorio congratulated himself on noticing him right away.

“All clear.” Alain grinned nervously. “The Emberling didn’t want to go, but I both leveraged dirt and promised to cover for them. So, ready?”

“Lead on,” said Scorio.

Alain did so. They emerged into the broad hall that curved around the caldera, and a moment later stood before the grandiose archway that led into Queen Xandera’s quarters.

“I’ll wait out here,” said Alain. “If any trouble comes, I’ll, ah… hoot like an owl.”

Scorio chuckled. “Perfect. Nobody will ever notice. Thanks, Alain.”

“Just doing my part to help with whatever mysterious mission you’re on.” Alain drew out a cheroot. “Good luck!”

Scorio passed into the series of low-ceilinged natural caverns. The air was baking hot, the silence absolute.

“Queen Xandera?” he called softly. “Are you there?”

Having seen more of the spire by this point, he could better appreciate the stunning artistry of the rock and gem patterns that adorned the walls. Sinuous and alive with energy and movement, they made the other hallways look dull and unimaginative. They were different from the maze of freestanding walls far below. However, up here, they seemed… more ornamental, with great swoops and dazzling displays. The walls in the basement were far more complex, purposeful, somehow.

There was no response. Scorio emerged into the large, sunken chamber and stared out over its floor of live coals. The air shimmered, and his brow immediately pricked with sweat.

“Queen Xandera?” He sounded breathless in his own ears. “My name is Scorio. My apologies if this is… inappropriate, but I wanted to speak with you without Bravurn being present.”

The coals stirred, swirled, and the fiendish queen arose sinuously from its depths to tower over him. Her presence was potent; had not the heat already had its effect, he was sure his mouth would have dried out, his throat clamped close.

The queen fixed her burning white eyes upon him, her expression neutral, her great horned head canted to one side inquisitively. The coals about her still stirred, rose and fell, as if huge coils yet roiled in their depths.

“Scorio,” she said, her voice rich and low, tinged with amusement and light curiosity. “You honor me greatly with your interest, but it is unseemly for us to speak without Bravurn’s permission.”

Scorio couldn’t tear his gaze away from her smoldering beauty, her alien majesty. “I understand, and I apologize for not getting his permission. But… I don’t think he’d have let me talk with you if I’d asked.”

“Then perhaps we shouldn’t speak. I don’t wish to upset Bravurn. He is kindly to a fault, but even so generous a man as he shouldn’t be taken advantage of.”

Scorio hesitated. She sounded utterly sincere, but… “A friend of mine is traveling here by means of the underground channels and the labyrinth. I wanted to greet him, but your Titans blocked my passage.”

“A Great Soul travels the veins?”

“I’m sorry, not a Great Soul. An Imperial Ghost Toad.”

The queen narrowed her eyes. “You call an Imperial Ghost Toad your friend?”

“Not my friend.” Scorio couldn’t help but grin. “My favorite friend.”

The queen’s black-iron mask stilled, revealing nothing of her emotions, her thoughts. Her eyes, twin holes to her molten core, blazed and smoldered but were equally inexpressive.

“That is rare,” she said at last. “Most Great Souls declare all fiends to be either tools or enemies.”

“Most Great Souls don’t seem to know much about Acherzua,” said Scorio. “I don’t either. But I’m open to learning. And Nox is below. I’d see him if I could.”

“How do you know he is under the spires if my Titans have blocked your passage? One of your Great Soul powers?”

“No.” Scorio scratched the back of his head. “Nox, ah, taught me his Delightful Secret Marinating technique. I immersed myself in his jelly pool, and because of it was able to become an Emberling. He said, later, that that made us clutchmates, and he’s been able to find me because of it. Just recently, I’ve been able to sense him as well. It’s what brought me here. I was injured trying to travel toward him, and took shelter in the Fury Spires to heal.”

“Clutchmates,” said Xandera, tone completely neutral. “That’s the same term we blazeborns used for those hatched together in a caldera firing.”

“That so? I think with Nox it’s more of a toad thing.”

Queen Xandera was staring at him with such intensity that Scorio had to fight the urge to dry swallow. Was she about to attack? The air crackled between them with the rise in tension.

“I’m sorry. If my request has offended you, or put you in a difficult position, then obviously I’ll take my leave -”

“Tell me about yourself, Scorio.” Her tone grew soothing, and the tension melted away from her frame as she sank slightly back into the coals. “Unless you must leave soon?”

“No, I have a little time. I don’t know too much about myself. We Great Souls -”

“Don’t recall your previous lives, I know. But you must have walked an interesting path if it led you to becoming clutchmates with an Imperial Ghost Toad.”

So Scorio told her. Of awakening as a Red Lister, being cast through the Final Door, of meeting Naomi in the ruins of Bastion and how he’d trained against all reason to ignite his Heart. How he’d met Nox while exploring the old Academy so as to use its Gauntlet, and then helped Sol fend off Imogen the Woe with his interruption.

Queen Xandera listened without interruption or expression until this last, at which she drew closer. “You claim to have affected a fallen Imperator of your kind while only a Cinder?”

“Well, not really. She knew me from my past lives. I think she believed me an ally, or a friend. Someone sympathetic to her desire to open the way back to Eterra. When I struck her Ferula, I think it was my betrayal that distracted her just enough for Sol to win the fight.”

“Your betrayal,” said Xandera.

“Yeah. Seems like I’ve done a lot of that in my past, but I swear to you, in this life at least, I regret no action of mine. Well.” He paused, thinking of Jova. “Almost none.”

“Surprisingly honest. Continue, if you will.”

So he did, speeding through the rest of his stay at the Academy, winning the final Gauntlet run, fleeing Bastion for the Rascor Plains, warning the White Queen of the people’s oppression under Praximar.

“You cared for the regular humans? I’ve been led to understand they exist just to enable your Great Soul lives.”

“A lot of folks seem to think that.” Scorio shrugged. “I don’t know. Being an outcast from the first day made an impression on me. Plus Naomi is a natural born Great Soul, and together we’ve got nothing but contempt for a lot of the House systems.”

“I would like to speak further with Naomi.”

“She’d love to talk to you, too.”

“What happened next?”

“More betrayal. Manticore, the group that had offered to sponsor us, used me to… well. It’s a complicated story, but Praximar and Manticore used me to break the Queen’s Accords and cripple House Kraken. I was trapped for two years in the Crucible - a place full of Gold mana. But when I broke out, I got my revenge.”

“This ‘Crucible’… this would be the Fiery Shoals?”

“You’ve heard of it?”

“Oh, yes.” Xandera’s smile turned dark. “We used to send raiding parties there long ago to harvest Gold mana.”

“This had to have been before the White Queen, then?”

“A queen?” Xandera rose a foot higher out of the coals, the belly of her serpentine length glowing with heat. “I didn’t know your kind had such.”

“Not, well, like yourself. It was more of a - well. I’m not sure where she got the name from.”

“Ah.” Xandera subsided. “But yes. This was before the Iron Tyrant, back when the Fiery Shoals were fought over by your Houses.”

“I…” Scorio hesitated.

“Yes?” Her amusement was plain.

“How old are you, Queen Xandera?”

“By your reckoning? I have lived for over a century. Normally, I would have consigned myself to the living flames below to have made way for another, but these… these are not normal times.”

“But you seem…” Scorio shrugged, supremely aware of how out of his depth he was. “Strong? Lucid? Why would you step down?”

Again she smiled, and he felt a surge of relief at her renewed amusement. “Past a certain point, the quality of our eggs begins to degenerate. We remain strong, yes, but it is in the interest of our spire that we step down so that a new, younger queen may reinvigorate the ranks.”

“I see. But with things as they are…”

Her expression didn’t change, her slight smile didn’t fade, but something in her manner, her aura, suddenly took on a poignant air. “With things as they are, I am proud to be able to live on and serve the Iron Tyrant.”

Scorio felt as if he’d stepped right up to the edge of a cliff. “I see. Of course. I’m sorry for prying.”

“Curiosity is not prying. It’s… nice to have one such as yourself be curious about my kind. Too often we are simply relegated to the role of vanquished foe.”

There was suddenly so much he wanted to ask. About the patterns on the wall, the intricate spiral hallways beneath the hive, what she had lost, what she yet dreamed of, and so much more.

“How did it happen? You seem so… powerful. How did you fall to the Iron Tyrant?”

Xandera sank back into the coals, down till they buckled around her waist, so that she looked like little more than a black iron statue of remarkable artistry emerging from her fiery bed. “It was our fault. He merely exploited our weakness.”

As with Lianshi, Scorio knew when to remain silent.

Xandera considered him, as if gauging whether to talk, and to his relief, did. “Over the past century and a half a new religion arose amongst my kind. A worship of the Everqueen.”

“A… goddess?”

“No, there is only one goddess. The Everqueen was…” She paused, searching for the right word. “An ideal. Of all our progeny, only drudges, Titans, and new queens are created without mating with a member of the Ember Council. Each queen is an exact duplicate of its mother, in every way. There are, in effect, only six distinct queens in existence; every queen is a daughter-self of one of these six. The Everqueen ideal is to replace the other five lineages with one’s own; once all the spires in Acherzua are ruled by a single dynasty, then in effect that queen will have become and forever will be… the Everqueen.”

Scorio tried to wrap his mind around this concept. “So you had… sisters? In the other spires?”

“They were not sisters. They were exact reflections of myself, though different due to the lives and experiences they led.” Her tone became inexpressibly sad. “All gone now. Killed by Bravurn so that these spires could be more easily controlled.”

“But you said he used that ideal against you?”

“His diplomacy was effective at uniting the other dynasties against mine. He promised them much, but in the end, after their blazeborns finished slaughtering mine, he simply delivered in one pivotal way: the near destruction of my lineage, with my life under his heel. The other queens were furious; he had promised them much more. But their spires are far from here, and they had to declare themselves content.”

Scorio nodded slowly. “He turned the other queens against you.”

“Something that would not have happened if we had remained true to Acherzua. But no matter.” She rose abruptly from the coals to tower over him once more. “This is all history, and best forgotten. I now live at the Iron Tyrant’s pleasure, and will be forever grateful to his largesse. You came to me to ask for a favor. I shall grant it.”

“You will?” Scorio mastered his surprise, and found himself bowing. The gesture felt both instinctive and correct. “Thank you. I’m honored.”

“You cannot be.” Again she swayed back, undulating gently into the coals. “You are a Great Soul. I am but a fiend. Nothing I do can bring you honor.”

Scorio went to protest, but her smile cut him short.

“Still,” she said, “it is polite of you to say. My Titans shall let you pass, but know this, Scorio: if you delve too deep, I cannot be held responsible for your life.”

“The magma giant,” said Scorio softly.

Queen Xandera froze.

“We stumbled upon it in this alien labyrinth deep underground,” Scorio said hastily. “It killed the Ferric Drake that was hunting us.”

“I don’t know of what you speak,” she said, voice without emotion. “The Iron Weald is filled with more wonders than you and I can dream of. But heed my warning, regardless: do not stray too deep.”

“Understood.” Scorio felt shaken by her sudden coldness, the fixed way that she held herself immobile and stared at him. “Thank you. I will come back and let you know that all went well.”

“Do so.” Her manner softened, and she sank, deeper and deeper into the coals, clearly making her goodbye. “Another visit from a Great Soul such as you… would do me much honor.”

The coals swirled, stilled, and she was gone.

Chest tight, thoughts spinning, Scorio bowed again, retreated a half-dozen steps, then hurried out of her chambers.


Chapter 16

Alain awaited him outside the golden archway, thumbs hooked in his belt, tapping one foot. “There you are! All done? Get the permission you needed?”

Scorio nodded and gestured for the other Flame Vault to lead on. Alain shrugged, understanding, and soon they were off down the side tunnel that led to the neighboring spire. They left the golden illumination behind, and once they’d descended a couple of levels to an abandoned section of the hall, Scorio stopped.

“Alain. Thanks.”

“Of course, of course.” The kid studied him, shuffled to one side, and leaned against the wall, only to push off it and dig out one of his cheroots. “So you’re good? Want me to lead you down to the Titans?”

“Not without Naomi. Listen. You came through for me. I appreciate that.”

“Course I did! Didn’t Moira tell you I’m good people? I told her to tell you, but you know she’d only do so if it was true.”

“And if it served her purpose to know. She told me you let her touch you.”

“Yeah.” He looked nonplussed for a second. “I know. Weird choice, right? But she’s got this way about her. So confident. Like she’s got it all figured out. And I thought to myself, why not? It’s nice to hear from her. Again, remember the soul-crushing boredom? Sometimes she’d just drop into my mind out of nowhere to chat. It was the best. She’s got this…” Alain stared out at nothing. “Like, she’s only perhaps seven or eight years older, or maybe six? I don’t know. But she’s got this, like, really sultry, kind of sexy, motherly…” He frowned. “This is coming out all wrong.”

“It is,” agreed Scorio. “I heard that she can do more than just talk to you directly.”

“Right. She can boost me up if needed, make me smarter, or faster, all kinds of things, though she hasn’t. And can do the opposite, like make me dull, or forgetful, or I don’t even know. She hasn’t ever done that either.”

“And you’re not worried about her manipulating you?”

“You know, you have to be important to be manipulated.” He pulled out a small iron box, slid the lid back, and revealed a live coal. Blew on it till it flared, then pressed the tip of his cheroot to the crimson and inhaled till the tip caught fire. A couple of quick puffs and he exhaled a thick plume of oily smoke. “And me? I’m just a low-grade tool. Useful, but forgetful in more ways than one. I think it’s because I talk too much but never quite manage to say what I mean. People think I’m not all there, or just not that sharp.” He studied his cheroot, though Scorio couldn’t tell if he was using his darkvision or not. “I’m just this scrawny kid that everyone overlooks. Useful when you need someone spied on, or maybe something stolen, but otherwise?” He shrugged. “Moira’s never going to make me the centerpiece of her plans.”

“If you say so. Be careful though.” But Scorio felt halfhearted about giving the other Flame Vault a warning. “What’s done is done. But look. There’s a lot happening right now that I don’t understand. Maybe you can explain it for me.”

“Yeah, of course, sure. If there’s one thing I’ve got lots of it’s information. Well, nothing incredibly secret, but I’ve overhead a whole ton. What do you want to know?”

Scorio slid down the wall to sit, forearms resting on his knees. “What’s the Iron Tyrant’s angle? What’s he want from the Seamstress?”

“Oh, man, cutting right to the heart of it. He’s sitting on a mother lode of Gold mana. He’s been stockpiling for ages.”

“I thought he rewarded the Iron Vanguard with Gold mana?”

“Sure, but it’s a trickle of what he’s been importing, and the lower ranks can’t even use it till they level up, so he holds it for them in trust. He’s got this crazy vault filled with the stuff. He’s been choking down the amount he’s been sending to Plassus and Vermina while telling them he’s sending them everything he’s got. Nobody outside of Valdun, Amity, and maybe one or two of his Dread Blazes know where it is.”

“And you.”

“Well, I know the stockpile exists, which is something. I’ve a good guess where it’s located, too, but I’ve never gotten close. Too dangerous, even for me. The Iron Tyrant would just cut off my head if he found me poking around there.”

“So what’s he planning?”

“It’s his leverage, you see.” Alain inhaled vigorously from his cheroot then stabbed it in Scorio’s direction. “Now what I’m going to tell you is pretty secret. I’ve only told Moira. So, ah, you know. More proof that you should take me with you when the time comes.”

“Sure,” said Scorio affably. “Still up for dispute, but you’re moving in the right direction.”

“See, he’s been negotiating with the Seamstress. Know who she is?”

“Crimson Countess, head of Basilisk, way down in the Emerald Reach?”

“That’s right. Important lady. Calls a lot of shots. A lot of people owe her favors. I don’t know the details, but I overheard…” Alain actually looked up and down the hallway as if expecting to spot someone lurking close, and then sat against the wall opposite Scorio and leaned forward. “I heard Valdun telling Amity that even the Seamstress couldn’t get Endergrast to grant the Iron Tyrant that request.”

Alain raised both brows as if this was significant.

“Endergrast. That’s Crimson Earl Endergrast? Lord of the Golden Star? Down in… damn it. Where’s Lianshi when I need her?”

“Scorched Swale. Level beyond the Emerald Reach. But right. That’s the guy. I don’t know what Bravurn wanted, but he’s reaching for something big all the way down there. Which, if you think about it, makes sense, right?” Another violent inhalation. “He’s a bloody Blood Baron. He could be down in the Scorched Swale right now with all the others. But no. He’s up in the Iron Weald, and has been for decades. Decades!” Alain shot out his arms as if to encapsulate the magnitude of such folly. “And why? I don’t know. But one thing I’ve figured out about Bravurn is that he’s this crazy guy. Did you know he plays chess by himself? That he’s got three games going against himself all at once?” Alain shook his head pityingly. “Crazy, right? But also crazy sharp. And so I think he made a big wager, something that he thought would allow him to leapfrog all the way to the head of some bloody Blood Baron line, but it required Endergrast to agree, which he doesn’t want to do, so the Iron Tyrant tried to apply pressure on the Seamstress.”

“And it didn’t work,” said Scorio softly. “Which is why she’s sending her Blood Barons.”

“Aezryna Frostborn and Charoth.” Alain gave a knowing shake of his head. “They’ll set Bravurn in his place.”

“What do you know of them?”

“Not too much. They’ve been too deep in hell for the most part, you know?” Alain squinted at him as he inhaled again, his voice deepening momentarily for the smoke in his lungs. “Aezryna is supposed to have made some kind of crazy sacrifice a while ago that made everyone really impressed. And I think Charoth can turn into this really deadly tiger.” Alain made a face, then blew smoke out his nostrils. “Bravurn has been really upset since he heard they were coming.”

“And Plassus?”

“Man, Plassus. That’s one sorry excuse of a Charnel Duke. Don’t tell anyone I said that.”

“I won’t.”

“Depends on how you look at it, you know? On one hand, he’s kept things together and fought the Blood Ox for the past three years. On the other?” Alain grimaced. “He’s ready to snap. I heard some visiting Dread Blazes say he talks to himself now, gets all emotional, acts out things he wished he’d said to the Blood Ox. But he’s still a Charnel Duke, so he’s more powerful than the Iron Tyrant or the new Blood Barons.”

“And Vermina’s for the Seamstress?”

“So I heard.”

“And Moira?”

“Moira’s cagey. If I had to guess?” Alain stared over Scorio’s shoulder at the wall. “I’d guess… she’s working on a way to force Plassus to bend knee to Aezryna. Because that would isolate the Iron Tyrant, and he’d be forced to hand over his Gold mana. Which would cripple his power, and lead to his no doubt quitting the Fury Spires to just head deeper into hell.”

Scorio studied Alain. “I don’t know. You seem pretty sharp to me.”

“Right?” Alain grinned toothily. “I keep telling everyone I’m this really smart guy, but nobody listens.”

“So the Iron Tyrant has to realize this, and is probably working on bolstering Plassus since he knows he’s not going to get what he wants from the Seamstress.”

“That’s right. Which probably means promising him the Gold mana. What else does he need the stockpile for now that the Seamstress has called his bluff?”

“Right.” Scorio pondered. “And the Blood Barons just arrived?”

“Whole big procession and welcome going on. The Iron Tyrant’s a stickler for ceremony. He takes it really seriously. If you ever want to really upset him, break some hallowed tradition. He’ll receive them, have them escorted to their quarters - probably a queen’s suite in another spire - and then host them for a feast. After that the Blood Barons’ll probably head back to their rooms and begin the backroom negotiations. You know, sounding out alliances, sending secret messages, whatever Blood Barons do before official meetings. Those will be tomorrow, but I reckon by the time they take place everyone will already know what’s going to happen.”

“The Iron Tyrant will be wanting your services, I’m sure.”

“Right?” Alain grinned. “It’ll drive him mad that I’m not around. But I’ll have to show up eventually or he’ll know I was avoiding him on purpose. He thinks I’m a fool, but not an out and out idiot.”

“More fool him.” Scorio rubbed at his chin. “Moira made it sound like who I decided to support was a big deal.”

“I mean, yes and no.” Alain considered. “It depends on how you do it, I reckon. If you declare for someone right out the gate, nobody will really care. But if you hold out, make yourself noted, but refuse to say who you’re in favor of, people will start to care, start courting your vote.”

“Fine, but why? Shouldn’t I be beneath the notice of these Blood Barons and Charnel Dukes?”

Alain shrugged. “People are saying you’ve got the Fate’s Whisper behind you, and man is it blowing strong. I won’t repeat all the vastly improbable things you’ve done, but even I don’t believe the half of it.”

Scorio laughed. “You don’t?”

“Not really. No offense. Two years in the Crucible?” Alain peered at him then sat back. “Nah.”

Scorio grinned. “Fine. So they think I’m lucky?”

“You’re Scorio, the Red Lister, you know? Only reborn six times? I meant to ask you about that. Only six? Really?”

“Really,” said Scorio. “Don’t ask me why. Maybe I’ve never cared for Great Soul politics.”

“Nah, it can be kind of fun when you get the hang of it.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. You just need to realize everyone’s half-terrified, half-desperately ambitious. Once you figure that out, it all makes sense and people become practically predictable.”

“Glad you’re intent on being my friend, then.”

Alain winked. “I knew you would be.”

“Fine. So I don’t declare. Should I seek out these Blood Barons?”

“Mmmm,” pondered Alain, waggling his head from side to side. “I think… no? That’d be too desperate. You can’t be obvious. The real trick is to be ambitious without people thinking you’re ambitious. I call it ‘beautiful indifference’.”

“I need to be beautifully indifferent?”

“Like you’re above the fray, but reluctantly, even nobly, willing to get involved. Make people feel like you’re at once too good for the common muck of politics, but sufficiently powerful that they need to get you down in the trenches with them regardless.” Alain pointed his cheroot at Scorio. “You know who was magnificently indifferent? The White Queen.”

“You’re right,” said Scorio. “It made her so…”

“Regal? Pure? Untouchable? Arousing?”

“Arousing?” deadpanned Scorio.

“Oh, come on, don’t tell me you didn’t notice that, like, powerful mother-thing she had going on, older but caring, tender but maybe with a dirty edge beneath the whole devoted…” Alain trailed off as Scorio shook his head. “No? You didn’t notice that?”

“I mean, maybe I wasn’t looking for it.”

Alain leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes. “I’ve got this dream, right. I make Blood Baron, and then I’m down in the Scorched Swale, and the White Queen’s in trouble, maybe this big bad guy’s going to kill her, and then I appear and punch him in the back, and save her. And she looks up at me with those blue eyes of hers, and I reach down with my hand to help her up, and she’s just so amazed at how… what?”

Scorio couldn’t help but laugh. “Nothing! It’s a beautiful, uh, dream. The White Queen should be so lucky.”

Alain pretended to throw his cheroot at him. “You’ll see. One day. Blood Baron Alain to the rescue. I’ll marry the White Queen yet, and then I’ll find out what kind of crazy underclothes she wears under those white robes.”

“Good luck with that.” He studied the other man who was tapping his fingers nervously on the tunnel floor. “Thanks, Alain.”

“How close would you say we are to being best friends?” Alain flashed a nervous grin. “I’d say we’re not there yet, but maybe on a scale of one to ten, I’ve climbed to - what - maybe a four? Would you say a six? Not a six. Five. A solid five. Not best friends, but a solid companion. Right?”

Scorio laughed and stood. “We’re moving in the right direction, I’ll give you that. Can you take me back to my room? I want to be there in case Naomi comes looking for me.”

“Yeah, of course.” Alain dropped the cheroot, then changed his mind, picked it up, and placed it in his pocket. “This way. We’ll take a slightly longer route.”

Scorio fell in beside Alain, and for a while they walked in comfortable silence. Too comfortable. Scorio frowned, momentarily losing track of why he was walking down the hallway with Alain; a brief moment of focus, and he remembered that it wasn’t a coincidence that they were walking together.

“Do you know much about the blazeborns?” he asked. “Or Queen Xandera?”

“Bravurn loves talking to her. Spends more time with her than anyone else. Nobody’s allowed close when they talk.”

“That so?”

“I think he loves her.” Alain considered, jogging his head from side to side. “I mean, not love? But maybe… like an obsessive and weirdly sadistic sexual interest? I’ve heard it said he broke some agreements with the other blazeborns when he met Xandera. She convinced him to spare her life.”

“Interesting.” Scorio thought of her regal features, her imperial bearing. “Maybe he thinks she’s the only being on his level.”

“Could be. He doesn’t care for their kind in general, though. He gave permission for all the gems and rare metals to be torn out of the walls so that they could be either harvested for ingredients in pills and used as containers for mana. Oversaw, I’ve heard it said, the slaughtering of thousands upon thousands of their number that survived the initial defeat.”

“He said he’ll return the spire to her when he leaves.”

Alain laughed. “Yeah, he likes to say that to everyone so she’ll believe it herself.”

“You think he’s lying?”

“Of course he is.” Alain glanced him sidelong. “Never forget this about Bravurn: the man’s a narcissistic monster. When the time comes for him to leave? I’ll wager all the mana in the Twilight Cradle that he’ll strangle Xandera in some pseudo-sexual ritual and tear down the Fury Spires behind him.”

Scorio slowed to a stop. “You’re serious?”

Alain walked on a few steps then turned. “Oh, yeah. I’m telling you, the way I’ve heard him talk about her, it’s like a mixture between his favorite mistress, a prized dog, and a beautiful statue. He’s the kind of guy that would rather destroy something he loves than set it free.”

Scorio nodded slowly, Xandera’s burning eyes hovering before him in the dark. Did she know this? Did she suspect, but refuse to believe?

His dull anger at the Iron Tyrant returned, throbbing in his breast.

“Well,” he said huskily, “I’ll have to do something about that before I go.”

“Like what?” asked Alain, smiling as if he couldn’t tell whether Scorio was joking or not. “I mean, she’s impressive, but she’s blazeborn. You know their kind preyed on us Great Souls for centuries.”

“Maybe we deserved it,” muttered Scorio.

Now Alain did laugh. “You’re crazy! I love it.”

Scorio forced a smile. “Ha, right.”

Alain shook his head and resumed walking. “Maybe we deserved it. That’s hilarious. Though.” He considered for a few paces. “I mean, from a fiend’s perspective, we probably did. But we’re not fiends.”


Chapter 17

Naomi was awaiting him in their rooms.

Scorio bid Alain goodbye and entered to find her sitting cross-legged at the back of the common room, hands resting on her knees, thick mane of hair loosed from its braid to hang heavy about her face.

“Hey,” he said, at once thrilled and completely nervous at the sight of her.

Her eyes snapped open, but she didn’t otherwise move. “Hey.”

For a moment they remained thus, him frozen in the mouth of the tunnel, her seated across the room, and then she sighed. “Look, Scorio. What happened… let’s not make a big deal about it.”

“No?”

“No.” She sounded faintly exasperated, world-weary, amused. “It was… I don’t know, a reaction to the intensity of the moment. We’re just friends. Clearly.”

“Clearly,” said Scorio weakly.

She arched a brow and fixed him with her stare. “Right?”

Scorio forced himself to exhale and moved to sit on his edge of the rotunda, feet on the circular seat. She watched him the entire time, a faint blush rising to her cheeks but otherwise giving no outward sign of nervousness.

“I…”

She laughed again, the sound slightly forced. “Scorio, grow up. We’re both young, both over our heads, and we’ve come to care deeply for each other. Correct?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then it’s natural that the moment would get carried away. That… the physical intensity of that fight, the way you were using your aura on me…” She glanced away. “It was just a… think of it as a physical reaction. Reflexive.” Her gaze cut back to him. “You’re not exactly terrible to look at, and confidence is… well. Attractive.”

Scorio felt his cheeks burn. He studied her intently. Was she telling the truth? Lying? Lying to herself? He wasn’t sure. Wasn’t sure which version he wanted to be true.

“So I say we just put it behind us.” She raised her chin and glared at him defiantly. “There’s too much on the line right now for us to, what - start acting ridiculously around each other? Let’s pretend it never happened and just move on.”

“Are you… sure?” His words sounded weak in his own ears, and he realized he felt relieved. Not simply relieved, but conflictedly so. He wanted to cross to her, sink his hands in her thick hair, tilt her face up to his… but also dreaded what might come of such a move.

Why? Why was this so complicated for him?

She didn’t answer him immediately. Her gaze was sharp, piercing, and only after a drawn out pause did she smile mockingly. “Of course I’m sure. Now. Where were you? Did I miss anything important? Don’t tell me you swore a Heart Oath to the Iron Tyrant while I was gone.”

“No,” laughed Scorio, but he still felt shaky. “No, Alain came through. And oh - I ran into Lianshi in the dining hall. Juniper’s back in town, and suddenly things between her and Leonis are upside down.”

Naomi’s eyes widened. “Juniper? Oh.” She flushed again and gave a shaky laugh of her own. “See? That kind of nonsense is the last thing we need. She didn’t ask you for advice, did she?”

“Oh, come on. I’m not a complete idiot.”

“So you didn’t try to help?”

“No, Naomi.” He glared at her. “I told her to actually talk to Juniper and see how it felt. See who she’s become. She’s been fighting these past two years for Plassus against the Blood Ox. Lianshi needs to match her memories to reality before making any decisions.”

“Well.” Naomi brushed her hair back. “Not the worst advice, I’ll grant you that. And, ah…?”

“I did mention our…” What should he call it? “Our… you know.”

She raised an eyebrow.

Not what he should have called it, then.

“Our kiss.” He shrugged, as if that should have been obvious. “And she was, you know. Very understanding.”

“Very understanding. Of what, exactly?”

The ice under his metaphorical feet creaked ominously.

“Of how ridiculously attractive I am. She didn’t blame you. She’s just surprised -” Naomi’s eyes narrowed to slits, so Scorio laughed and raised his hands. “What? You just said I wasn’t absolutely terrible to look at.”

“There’s a difference, Scorio, between - you know what? Never mind. Did she give you any… advice?”

“Yeah.” Scorio blew out his cheeks. “She said I should say my goodbyes to everyone I care about, because -”

Naomi went still and the tension in the room rose sharply.

“Kidding! Haha. Jokes. You know? To, ah, break the tension?”

“You’re doing a wonderful job of it.”

“She just said we should talk. Which we’re doing. So: advice followed. Thanks… Lianshi?”

Naomi shook her head. “What am I doing wasting my time with you?”

“Ah… can’t help you with that one.”

Naomi closed her eyes for a moment as if composing herself, then adopted a polite expression when she opened them. “You said Alain came through?”

“Queen Xandera, right.” And he told her everything he’d learned.

Naomi’s attitude melted from stiff self-consciousness to genuinely fascinated. “Everqueen? That’s… incredible. So every other queen she birthed was… herself?”

“Right. Not a daughter, not a sister. Her exact self. If I understood it, all the spires in this complex here, in the Fury Spires, were ruled by copies of herself. But the other dynasties fell for the Iron Tyrant’s manipulations and helped slaughter her followers.”

“And now she’s alone? No Ember Council, nothing but dumb Titans and drudges?” Naomi shook her head. “She has to be incredibly strong to have lasted this long under Bravurn.”

“Who, it turns out, has a really disgusting obsession with her.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Naomi made a face. “The more repressed a man appears to be, the greater the monster he’s hiding under the surface. Shall we go kill him now?”

Scorio opened his mouth to respond but didn’t know what to say.

“I’m joking, Scorio.” She forced a smile. “I know how to do humor.”

“Right. I can tell.”

“But seriously, we should go kill him.”

Now Scorio did laugh. “Alright. I’ll ask him to step away from the meeting with the other Blood Barons and we’ll put him down.”

“Good. Now?”

“Soon. How about we go find Nox while everyone else is still busy?”

“I’d have thought you’d want to go sniff around all these powerful people and watch them eat.”

“I’m all grown up, what can I say?” Scorio stood. “Come on. Nox is great and all, but even his patience has a limit.”

“He’s still below?”

Scorio closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. He forced his attention outward, sought out that sense of weight, and then there it was, almost directly below them.

“Yes. He’s as here as he’s ever going to be.”

Naomi rose smoothly to her feet. “If it’s him. We don’t know that for sure.”

“True. One way to find out.”

“Then let’s do it.”

She walked around the rotunda, joined him by the door, and gave him a tight smile. “I’m glad we cleared that all up.”

“Me, too,” he said, abruptly feeling helplessly at sea once more.

She watched him with an inscrutable expression, then led the way out into the hall.

They descended rapidly. The spire felt emptied of Great Souls. Everyone had to be attending the ceremonies or dinners or whatever was going on. Scorio fought the urge to break into a jog, and they walked down mostly in silence. He kept insisting to himself it was a companionable silence, but every once in a while he’d catch Naomi watching him, which would cause her to immediately look away, only for her to force herself to look back and either raise an eyebrow or smile.

Great.

They descended into the base chamber and passed into the maze of freestanding walls, and this time Scorio realized that they weren’t a maze at all, but instead set up in intersecting spiral curves like the face of a sunflower. He studied the patterns on the walls with renewed interest as they passed; the serpentine intertwinings of iron, obsidian, bronze, and other substances was fascinating and complex. There was no repetitive pattern to them, but rather an endless interweaving such that no section appeared to be duplicated.

And everywhere along their length were holes and demolished sections where no doubt the gems and gold and silver had been torn out by Great Souls.

They passed through this outer band of hallways and reached the low-ceilinged area filled with natural columns. Activating his darkvision, Scorio led the way till the first of the Titans came into view.

“Here we go,” he whispered, and palms raised, he advanced.

This time, the Titans reacted not at all.

Carefully, slowly, Scorio and Naomi passed between two of them. The floor continued to slope ever more steeply, and the heat here became oppressive, so baking hot that Scorio felt his eyes dry out if he didn’t blink often enough, his mouth and nostrils grow parched.

“Question,” said Naomi softly as they proceeded slowly. “Why are all the Titans facing outward if they’re here to defend against fiends from the center?”

“Xandera got really intense when I mentioned the magma giant,” he whispered back. “Something’s going on.”

The floor ahead sloped down so sharply that it became a funnel, just like the one that descended into the caldera, its mouth glimmering with faint orange light. Looking up, Scorio saw a massive chute positioned directly above it, its edges roughened by petrified splatters. The floor was similarly pitted and pocked with black splotches, as if a volcanic eruption had cast gobbets of magma even to this distance.

“There,” said Naomi, pointing off to the side. “Another way down?”

They approached a rectangular opening. There was no staircase or ramp, though Scorio thought he could see the remnants of something that had once been part of the wall.

“Looks like something shattered the way down,” he said.

“Luckily, we’ve got wings.”

“We?”

“You’re going to make me climb?”

He ignited his Heart and extended his leathery wings, keeping them as small as possible so that they’d fit in the chute. “I guess not.”

She moved behind him then hesitated. He glanced over his shoulder. “Need an invitation?”

“Don’t be stupid.” And she wrapped her arms around his neck and hopped up onto his back.

Scorio took a step and dropped into the chute.

He allowed them to fall at first, wings readied, and they plummeted down toward an ever brighter orange light.

At last they dropped into a cavernous space. The air reeked of sulfur and was made dim by a fine, ambient smoke. Through this miasma Scorio saw a turgid lake of darkened lava, great concentric ripples of orange burning through the arcs of congealed black crust. It lay, thick and dense and smoldering between craggy outcroppings of sharp-edged rocks that rose, tower-like, into the fumes.

Scorio snapped open his wings so that they carved the air in a sudden glide. He willed his wings to widen, and the hot air baking off the rumpled black sheet below lifted them up easily.

The scale of this underworld cavern defied his comprehension; the distances were hidden by curtains of choking fog, which were lit from below in hellish hues by the occasional raw rivulet of magma waterfalling down an outburst of rock, or areas where the lava lake flowed at a greater incline, and there, due to the increased speed, shed its black coat to reveal its viscous golden interior.

For a moment, it was all Scorio could do to bank and turn, circle and peer below, eyes watering from the heat and noxious gases. It was akin to flying within a great oven, and were his Heart not ignited and his body Gold-tempered, he doubted he’d have been able to remain aloft here for long.

There was no sign of life. He half-expected to see the Gold fiends from the Crucible, massive lizards basking in the mana, but no; there were no fiends at all. The air, however, was rich and vibrant with Iron, shot through with powerful seams of Bronze, and all of it flowing and made fluid by the heat.

That couldn’t be right. Temperature didn’t affect mana. But the Iron felt more liquid here, more malleable.

“Can you sense him?” Naomi called in his ear. “Nox?”

Scorio resisted the urge to close his eyes and instead allowed his awareness to sink deeper, his senses to reach out further, and - there.

He wheeled, plunged into a great shuddering column of smoke that rose from a vent far below, and entered a great curve to fly around a column of raw-edged black rock that rose like a defiant arm from the magma.

Down, ever down, the hot air washing over him, until at last he saw, perched atop a crag from whose vantage he could gaze over the ruinous lake, the squat and ponderous form of an Imperial Ghost Toad.

“Nox!”

The toad half-turned, powerful limbs working, and angled his broad body to peer up at Scorio with the blank hollows of his eyes. “Favorite friends!”

Scorio felt his heart pound with joy. Never would he have guessed that the sight of a fiendish toad would raise his spirits so. He curved into a final, tight swoop, came in fast, and banked at the last second to hit the ground running and stopping before the giant toad.

As ever, his back and legs were blacker than the densest shadows, Coal mana oozing off him like thick oil. His stomach and the soft underside of his jaw however were a lighter gray, the skin dusty and textured like that of an old man.

Nox’s broad mouth curved into a smile, and his throat bobbed as he swallowed several times, his feet making sucking sounds as he settled in before them both. “Favorite friend Scorio, favorite friend Naomi. Now Nox happy. Long I wait for you here in the blazeborn belly. Not safe here. We go?”

“I wish that I could, old friend.” Scorio grinned as he drank in the sight of the toad. “And sorry to keep you waiting. We were coming for you when we ran into a Ferric Drake.”

“Poor Ferric Drake.”

Scorio laughed. “Especially after this giant magma fiend grabbed hold of it and dragged it under the lava.”

Nox turned to gaze out over the molten lake. “One such watch us even now.”

Scorio whipped around and stared wide-eyed at the vast lake. “Wait - you can sense one in there?”

“Dense Iron mana. Powerful. Strange blazeborn.”

“Strange?” Scorio fought the urge to edge back. “So it is a blazeborn?”

Nox quirked his head. “Blazeborn Titan.”

“No, we’ve seen the Titans,” said Naomi. “They’re big, but the one that caught the Ferric Drake was huge.”

Nox shifted his weight and just stared eyelessly at her.

“Wait,” said Scorio. “If that’s a Titan, then it’s… it’s under the queen’s control?”

“Nox not ask.”

“You’ve spoken with it?”

“Nox await favorite friends here. Nox polite Imperial Ghost Toad.”

“Man, it’s good to see you again.” Scorio beamed. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

“I do,” said Naomi. “Nox. Can you teach me the Delightful Secret Marinating technique?”

Nox considered her for a moment, then shook his whole body slowly from side to side. “Yes and no.”

“Alright.” Naomi hesitated, eyes narrowing. “What does that mean?”

“Nox delaying evolution to Emperor Wraith Toad. Naomi should wait. Emperor Wraith jelly much better, more potent.”

“Congratulations,” grinned Scorio. “You said that was coming. You can evolve now?”

“Can, but this not good location. Nox desire perfection of environment, and soothing croon of a hundred eager mates. Nox travel to Radiant Pools of Gold.”

“Well, I’ll settle for the old-fashioned jelly,” said Naomi. “Honestly. I just need to learn the technique.”

“Why?”

“Why?” She glowered at Scorio. “It allowed this guy to master a Pyre Lord mana manipulation technique that’s incredibly valuable, and which’ll probably allow him to make Dread Blaze soon. I don’t want to be left behind.”

“Favorite friend Naomi wish to be perfect mate for favorite friend Scorio.”

“What?” Naomi recoiled, her face going pale then flushing. “No! What? No, I don’t want to be his perfect mate, I want to be powerful, that’s all -”

Scorio felt his own face burn. “Ah, Nox, we’re - well. We’re companions, Naomi and I, and she -”

“Seriously.” Naomi laughed scornfully. “What makes you even think -”

Nox wiggled from side to side. “Scorio and Naomi strong, create a thousand young. Many eggs, much tadpoles. Also, mating very rewarding activity. Good exercise. After, both can sing triumphant song of Imperial Exaltation.”

Scorio forced himself to stop and collect his wits. “I - I mean, we really appreciate your advice. But that’s something we’re, ah…” Words failed him.

Nox’s air was one of distinct confusion.

Naomi looked mortified. “No Imperial Exaltation. No thousand tadpoles.”

“Pity,” said Nox. “Vigorous mating all Nox want. Quantics open new horizons. I ascend to Emperor Wraith form, will mate with greater females, will create a thousand thousand young. If Nox die while rioting in spawning pools, Nox die legendary death.”

“Look,” said Naomi. “Just forget I asked about the jelly bath.”

“Nox make sacred marinating pool. Need time, though.”

“Thank you,” said Scorio, relieved the conversation had finally moved on. “Anything else you need? Coal mana, or…?”

“Nox saturated to exaltation. Ready to ascend. Have plenty of mana for imperial gel.” He waddled about for a bit, then returned. “This dangerous location. Nox uncomfortable making gel here.”

“Because of the magma giant?”

“Too hot. Not comfortable for Imperial Ghost Toad.”

“Oh, I see. We could find a place farther away from the magma. Wherever you go, we can track you there.”

“Very good. Nox find burrow, extrude gel, make sacred matrix. Bring mana to saturate.”

“Will do.” Scorio glanced uneasily at the placid surface of the magma lake once more. “What did the blazeborn Titan tell you?”

“Nox and Titan speak with mana pulses. He question my presence. Nox apologize and promote peace. Titan retreat, return, project danger. Nox threaten mana detonation. Titan settle.”

“I’m sure he did,” said Scorio. “But if he’s here… the Iron Tyrant can’t know about him. Is he the same as the one that killed the Ferric Drake? That wasn’t too far away.”

“Nox sense other Titan pass by not long ago. Flow through magma.”

“So there’s more than one.” Scorio glanced at Naomi. “Do you think the queen’s planning an attack?”

“Even three of those Titans couldn’t beat a hundred Great Souls,” said Naomi. “They might kill a few dozen of us, but they’d lose.”

“But how did she make them? You’d think the Iron Tyrant would notice if she tried to fire up the caldera on the fly.”

“Nox see blazeborns descend and enter lava. They merge with Titan.”

“Oh…” Scorio nodded. “Wait. With the huge Titan here it doesn’t make sense that random fiends are climbing up to attack the Fury Spires. So the losses are just sacrifices being made to empower these few warriors.”

“But it still won’t be enough,” said Naomi stubbornly. “Unless she’s waiting for the day the Iron Tyrant moves on.”

“Or she’s just desperate and has no other options.” Scorio frowned at the rumpled expanse of black rock cut through with searing orange seams. “But she let us down here. Why would she do that?”

“Blazeborn queens very powerful,” rumbled Nox. “Very cunning.”

“You told her about your friendship with Nox. About everything that’s happened,” said Naomi. “Maybe she’s taking a gamble on you.”

“On us,” said Scorio, and a bright light of hope blossomed in his heart. “You think she’s…?”

Naomi shrugged. “Question is, would you join the Titans in massacring all the other Great Souls upstairs?”

“No,” said Scorio heavily. “I can’t do that.”

“Then it was a poor gamble.”

“Scorio and Naomi special Great Souls.” Nox quirked his head to one side. “Friends of Nox. Friend of fiends.”

“But… that doesn’t mean I’ll turn against my own kind. I can’t. We’re fighting for everyone in Bastion. We need to destroy the Pit.”

Nox did not reply.

For a moment they stood thus. Scorio watched as a giant bubble welled up through the black crust, rose to a prodigious height, then burst magnificently, sending ropes of magma flying.

“Nox extrude imperial bath,” said the fiend at last. “Find cool, find damp. Come find Nox when Nox no longer moving.”

“Thank you,” said Naomi gravely. “I really appreciate it.”

“Nox knows.” The toad waddled back from the crag. “Good to see favorite friends.”

“Good to see you, too,” said Scorio. “Thanks again.”

The toad gathered himself, then leaped. One moment he was there, the next he’d launched himself toward the recesses of the caves, and was gone.

“You have to swear to me that you’ll never tell Leonis or anyone else about this conversation,” said Naomi darkly.

“Done.”

“Thousand tadpoles.” Naomi made an expression of disgust. “No thank you.”

Scorio chuckled despite himself. “He made an incredible argument. He must be mystified as to why we weren’t convinced.”

“Are you going to fly us out of here, or stand there blathering nonsense?”

“Hmm.” Scorio pretended to consider, then raised his hands placatingly. “Fine. Probably best we leave before the Titan comes to pulse aggressive warning mana at us, anyway.”

Naomi gave a curt nod and walked around him as he once more grew his wings. She linked her hands around his neck, and he leaped into the air, beating his wings powerfully as he fought for altitude.

“He kind of sold me on that legendary death, though,” Scorio shouted over his shoulder.

“Don’t make me choke you!” Naomi shouted back.

Laughing, Scorio wheeled higher and higher, making for one of the vents in the ceiling. Before he soared up and away, however, he cast a final glance below. The black mantle had broken apart in the center of the lake, and the last thing he saw before he ascended was a great molten head rising from the fiery orange to gaze up at them.


Chapter 18

The tension in the Fury Spires had spilled back into the tunnels; Naomi and Scorio passed excited groups of Emberlings and Tomb Sparks, all agog at the ceremonies that the Iron Tyrant had unfurled for the visiting dignitaries. It had been a lavish affair, and the members of the Iron Vanguard appeared gratified by their leader’s largesse.

Still, nobody stopped them, and soon the pair found themselves back in their cluster.

Naomi hesitated, drifted toward her room’s entrance, then turned back abruptly. “I - I think I might take some time to meditate and train.”

“Sure,” said Scorio, painfully aware of how alone they were now in their chambers. He linked his hands behind his back, felt more awkward for it, so crossed his arms. “I’ll do the same. Race you to Dread Blaze?”

“Pah.” Naomi tossed her hair back. “What manner of race would that be? With your Pyre Lord technique you should have ranked up already.”

“Well, perhaps I’ll have done so when next we speak.” Scorio forced a grin. “Don’t get mad.”

“Around you?” She raised an eyebrow. “It seems I have no choice in the matter.”

Scorio entered his room but immediately felt cooped up. He lit his globe, preferring the golden light to his darkvision, then distracted himself for a spell by examining the mechanism, discovering eventually that the glass hemisphere contained a primitive mana trap of some kind, a complex wiring designed to slow and accumulate Iron mana which it then released when activated by a Great Soul by superheating the trap itself.

Sighing, he sat on his bunk and stared at the wall. Naomi was right there, only a stone’s throw away. Should he go to her? And say what? He envisioned himself silencing her sarcastic remark with a kiss, pulling her roughly against him, her hands moving over his body…

Scorio groaned and fell back to drape his arm over his eyes. No, no no no. That would be… terrifying and wonderful and perhaps it would feel right in the moment, but thereafter? He pictured her lying beside him when they were done, her eyes practically burning in the darkness, and a tremulous, uncertain feeling swept through him.

There’d be no walking back such an act.

But why would he want to? Conquering hell with her by his side felt so natural, so right. Why did doing so as lovers make him so uneasy?

He rolled over to face the wall and glowered at the smooth rock. The matter wasn’t behind them. It would come to a head soon. He knew her too well. She was pretending to be indifferent, scornful even, but one wrong word from him, one mistake and she might vanish for good.

And with hell as vast as it was, he’d never find her.

He needed to understand himself, his desires, and get his house in order.

Resolute, Scorio sat up, crossed his legs, and rested his hands on his knees. He focused his mind on his breathing, and after a while felt his body relax, his shoulders droop, his tension ease.

Only then did he turn his thoughts back to Naomi.

An image came to him. The both of them up on the balcony of her tower in the ruins. A moment of peace as she rested her head against his shoulder as they watched the spirals of clouds gather around the sun-wire.

He cared deeply about her.

Loved?

In a manner. And… he wanted to love her more. But something held him back.

What?

Scorio sat still, allowing his breaths to come and go, not forcing the question, simply sitting with it.

Other memories came to him. Naomi collapsing into his arms, weeping with relief after they’d killed Evelyn and he’d truly convinced her he was still alive after years of being lost.

The Nightmare Lady trapped by his chalk lines in that dead-end tunnel, where he’d forced her to concede and agree to train him.

Naomi, a fiercely burning light on whom he could trust his life.

But.

He thought again of her tower. How she’d chosen to live there and allow fate to decide if she’d plunge to her death with its eventual collapse. Her searing, unending fury at Great Souls and their society. Her volatile nature.

There.

A vertical line appeared between his brows as Scorio focused on the flowering of unease those last memories brought him.

Something about her inner darkness, the wounds she had been dealt, made it so that he couldn’t… what? Trust her? No, he trusted her. Then…?

Scorio sighed and opened his eyes. He needed to talk this over with someone. He was so close. Lianshi? Yes, but she was both dealing with her own problems and not the Lianshi he once knew - he was reluctant to start treating her otherwise. Ravenna? No, that relationship was still fraught with its own overtones.

Nox?

That nearly made him laugh out loud.

Alain? The fact that he thought of the other Flame Vault surprised him. No, not Alain. Not only did he not truly trust the other man yet, but he didn’t seem the kind to dispense deep wisdom on matters of the heart.

A face swam up before him. Freckled and feline-eyed, wise and canny.

Moira.

Scorio immediately scoffed, then realized he did want her opinion. Except she’d use it against him, wouldn’t she? Anything he gave her became a tool in her hands. So no, but…

Scorio sighed and a heavy cloak of solitude fell across his shoulders. For all he had done, for all his victories, there was nobody he truly felt comfortable sharing this problem with, and that made him feel bitterly alone.

“Ah, well,” he whispered, and sat up straight again. “When one heart can’t be taken care of, you tend to the other.”

So he ignited with Iron and set to following Druanna’s exercises. Allowed his power to ebb and flow even as he used the Pyre Lord technique as a buffer, preventing his Heart from ever guttering.

Druanna’s words came back to him: The reason reaching Dread Blaze is so hard for so many is that the process requires patience. It’s frustrating, the constant guttering. It can take years with little result. Only the truly driven, only those burning with ambition have the resolve to see it through. Those with any inclination to contentment will find excuses to stop training, and remain a Flame Vault for the rest of this incarnation. That’s why there are two Flame Vaults for every Dread Blaze walking hell. That’s why there are more Flame Vaults than any other rank.

“Won’t be me,” he whispered, and bent to the practice. Druanna’s exercises were agonizingly simple. The goal, she had explained, was to forget precision in exchange for a fluid rocking back and forth between minimal mana burn and a full roar. A swaying oscillation, back and forth, like dancing, allowing a rhythm to build, a tempo.

Which sounded fine, but in practice it felt like trying to pour clotted honey through a wide funnel. Raising the mana smoothly from a trickle to a torrent at first produced no change, so the natural urge was to draw more, then more, and then suddenly the mana came all at once, a wave that swamped your Heart and drowned your sense of control.

The opposite was the same. Drawing down started slowly, the torrent seemed to barely ease, and then the choke became too strong and the mana would abruptly be strangled, causing your Heart to want to gutter.

Scorio fought for fluidity, and rose to move back and forth as Druanna had suggested. Attempting to correlate mana expenditure to the swaying of your body could prove an instinctive means to understand the flow, but to Scorio it just made him feel like a fool, so after a while he sat back down.

Frustration had him by the throat. Images of Naomi kept flashing through his mind.

He thought of Jova. Was she a Dread Blaze already? Where was she?

Focus.

Scorio allowed his Heart to gutter and sat back. This was going to take him years. Druanna’s exercises were meant for people without access to the Delightful Secret Marinating technique.

He needed to think this through for himself.

Currently, he was attempting to master the expenditure with the incoming stream of mana as an insurance, one he could suddenly draw on to directly feed his Heart as the threat of guttering exploded into reality from his tamping down his reservoir draw.

Perhaps he could do this differently.

The goal was to control mana expenditure, allowing him to either burn at the lightest simmer for longevity or to dump all of his mana into his Heart for emergency power.

Nowhere did it say the mana had to come from his reservoir.

Frowning, thoughtful, Scorio ignited and observed his Heart. It hung before him, a perfect sphere, massive and strange. His reservoir was contained within it, that prodigious space where he could store ungodly amounts of power. He was currently almost full, mostly with Iron but with some wisps of Bronze up top.

Slowly, deliberately, he drew from his reservoir. The mana came readily, but there was a pressure there, he realized. A pressure generated by the weight of so much mana pressing against the confines of his reservoir. The moment he began drawing, the rest sought release through this mystical aperture he created in the reservoir’s confines.

It was if an ocean sought to pour itself out all at once through a tap.

Scorio activated his Delightful Secret Marinating technique and fed the ambient mana directly into his Heart, sealing off his reservoir altogether.

For what had felt like an eternity, he’d wrestled with this technique while trapped in the Crucible. Had learned to direct the Gold mana that had pierced Ydrielle’s prism directly into his Heart so that he could burn if off without shattering his reservoir.

Frowning, Scorio drew more from the mana that swirled around his room, then less.

His control was remarkably more finessed.

He lowered the amount to a whisper, swirling the Iron around him and drawing in threads, then exerted his will and drew a mass of Iron, shoveling it into his Heart like a man trying to drown a flame by dumping too much fuel on it.

Scorio went back and forth a few times, and realized that if he ignored his reservoir he could execute Druanna’s exercises with ease.

Excitement thrilled within him. Was this cheating? But if so, who cared? He felt like it was working.

Down to a faint shimmer of flames, then up to a great incandescent roar. Down to a faint shimmer once more, barely enough to keep his Heart burning, then he flooded it abruptly again.

Something within his very essence trembled. No, in his Heart - he saw it shiver, the curvature of the sphere rippling as it began to change - only to run out of ambient mana.

Scorio blinked and extended his senses. He’d drained his room and the tunnel beyond dry.

Allowing his Heart to gutter, he leaped off his bench and then just stood there, so tense that he felt his body vibrating.

At the end there. What had that been?

Scorio ran his hands through his hair then dropped into a crouch and closed his eyes. He focused again on his Heart.

It hung before him, innocuous, inscrutable.

He’d come close. He knew. He knew it. For a second there he’d reached out and touched… what? The next rank? What it took to be a Dread Blaze?

A thrill of excitement coursed through him. Could it be this easy? What took others years, what some never overcame, could he just… will it to take place due to his Delightful Secret Marinating technique?

After all, he’d already been using this technique to amplify his abilities in combat, drawing more or less during times of stress to supercharge his body or his powers. He’d thought of it as cheating, but was it?

Had he been within a stone’s throw of what it took to make Dread Blaze all along? For it wasn’t one’s control of one’s reservoir that prompted ascension, it was one’s Heart’s receiving of just the right amount of mana as directed by one’s will.

Nowhere was it written that your reservoir had to be involved at all.

It was just that for every other Flame Vault out there, they had no choice in the matter.

Scorio’s eyes snapped open. If that was true, then his focusing on his reservoir as Druanna had commanded had been the absolutely wrong approach. He’d been neglecting his advantage in an attempt to make Dread Blaze the hard way.

“Naomi!” Scorio bolted out of his room to see her appear in her doorway, eyes wide. “We need to go to the caldera.”

“What?” She scrutinized him, then her eyes unfocused slightly as she scanned him with her mana senses. Her focus snapped back. “Why?”

“I need more ambient mana.”

“This place is saturated with… oh.”

“I used all of mine up. I need lots.” He scanned their common area, saw that he’d drained half of its mana already from his own room.

“Ambient mana? But you’re supposed to work on your reservoir access.”

“Am I though?” His grin felt wild, almost unhinged. “Come on!”

He tore out the room. Someone called out his name, a Great Soul approaching from the other direction, but Scorio just waved and sprinted on.

Sprinting wasn’t enough. He ignited his Heart and put on speed.

Naomi was fleet-footed just behind him. She called out a question, a second, then settled in to just keeping up.

Scorio swept through the tunnels like a vengeful wind. Out of the clusters and into a curving tunnel, through into the next spire, everything dark, and after a few wrong turns he spilled out into the very same caldera in which they’d fought Jaks and her friends.

Scorio slowed and came to a stop in the center of the cavernous chamber. He reached out with his senses and saw the daunting amounts of Iron mana that swirled slowly in a continuous vortex around the room.

So much. More than he could ever possibly need.

“Scorio!” Naomi came to a stop beside him. “Slow down. Stop. What are you doing?”

“My Delightful Secret Marinating technique.” He couldn’t stand still from excitement. “I’ve got far better mana control with it. Drawing from my reservoir feels ridiculously awkward compared to drawing from ambient mana. I was on the verge of something when I ran out of mana back in our rooms. But here?” He looked up at the swarming darkness. “Here, I’ll be fine.”

“You’re supposed to master your own Heart,” said Naomi. “Being a Dread Blaze means mastering your reservoir.”

“Does it? Does our Heart care? All it needs is mana.”

“What makes us Great Souls is our mastery of our own Hearts, Scorio. They said this over and over again in the Academy, it’s…” Naomi shook her head abruptly in frustration. “It’s the whole basis of everything we do. Now you’re just going to sidestep it? Without asking what it might do to you?”

“Who am I going to ask? Nox? Bravurn? Plassus? Nobody knows anything about this, Naomi. I’m in unprecedented territory.” Those words gave him pause. It was true. “Nobody’s ever used a Pyre Lord technique to become a Dread Blaze. Obviously. Nobody knows.”

“I’m sure somebody has.” Naomi put her hands on her hips. “You’re special, but you’re not unique. You don’t think anyone has ever used an Imperial Ghost Toad bath to do this? Ever?”

Scorio shrugged. “It wasn’t in any of the books I read back in the Academy.”

“The Emberling level books.”

“What do you want me to do, huh, Naomi? Go back to the Academy? Spend a year researching whether some Imperator five hundred years ago wrote down some notes about ascending to Dread Blaze?” He glared at her, feverish with desire to begin the process. “No. I’m going to try it. And if I rupture my Heart, or explode, or - or whatever, then I’ll do better in my next life.”

“Fine.” Naomi crossed her arms and stepped back. Only to relent, her expression softening. “No, I understand. I’m just… I’m just concerned.”

Which caused him to slow down. “I know. And I appreciate it. It’s just… I felt so close. Can you imagine? If this works? I’ll become a Dread Blaze after only being a Flame Vault for a little over a couple of months. How can I not go for it?”

“Just… be careful.” Naomi’s concern was plangent. “Alright? You don’t need to throw caution to the winds. Try it, and if it feels wrong, back away. Try again tomorrow. Alright?”

“Sure,” said Scorio, but he knew he didn’t mean it. He turned from her, raised his face, and closed his eyes. “Here I go.”

He reached out with his senses and probed at the Iron. It was turgid and thick here, great coiling loops, slowly revolving as if awaiting a blazeborn queen’s demands. Slowly, almost delicately, he visualized his will as a paddle and began to swirl the mana closest to him around and around, speeding it up, loosening it.

With a flicker of his mind he ignited his Heart, using his reservoir’s reserves. His Heart burst into flames, the Iron fire ghostly and gray.

That accomplished, he relinquished his draw on his reservoir, and began to feed Iron directly into his Heart from the swirling mass, drawing a slender rope into the flames.

For a moment he remained thus, content, allowing his Heart to feed itself directly from that source, and then he rose into his scaled form and began the oscillation once more. He narrowed the rope to a thread and watched his Heart simmer down, only to widen the rope to a great banded cord, thick as his waist, and felt his Heart burst into an inferno.

“By the ten hells,” whispered Naomi, awed.

Up and down, up and down. He strained to wrest the ambient Iron to his will. This would have been child’s play with Gold. But the Iron responded, always grudgingly, only to grow ductile and obedient at last.

His Heart ebbed and flowed. With each round, Scorio sought to stretch further into the extremes. To burn even less than the last time while maintaining reactivity, then to consume as much as he possibly could a moment later.

Power washed through him, causing his body to become feverishly hot. Sweat drenched his brow, ran down his back, soaked into his robes. His breath was deep and rapid, huge gasps as if his lungs had become bellows.

Too much power. He was burning too much mana without release. The urge to run in circles, to leap about like a rabbit filled him, but that was ridiculous, he’d never expend enough power that way.

So he summoned his Shroud, made it huge and densely thick, an immediate drain on his mana, but it wasn’t enough.

His Heart billowed and then glimmered down to nothing, roared back to life and then ebbed to the weakest of smolders.

It was too much. The surfeit of power combined with the feeling of a filled reservoir made him feel nauseous.

So he exhaled raggedly, released the ambient mana, and set about burning his reserves. He resumed his cycling, but where before the rise and fall had felt fluid, now his control felt like a series of staggered sprints and fumbling stops.

“What happened?” asked Naomi. “Why did your control change?”

“Burning off reservoir,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “Too much power.”

In his impatience, he abandoned the exercises and just pulled as much mana from his reservoir as he could. His Heart thrilled with the massive influx of crude strength, and his body practically vibrated, his muscles swelling, his vision turning red around the edges.

STOP, he bellowed with his command aura, burning off his excess authority. STOP.

Over and over he roared out the spiritual command, all the while maintaining his immense Shroud, his scaled body practically steaming, until his reservoir was nearly depleted.

Only then did he shut off his reservoir access and return to his ambient draw.

“Scorio.” Naomi was by his side. “This is too much. Rest. Try again later.”

“No,” he growled, staring fixedly off into nothingness. “Now.”

He resumed the great cycle of ebb and flow, but now he slid into each extreme almost recklessly, pushing his Heart’s limits with callous indifference. Again the power began to torment his body, and he was about to begin blasting his command aura when he saw the Nightmare Lady step before him.

“With me,” she rasped, and struck at him.

Scorio blocked reflexively, then again.

Her blows were methodical, rhythmic, and he realized with an almost absurd delight that he knew what she was doing: the very first exchange of blows that she’d taught him back in Bastion, a sequence of strikes and blocks that had become as natural as walking.

It would have been impossible to accomplish if it weren’t so ingrained in his being. The nearly automated ritual of the exchange allowed him to remain fixated on his Heart and the ambient draw, but slowly the Nightmare Lady increased the pace of their strikes, gradually but inexorable.

Scorio growled with pleasure and leaned into the rhythm. He picked up the pace and she matched him, her black, carapaced arms and fists slamming into him with bone-crushing force.

Faster and faster. Scorio closed his eyes. His arms moved of their own volition, anticipating each blow, each strike, and blocking before it could land even as he tore ambient mana from the seemingly endless reserves in the room.

His Heart roared with power, dwindled to nothing. Screamed its fury, then died down to a whisper.

Burning up, Scorio stole the exchange from the Nightmare Lady and reversed the pattern, striking at her now, his eyes still closed. Each of his blows was deflected or blocked cold, so that it felt as if he struck at a wall.

But he was still burning up. Having a near empty reservoir made all the difference, however; he felt rangy and half-starved. The urge to refill his reservoir was almost overwhelming, but he ignored it with callous indifference.

His Shroud blazed behind him, and in an excess of energy he extruded his wings, making them massive. He struck at Naomi, faster, ever faster, with ever more punishing power, and now she was giving way before him, too weak, unable to match his strength.

His Heart raged. His Heart died. And now it began to shiver, to shimmer with a new energy, its spherical surface rippling again and again until the disturbance became constant.

There.

With a scream, Scorio opened wide his arms and drank in all the mana he could encompass even as he threw open the gates of his reservoir and poured what remained into his Heart.

It was akin to dumping an ocean of oil onto the magma lakes far below them. His Heart exploded into a crescendo of hellish glory, its flames writhing out in every direction so that it became a ghostly sun -

—then it all fell away.

The caldera, the Iron mana, his raging Heart, the Nightmare Lady—all of it disappeared, the pressure and pain, the mania and fever-bright delirium.

And Scorio 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.

Scorio felt a thrill of savage success, and with grim resolve, he strode through the portal and into his last vision of his past.


Chapter 19

Scorio stepped through the white light, and became himself, or entered his past self, a Scorio that sat before a massive round table made of gleaming black stone set in the center of a hexagonal chamber. A dull drumbeat of emotion pounded within his temple, a mixture of sullen fury, grim determination, and fierce, icy hatred.

He inhaled raggedly as the shock of the emotions washed over him, profoundly aware of all the missing context that he couldn’t grasp. Arrow-slit windows allowed pale dawn light into the chamber, whose floor and walls were made of the same ebon stone, all of which radiated a piercing cold that he’d become inured to.

Where was he? Not imprisoned, but alone, seated on a great throne of identical jet, clad in thick furs, a finger tracing the seam of his lips as he stared pensively at a map carved deep into the surface of the table.

Tokens were placed across its breadth. Cities and towns were represented by identical markers, while what had to be armies were portrayed as either crimson soldiers or green.

Scorio fought to adjust to the immensity of his previous self’s anger. He felt clouded by it, overwhelmed, like a man striving to remain afloat on storm-tormented waters.

Hatred. Loathing. Numbness. Icy fury. Resolve. The desire to bring pain, to have vengeance, to break his foes upon any improvised altar and sacrifice them up to the legions of the innocent dead.

Mist curled along the floor.

Footsteps sounded, coming up a narrow stairwell, but Scorio didn’t pull his gaze from the map.

“My lord.” A formal yet hesitant tone. A slender man had ascended into the room, one clad in a motley of black and white diamonds, his face hidden by an ivory mask carved into the caricature of a grinning fool. A tri-cornered hat was tipped with bells, but these made no sound. “The time is nigh.”

Scorio kept his gaze on the map.

The man stepped gingerly around the table, tracing a gloved finger across the black stone. “Have you made your deliberations?”

“You know my desire.” Scorio was shocked by the sound of his own voice. It was little more than a broken rasp, as if he’d spent untold nights screaming.

“And one that couldn’t be nearer or dearer to my own parched heart,” said the jester. “But the means of executing it remains in doubt.”

Scorio made no response.

The jester hesitated, then withdrew his hand and linked them both behind his back. “Our forces are mustered. They teem upon the field, sordid with hope and driven half-mad with lust for blood. The king’s army gathers on the far ridge. I would not say he doubles our numbers, but the difference is academic at best.”

“Tell me of the rumors.” Scorio resumed passing his finger back and forth between his lips. “His Legendaries?”

“No fresh word. They remain missing. Parcival the Green entered his tent and nevermore emerged, while Kuragin is said to have vanished while on patrol. One by one they have all disappeared, all seventeen, though the King’s Scepter yet remains. She alone stands prominent by the king’s side, as resolute as ever.”

“Word reached me last night,” whispered Scorio. “Our own are all but gone. The Flayer of Men has vanished.”

“Along with Gedrick Firehands, Boko the Bear, and Exero. Yes.” The jester bowed his masked head. “Whatever malady befalls the king’s Legendaries, it doesn’t spare our own.”

“Yet here I sit.”

“You are too spiteful, my lord, too filled with piss and vinegar to so meekly disappear.”

Scorio smiled, and the jester flinched.

“Then the king is without the spine of his forces. We face nothing but mortal men.”

“Mortal men who number almost ten thousand, yes.” The jester canted his head to one side. “And so we return full circle to our task at hand. Your captains await you below. They must be given commands so that the battle may be joined.”

Scorio nodded slowly but made no answer.

The jester waited, head yet canted, then began walking back the way he’d come. “With near all the Legendaries gone, there is no need for your customary tactic. Indeed, I believe our forces would benefit from having you play the part of the general. Remain behind the front lines, my lord. Be visible so that your men may take good cheer. Dispatch your commands as the battle proceeds, and maintain an elegant and pleasing order so that we may win this final battle.”

Scorio rose to his feet, leaned out over the table, and took up a knife blade of a Black Tower. He considered the miniature, then set it down in the center of the enemy forces.

“Or…” allowed the jester, “you could teleport your dread tower into the king’s ranks and disgorge some fifty elite troops into their midst. But you would fight alongside normal men. Without your own Legendaries, you would be hard pressed to wreak your regular ruin. Fifty common men amongst ten thousand foes will not last long.”

“Unless I go at it alone.”

The jester stilled.

“I could teleport my Black Tower beside the king. He thinks I’ll fall for his dressed up decoy, but I wager he’s present elsewhere, no doubt close to his war banner. I drop the tower atop his elite forces, crushing dozens, and then emerge, alone, in my war form to cut off his head.”

“A gamble, to be sure. And as mighty as your scaled form may be, you cannot shrug off arrows and blades forever.”

“I don’t need forever. I just need to reach that bastard and tear him apart.”

“The King’s Scepter will be by his side. You think you can best her?”

Scorio sneered. “I shall use her as my landmark. Where she stands, there I’ll find the king. And it’s time we fought at last. I believe I can kill her. If I am wrong, then so be it.”

“My lord…” The jester’s voice trailed off. “Please do not kill me for my temerity, but is it truly the king you wish to slay, or her?”

“It cannot be both?”

“Our forces face the remaining might of the kingdom. They are weary, dispirited, and outnumbered. Your presence and direction will bolster their morale. If they see you instead teleport far away and be cut down, the battle will be lost. I have spoken with your captains, and for once they are united - they believe you should approach this battle with caution. If we win here, we win the war. If we lose…? All our sacrifices will have been for naught.”

“You come to this war very late to make such grandiose claims, Sea Baron.”

“But here I stand,” said the jester, spreading his arms in mock humility. “The only man who dares enter this chamber. Will you spill my blood for speaking my mind? Go right ahead. If not, then listen to reason: our best chance lies in careful planning and fine orchestration. Lead your men as a general should, be diligent and precise, and we may yet win this day.”

Scorio considered the Black Tower. He went to take it up again, then hesitated.

My choice, realized Scorio. My trial. Is it vengeance against the king? Vengeance versus caution?

“I did love her, once.” Scorio’s rasp was bleak with harrowed emotion. “I admit it, of course. For a moment there I thought together we could turn the tide… but.”

Now it was the jester’s turn to listen.

“But she betrayed me. Were it not for her, so much need not have burned.” Scorio sat back in his throne. “So many need not have died. And there she stands, by her damned king’s side.”

The jester went to speak, then chose to remain silent.

“I trust my captains. Garvis. Harkan. Waberly. Oyster. They are seasoned men and have the trust of their soldiers. If I cut down the king, the fight will go out from the enemy army, whereas if I die, I dare say our men will be more relieved than anything else.”

“Nonsense,” snapped the jester.

“But you’re also telling me lies.” Scorio sank his head back against the throne and closed his eyes. “Even if I remained behind the lines I’d have difficulty managing our forces once battle was joined. I can sound the trumpets and send messengers, but you overestimate me if you think I can control our men like pieces on a board.”

“Not like chess pieces, no. But moving regiments, choosing when to play your reinforcements and where to throw them -”

“Enough. I’ve heard your argument. Leave me.”

The jester bowed his head and departed.

Scorio stayed still. In his heart an ocean of darkness roiled. It hadn’t needed to be like this. They could have wrested a brighter outcome from this madness.

They could have faced the king together, no matter her old loyalties.

“In my heart, I feel a terrible pain awaiting to be born. A pain made inevitable by this happiness, this perfect moment. No matter what I decide next, I will either break my oath or my heart. Nothing good will come from this love.”

He’d not believed her. “Only goodness can come from something like this. This is a love for the ages. How can you say that?”

She’d not responded. When she’d bent her head to kiss him, her black hair cascading down about their faces, her eyes had glimmered with tears.

Scorio grimaced and clenched his fists.

He needed to decide.

The battle wouldn’t wait.

Did he seek to control his forces, or trust them to react to contingencies as they appeared? Did he play the part of the disinterested general, or hurl himself at where she stood, to cut her down, exact his terrible vengeance, and then turn upon the king?

So much death.

So much ruin.

So much lost.

Scorio covered his face with his hands. Sometimes he had trouble even remembering why he fought this war. What had begun it.

But this.

This was his chance to end it all.

He simply needed to give the commands that would shape the fate of the kingdom.

Inside himself, Scorio felt a resolution form.

“Death,” he heard himself whisper. “It’s what I do best. I’ll kill the King’s Scepter then kill the king.” A sense of ease washed over him, of acceptance. “And if I die right after? Then the world will be well rid of me.”

And with that thought, the world went dark, and Scorio found himself kneeling at the center of the caldera, his shoulders still heaving, his body drenched in sweat.

He blinked, raised his head, then saw Naomi directly before him, her expression betraying a terrible fear which blossomed into joy as he smiled at her.

“I did it,” he whispered, voice a broken rasp. “I’m a Dread Blaze.”


Chapter 20

“You did?” Naomi’s voice was tremulous. “You passed your Fourth Trial?”

A memory of that Scorio returned to him, so cold and brutally hate-driven, sitting alone in his council room at the top of his moving tower. The memory made him shiver, so he pushed it away and forced a smile. “I did. There was one last door. I made my decision, and it all went away.”

She touched his arm. “It wasn’t a good memory, was it?”

“No.” He looked away then, gathering himself, and rose to his feet. “But that’s not the real me. This is. And now…”

Naomi sat back on her heels. “Let’s see what you can do.”

Scorio summoned his Heart. It appeared unchanged, yet somehow had a more ominous, ponderous sensation to it, as if it exuded a new form of danger. Scorio considered it, suddenly nervous, then willed it to ignite.

His reservoir opened and his Heart burst into Iron flames. Sweet power and deadly puissance flowed into his body. There was no particular need to draw on the ambient mana, so instead he watched the flickering flames, making no effort to control them beyond their natural state.

“Well?” demanded Naomi, tone turning toward the eager.

Scorio inhaled deeply and summoned his scaled form.

The change was distinctly different.

His talons extruded as before, their tips white-hot and gradating down through bright orange to cherry red before merging with this black-scaled hands, but the scales themselves… no longer was he covered in a uniform coat of diamond-shaped scales, each fluted and with a raised ridge.

Now his body was enveloped in a variety of ebon armored plates and finer scales. Across the back of his hands, up his forearms to just above the elbows, then over his deltoids formed black scales so thick and large they were more akin to leathery plates of armor. His upper arms were textured with fine, granular scales, but again the heavier plates sculpted around his deltoids, bulking them out further.

Scorio gazed down at himself. His chest and abdominal wall were similarly plated, the armoring composed of scores of tightly fitted wedges, with the largest covering his pectorals in great vertical bands. His torso was patterned with arching, gleaming smaller plates that simulated his abdominal muscles if they’d been fragmented into three times as many smaller plates.

Down his thighs, over his knees, down his shins and the tops of his feet to where great talons protruded over the caldera floor. He could feel the plates across his shoulder blades, sweeping down to the small of his back. The backs of his thighs, his calves. Everywhere else was covered in the flexible, fine-grained scales, so that he felt dressed in a suit of armor, flexible, organic, yet obdurate, unyielding.

As always, his robes had disappeared, to be replaced by a metallic belt from which hung a black curtain of cloth that draped to just above his knees. He turned his palms over, marveling, and then caught Naomi staring.

Not at the new plating, but at his head.

“What?” he asked, and then realized it.

His face, his head, it had all changed. Always he’d grown backswept horns, their ridges sharp, but now his face, it all…

He reached up and touched a protruding, saurian snout. His jaw length had expanded and was lined with a profusion of inch-long horns that came to a point at his chin. His mouth was long, seamed, his nose sunken into mere nostrils that were twin near horizontal slits. More spikes emerged up the harsh length of his cheekbones and over his brow, so that his eyes were sunken between their growths, and his horns…

He had four of them now. Two whose backswept plating began just above his eyes and swept back directly over his head, short and curling up at the tips, while two massive ones emerged from his temples at a sharp backward angle to extend what felt like a whole foot behind his head.

Yet, massive and ornery and alien as his head now felt, it didn’t feel heavy. He opened his mouth - was it a maw now? - and touched his fangs. His burning talons felt pleasantly warm against his lips, his gums. His crocodilian teeth were sharp and triangular, and from the sight of Naomi’s face they had to be… impressive.

“By the gods,” she said, sounding dazed. “You’re…”

He always grew taller when he entered his scaled form, but Naomi appeared even smaller than usual. He frowned, gauged the difference, and realized he had to stand over seven feet tall now, perhaps closer to eight, his shoulders broad and massive, his torso tapering as before to narrow hips, his arms long and powerfully muscled.

Scorio inhaled deeply and felt the plates that banded his chest expand with his ribcage. Power coursed through him like magma through the tunnels below, and he felt light, lethal, yet viciously strong.

“Wow,” managed Naomi, gathering her wits. “That’s… that’s a new look.”

Scorio leaned forward slightly and pulled his saurian mouth into a smile. “Frightened?”

“You forget what I change into?”

He straightened. “Good.”

Naomi walked around him. “Are the finer scales weaker? Because if so, you’ve traded some good defense for a lot of weak spots.”

“One way to find out,” he rasped, cutting his tail from side to side.

His tail.

Scorio whipped around, causing his tail to slash around with him, darted his head from side to side, then reached back to grab his tail by the base where it emerged from the small of his back.

It was muscular, perhaps two yards long, and tipped with a great barb that made even him wary to handle it.

“A tail!” Naomi grinned darkly. “Finally, a development you can be proud of.”

Scorio drew it before him. Dorsal spikes emerged from each vertebrae-like segment, each looking wickedly sharp.

Nobody would be grabbing his tail without instant regrets.

He released it and tried to swing it to one side then the other. It felt clumsy, like using an arm you’d fallen asleep on. The best he could do was wag it from side to side, and that with some encouragement from his hips.

“Aw,” said Naomi. “You’re happy.”

“I’m not wagging my tail out of happiness, Naomi,” he rasped. “It’s… it’s going to take some getting used to.”

Naomi said something, but he closed his eyes and focused his energy within. The potential for his wings were there as always, so he extruded them, keeping them to a moderate width, and extended them out wide. Glancing at them he saw they’d remained much the same, though they appeared more muscular, with the edges furrowed with thick, sharp scales.

“Alright,” said Naomi, stepping back as he fanned his wings. “Now that’s a pretty disturbing sight.”

Scorio bared his fangs but allowed his wings to return. “Prepare yourself.”

Her eyes instantly narrowed. “For what?”

JUMP.

His command blasted forward as if he’d bellowed, rich with authority and power. Naomi’s eyes snapped open wide as she leaped some three feet straight up.

She landed in a crouch then snarled and tore up into her Nightmare Lady form, tail lashing back and forth in her own white-hot fury. “Don’t you dare do that again.”

Again Scorio grinned and spread his arms. “I warned you. But since you’re here, why don’t you test this new armor of mine?”

“With pleasure,” she hissed, and her tail sped over her shoulder to spear into his chest, its wicked point slamming home into one of the broad, vertical plates.

It felt like a punch, and since he’d not been ready to receive the blow he took a few steps as he caught his balance.

But the tip had only scratched his broad plating.

The Nightmare Lady’s sulfurous green eyes narrowed in displeasure. “Not bad.”

“Hmm.” Scorio ran his talons over the plating of his stomach. “How about -”

Her tail came scything around and slammed into the finer scales that ran up his ribs to his armpit. The blow was vicious and caused the scales to split and crunch. Scorio leaped aside, landing neatly, and immediately raised his arm to inspect the damage. She’d cut a gash through the fine, pebbled scales, but nothing grievous; black blood trickled down his side, but it was a negligible wound.

“Weaker,” she said, “but more in line with what your scales were before.”

“So not weaker,” he said, pouring more mana into his Heart so that his healing would speed up. “Just the same.”

“Compared to this thicker plates they’re a weakness.”

“Perhaps. They allow me to keep maximum mobility.” Scorio swung his arms about, wincing at the pull of his muscles along his wounded side, but even that slight pain was fading. He twisted about, touched his toes, then leaped several times, bringing his knees up to his chest. “Yep. Mobility isn’t impacted.”

The Nightmare Lady nodded in grudging agreement.

“Command aura is more powerful,” he said. “Wings are tougher but mostly the same.”

“Time for your Dread Blaze power. It can’t be just the armor plating and increased size.”

“Hmm.” Scorio stilled and focused in upon himself again. He searched for something new… there.

A new potential, the power yearned to be released.

“Here,” he said, “I’d better have some space.”

The Nightmare Lady leaped back to the caldera’s edge, and Scorio inhaled deeply, focused on the new potentiality, and summoned it.

Everything changed. His sense of self, his physicality, his being.

His massive scaled form became pure black flame.

Literal flame, so that for a moment he stood like a burning effigy of himself. Seven or eight feet of shimmering, incandescent black fire, humanoid in shape but otherwise a simple mass of leaping, twirling flames.

The mana draw was terrifying. His reservoir had already been low, and it quickly began to plummet. Scorio reflexively drew on the ambient Iron, sweeping great amounts directly into his Heart, and that slowed the draw but not by much.

But there was more. Scorio intuited a second phase, and released the flames. His body coalesced beneath them so that for a second he wore the black fire as a mantle, but this fled into his mouth, as if he were inhaling the black fire that wreathed him. A moment later and it was completely gone, trapped in the form of a dull knot of pressure just behind his sternum.

It felt like holding his breath. Something he could only maintain for a few moments. The pressure needed release. Wanted out.

Naomi stood against the far wall in her human form once more, steadying herself against the rock as if off-balance. “Scorio?!”

He couldn’t speak. The moment he opened his mouth the pressure would explode forth. Half-panicked, he turned about, then simply tilted his head back and blew the pent-up power forth.

A gout of black flame roared out of his scaled mouth, the first six or so feet a slender stream of virulent blue that then blossomed into fuligin black to billow into a great ball a good ten or so yards in the air above him, a roar that felt endless for as long as it lasted - which was perhaps a second or two.

The pressure beneath his sternum vanished, the last of the flames coursed up into the air, dissipated instantly into curlicues, then vanished, leaving wisps of smoke to emerge from his nostrils.

His throat felt heated but not unpleasantly so, his mouth suffused with a metallic tang, but breathing forth that flame hadn’t been painful, it had been ecstatic.

“Holy shit,” said Naomi numbly.

Scorio’s focus had been ruined, and his draw on the ambient mana lowered to just a trickle. His Heart was nearly guttered, so he focused on both catching his breath and refilling his reservoir as quickly as he could.

“Scorio?” Naomi was still propping herself against the caldera wall. “Did you… did you just blow fire into the air?”

All he could do was nod, his satisfaction savage and grim.

“And before that…” Carefully, almost experimentally, Naomi pushed away from the wall. “You disappeared. You became this… you turned into fire?”

“Felt like it.” He was just now catching his breath. “Felt like my body…” He tried to find the right words. “It felt like I stepped away, disappeared. But it was still me. I… was pure energy, burning…” His shoulders slumped. “It felt amazing.”

Naomi laughed tentatively. “You’ve clearly become no poet. Could you… move?”

“I don’t know. I was so shocked… I think I moved my arm. I’m not sure.”

“Well.” Her manner turned businesslike. “Time to find out.”

“It’s a huge draw on my mana. Much more even than my Shroud.”

“Makes sense. If you’re turning to living flame…” She approached, wonder replacing the shock. “That could be an incredible advantage. Let me know when you’re ready. We need to start experimenting.”

Some part of Scorio wanted to just sprawl out on the floor, to close his eyes and allow the emotions and shock and exhaustion to overwhelm him, but he beat that down beneath the power of his excitement and nodded. He focused on filling his reservoir once more, and realized as he did so that he’d made a dent in the sheer amount of mana here.

He looked up at the darkness with a frown. There were still huge clouds of Iron mana moving in a turgid vortex, but somehow he’d taken a bite out of that huge mass.

“What is it?” Naomi looked up and understood. “Oh. You weren’t kidding about the mana expenditure.”

“I’ll have to keep that in mind. I’m going to need to be really tactical about its use.”

“Or never leave these calderas. Ready?”

“Ready.” He rolled his huge shoulders, enjoying the pleasant constraint of his armor plating, and then exhaled. “Here I go.”

Engaging the Delightful Secret Marinating technique so that he was drawing as much as he could directly into his Heart, he summoned forth the flames once more.

And they were there, waiting for him, hidden deep in the essence of his very being. This time, he was able to analyze the way it felt, and realized the flames, as they came roaring forth, felt like him. Were him. As if they were his essence, something true and profound about his very being.

But then they consumed him once more, and he became pure fire. Black and shimmering, his body replaced by a dense inferno constrained to his shape, he stood and felt again that overwhelming rush of power, that heady sense of exaltation.

Naomi flowed up instantly into her Nightmare Lady form and slashed her tail blade through his chest.

The blade found no resistance. He felt it pass through him like one might feel a breeze upon his skin. The blade tore free, trailing fire, and the Nightmare Lady hissed in obvious pain.

But Scorio couldn’t hold the form for much longer. It was all he could do to remember to move, and in a panic, his mana drain already having sucked a third of his Heart’s reservoir, he leaped straight up. There were no muscles in play, but still he felt limited in some sense, incapable of just flying straight up. His fiery body soared, higher than he might normally manage, but still caught by the bonds of gravity.

At the peak of his leap he inhaled desperately, sucking the flames into his saurian mouth. They didn’t require swallowing; he became physical as they fled into him, so that their passage was more a consequence of his will, and then they streamed down his throat and into his chest to burn behind his sternum once more.

Scorio landed clumsily in a crouch and nearly toppled over. It felt like trying to balance a giant bucket filled to the brim with oil. It was all he could do to remain still, down on one knee, his left arm outflung for balance.

“Scorio?” The Nightmare Lady was backing away. “Hold it. See how long you can keep from blowing the flames out.”

Scorio nodded, but even that felt precarious. The pressure in his chest was growing, growing. He checked his Heart. At least the terrific mana draw had ceased. He’d encapsulated as much mana as he needed to summon the flames, and now that he had them within his chest, it was as if he had a second reservoir of sorts, but one that was screaming to be released.

He couldn’t hold the flames back any longer. Again he tilted his head back and gave vent to their livid fury, the first six or seven feet streaming up with wicked pressure in a slender beam of cerulean blue to then burst out into a raging mass of black flame some ten or so yards above him.

The flames had their own roar, as if they consumed the air with vengeful delight, and this time Scorio moved his head from side to side. The initial blue steam tracked with the movements of his head, but the black flames beyond lagged behind, so that the ebon river of fire curved and swayed back and forth in the air.

Then, just as quickly as before, the flames cut out, and Scorio gasped and sank back on his ass, his tail curling about his legs.

“Minimal control,” said the Nightmare Lady. “But there’s room to speculate that you can improve.”

“Minimal?” Scorio rubbed the back of his armored forearm across his muzzle. It was so strange - the muzzle felt normal, an intrinsic part of him, but his active mind kept forgetting it was there, so that he ended up banging his face with his arm as he sought to reach where his human lips would have been.

“You held the flame form for perhaps five seconds. Then had to breathe the fire after the same amount.”

“Your tail?”

She drew it around and held the great triangular blade in both hands. Its surface was pitted and smeared as if the black bone had begun to melt. “Your flame form is a weapon in and of itself.”

“So… if I moved through someone?”

Naomi raised an eyebrow. “Ouch. But can you? How did it feel when I struck you?”

“Strange, but not painful.”

“Can you pass through walls?”

“No.” He paused, considered. “Can I?”

She pointed at the caldera wall. “Find out.”

Scorio took a deep breath and marched to the entrance. If he hit the doorframe just a little to the left, he’d have to pass through a foot or more of solid stone to enter the tunnel.

He centered himself, and realized he felt nervous about engaging the process again. It wasn’t that it hurt, or that he was afraid of the flame body, but more that it felt so… intense, so viscerally different, that it was akin to nerving himself up to leap from the top of a tall cliff into the ocean below.

Exhilarating, but also… overwhelming.

Still. He refilled his reservoir, took a moment to collect his thoughts, then summoned the power forth.

That searing potential burst out of his core, enveloping him, consuming him, transforming him into living flame. His whole sense of self became fluid, violent, intangible, like a scream transformed into fire.

His Heart immediately began to drain as if it had sprung a leak, and he lunged forward, flowing through the air to impact the wall beside the tunnel mouth.

He spread out over the rock, curled around the archway even, but then returned to his humanoid shape just before it.

The sensation was disorienting. For a moment there as he’d been plastered against the rock his very sense of self had warped, his ability to think blanked out and become mere instinct, pure intention.

But Scorio couldn’t analyze it any further; he let out a deep, ragged gasp and inhaled the black inferno out of his substance, returning to material form, and building the pressure deep within his chest again.

“No passing through walls,” Naomi called out from the center of the room. “Try and hold the fire! I’m counting! Three! Four!”

The pressure built within him, terrifying, needing release. It felt like trying to prevent a crystal from shattering with his willpower alone.

“Six!”

Scorio leaped back and roared forth his flames, aiming them this time at the blank wall of the caldera.

Black fire burst against the smooth rock, billowed out in all directions, and superheated the air to shimmering.

Then it cut, but where he’d hit the wall glowing marks remained - not created by his flame, but revealed by the heat. Within the smooth curvature of the wall symbols, or perhaps parts of a greater pattern, now glowed a dull orange within the rock.

A moment later the glow faded, and the wall returned to its dull uniform surface once more.

“Did you see that?” he asked, glancing back at Naomi.

“Barely. But yes. This was where the blazeborns gave birth to their eggs, right?”

“Correct. They needed to draw the heat from the magma below. But this place is more than just a containment space for the heat. Those symbols… they looked… like runes.”

“Fiendish magic?”

“Something along those lines.” Scorio turned to take in the dark enormity of the cavernous chamber. “Do you think they lie inside all of the walls here?”

Naomi turned with him. “Probably.”

With a sigh, Scorio released his scaled form and sank gratefully back to being his natural self. He felt weak in comparison, diminished, lightheaded.

“Easy there,” said Naomi, stepping in to wrap an arm around his waist. “Did you overdo it?”

“Yeah,” grinned Scorio. “Of course I did. Maybe… maybe a rest is in order.”

“And some food. You look terrible.”

“Thanks.”

They left the caldera, walking slowly, his arm settled around her shoulders for support.

“Still.” She shook her head in wonder. “You’re a Dread Blaze. A Dread Blaze. You were a Flame Vault for how long?”

“It’s been five or six weeks since Praximar died, and I was a Flame Vault for a week or two by then, so… two months?”

“Rank insanity. If I wasn’t so shocked I’d hate you from sheer spiteful jealousy.”

“Though!” Scorio raised a finger. “If we can get Nox to teach you his technique, there’s no reason you can’t use it to make Dread Blaze like I did.”

“I need more than the technique,” said Naomi quietly. “It took you two years in the Crucible to apply it as you did.”

“Well, that was through trial and error. You’ve got me now to guide you.” Scorio blinked as his vision momentarily doubled. “But, ah, maybe tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” agreed Naomi, and then brightened up. “But you’re right. Your approach worked. I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

“Now I just need to make Pyre Lord already.”

Naomi’s glare was so venomous that Scorio chuckled, but then thought of what he’d learned from his Dread Blaze Trial. Saw himself seated alone, filled with such hatred that he’d barely recognized himself, and his humor subsided. What had happened to him? Who had the King’s Scepter been? What had he done? Where had he acquired that Black Tower?

So many questions.

Had he won the battle and killed the king?

“Naomi. There’s no trial to become a Pyre Lord, right?”

“It’s not a trial. You don’t make a decision. You’re given one last vision from your past, and if you can integrate what you are and the powers you’ve manifested into your sense of self, you ascend. For some, this results in their very powers integrating into an entirely new form. For others, they just solidify their current powers.”

“Oh.” Scorio considered, and felt the panicky sensation subside. “Good. Nothing.”


Chapter 21

Scorio slept deeply upon returning to their cluster, and when he awoke he remembered no dreams. Refreshed, starving, and still shocked at his sudden ascension in rank, he took a moment to simply sit on the edge of his bed and check in with himself, to reach inward and try to understand the new power that burned in his core.

Even with his Heart inert he felt the difference. A faint tremulous shiver in his essence, like a heat haze espied at the far end of a road beneath a baking sun.

Fire.

He could breathe fire now.

He still had trouble believing it.

More incredibly, he could turn himself into fire. His body, such a foundational and real aspect of his sense of self, could transform into something intangible. Held together by his power, his will, but no longer physical. A wavering, human-shaped mass of black flames.

Did that make him invulnerable to damage while in that form? Would all attacks pass through him like Naomi’s had done? Could he survive huge falls by shifting into his flame body at the last second? Could he continue to fly with wings of flame if he shifted midair?

So many questions, but all ancillary to the single and most important fact: he could transform himself into fire.

Scorio stared out at nothing as he struggled to wrap his mind around this truth. This new aspect of his being. He’d chosen to pursue his vengeance against the king and the King’s Scepter, and had been rewarded with the ability to become and breathe fire. What would he have manifested if he’d chosen to remain behind the lines and pursue an orderly battle?

What was the logical connection between pursuing his vendetta and becoming living flame?

Scorio sighed and dug his thumbs into his eyes. At least his titles were becoming more obvious. The Scourer, Lord of Nagaran, Master of the Black Tower, Bringer of Ash and Darkness, the Shadow of Spurn Harbor, the Abhorred, Quencher of Hope and Unmaker of Joy.

Nagaran. Had that come after, whatever it was?

And what manner of man had he been in the process of becoming? In his first flashback he’d been a man amongst many in the crowd, driven to save his brother. In his second, he’d been a respected lieutenant who’d stood up to his brother’s leadership and wrested away control of the rebellion. In the third? A powerful commander who’d ordered the destruction of Spurn Harbor, still respected, but now leading a fractious band, and whose decisions determined the fates of thousands.

And now this fourth. It felt like a lot of time had passed between Spurn Harbor and this final battle. He’d loved and lost the King’s Scepter. Earned the loyalty of a Sea Baron. Had acquired and mastered the magic of the Black Tower. Enlisted the loyalty of several Legendaries…

Scorio blinked. The Flayer of Men. Nissa? She’d been a follower of his? Who had the others been? Gedrick Firehands, Boko the Bear, and Branzina.

None of those other names were familiar.

Nissa. Where was she? The last time he’d seen her was when the Shadow Petal had stabbed her with her mana-severing blade, then kicked her hard enough in the head to knock her out.

Or kill her.

Was she still alive? How could he find out? She’d been working for Basilisk. The Seamstress was the Basilisk elder, and had sent Aezryna and Charoth to the Fury Spires. Might they know? But why would Blood Barons from the Emerald Reach know about a pseudo-Basilisk Red Lister operative from Bastion?

Scorio hissed and stood. He’d simply have to inquire when possible and see if anybody knew.

Still.

Scorio hung his head, hands on his hips.

That last vision of himself had not been a cheerful one. His voice had been reduced to a broken rasp, his counselors too afraid to advise him, his hatred so thick he’d nearly choked on it.

Scorio the Scourer.

How easily he could see why that version of himself had earned such a moniker.

“That’s not me,” he whispered. “That was another man from a millennia ago. Not me.”

But the words didn’t ring true.

Frustrated, he sought to clear his mind, closing his eyes and focusing on his breath, but Naomi’s voice intruded on his meditation.

“Scorio?” She leaned into his room, one hand clasping the archway. “Good. You’re awake.”

“Everything alright?”

“I let you sleep as long as I could, but a third messenger just left. All sorts of people want to speak to you.”

“To us.”

She made a face. “Sure. It sounds like dinner and the festivities ran late into the night, and this morning everyone’s up and ready to play at politics.” She stepped into his room and leaned against the archway, arms crossed over her chest. “The Iron Tyrant’s asked for you, as has Aezryna Frostborn. Both tried to insinuate we should see them first without coming out and saying it.”

“The third?”

“Ravenna. Moira would like to have a word.”

“Yeah.” Scorio pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m sure she would.”

“Are you alright?”

“Fine.” He dropped his hand. “Just… it was a tough trial. What I saw.”

“What did you see?”

Scorio hesitated.

“Obviously you don’t have to tell me,” Naomi said quickly, her tone growing hard.

“I was alone. In a tower. The Black Tower from my titles. About to go to battle against the king. But I was… I was in a bad place. My heart had been broken by one of the king’s Legendaries, and I was so bitter, so filled with hate…”

Naomi drew close and touched his arm. “That wasn’t you.”

“I know.”

She took hold of his wrist and squeezed it. “That wasn’t you.”

“I know it wasn’t.”

“Look at me.”

He didn’t want to. His throat felt knotted up. She reached out and lifted his chin till he met her firm, almost fierce gaze.

“Scorio. That wasn’t you.”

His eyes filled with tears and the knot in his throat expanded till he couldn’t breathe. He felt an idiot, wanted to look away, but she held his chin so that he couldn’t.

“The person you saw was you in some ways, but not the important ones.” Her words burned with intensity. “That Scorio never found me in the ruins. He never befriended Nox. He didn’t resist the Academy. He didn’t fight for the people of Bastion. He never avenged Leonis and Lianshi. He didn’t kill Praximar, and he didn’t earn my…” She hesitated. “My true respect. You did that.” And she thumped her fist against his chest.

“I know.” His voice was shivery, and he forced a shaky smile. “You’re right. I know it. But being there, seeing how he felt, I could see… I could see how I could have gone down that road. How I have that potential in me. To be so angry. So furious. So ready to tear the world down.”

She quirked a smile. “That sounds pretty good to me.”

“No, it’s not. He was filled with hate. So much anger. Even his captains feared him. He was poisoned, and willing to die for his revenge.”

Naomi studied him silently.

“That’s not the way to be, Naomi.” His mind came around and he truly saw her. “You can’t live your life filled with hate.”

“Sure,” she said, tone suddenly brittle. “But the world needs to give you a reason not to hate it. What have we seen so far? The Academy, Praximar, Manticore, the Iron Tyrant. You think any of them deserved our trust?”

“No, but you’ve met good people, too. Nox, Leonis and Lianshi, the White Queen. Me.”

“You’re different.”

“No, I’m not. Well, maybe in some ways, but I’m trying to put that rage behind me. After seeing what it did to that older Scorio…” He shook his head. “It’s poison.”

“It’s an honest response to the shit that’s happened to us. To me. Since the first moment I ignited and even before.”

Now it was his turn to round on her. “I saw where that road leads. You can’t live that way.”

“Can’t I?” She sneered. “I’ve been doing fine till now.”

Scorio tried to find the right words, but he could sense her withdrawing from him, stepping back into the shadows with each attempt he made. “All I’m saying is that -”

“When did this become about me?” She released his wrist. “I was just trying to help you with your trial. I don’t recall asking to be analyzed.”

“Fine.” He fought to master his frustration. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

She scowled at him, clearly resisting the urge to remain angry. “I’m not perfect, Scorio. Have you forgotten what I turn into?”

“Of course not.”

She stepped in and stabbed a finger into his chest. “I am the Nightmare Lady. People feared me for years till you came along. And those who didn’t? They laughed me out of the Academy. The two years you spent in the Crucible? I was alone, in the Chasm, trying to survive while thinking you and everyone else I cared for was dead. You think I had dark nights back in my tower in the ruins? You should have seen me in that Chasm. You think I’m filled with anger and bitterness now?”

Her laugh was a hollow, terrible thing.

“I am a meek and biddable shadow of the monster that survived in the Chasm all those years. This is nothing compared to the hatred I felt.”

Scorio exhaled slowly. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

She hesitated, waiting for his argument, and when it didn’t come she drew back. “I don’t think you are. Everybody always thinks they know best. Don’t ask me to stop being angry when the world around me deserves nothing but rage.”

“It’s your life,” said Scorio. “I’m just warning you about what I saw in mine.”

“Thank you.” Her tone was clipped, the words bitten off. “I do so love unsolicited advice.”

They stood thus, gazes locked, and Scorio felt as if a gulf had opened up between them. He wanted to bridge it but feared only driving her farther away. And what was worse, he knew himself to be right. That her anger, her unrelenting bitterness at everything except himself was going to poison her just as his own had ruined that ancient Scorio.

“We should see about these meetings,” he said at last.

“Sure. Why don’t you go. In my current mood, dripping with toxic rage as I am, I’d probably just ‘poison’ everything.”

“Naomi,” he began, but she narrowed her eyes.

“Save it. At least I know when to remove myself. Just don’t sign my name to any contracts without consulting with me first.”

“I wouldn’t,” he protested.

“Oh, that’s good. I was worried you’d be so interested in being agreeable that you just might. I’ll see you around.”

And she stalked from the room.

“Fuck,” hissed Scorio, and reined in the urge to chase after her.

Finally he sighed, gathered himself, and quit their chambers. He vaguely recalled the directions to Moira’s cluster, and after asking a few times for directions, he found himself outside the entrance.

So strange. With no doors anywhere, nothing felt truly private, but then again, you’d need Alain’s particular powerset before Scorio thought anybody would be comfortable lurking overtly in the hallway to overhear.

Voices came from within. Scorio stepped into sight and saw Moira sitting within her rotunda, dressed in a slate blue silk robe patterned in black, poised and smiling politely as she listened to a man whose back was to Scorio.

Ravenna saw him, raised her hand, bowed down to murmur something in Moira’s ear and then crossed the common room to step outside into the hallway, taking Scorio’s elbow and guiding him just out of sight.

“Good to see you,” she said, glancing down the tunnel. “No Naomi?”

“Not right now. What’s going on? She told me Moira wanted to talk.”

“You don’t know?” Ravenna crossed her arms and leaned back against the wall, eyes narrowed. “But hold up. Something’s changed about you. Get a good night’s sleep?”

“You could say that. Moira want to know who I’m throwing in with?”

“Do you know?”

“How in bed with her are you?”

Ravenna’s eyes slitted.

“As in,” said Scorio with pained exactitude, “should I assume everything I tell you will make it to her ears?”

“Are you asking if our past gives you some sort of immunity to my serving her?” Her smile was sardonic. “Would you trust me if I said yes?”

“I’m not sure.” He crossed his arms in turn and frowned at her. “You would have done practically anything when I knew you in Bastion to get out of House Kraken.”

“Practically,” she said. “And Moira isn’t Octavia.”

“So you’re all in?”

“For now. What of it? There’s nothing wrong with learning from an expert.”

“An expert at what?”

“Survival. Getting Great Souls to work together and do what’s best for us all.”

“So she’s an altruist?”

“Do you think she’s a villain?”

“Most Great Souls are out for themselves. Praximar. Bravurn. Practically everyone else I’ve ever met.”

“This is where I say Moira isn’t most Great Souls, but that would be trite.” She considered him, lips pursed. “We’re running out of time. All of us. We’ve a few years left, at best. Great Souls like you and me - if we’re lucky - might make it to Dread Blaze in a year or so, maybe break into - what?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re smirking.”

“Am I?”

Ravenna studied him intently. “Why was that funny?”

“It wasn’t. You’re right. We’re almost out of time, one way or another. So you’ve decided to hitch your wagon to Moira’s rising star?”

“She’s a Pyre Lord.” Ravenna still studied him suspiciously. “And I think she’s on the verge of making Blood Baroness. When she descends to the Emerald Reach, I’ll remain behind to take care of her interests.”

“Or focus on following her.”

“Right.” She raised her chin defiantly. “I’m working on it. Trust me. But even the most talented of our kind take at least three years to make Dread Blaze…” She trailed off again, quizzical.

A man emerged from Moira’s cluster. He was tall, square-shouldered, and clad in a somber gray robe with a splash of gold edging. Dark-skinned, solemn, dignified, he bowed his head politely to the pair of them and then strode away.

“Well.” Ravenna pushed off the wall. “Shall we?”

Scorio followed her inside. Moira smiled politely at the sight of Scorio, then froze.

“Moira?” Ravenna took a step to the side, alarmed at the Pyre Lady’s reaction. “What is it?”

“When!?” Moira rose to her feet, setting her cup aside so hastily that it spun over, spilling tea. “You’re supposed to be a Flame Vault.”

“Wait, what?” Ravenna glared at Scorio.

“Oh.” Scorio stepped down into the rotunda and sat back, affecting nonchalance. “You’re referring to my making Dread Blaze? That was yesterday. I think.”

“You think?” Moira glared at him, eyes wide. “Don’t play the fool. You reached Flame Vault only two months ago.”

“Hmm. That sounds about right.”

“What?” Ravenna gaped. “Moira, are you sure?”

“Of course I am,” snapped the Pyre Lady, and gathering her robe about herself, sat once more, but now she perched upon the edge of the seat. “What happened? How? Did somebody intervene?”

“I haven’t sworn my allegiance to anyone in exchange for power,” said Scorio. “I’m just that fucking talented.”

Moira stared fixedly at him for a moment longer, clearly incredulous, then threw her head back and laughed, clapping her hands together as she did so. “Are you now? I suppose you are. Dread Blaze. Does Bravurn know?”

“You have the dubious honor of being my first port of call.”

“I’m flattered. Ravenna, serve our esteemed guest something to drink. Water, Scorio? Wine?”

“Water is fine.”

“Well then.” Moira leaned back, draping an arm languorously across the curve of the rotunda back, and though her eyes grew heavy-lidded, she seemed to be eating him alive with her gaze. “What a fascinating change. Scorio is now a Dread Blaze. Naomi?”

“Working on it.”

“I’m sure she is. Care to share what new power you’ve manifested?”

“In time, maybe,” said Scorio, tone flinty.

“Of course.”

Scorio held her gaze.

“Well. Remarkable. From Tomb Spark to Dread Vault in under three months. When the rest of hell learns of your ascent their fascination will only double.”

Scorio stayed quiet, but he couldn’t deny some measure of satisfaction, even quiet pride over how Moira was just drinking him in.

“Regardless,” she continued, “thank you for coming. Aezryna is eager to meet you. Bravurn is growing indignant over your lack of response to his prior overture.”

“Bravurn is destined for disappointment,” said Scorio. “I can’t say I’m in favor of his methods.”

“He may have been stymied in his latest ambitions, but up until now it’s never paid to gamble against him. As he’ll tell you himself.” Moira smiled. “Still, I’m glad to hear it. He’s a dangerous man, and dangerous to our greater cause.”

“Which is?”

“The destruction of the Pit, of course.” Moira took up her tea as Ravenna handed Scorio his own cup. “Believe it or not, I take our charge seriously. A millennia of failures wind down to their final hours, and either we strive to make a difference or concede defeat and the destruction of Bastion. So. We must deal with the Blood Ox, and this afternoon’s meeting will prove pivotal in making that happen. Aezryna sets herself against Bravurn, who in turn is swaying Plassus away from working with the newly arrived Blood Barons.”

“He’s daring Aezryna to panic,” said Ravenna, stepping down to sit as the third point of their triangle. “It’s a bluff. If he can convince her that he’d rather give his Gold and the Iron Vanguard to Plassus - and convince Plassus to resist her by his doing so - then he hopes she’ll blink and give him what he desires.”

“So she’ll wait him out.”

“Bravurn’s bluff may go too far,” said Moira. “He may be a creature of logic, but Plassus is anything but. If he goads the Charnel Duke into rebellion, it may become impossible for him to back out.”

“Aezryna knows this?”

“Of course. We spoke long into the night, Aezryna and I. Which is why I’ve invited you here, so that I may share the plan that we concocted together.”

“Here we go,” said Scorio, settling in. “Tell me how I’m to be used.”

Moira’s eyes glittered. “Used? Or be of service? I suppose it all depends on how you look at it. Regardless, we need to stop Plassus from listening to Bravurn’s overtures. Your making Dread Blaze is perfect, for now we can escalate our plan.”

Ravenna leaned forward. “You’re to challenge one of Plassus’ Dread Blazes - we’re not sure yet which - and defeat them in a duel. Upon winning, you’ll then declare publicly for Plassus, and swear to follow his lead.”

“Really?” Scorio sipped his tea. “And why the hell would I do that?”

“Plassus is…” Moira hesitated. “He’s on the verge of a mental collapse. He’s grown superstitious, paranoid, mercurial. He already knows of you, and has let it be known that he wants to recruit you into his army.”

“That was back in Bastion during my trial.”

“His interest in you has only grown since. He’s come to consider you an agent of chaos, someone who can tilt the scales in his favor through your obscene luck. In fact, I think you’ve taken on an almost mystical aura in his mind.”

“The man is cracked,” said Scorio.

“Agreed,” said Moira placidly. “But we need to use his delusions to accomplish our goals. So you defeat one of his staunchest supporters, sending him into a moment of panic, then declare your allegiance, and suffuse him with relief and joy. Once you’re inside his camp, you’ll work to neutralize Bravurn’s corruption, and sway him to ally with Aezryna.”

“Well,” said Scorio, setting his tea down. “It was great chatting with you both.”

“Wait, Scorio.” Ravenna’s eyes flashed. “This isn’t a joke, and it’s not a flight of fancy, either. You’re tempered Gold, and you just made Dread Blaze in a couple of months. That means something to our kind. Your word now carries weight. This plan has merit. If you can convince Plassus to ally with Aezryna, Bravurn would be completely defeated and all but forced to give his Gold mana to both armies. Aezryna’s battle plan would actually have a chance of succeeding.”

“I take it she doesn’t want to just repeat Plassus’ strategy of running around the Bone Plains like a headless chicken?”

Moira smirked. “Where did you hear that description? Never mind, it’s apt. No. She doesn’t want to engage the Blood Ox in old-fashioned warfare. I shouldn’t steal her thunder, but she intends to lead a surgical strike against LastRock while the bulk of our forces distract the True Fiend elsewhere.”

“Why?” Scorio looked from one woman to the other. “Conquering LastRock would only be setting us up for another siege. And we lost the last one, badly.”

“The Gold mana quake that drove the Blood Ox and his elites north has been receding over the past three years. His original forces are consequently both greatly depleted and weakened. He now relies on the alliances he’s made with the hundreds of fiendish tribes that populate that quarter of the Telurian Band.”

“So?”

“So we mean to shatter those alliances. If we can wrest back the loyalty of the fiends, if we can renew the old bonds, then he’ll find himself robbed of his endless hordes, dependent on his weakened elites, and forced to emerge from hiding to do open battle at length with our forces to salvage the war.”

“Which would be a disaster,” said Scorio. “He’s a True Fiend. That’s Imperator level.”

“Yes, Scorio. We’re all well aware. But with his hordes gone and his elites about to be destroyed, we could force his emergence on our terms, and at a predictable time. If we can guarantee his appearance, then the Seamstress has promised to deliver three Imperators who will retreat to the Telurian Band with the express intention of destroying the Blood Ox when he emerges.”

“You’re serious,” said Scorio, sitting forward. “She can do that?”

Moira shrugged one shoulder. “She is a Crimson Countess, and thus if she says she can, I won’t question it. What we need to do is draw the Blood Ox out, which requires removing his endless legions from the board.”

“Which means reaching LastRock,” said Ravenna. “That’s the only place we can do that.”

“But how?” Scorio glanced from one to the other. “You make it sound easy if we can just get inside the city.”

“Not easy,” said Moira softly. “Impossible, really, for virtually everyone on our side. But we have someone who can do it. One person those fiends recognize and fear. One who they obeyed before, and who can wrest their loyalty back from the Blood Ox through their old oaths.”

“Wait,” said Scorio. “Jova? Jova Spike? She’s agreed to this?”

“Oh, yes,” said Moira. “And more than agreed. She’s part of Aezryna’s retinue. This is her plan.”


Chapter 22

“You’re going to make a mess of this,” said Ravenna as she led him higher into the hive.

“Such faith.”

“This is serious, Scorio.” She glanced back at him. “Somehow you’ve been thrust into an important role here, which means you can influence the outcome of this entire war. Imperators are involved. It doesn’t get more consequential, you understand?”

“Yes. I’ve gathered as much.”

Ravenna exhaled in frustration and wheeled to face him. “So why do I get the impression that you’re going to decide you know best and screw it all up?”

Scorio crossed his arms and stared down at her. “You’re not impressed by my track record?”

“Impressed?” Ravenna’s eyes flashed. “I’m terrified by it.”

“Then maybe take comfort that we’re on the same side.”

“No, you don’t have a side. I think Plassus is right. You’re an agent of chaos. You mean well, but you only care about your own priorities.”

“You know me so well.”

“Damn it, Scorio!”

He watched her struggle to find the right words, and finally relented. “I’m going to talk to Aezryna, aren’t I? I’ll hear her out. And despite what you think, I’m not completely unaware of the stakes at hand.”

“Just…” She pressed her fingertips to her temples. “We’re all tools. We’re all being used. Even Aezryna. Even the Seamstress. Everyone is working together to destroy the Pit, which means playing our parts so that the Imperators can one day launch a final strike. There’s nothing wrong with being a team player.”

“Ravenna. Listen.”

The woman dropped her hands and looked up at him in anticipatory exasperation.

“If everything we’ve been told were true, I’d agree with you.” His thoughts spun. How much should he tell her? “But I’ve my doubts. About Eterra. About the Pit. About why we’re here in Acherzua.”

“Acherzua?”

“That’s what the fiends call hell.”

“The fiends? Scorio, what are you talking about? You don’t think we should be trying to destroy the Pit?”

“I don’t know.”

“Are you saying we should leave the Blood Ox alone?”

“No. We obviously need to defend ourselves. What I’m saying is…” He trailed off, and remembered her on that night back in Bastion, her lips tasting of Copper brandy, her raw melancholy, her bittersweet need. “Look, I’m telling you this because I… I just want you to keep your wits about you. Don’t just substitute Octavia for Moira. I’ve got cause to be suspicious. Whenever they tell you something, just reserve a small corner of your mind to remain suspicious.”

Ravenna went to protest, bit back her words, then considered. “You seem sincere. And as infuriating as it may be to be told this mere hours before the big meeting, fine.” She took a deep breath, held it, then exhaled. “I appreciate the advice. Though that Octavia line stung. I’ll… I’ll try to… I don’t even know what you’re asking of me. But I’ll remember what you said. Good?”

“Sure,” said Scorio, trying not to feel bitter.

“In turn, just as you’re asking me to be suspicious, I’m asking you to try and be open. Aezryna is pivotal to winning this war and saving the Fury Spires, Fiery Shoals, and Bastion from the Blood Ox.”

“Why isn’t Charoth part of all this?”

“Charoth?” Ravenna’s smile was predatory. “He’s got this well-known power that allows him to intimidate the hell out of anyone that crosses him. People genuinely fear him. He’s hanging back as their final weapon in case events here go to the Pit.”

“So his being here is an implicit threat?”

“Absolutely. If Bravurn and Plassus refuse to play with Aezryna, they’ll have to deal with Charoth instead. And nobody wants that to happen. But come on.” She resumed walking, and her tone became light, artificially disinterested. “How are things between you and Jova?”

“About as good as I remember them being between you two.”

“Oh, that’s long in the past. I can barely remember being humiliated before the entire Academy in that duel and losing my will to train, which in turn led to my signing a terrible Heart Oath with Octavia and nearly ruining this life.”

“That so?” asked Scorio, cracking a grin.

“Well.” Ravenna thrust her chin forward. “Something along those lines. But I know you two have bad blood. Will you be able to work with her?”

“Will I have to?”

“In some capacity. She’s instrumental to Aezryna’s plan.”

“Of course she is.” Scorio resisted the urge to kick something.

Ravenna watched him. “Was there something between you both?”

“As in…? No.” Scorio let out a bark of laughter. “We had a… I don’t even know if you’d call it an intense friendship. An amicable rivalry? Right up till she went all in with Manticore, forgave them for killing Leonis and Lianshi, then tried to kill me in turn when I returned from the dead.”

“Great. Well, there’s no need for you to be friends. She’s embedded with Aezryna and will be part of the strike team that moves against LastRock. You’ll be working with Plassus and convincing him to fight alongside the Seamstress’ forces. There’ll probably be no need for you both to interact much.”

Scorio made no comment.

Just before they reached Aezryna’s cluster, Scorio glanced at Ravenna. “I’ve been meaning to ask: what do you make of this Alain guy?”

“Alain?” Ravenna stopped. “Has he been trying to become your best friend?”

“Yes,” said Scorio, and laughed. “Actually.”

“He tried it with me, but kept insinuating we could be friends in more ways than one, but only if I wanted to.” She considered. “That, and how hard it was to focus on him, made it a no from me. But in general? Moira thinks he’s a good person, or could be, if given the chance. He just can’t seem to control himself. Says things he knows he shouldn’t, then acts horrified. It’s almost a compulsion.”

“So he can’t be trusted with confidential information?”

“Has he told you anyone else’s secrets?”

“He’s been pretty forthcoming with what he thinks is going on in the Fury Spires.”

“And he definitely knows a lot, given his powers. But I’d only tell him what you’d be comfortable having him share with the next person he chooses to court. Have you told him anything you shouldn’t?”

“Ha, nicely done. Is this where I tell you my secrets?”

Her eyes gleamed. “Only if you trust me.”

Scorio hesitated.

“It’s Moira,” said Ravenna, stepping back. “I understand.”

“I want to trust you.”

“Honestly, you don’t have to. I wouldn’t if I were you.” But the way she said that was a little too careless.

He could feel Naomi by his side, glowering. Urging him to cut this friendship, to step away and remain isolated. He thought of Scorio in his Black Tower, alone with his all-consuming hatred and bitterness.

It was a choice, always.

He made his decision.

“Alain helped me see Queen Xandera alone.”

“Alone?” Ravenna’s dark brow quirked up. “Dangerous. And – hmm. Why?”

“I needed to get below, to the tunnels under the Fury Spires. Remember Nox, the fiendish toad that helped me destroy Praximar?”

“Of course. It’s not every day that a Flame Vault marches into House Hydra’s palace and starts a fight with a fiend by his side.”

“Nox is below. We’re friends. I wanted to see him, but the Titans down there stopped me. The queen agreed to have them let me pass.”

“Fascinating.” Ravenna tapped her chin. “And bizarre. I’ve never heard of a Great Soul being friends with a fiend. But don’t tell anyone else. If Bravurn finds out…”

“Which is why I asked you about Alain.”

“I think you’re fine. Alain really dislikes the Iron Tyrant. Currently. He might tell me, or Moira, or anyone in our immediate group, but he’ll keep his confidences to those he thinks he’s drawing close to. But… yes. I’d be careful of telling him anything else.”

“I agree,” said Scorio with a wry smile. “It doesn’t pay to trust people.”

“Ha.” Ravenna reached out and touched his arm. “Thank you. For telling me. And no, I won’t tell Moira.” She hesitated. “Unless the war with the Blood Ox depends on it.”

“Fair enough.” Scorio forced a smile, and for a moment they stood thus, something tremulous and new and bright between them as she smiled back. “Speaking of which?”

“This way.” She squeezed his arm then led on.

Scorio followed a few steps behind, and couldn’t help but look Ravenna up and down. Despite himself, memories from the night of the House Kraken celebration returned to him. Their speaking by the railing, Gold elixirs in hand, the way her gaze had smoldered as she’d listened, her apparent interest.

All of which had proven false, a gambit on Octavia’s part… right up till the end of the night, when she’d kissed him and asked him to stay, despite everything.

Scorio rubbed the base of his palm into one eye and grimaced. What was he thinking? She’d made no mention of that night since, expressed no interest in him thereafter.

He thought of Naomi, her eyes slitted as if she could read his thoughts, and restrained the urge to groan.

What a mess.

They reached Aezryna’s quarters. Ravenna called out a greeting as she stepped into the entrance tunnel, then gestured for Scorio to follow.

Aezryna’s cluster was larger than the norm, with a half-dozen private chambers feeding off a large common area that commanded two sunken rotundas and beautiful patterning along the walls of interweaving bands of lead, slate blue, and black.

Five great souls were in attendance, none of them Jova, but Scorio’s attention was immediately drawn to their leader, who rose from where she’d been penning a letter to approach.

Aezryna moved with a presence that commanded attention without demanding it. Her gaze was forthright, her shoulders squared, her honey-colored hair bound back in an impromptu bun. There was an austerity in her beauty that made it seem immaterial to her sense of self, and Scorio could imagine her as confident and self-possessed in the midst of a calamity as she was here in her own quarters. She wore a suit of cerulean blue plate armor, its every edge limned in gold, its construction complex, contoured to her frame, and exquisitely crafted.

“You must be Scorio,” she said, tone brisk, extending her hand. “Aezryna, Blood Baroness.”

Scorio shook. Her grip was strong, her palm callused. “I am.”

She considered him, brow furrowed, then smiled at Ravenna, who bowed her head and departed.

“Thank you for coming. I heard that you are but newly arrived at the Fury Spires?”

“Just a few days now.”

Her gaze was direct, probing, but a slight smile hovered on her lips. “A timely arrival. Moira indicated that you hadn’t intended to come, but that fate had other plans. You slew a Ferric Drake?”

She wandered slowly back to her desk, drawing him with her, and gestured for him to sit. One of the other Great Souls brought cups of water. She sat back, at ease, but her focus was unwavering; Scorio felt himself being devoured by her pale blue gaze. At her behest he recounted his most recent adventures, only telling her what he’d already shared with Moira, but to his surprise she wanted not just a factual account but also his impressions and opinions on what had transpired.

“I’ve been removed from the situation here in upper hell for quite some time. Do you mind if I ask you some general questions to get your sense of things?”

“Sure,” said Scorio, shifting uneasily in his seat.

“What do you make of the Gold mana trade overseen by Bravurn?”

“What do I make of it?” Scorio frowned. “It’s his creation. Or so I’ve been told. He set it up.”

“Do you think it’s right for one person to control such an influential operation?”

Scorio hesitated. He couldn’t read her at all. Was this a test? “Seeing as it wouldn’t exist without his efforts, I suppose that gives him the right to run it as he sees fit. And if anybody has a problem with it, it’d be on them to either convince him to change or take it away from him.”

“I see. And what do you make of the argument that we’re wasting our time in the upper echelons of hell with this war, and should instead be concentrating our efforts down by the Pit?”

Scorio resisted the urge to shift again in his seat. “I think it’s shortsighted.”

“How so?”

“We don’t know who will prove instrumental at the last moment. Which Great Soul might appear in our final hour to tip the tide. Abandoning the Archspire and everyone above the Lustrous Maria or whatever would be to limit our hopes to those already in deep hell, and we’ve seen how well they’ve done so far.”

Aezryna raised one brow.

Scorio’s heart was pounding. Had he gone too far?

“So it’s a pragmatic position? In keeping with the former Chancellor’s faith that a legendary Great Soul might be reborn who will make all the difference?”

“Not just pragmatic, no. I think it’s wrong to abandon thousands of Flame Vaults and Tomb Sparks and so on to their deaths, as well as the people of Bastion. If we allow those innocents to die, then how are we better than the True Fiends in the Pit?”

Aezryna nodded slowly, though whether in agreement or simply acknowledging his position Scorio couldn’t tell. “What do you think of the way the blazeborns have been treated here at the Fury Spires?”

“I’m sorry.” Scorio set his cup of water down. “What is all this about?”

“We don’t have much time, and I’m seeking to get a sense of what kind of man you are.” The Blood Baroness smiled. “Too often we make assumptions about our peers without actually asking them what they think. When I have little time, I prefer to cut to the heart of the matter. Do you mind?”

“No, it’s just…” Scorio sat back. “Direct.”

“Indeed. Would that we had days to get to know each other. But we have minutes. What do you make of the blazeborn?”

Scorio met Aezryna’s forthright stare. Was this a trap? She had to know about Nox, and this had to be a test. Did he want to pass it?

“It’s hard not to feel disgusted,” he said at last.

“You’re aware of course of how they previously treated our kind?”

“Yes. We were enemies.”

“And yet you feel pity for their current plight.” Again, there was a frustrating lack of judgment in her tone.

“I don’t think anyone should feel comfortable about massacring and enslaving intelligent creatures.”

“I see. Thank you for your candor. One last question: when did you become a Dread Blaze?”

He’d been waiting for this one, but she asked it so lightly he felt off-balance. “Yesterday.”

Her smile was bright and genuine. “Congratulations. Your swift ascension and accomplishments thus far are a compelling argument for fighting the Blood Ox.”

“So you agree with the importance of defending upper hell?”

“Would I be here if I didn’t?” Her smile grew wry. “I can’t help but observe the irony, however, in your being the agent of Praximar’s demise. Seeing as he was waiting all these last years for a legendary Great Soul to be born.”

Scorio flushed. “I’m hardly legendary. I’m a Red Lister.”

“You don’t become a legend by following the rules. I’ve always held that the creation of the Red List was a mistake. It’s nonsense to punish those born today for the crimes they committed in past lives, just as none of us are the people we witnessed in our trials.”

Scorio stared. “You really think that?”

“Being on the Red List merely tells me you are capable of independent thought and acting according your own morality. Would that more of our leaders were capable of the same.”

Scorio glanced at the other Great Souls in the room, and realized they’d all left, though he could hear muted conversations coming from the private chambers. “Can I ask you something? Have you heard of a group called the Herdsmen?”

“The Herdsmen? Yes. But where… something about…” She frowned. “Why do you ask?”

“Just a puzzle my previous incarnation left for me. It was so enigmatic I only know to ask. Do you remember anything about them?”

“A… friend, I suppose, mentioned them once. The situation was…” She pursed her lips, and for the first time he saw complex emotions enter her gaze. “The situation was too involved to explain here, but he speculated that they were responsible for the creation of all the wonders and treasures we can no longer create ourselves.”

“So with their disappearance we lost the ability to make new biers at the Academy, and so on?”

She shrugged. “That’s what he claimed. It was part of a wide-ranging conversation about the nature of hell and our role in it. He… what did he call it. He said something about a Cube, a… I haven’t thought about this in years. Did he call it the Lost Cube?” She glanced away, deep in thought. “Something like that. It was their factory, or at the very least where all the treasures were made.” She blinked, smiled, and shook her head. “If there ever was such a place it truly has been lost for centuries. I’ve never heard of anyone visiting or even sighting it.”

“Fascinating. Thank you. Can I ask who your friend was?”

Her expression turned somber. “Mazrel the Kind. He died some time ago, and hasn’t been reborn.”

“I see. I’m sorry.”

“Think nothing of it. But as we were saying: this war against the Blood Ox is worth pursuing, but won’t be won unless we Great Souls stand united. I imagine Moira has told you something of our plans.”

“That you want me to insert myself into Plassus’ team and convince him to work for you.”

“In effect. Your remarkable rise to Dread Blaze will make this plan even more effective. Don’t misunderstand me: we’re working as many angles as we can to weaken Bravurn’s influence over Plassus, but we’ve the Charnel Duke’s own paranoia and pride to wrestle with. It’s proving to be a formidable task. Hence our various approaches to uniting our forces.”

Scorio considered the Blood Baroness. “So you want me to challenge his prized Dread Blaze, whoever that is, and then throw in with Plassus so as to convince him in private counsel.”

“It’s a long shot, but you’re uniquely positioned for that tactic.” She counted off her fingers. “Plassus is impressed by your accomplishments thus far, and making Dread Blaze will only cement his impression of you. You’re a Red Lister with a reputation for independent action, which will make your counsel sound more sincere. You wish to aid us in the fight against the Blood Ox, and this is an opportunity unique to your station. Finally, you’re sympathetic to the blazeborn; crushing Bravurn’s position will force him to depart the Fury Spires, giving the fiends room to be freed.”

“I’ve heard Bravurn will kill the last queen before he leaves.”

“If left to his own devices, possibly.” Aezryna’s eyes narrowed. “I certainly wouldn’t put it past him. But we can intercede, both to prevent something criminal from being done, and also as a gesture of thanks to you for your efforts.”

“I see.” Scorio took up his water and sipped. “You all are meeting today, correct? When would this fight have to take place?”

“I can delay the meeting by a day or two. But yes, you’d have to duel Plassus’ Dread Blaze soon.”

“Not much time for thought.”

“There rarely is. Obviously you don’t need to agree, and though I must admit I’d be disappointed, I’d still welcome your help in the battle itself. Take the rest of the morning to consider, and let me know what you decide either way.”

Scorio stood. “I’ll do that.”

Aezryna rose as well. “It was good to meet you, Scorio. I have a feeling that one day we’ll look back at this moment as the start of something quite extraordinary.”

Scorio inclined his head politely and departed the cluster.

Ravenna was waiting outside, arms crossed and leaning against the tunnel wall. She pushed off at the sight of him and raised an eyebrow. “Well?”

Scorio grimaced. “I think I’m going to need some time to think.”

“Sure. Aezryna has that effect on people.”

“No kidding. I’ll search you out later.”

“Want to walk back together?”

“I’m going to get lost for a bit, think things over. Thanks.”

Ravenna hesitated, clearly reluctant, then shrugged. “See you around, then.”

Scorio went in the opposite direction, and true to his word soon found himself lost. This spire’s upper levels were identical to the lower clusters; just endlessly branching tunnels with cluster quarters every so often. Only the walls were slightly different, betraying more complex patterns with more elegant-looking materials.

But he found a broad tunnel that speared out to a neighboring spire, and after descending a level of two found himself truly alone in the darkness.

Sinking into a crouch against the wall, he frowned out at nothing and tried to parse his thoughts.

Aezryna had been disarmingly intense. Her clear gaze had seemed to see right through him, and her frank manner had made it hard to dissemble or act cagey. Even now he could feel her presence lingering close to him, like the afterimage of a bright light. Her manner had elevated her requests almost to the point of logic; why wouldn’t he just agree with her?

And yet.

Perhaps he’d spent too much time around Naomi. As reasonable and rational as Aezryna had been, he refused to simply agree.

But why not? She was promising to help Queen Xandera, to help save upper hell, to unite the Great Souls against the Blood Ox and execute Jova’s plan of stealing the True Fiend’s support.

All good things, right?

Sure. But something in his core balked at simply going along with the Blood Baroness’ plan. What was it Alain had said? The longer he waited before committing, the more valuable his support became? But beyond that, Dameon’s specter lurked over this whole proceeding. A charismatic, more powerful figure who offered reasonable courses of action with a smile even as he played his own game.

He’d never allow a Manticore situation to take place again.

Which meant taking his time to understand the entirety of the situation before agreeing to a course of action.

“Fuck,” he whispered. Pressing his head back, he closed his eyes and focused on Nox. His strange new sense reached out and found his friend. The weight had pulled away, gone both deeper and toward the west. Maybe a mile?

Scorio remained focused on the pull, and gradually sensed that it was still slowly moving.

“Happy hunting,” whispered Scorio, and sighed. Alone in the dark corridor, the fiend seemed suddenly to be his sole true friend. The one being without complications, reservations, and ambitions of his own beyond simply dying in a blaze of orgiastic glory.

Moira would be wanting to circle around and cement Scorio’s loyalty. Ravenna had shown flickers of independence, but was clearly still in Moira’s camp. Aezryna would want an answer soon. Which meant Scorio didn’t have time to waste.

He stood.

Which meant… what?

He needed to reach a decision. Which meant learning the lay of the land. The Iron Tyrant he could easily believe to be a bastard in search of his own personal glory.

Which left one last player on the board he’d not sounded out.

Charnel Duke Plassus.


Chapter 23

The Charnel Duke had taken up quarters just one level shy of the Iron Tyrant. The floor was extravagantly decorated, putting Scorio in mind of the queen’s own suite, the tunnels broad and high-ceilinged, the walls decorated with virtuoso patterns that verged on mesmerizing complexity. Scorio ran his palm over the weaving bands of iron and obsidian, white marble and glass. Entire tracts had been torn out - precious metals no doubt - and those gaps revealed that the other substances were truly interwoven, coursing through the wall and visible in the gaps.

Two men stood guard down-hallway from the Charnel Duke’s main quarters. One was a knife-blade of a man, sharp nose and sharper gaze, his black hair slicked back so that it gleamed, his body looking to be little more than wiry scaffolding for his robes. The other was a placid young man made all of curves; cheeks, bald head, round ears, rounded shoulders, sagging belly. His smile caused his eyes to close.

Upon learning Scorio’s identity, knife-blade gestured for Scorio to follow, and led him into what proved to be an armed camp. Scores of Great Souls were in evidence, most of them with the look of veterans about them. Old wounds and scars, fresher wounds and tightly wrapped linen bandages.

All marked Scorio’s passage, but none moved to stop them. Kinch, his guide, took Scorio right to the heart of the cluster complex and into a grand suite. Larger even than Aezryna’s, it was comparable to the queen’s suite above, a series of half-merged caverns partitioned by stalactite formations, the floor strewn with layered carpeting, dozens of braziers and lanterns adding to the sweltering heat of the spire, a dozen Great Souls standing around and either engaged in earnest conversation or listening intently.

Plassus sat upon a chair so massive it verged on being a throne; he listed over to one side, stubbled jaw resting on the palm of his hand, his expressive brows drawn into a perpetual frown. His graying mane was thick and loose about his ears, and his face was deeply carved with lines that framed his mouth and corrugated his forehead.

“My Duke,” called Kinch, voice cutting through the hubbub. “Here’s one of notable note. The man himself, Chancellor-slayer and perpetual rebel: Scorio the Scourer.”

Scorio glanced askance at Kinch, but there wasn’t time to remonstrate. Plassus sat up, roused from his pensive stupor, and smiled caustically.

“Scorio! I wondered when you would darken my door. Have you come to slay me?”

“You think I could?” asked Scorio, moving forward and aware of everybody studying him. He felt like a fox who in a moment of madness had chosen to enter a hunter’s kennel.

“Praximar thought himself inviolate inside his ivory Academy and look how he fares. I’d warrant - hold on. What the bleeding fuck?”

Scorio froze.

Plassus was glaring at him, leaning forward, one veined hand clutching the arm of his throne. “When the fuck did you become a Dread Blaze?”

The crowd murmured in consternation.

“Yesterday,” said Scorio, not sure if he should try to be humble or allow his pride to bleed through. “It kind of just happened.”

“Kind of just happened?” Plassus’ shock became a wide grin. “I’ve never heard something so damned marvelous in my life. What the hell do you mean, ‘it kind of just happened’?”

“I’ve access to a Pyre Lord technique,” said Scorio. “I can feed ambient mana directly into my Heart once I’ve ignited.”

“You what?” Plassus rose to his feet. “Prove it.”

“Prove it?”

Plassus’ wolfish grin was all jowls and yellowed teeth. “You think I’ve gotten this far by taking people at their words? Show me your Pyre Lord technique or I’ll toss you out on your ear.”

“Alright.” Scorio glanced above, inhaled deeply, and extended his senses. There was precious little mana to be had in the room; clearly everybody present had been drinking their fill. But this high up in the spire the Iron mana was just too rich; even as Scorio observed new clouds continued to coalesce.

So he willed his Heart to ignite, then drew Iron directly into it.

“Ha!” Plassus smacked his thigh. “Well I’ll be damned! Kinch, get our prodigy some wine. That’s enough, Scorio, you’ve proved your point. Get over here.”

Scorio allowed his Heart to gutter, and with his normal heart pounding strongly he cross the broad room to sit where Plassus gestured to a stool set just to his side.

“Wine’s not necessary,” said Scorio as Kinch approached, goblets in hand.

“Drink with me or I’ll break your arm,” growled Plassus, taking his goblet and raising it. “Scorio, meet Eorox, my Blood Baron and ill-fitting conscience. Now, what are we toasting to?”

Scorio took the goblet gingerly and glanced at the Blood Baron. The man was square-jowled, dark-skinned, with a look of perpetual displeasure on his pugnacious face. The Blood Baron raised his goblet with something akin to mocking irony, and Scorio raised his as well. Plassus’ dark eyes gleamed. Was this a test?

This was a test.

“To the death of our enemies,” he said. “To the death of the Blood Ox.”

The room hushed.

Plassus tongued the inside of his cheek then nodded gravely and clanked his goblet against Eorox’s then Scorio’s own. “Aye, now that’s a toast worth drinking to.”

The vintage was rich, thick like blood, and laced with Gold mana.

Plassus smacked his lips, leaned back in his throne, and eyed Scorio speculatively. “You’ve spoken with Aezryna?”

Scorio eyed Eorox. “How did you know?”

“I’m not an idiot. She tried to recruit you. Did it work?”

Scorio grinned. “You think I’d tell you if it did?”

“Depends how smart you are. Only a fool tries to manipulate a Charnel Duke, and this stinking place? It’s filled to the brim with fools, overflowing with them like an army latrine trench.” He eyed Scorio. “You haven’t thrown in with her yet. You’re too uncertain. What are you here for then, boy? Fishing? Looking to get a better offer?”

“I’m paying my respects.” Scorio couldn’t resist the Gold-laced wine, and took another sip.

“Well, nothing wrong with that.” Plassus rippled his fingers on the broad wooden arm of his throne. “Though you turned me down flat back in Bastion. There a chance you’ve changed your mind?”

“I’m not making any decisions till I’ve learned the lay of the land,” said Scorio. “And I’m neither patient nor sophisticated enough to play at this game with much skill. So here I am.”

“You want to learn the lay of the land, do you?” Plassus’ eyes glittered. “I’ll tell you. Beyond the Iron Weald’s thousand canyons lies the Telurian Band, filled with wonders and strange marvels, but only a small portion of it matters to us: the Bone Plains, so named for the endless dead whose remains have left it chalky white. Or it was white, right till we started contesting with the Blood Ox, who, true to his name, has drowned those old bones in gore. Whose gore? Our fucking gore, with Great Souls dead from the edge of the Telurian Band right to LastRock itself.”

Plassus leaned in. “You want to know how the war is going? It’s a disaster, and for one simple fact: Charnel Dukes and Blood Barons were never meant to contest the field with a True Fiend. You saw what Imogen did, right up till Sol the fucking Just showed up, didn’t you? Now imagine that going on for two years, and you’ve got yourself the lay of the land.”

“So why are you fighting?” Scorio met the Charnel Duke’s glare. “If it’s impossible?”

“Just because you can’t win doesn’t mean you shouldn’t fight.” Plassus curled his hand into a fist. “And there’s always the far-fetched hope that we’ll catch the Blood Ox with his pants down just in time for our Imperators to force him into battle. Or there was. It’s not happened yet. But till it does we fight on, even if it means winning every battle right up till the Blood Ox shows up and shits all over our plans.”

“Blood Baroness Aezryna’s told you her plan?”

“Aye, and it looks good on paper. There’s one problem. They’re underestimating the Blood Ox. Their victory depends on Jova Spike reaching LastRock, doesn’t it? But how are they going to guarantee she does?” Plassus shook his head. “You think the Blood Ox won’t appear and crush her skull under his cloven hoof? Like hell he won’t. You think he doesn’t understand the concept of a diversion? That he’s not aware of his weaknesses? But that’s the problem with having greenhorns ride in to save the day. They think they’re so smart, and their plans will work like a charm right till the Blood Ox shows up with a grin on his face and crazed murder burning like black suns in his eyes. Fuck.”

Plassus took up his wine and drank it in three long pulls. He exhaled sharply and raised it to Eorox, who refilled it smoothly.

“So what should we do, you ask? Isn’t a bad plan better than no plan at all?” Plassus glared at Scorio. “Well, I’ve got a plan of my own. Nobody wants to hear it though. It’s too brutal.”

“What’s that?” asked Scorio.

“We don’t split our forces. We don’t try anything clever. We mass up, all of us, the Iron Vanguard, my army, Vermina’s idiots, Aezryna and Charoth’s people. All of us in one great lump. And we make straight for LastRock.”

“That’d draw the Blood Ox out.”

“’Course it would! It’d be a massacre. A pitched battle on the Bone Plains. Hundreds upon hundreds would die. The Blood Ox would kill me, Aezryna, Bravurn, even Charoth. Charnel Dukes and Blood Barons, Pyre Lords and Dread Blazes. We’d be slaughtered.”

Plassus grinned at Scorio, eagerly awaiting his protest.

“Doesn’t… seem like a good plan to me.”

“Because we’d not be trying to win. We can’t win. It’s a bleeding True Fiend out there, and nothing we can do will do more than amuse it. But what my plan accomplishes is to shock the fine sensibilities of the Imperators down in the Twilight Cradle. Oh, yes. They’d sense a thousand Great Souls dying and be shamed into coming. Such a brutal loss would force their hand, and instead of limp platitudes they’d finally be forced to come kill the Blood Ox.”

“At what cost? Aren’t they keeping the other True Fiends trapped in the Pit?”

“Pah.” Plassus waved his hand. “To what end? We don’t have the numbers to crush the Pit, three of our best are fallen, the Cerulean Prophecy a joke, and everyone acts like more of the same will accomplish where we’ve failed before. No.” Plassus pursed his lips and stared out at nothing.

Scorio waited, was about to interrupt, when Plassus blinked and stared at him again. “What’s needed is a profound change. Let the True Fiends out, I say. All of them. Let them despoil hell and raze Bastion to the ground. And while they’re busy, our best can sneak into the Pit behind their backs and do the same.”

“But… that’d be a hollow victory, won’t it? Hell will be lost.”

Plassus exploded to his feet to tower over Scorio. “Hell is lost, you damned fool! We did our best and it wasn’t enough, and now all we can hope for is symbolic victory at any cost!”

Everybody was staring. None of them seemed particularly shocked. Probably wasn’t Plassus’ first outburst.

The Charnel Duke sank back into his throne. “Nobody wants to say it. Everybody wants to keep pretending. But what else is this war if not lost when we can’t even defeat the Blood Ox? No. The time for sweet, tricksy plans is over. Now is the time for blood. For laying sacrifices upon the altar and wresting what victories we can from our foes.”

Scorio had stopped breathing, such had been the intensity of the Charnel Duke’s displeasure, and only now did he take another sip to fortify his nerves.

Quiet conversations started back up, and Plassus sank back into his throne, eyes heavy-lidded, lower lip jutting out.

Eorox caught Scorio’s eyes and gave a sharp nod toward the exit.

Looked like the meeting was over.

Scorio slowly stood.

He’d gone from being the center of attention to feeling invisible. None of the veterans in the room were considering him any longer. His goblet was almost empty, so he drained it, then tossed it to the floor.

Plassus raised a brow as the goblet clattered on the ground, then slowly raised his face to study Scorio, his displeasure evident.

“Well.” Scorio exhaled loudly. “This was a waste of a visit. I guess everyone was correct. You’ve become a coward.”

The whole room froze.

Plassus didn’t react in the least. He simply stared at Scorio, just as before, and then slowly, oh so slowly, sat up. “What did you say?”

“I think you heard me.” Scorio met Plassus’ glare head on. “You want to go out in a big blaze of blood and death. An end. That’s what you want. An end that will allow you to die with a modicum of pride left. But it’s an escape, isn’t it? The only way you’ve got left of ending this whole charade.”

Eorox’s eyes were bulging in horror, and he was making jerky motions that Scorio should seal his mouth.

Plassus rose slowly to his feet. He was a large man, not a bear like Leonis, but powerfully built, thick in the chest, large hands, a warrior born. He stared at Scorio with such intensity that the rest of the room seemed to fall away so that only the two of them remained.

“How dare you,” hissed the Charnel Duke.

“Prove me wrong.” Scorio felt half-mad, ready to laugh, ready to die. “I challenge you to a duel. If you win, you get to kill me and clear away my insults. If I win?”

“If you win?” repeated Plassus with incredulous humor. “You? Defeat me?”

“If I win, you listen to my counsel. That’s it. I’ll make it easy on you: you won’t even be honor-bound to do as I advise. Just listen.”

“Oh, shit,” someone whispered from the back.

Plassus’ lips peeled back from his yellowed teeth. The smile was so feral it would have been right at home on the muzzle of a wolf. “Oh, but you’ve got nerves, Boy. I agree to your challenge. Not because I have any doubt over who will win, but because it’ll bring me profound satisfaction to stomp that stupid expression through the back of your head.”

Scorio resisted the urge to dry swallow.

“Because mark me well: I will kill you. I will pull you apart as a sick child might disfigure a fly, and then, when you lie before me bleeding out of your five bloody stumps, I’ll press my finger to your brow and push it into your head as slowly as I can. Maybe then…” Plassus shuddered as his rage overcame him, his voice growing thick and clotted with fury and rising to a roar. “Maybe then fucking Dread Blazes will remember who the fuck they’re fucking talking to.”

The echoes of Plassus’ scream died away, and Scorio fought to keep his expression cool.

He wasn’t entirely sure he managed.

“Alright then.” He didn’t know what else to say. “Shall we head to the caldera?”

“Of course not.” Plassus looked like he wanted to spit. “You think you’re so important that I’ll interrupt all my other business to deal with you? I’ll send for you when it’s time. Don’t hide. Don’t make my messenger search for you. Be ready, and when it’s time for you to die, you’ll be summoned.”

“Sounds good.” Scorio couldn’t breathe. His heart was in his throat and his stomach felt rancid. He bowed low. “I look forward to the honor, Charnel Duke.”

“Get the hell out of here,” rasped Plassus, sitting back down.

Scorio did just that. He strode out, chin raised, not seeing anybody or anything but the exit tunnel. Out into the main passage, then back down its length, past the armed camp, all of whom stared at him in horror and shock.

Only when he was far away and definitely alone did he slide down the side of the tunnel to sitting and stare out at nothing, heart pounding, body prickling with sweat, mind reeling.

What had he done?

What mad instinct had seized him and urged him to throw his life away?

“Oh, fuck,” he whispered. “Oh, hell.”


Chapter 24

Scorio numbly made his way back to his rooms. His chest was tight, his thoughts scrambled, and he entertained a dozen different erratic plans before discarding them all.

Naomi was returned. That fact alone was balm for his fevered panic. Seated in the rotunda, she’d been meditating but cracked open at eye at his arrival, then immediately opened both eyes wide. “What happened?”

“I, ah, might have challenged a Charnel Duke to a duel to the death.” Scorio crossed his arms, tried for nonchalance, and failed.

“You what?” Naomi leaped out of the rotunda and was in his face a second later.

“You know Plassus? I went to speak with him. Aezryna and Moira wanted me to challenge one of his Dread Blazes so as to win his trust -”

“By the gods,” groaned Naomi, covering her face.

“No, I didn’t agree. I heard them out and went to speak with Plassus -”

“Hello?” Lianshi’s friendly call interrupted their conversation. She stood in the tunnel entrance, Leonis looming behind her. “Is this a bad time?”

“Yes,” said Naomi.

“No,” said Scorio. “Insofar as I’m a dead man, so I’m all out of time.”

“A dead man?” Leonis confusion was clear. “Oh! You’re going to die. We’re not talking to a zombie.”

“Quick as always,” said Naomi in disgust.

“Hey, it’s a big hell out there,” protested Leonis. “You don’t know the half of what we’ve seen.”

“What happened?” Lianshi entered their common room, but her manner was hesitant. “If you want to share? You obviously don’t have to.”

The sight of the four of them together was a fresh twist of the knife. This is as it should have been, should have always been. So he told them all. His conversations with Moira and Aezryna, then his meeting with Plassus.

Leonis’ eyes opened wide. “You called him a coward to his face?”

Scorio winced.

“So you actively want to die,” spat Naomi. “You deliberately chose death by Charnel Duke.”

“I - no.” Scorio raked his fingers through his hair and began to pace. “You don’t understand, the sight of him just staring off into space like that, like a victim, a self-righteous, self-pitying victim that wanted to drag everyone down with him… it infuriated me. Especially because I think I like the man.”

“Doesn’t sound like you do,” said Leonis dubiously.

“He’s…” Scorio stopped and sought the right words. “He’s brash and loud, he’s crude but… I don’t know, jovial? After all the careful, manipulative types, he’s… bracing. I felt sorry for him.”

Naomi’s expression was implacable. “So you humiliated him in public and challenged him to a duel.”

“I wanted to snap him out of it. To wake him up.” Scorio knotted his fists. “He’s a Charnel Duke. He’s right up there with the White Queen, but he felt… broken. I don’t know, I clearly wasn’t thinking this through, but his self-pity and willingness to sacrifice everyone to his nihilism infuriated me. Sickened me. It was like I was staring into a gangrenous wound, and in the moment I just had to do something. To cauterize the poison by saying what nobody else dared to.”

“Well, good job,” hissed Naomi. “Plassus will greatly appreciate your service after he pulls his finger out of your skull.”

“It was publicly witnessed,” said Lianshi quietly. “There’s no backing out now unless he agrees to release you. Which means you could possibly attempt to offer him your service as apology.”

“He’d demand a Heart Oath,” said Leonis, shaking his head with dissatisfaction. “With punitive terms. Scorio would be little more than his whipping boy for the rest of this life.”

“I’m not going to go crawling back,” snapped Scorio.

“Well, we’re obviously leaving,” said Naomi. “And the sooner the better. He can’t kill you if you’re not here.”

“Leaving?” demanded Scorio.

Naomi glared at him. “You can’t win, Scorio. Plassus isn’t Praximar. He’s a Charnel Duke. His mana control is beyond anything you can imagine. He can establish dominion. Do you even know what that means?”

Sol’s voice returned to him, words spoken with grave dignity: “You cannot escape me, Imogen. No matter how quickly you run. Your dominion is circumscribed.”

“Not exactly, no.”

It was Lianshi who answered, her tone dull, clinical. “Dominion is when a Charnel Duke or higher establishes mastery over an area. They can determine the reactivity of mana.”

“He can make it so that your Heart simply can’t ignite,” said Leonis.

“Oh.” Scorio inhaled raggedly. “Not good?”

“Which is why we’re leaving.” Naomi scowled at him. “Our only hope is to go straight to the Silver Unfathom. Plassus is too caught up with the Blood Ox to give chase.”

“Word will get out,” said Leonis quietly. “You’ll be haunted by shame and treated like a pariah.”

Naomi glared at him. “What else is new? We can live with that. We don’t need anyone’s approval.”

Scorio slowly shook his head.

“What?” Naomi was almost vibrating with fury. “You can’t win, Scorio. If you fight him, he will kill you. And given your rebirth record, you won’t return till this war is long lost, which means you don’t get another chance. We run, and we don’t stop running till we hit the Lustrous Maria.”

Scorio remained silent.

Everyone watched him. Lianshi with chagrin and remorse. Leonis with dour sympathy. Naomi with ever-growing anger.

“I’m not running.”

“You are running!” Naomi punched him in the chest, hard.

“No, Naomi.” Scorio raised both hands. “I’m not.”

“But…” She shook her head, helpless with fury and incomprehension. “Did you do this on purpose, then? You want to die?”

“No. I don’t. But…” Scorio struggled again to find the words, to translate the inchoate emotions into something he could explain. “I chose this fight. And I think it needs fighting. I don’t want to die. But Plassus’ vision… he wants to sacrifice thousands so as to shame the Imperators. With Bravurn pressuring him to stand fast, he won’t join with Aezryna. She can angle all she wants, this Charoth can emerge from the shadows to try to intimidate Plassus, but he won’t bend knee. The Seamstress should have sent a Charnel Duke to contest with him, not Blood Barons.”

“You aren’t responsible for thousands,” hissed Naomi. “You’re only responsible for yourself.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t agree.”

“You idiot!” She clutched at her head, spun away, took a few steps, then wheeled back. “Scorio the Idiot! It serves no one and accomplishes nothing to throw your life away like this!”

The four of them stood in silence, the tension in the room throbbing, till Lianshi cleared her throat. “You should probably know what his powers do before entering the fight.”

“Pah!” Naomi stalked into her chambers and left them.

“Sure, yeah.” Scorio rubbed at this face then set to pouring three cups of water from their iron tank.

“Plassus is called the Slow Avalanche because his effects build over time.” Lianshi took a deep breath. “His primary combat power is the ability to freeze incoming attacks around him. The more of them he freezes, the slower he moves, till he either traps himself or takes them all at once.”

“Then how is he still alive?” asked Scorio.

“His allies can clear the attacks.”

Leonis cut in. “It’s supposed to be pretty wicked. He doesn’t freeze the attacks or attackers in place, but in relation to himself. As fights draw out, he accumulates a sphere of violence which he drags around with him.”

“There have to be limits,” protested Scorio.

“Correct.” Lianshi accepted her cup with a grateful smile. “If you try to strike him up close, you’ll get frozen. I don’t know what the range is for that, but a handful of yards? If you throw a long distance attack at him, say by loosing an arrow or a bolt of lightning, it’s the attack that gets frozen before it reaches him.”

“Salorin told me of this one time he trapped a poison-acid attack thing,” said Leonis. “He had to keep his power up till he found a Great Soul several weeks later who could nullify it.”

“Right,” said Scorio. “His Heart won’t be guttering.”

“No,” agreed Lianshi. “Pyre Lords and higher have the ability to continuously drain mana directly from the environment and keep their Hearts burning.”

Scorio opened his mouth to comment, then simply nodded.

“There’s a reason he was placed in charge of this force,” she continued. “His Tomb Spark power makes him more compelling and commands ever more loyalty the more people hear him speak. It’s a long-term, cumulative effect.”

“You think…?” Scorio frowned. “No, I’ve only ever talked to him once before. You think his power made me act this way?”

Lianshi shrugged.

“There’s a reason the Blood Barons and Charnel Dukes don’t speak in person,” said Leonis. “Have you noticed?”

“I thought it was just a formality.”

“Nah.” Leonis drained his cup and set it aside. “Would you go negotiate with someone who can twist the way you think?”

“You’re saying Aezryna has that power, too?”

Lianshi nodded. “Yes. Apparently she can determine the line of reasoning that will have the greatest impact on someone by simply having a conversation with them.”

“Oh.” Scorio winced.

“You didn’t know,” said Lianshi apologetically. “Honestly, Scorio, you need to research people’s powers before speaking with them.”

“No kidding.” He thought of Ravenna leading him to Aezryna’s rooms. She had to have known. “Well, that’s going to change moving forward.”

“What’s done is done,” said Leonis. “Now you either run, or you prepare to die.”

“Let me finish describing Plassus’ powers,” said Lianshi. “His Flame Vault power allows him to imbue crowds with speed, but the faster they become the less they can change direction.”

“Good for armies,” said Scorio, feeling numb.

“And his Dread Blaze power allows him to craft ever better plans to defeat an enemy.”

“Hasn’t worked on the Blood Ox,” said Leonis with a wolfish grin.

“Even a Charnel Duke’s power has its limits,” said Lianshi in exasperation.

“Not against a Dread Blaze,” said Scorio.

“This isn’t even remotely a fair fight.” Lianshi finished her cup and stepped over to the tank. “Not only can he end the duel immediately by establishing dominion and nullifying your mana, but he could just summon his Ferula and blast you apart. His Shroud will be impenetrable, and his Charnel Duke body is augmented to the point of being immune to your attacks.”

“No, please, lay it on me,” said Scorio. “Don’t hold back.”

“Beyond that, if you try to strike him with your claws you’ll be frozen,” said Lianshi. “And even if all of that wasn’t an issue, he can come up with an ever-improving strategy to defeat you after only a few exchanges.”

“Guess I’ll have to keep my distance,” said Scorio. “The caldera has a high ceiling. I can fly up and blast him from up there.”

“Blast him from up there?” asked Leonis.

“Oh.” Scorio sighed. “I made Dread Blaze yesterday. I can breathe fire now.”

Lianshi and Leonis gaped at him.

“You what?” exploded Leonis. “You’re joking!”

Rather than try to explain, Scorio simply ignited and then surged up into his scaled form. He rose to his nearly eight feet in height, power and might coiling within him and buffering him against the despair, then summoned the black flame from his essence.

His whole body transformed into fire.

A second later he inhaled it, so that the power became a bolus of terrible pressure within his chest.

Glancing around, he took three broad strides to the entrance of an unused bedchamber and exhaled the flame down the short hallway. A stream of vibrant blue fire blasted forth from his gullet and roared into a conflagration that turned the chamber beyond into an inferno.

The pressure released, Scorio exhaled, allowed his Heart to gutter, then turned back to his friends and froze.

They both looked somewhere between aghast and stunned. Leonis had placed a hand on Lianshi’s shoulder and was squeezing, hard, and Lianshi had cupped her hand over her mouth.

“So, that’s what I can do now,” said Scorio lamely. “We’ve experimented a little. Physical attacks go right through me while I’m in my flame form.”

“The gods wept,” whispered Leonis. “Dread Blaze? Yesterday? How?”

“I might know that Pyre Lord technique you mentioned,” said Scorio, embarrassed. “The one where you drain mana from the environment continuously?”

“You do?” Lianshi’s voice was faint. “Oh. Of course.”

“Remember that giant fiendish toad that helped us kill Praximar?” asked Scorio. “Nox? He taught me that technique.”

“Right,” said Leonis. “Sure.”

They stood there in awkward silence.

“Well.” Lianshi blinked, coming back to herself. “That’s… that’s incredible. I don’t even… I mean, wow.”

“Wow,” agreed Leonis. “And your new scaled form, it’s… impressive.”

“That’s one way to put it,” said Lianshi. Then she hurriedly refilled her cup and drained it dry.

“So I was thinking I can fly and breathe fire on him,” said Scorio. “If I hit him enough times, maybe I can slow him down. It doesn’t sound like he has a ranged attack.”

“He has his Ferula,” corrected Lianshi, refilling her cup again. “And he can drop you from the sky by depriving you of mana.”

“Right,’ said Scorio with chagrin. “There’s also that.”

“Look, you only have one hope,” said Leonis, tone growing heated. “You obviously can’t win, not physically. But battles are fought on many different levels. You need to beat him emotionally, spiritually.”

Scorio went to protest and then fell silent.

“Hmm,” said Lianshi, considering. “Valid point. It’s well known that Plassus has been demoralized by his defeats.. That’s his weakness.”

Leonis nodded. “You just need to make sure you don’t drive him to execute you straightaway by insulting him in the wrong way.”

“So I need to insult him in such a manner that he’ll… concede?”

“No, he’ll never concede. But perhaps you might…” Lianshi hesitated, then her shoulders slumped. “I don’t know. But you’ll have an audience. I imagine the entire Fury Spires will turn out to watch. Leonis is right. You’ll need to fight the true battle on that level, in the court of public opinion.”

“Can I shame him for agreeing to fight a Dread Blaze?” asked Scorio.

“Eh, not really.” Leonis considered. “You called him a coward. It’s your comeuppance.”

“Hmm. I guess I’ll think on it.”

Lianshi shook her head in disbelief. “Dread Blaze. And you already know the Pyre Lord mana manipulation technique. Do you know what’s required for making Pyre Lord?”

“An integration of my powers?” asked Scorio. “Something about reconciling my sense of self so that all my abilities become a greater whole?”

“Yes, but it’s cemented by mastering that ambient mana draw technique. The symbolism is that you’re now able to burn directly from the world around you, that you’ve entered the world as your new self. And…” She trailed off, shaking her head again.

“And you already have that down,” said Leonis. “Damn it, Scorio. If you integrate your sense of self, you’ll make Pyre Lord like this.” And he snapped his fingers.

“What was this fiendish technique?” asked Lianshi. “And why isn’t everybody using it?”

“The Delightful Secret Marinating technique.”

“You’re kidding me,” said Leonis. “I love it already.”

“It involves entering an Imperial Ghost Toad’s sacred gel bath and there drawing in enough mana that you learn to split the stream. Which involves befriending a toad like we did.”

“We did?” asked Leonis.

“Yeah. Nox considers you both his favorite friends…” Scorio’s eyes widened. “Oh! Wait - we asked Nox to create a gel bath for Naomi. He’s doing it right now. There’s no reason you couldn’t use it, too.”

“Wait.” Lianshi closed her eyes as she visibly steadied herself. “You’re telling us that the fiend whose… ‘gel bath’ allows a Flame Vault to acquire a Pyre Lord technique is already creating said bath and considers us both to be his favorite friends?”

“Yes?” Scorio hesitated. “But it’s not quite that simple. I used the imperial pool to make Emberling. It was only when I was trapped in the Crucible that I twisted his Delightful Secret Marinating technique to copy the Pyre Lord ability.”

“Explain,” demanded Lianshi, eyes snapping open.

“Watch out,” said Leonis with a shaky grin. “When she gets like this there’s no stopping her.”

“Sure. You might want to sit down,” said Scorio, gesturing to the rotunda. The three of them sat and Scorio recounted what had transpired in the Crucible. Ydrielle’s prism, and how its function had emulated the gel pool’s stabilizing function. How the giant lizard had created a tiny hole in the prism through which the ambient Gold had begun to bore its way in, and the desperate race Scorio had undergone to master the technique so as to prevent himself from being destroyed.

Lianshi’s eyes only got wider, while Leonis just slow-blinked every few minutes.

When Scorio finished with his evolving to Flame Vault he sat back, sheepish once more. “So there’s a bit more to it than just entering Nox’s pool.”

“But Scorio thinks he can guide us through it,” said Naomi. She’d emerged from her room at some point to lean against the entrance to her tunnel, arms crossed. “The Delightful Secret Marinating technique will give us the base, and his guidance will help us translate it to the Pyre Lord ability.”

“This is… ridiculous. Amazing. Impossible. Beautiful.” Lianshi pulled on her face with both hands so that her cheeks sagged down, then released and turned to Leonis, animated. “We’re going to make Dread Blaze!”

“Well, maybe,” Leonis allowed. “First, Scorio has to defeat Plassus.”

“Oh. Right. Of course. Sorry, Scorio. I kind of forgot there for a moment.”

“We’re not sticking around,” muttered Naomi.

“We’ll need to find Nox before the fight,” said Scorio. “I’m the only one who can sense where he is, so if I die you’ll never find him down there. Oh. And there are the, ah, magma giants you need to get past, which requires Queen Xandera’s permission.”

“What the hell is he talking about now?” demanded Leonis. “Every other thing that comes out of this man’s mouth is more ridiculous than the last. It’s infuriating!”

Lianshi stilled, clearly focusing her self-control. “Scorio. Are you saying you’ve spoken with the blazeborn queen?”

“Yeah.”

Her eyes snapped open. “With the Iron Tyrant’s permission? Wait. What am I saying. Of course not. You snuck into the queen’s chambers and got her permission to get past… magma giants? Which implies they’re under her control?” Her expression grew alarmed. “You’re saying Queen Xandera controls magma giants?”

“Well, one or two.” Scorio glanced to Naomi for help, but her expression remained stony. “They’re under the Fury Spires.” For a second he hesitated, considered not telling them what they’d discovered, but his imminent death, despair, and loneliness coupled with the fact that they were Leonis and Lianshi overcame his caution. “They’re huge and powerful, but not enough to destroy the Fury Spires. She’s slowly feeding her drudges and Titans to them to grow their power.”

“The hells wept,” said Leonis, sagging back against the rotunda. “And you’ve not told the Iron Tyrant?”

“Of course he hasn’t,” said Lianshi. “But… why not?”

“Why not?” Scorio’s expression hardened. “Maybe part of me wants her to succeed at tearing herself and her kind free of this slavery.”

“Even if it means all of us dying?” asked Leonis.

“I haven’t gotten that far,” allowed Scorio. “But no. I don’t want Great Souls to die, either. I’ve got this half-baked plan to convince her to hold off till the Fury Spires are mostly emptied for the battle against the Blood Ox.”

“Half-baked like all your plans,” sneered Naomi.

Lianshi blew out slowly, a controlled and measured exhalation, and placed both palms on her knees. “Alright. You’re fighting a Charnel Duke soon, but intend to lead Naomi to an Imperial Ghost Toad’s sacred gel bath first so she can begin the process of making Dread Blaze, something you can only do because you’ve received permission from the enslaved blazeborn queen to bypass her magma giants, beings she’s created secretly so as to enact a rebellion and earn her kind’s freedom.” She fixed Scorio with a level stare. “Is there anything else you think we should know?”

“I think that’s the long and short of it,” said Scorio.

“And the fact that he’s a purblind idiot,” said Naomi.

“I won’t argue that one.” Scorio glanced down at his hands. “Though I’ll note I was actively trying to make my own decisions here, and not just be led by those with use for me.”

“Fine. That’s fair.” Naomi’s tone remained flat. “We can’t blame your idiocy on anyone else.”

Lianshi glanced from Naomi to Scorio, eyebrows raised.

“Well,” said Leonis with forced heartiness. “If nobody objects, what say you all to our finding Nox right now before Scorio finds a quicker way to kill himself?”

“Leonis!” protested Lianshi.

“No, that’s fair,” said Scorio. “Knowing I was leaving you three in Nox’s hands would give me some measure of peace before I have to face Plassus.”

Naomi let out a cry of disgust. “I can’t stand this stupidity! We’re leaving. We’re leaving. You’re not fighting a damned Charnel Duke. Why am I the only one who seems to care about your life?”

Scorio stared at Naomi sadly.

“I… I wouldn’t fault you if you did decide to leave,” said Lianshi softly.

Leonis frowned but remained silent.

“I’m not leaving,” said Scorio.

“Pah!” Naomi shoved off the wall. “Well I won’t stand around waiting for your execution. If you refuse to leave, then I’m going to have to find another way to resolve this.”

“What are you talking about?” demanded Scorio, rising to his feet.

“You’ve made a hideous mess out of everything,” hissed Naomi, striding toward the exit tunnel. “Looks like I’ve no choice but to find a way to fix it.” Her expression became one of raw grief mixed with fury, and then she was gone, fleeing their cluster.

“Naomi!” Scorio leaped out of their cluster. “Damn it!” He rushed to the mouth of their tunnel only to see the Iron Tyrant himself striding his way, clad in his ceremonial robes of crimson and gold, his lipless mouth pursed, his dark eyes burning with intent. Amity and Valdun followed a step behind, with Amity sidestepping to make room for Naomi who rushed past them and continued racing off down the hall.

“Excuse me,” said Scorio, trying to give chase.

“Hold, Scorio.” The Iron Tyrant’s voice was stern. “I would speak with you.”

“I’m sorry.” Scorio watched Naomi became the Nightmare Lady just before she rounded the distant tunnel’s curvature and disappeared from sight. “I need to catch my friend.”

“Scorio.” It was Valdun who spoke now, tone incredulous. “The Iron Tyrant’s descended to your rooms to speak with you. He’s your host and a Blood Baron both.”

“You will want to hear what he has to say, lad,” said Amity. “Unless you want to insult him to his face and see where that takes you.”

Scorio closed his eyes and fought for patience, for self-control. Every second was priceless, but hadn’t his impulsivity cost him his life already?

“I’m sorry,” he said, hastily bowing. “I’m already a dead man. I have to catch my friend.”

He made to dart by but Amity raised both hands, and suddenly seemed to become more real than the world around him. His craggy features, his pale blond and scruffy beard, his kindly blue eyes. “Listen, lad. Don’t throw your life away. There’s yet hope if you’ve the wisdom to search for it in the right place. Trust me. Just give Bravurn a couple of minutes. It could very well change everything for you.”

Scorio stared, transfixed, then his shoulders slumped. The Nightmare Lady already had an irrevocable lead. Even if he tore after her now he’d not know which tunnel to chase down. Stopping to ask if people had seen her would only lose more time.

He closed his eyes, regret and bitterness flooding him. What was she going to do? How could he prevent her from throwing her life away after his own? How had he let events spiral out of control so quickly?

“Good man,” said Amity, his tone rough and sympathetic.

Bravurn nodded curtly and brushed past Scorio to enter his cluster. A moment later Lianshi and Leonis excused themselves, eyes wide once more.

“We’ll wait down the hall,” whispered Lianshi as she passed him.

Scorio nodded numbly.

Valdun gestured for Scorio to follow the Iron Tyrant, and soon they all stood within the common room. Bravurn made a slow circle of the premises, gaze dismissive, then turned to face Scorio. “I’ll be succinct. You are a dead man. For reasons I cannot fathom you have chosen not to respond to my offer, and have instead given Charnel Duke Plassus a mortal insult. It is literally -” The Iron Tyrant paused, brow furrowing. “You’re a Dread Blaze?!”

Amity and Valdun, who’d both settled in to wait out the conversation, startled and stared at Scorio in shock.

“Yeah, I’m a Dread Blaze. Yesterday. You were saying?”

The Iron Tyrant’s eyes widened as he leaned his head back, his nostrils flaring as he encompassed the change in Scorio. “Remarkable. You only ascended to Flame Vault a couple of months ago.”

“Yes, I know. I was there.”

“Easy, lad,” said Amity, and Scorio felt his ire tamp down.

“Not unheard of, but remarkable. Well.” The Iron Tyrant collected himself. “This affirms my decision to seek you out, ignoble and improper as it is. You will die, either later today or early tomorrow. Even as a Dread Blaze you cannot hope to defeat Plassus. Even I would be hard pressed to last long against him.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“Yet you haven’t fled like a scurrilous coward. You observe tradition, you give weight to propriety. This pleases me, despite your suicidal behavior. Which is why I’ve come to offer you an alternative. Swear yourself to my service, and I shall convince Plassus to cancel the duel.”


Chapter 25

“Swear myself to your service,” repeated Scorio.

“Only I have sufficient influence over Plassus to stay his hand. My terms for your Heart Oath would not be punitive. I would not take advantage of your position to wrest an abusive contract. All you need do is swear to join my Iron Vanguard for the remainder of your life, to obey me as your liege up till and if you ever supersede my rank, and place my best interests first and foremost in all things. In exchange, you will live, and further I will double the usual amount of Gold mana made available to you as a Dread Blaze.”

Scorio clenched his jaw as he studied the Blood Baron. The other man’s gaze was as doleful as a basilisk’s, without emotion or hesitation. His face might as well have been carved from basalt. But no. Deep in the man’s sunken eyes there flickered a spark of satisfaction.

The Iron Tyrant was not only confident that his offer would be accepted, but gratified to have netted Scorio so neatly.

“Thank you for your offer, my lord,” said Scorio with forced politeness, “as you do me more honor than I deserve.”

The Iron Tyrant inclined his head in agreement. “While true, I believe -”

“But I’ll have to say no.” Scorio fought the urge to sneer. “Thanks.”

Amity and Valdun gaped again.

The Iron Tyrant simply stared, expression truly blank now. “Then you’ll die.”

“Yes, that seems to be the case.”

“You prefer death to serving me?”

“Are you looking for an honest answer?”

“Scorio,” hissed Amity. “Don’t forget who you’re talking to!”

But the man’s influence washed over Scorio’s fury and failed to quench it. “Oh, I’m well aware. I’m talking to a slaver. A man who’d rather play at politics and who places his personal goals over the lives of thousands. A man whose games are doing more damage to our cause than the Blood Ox ever could.” Scorio grinned. “So, in light of all that, yes. I’d rather die than bend knee to this psychopath.”

The temperature in the room dropped.

The Iron Tyrant’s expression slowly soured. “I see. Well. In light of your emotional volatility and shortsightedness, I suppose it’s for the best you decline. I imagine you would have made an exceptionally poor servant.”

“On that, we can both agree.”

“Were you not already a dead man I would exact some small pleasure from killing you myself, but I suppose there’s no point in placing myself second in line. Instead, I will watch the duel with avid interest.”

“Lovely,” said Scorio.

The Iron Tyrant strode to the exit and paused to glance back, looking Scorio up and down. “What a waste. No wonder Praximar loathed you.”

And with that he swept out of the cluster.

Valdun stared pityingly at Scorio before following after, and Amity hesitated only long enough to shake his head. “I admire your convictions, lad. A pity indeed that they’ll be the death of you.”

And then he, too, was gone.

Scorio rubbed his face as a wave of exhaustion washed over him, and a moment later Leonis and Lianshi appeared in the tunnel.

“Do you want to be alone?” asked Lianshi tentatively.

“He doesn’t,” said Leonis. “He’s eager to satisfy my curiosity. Aren’t you, Scorio? What just happened?”

“I, ah…” For a moment he couldn’t find the words. “The Iron Tyrant offered to have the duel cancelled if I became his slave.”

“No wonder he looked like someone had shit in his undergarments while he was still wearing them,” laughed Leonis. “I imagine you turned him down really politely?”

“Something like that,” said Scorio, stepping down into the rotunda and sinking his head into his hands.

“What can we do?” asked Lianshi softly.

Scorio looked up. “Can you find Naomi for me?”

“Probably not,” said Leonis.

“We can try. Though I’m not sure she’ll listen to us. We can ask around, see if anyone has seen her.”

“True.” Leonis sighed. “We’d better start running, then.”

“Thank you,” said Scorio.

Lianshi hesitated again, then pushed Leonis before her, and they both departed.

Scorio sat still. His mind was numb, his thoughts blank. Eventually, he sagged down so that his head rested on the floor where it edged the sunken rotunda, and with arms spread out along the curvature he closed his eyes and sank into reverie.

Time passed.

Scorio didn’t move. Occasionally he frowned as memories played through his mind. Some moments as recent as Naomi departing in a desperate fury, determined to save his life, others as ancient as being cast through the Final Door.

He’d done his best to be careful this time. To think things through, to trust sparingly, to pick his own course.

But one moment of self-righteous anger had done more damage than he’d thought possible.

He must have dozed because he awoke with a start when someone spoke his name: “Scorio.”

He sat up, blinking away the sleep, mind sluggish, body torpid, and focused on the person who stood in the entrance, kohl-lined eyes narrowed, black-painted lips pursed.

Jova Spike.

She stood imperious, hands on her hips, chin raised, as self-contained and intense as ever. Her gaze was fierce, her scrutiny piercing, the side of her scalp shorn to a black fuzz, the other grown long and swept over to fall in a great wave to her left shoulder.

“Jova.” Scorio spread his arms. “Of course.”

“I heard you challenged Charnel Duke Plassus to a duel to the death.” She scrutinized him. “And that you recently made Dread Blaze. Tell me one didn’t lead you to think you could win the other.”

“Obviously not.” Scorio slumped back in his seat. “Everybody’s been at pains to explain just how impossible this fight is.”

She stared at him as if he were a badly designed puzzle. “You were supposed to challenge one of his Dread Blazes. How did you get it so wrong?”

“It’s good to see you, too,” he drawled. “How’ve you been? That’s nice. I’m doing well, thanks for asking.”

Jova made a chopping motion with her hand. “You’re not an idiot, Scorio. Don’t pretend to be one. I want to believe you have a plan. What is it?”

“You do me entirely too much credit.”

“I made the mistake of underestimating you once. I won’t do it again.”

“That’s sweet. And you have my apologies. For ruining your plans. Must be annoying.”

She tskked. “Our plans hardly hinge on your influencing Plassus, but I’d hoped you’d pull off another miracle. But fine. Keep your secrets. It’s not as if we’re friends. Just explain to me once you defeat Plassus how you did it. From where I stand it looks like suicide.”

“You actually think I’ll win?”

“I already told you.” Her tone was cold and sure. “I won’t underestimate you again.” She turned toward the door. “And congratulations on making Dread Blaze. Took you long enough.”

He arched a brow. “You made it, too?”

“Of course.” Her eyes gleamed. “After you beat Plassus we can compare notes.”

Then she left.

“Damn,” said Alain. “Women, am I right?”

Scorio jerked to the side. “What the hell, man?”

“Sorry, sorry.” Alain grimaced. “Bad habit of mine. I came to warn you about some stuff, but saw Jova and decided it was polite to let ladies go first.”

Scorio rose to his feet, and Alain shrank back.

“Listen closely, Alain.” Scorio stepped up out of the rotunda. “You want to be friends? Don’t spy on me. You want to be best friends? Don’t. Spy. On. Me.”

“Damn, sure, of course.” Alain pressed back against the wall. “Hey, I didn’t have to announce that I was here, did I? I could have slipped outside then come back in a couple of minutes later. It’s actually kind of magnificent of me to tip my hand like that.”

“No, Alain.” Scorio glared. “There’s nothing magnificent about any of this.”

“Yeah, you’re right, of course, obviously.” He hunched his shoulders, raked his hand through his wild black hair several times, then glanced guiltily at Scorio. “How about we just pretend this didn’t happen? Too impractical? Here, I’ll apologize again: I’m really, like, incredibly sorry. And, ah, I won’t do it again. Now that I know how you feel. I mean, I could have guessed, but now I have conclusive evidence. Which leaves no room for doubt, so -”

Scorio sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “What is it you wanted, Alain?”

“Hmm?” Alain stared at him blankly for a second, and then his face lit up. “Oh! Right - everybody’s going crazy. You’ve derailed the proceedings. Everywhere I go I hear people talking about it. And what did you say to the Iron Tyrant? He’s fuming. Which for him means lightly grinding his teeth, but - wow.”

Scorio felt a cloak of weariness drape itself over him once more. “Glad I could provide gossip for everyone.”

“Moira wants to talk to you, but I don’t think it’d be worth your time. She’s going to offer to touch you so as to augment your power in the duel, but I don’t think even her boost will make much of a difference, right?”

Scorio considered. “No. I guess not.”

“Plassus’ quarters are in an uproar. He’s really fired up. I poked my nose in there, but not for long. He’s drinking and shouting. He sounded almost happy.”

“Happy?”

“I think you gave him something to look forward to. I don’t know. And oh, Queen Xandera wants to talk to you.”

“Wait, what?” Scorio roused himself. “How do you know?”

“Well, you’re interested in her, right? And I know she can sense things throughout the Fury Spires, so I’ve been popping my head in there whenever I’m on the Iron Tyrant’s level. Which has been often, the man is freaking out, he keeps coming up with things for me to do, as if -”

“Alain.”

“Oh.” He pressed his fingers to his temple, squeezed his eyes shut, then popped them open and grinned. “Queen Xandera. She said she’d like to talk to you.”

“She say why?”

“No. She clearly - and probably with good reason - doesn’t want me to play messenger boy. Which is a nice change of pace. I appreciate it.”

For a moment Scorio just stared off at nothing. “Could she have heard about my duel?”

“I don’t know. It’s conceivable Bravurn told her. He likes to tell her all kinds of things.”

“Well - let’s go.”

“Now? Sure, now. Not as if you have much time left to live, right? Haha. Wait. Sorry, inappropriate.”

“It’s fine. Can you get me in to see her?”

“Depends what’s going on upstairs.” Alain led the way out into the main tunnel. “But I can get a lay of the land, and if necessary I can scream something about a Gurlock attack, which might draw people away -”

“Hold that thought for now.” Scorio put on speed. “Let’s see what we find up there first.”

They ascended swiftly via side tunnels, and once again Alain bid Scorio wait while he scouted the uppermost level. A few moments later he returned, sour expression in place. “The floor’s crawling with folks. No easy way in. But if you’re willing to wait, I’ll watch and tell you when the coast’s clear.”

“Sure,” said Scorio. “Thanks, Alain.”

Alain perked up. “You’re welcome! I knew watching Xandera would be useful. See? Alright, wait here, I’ll be back.”

And he was gone.

Scorio closed his eyes and sank his head back against the wall. Had Lianshi and Leonis intercepted Naomi? He thought of Moira, of Ravenna, of Plassus and Bravurn, Aezryna, all of them swirling around him like leaves caught up by a dust devil.

And Jova Spike.

Why exactly had she come to see him?

Time passed. Scorio dozed. Eventually, Alain awoke him with a gentle shake of the shoulder.

“Hurry!”

Scorio rushed after the Flame Vault, out into the uppermost level of tunnels and through the well-lit junctures to stop before Queen Xandera’s archway.

A Great Soul sat against the wall, head lolling and listing over to one side.

“Had to brain Xinix, couldn’t think of any other way to get past him. The guy’s surprisingly moral. Go! I’ll watch.”

Scorio stared in alarm at the unconscious man, the back of whose head was glistening with blood, but what was done was done. He jogged into the queen’s quarters, slowed as he drew close to the lake of burning coals, and there called out for her.

“Queen Xandera?”

The coals stirred immediately and her imperial form arose from the bed of dormant fire. Up she rose, horned and armored, her metal face serene but for the two tear lines cut down her cheeks.

The temperature rose to baking levels, and Scorio was forced to blink to prevent his eyes from drying out.

“Scorio. I’m pleased that you’ve returned.”

“Alain told me that you wished to talk?”

“I do indeed.” Her manner was placid, her lack of urgency almost jarring after his rush to reach her quarters. “I’m aware that you reached your fiendish friend. Was your meeting to you satisfaction?”

“It was, thank you. Nox is dear to me. He is well, and we’ll be returning to the underground soon to see him again – along with two of his other friends, Leonis and Lianshi. If we have your permission?”

She gestured carelessly with one long-fingered hand, as if the matter didn’t deserve discussing. “Of course. But I must admit, I’m curious. Nobody has stormed into my chambers demanding an explanation, or, even, to lop off my head.”

Scorio screwed up his face in bafflement. “Why would they - oh.”

Her smile was gentle as she watched him, but the white heat blazing forth from behind her eye holes could have matched the sun itself in intensity.

“Your magma giants.” Scorio nodded grimly. “Nox told me what you’re doing. Feeding your servants into them so as to build up their power.”

“It’s an act of sublime insurrection,” murmured Xandera, swaying slowly from side to side, the coals whispering about the base of her serpentine body. “Yet here I am, unpunished.”

“It was a test. You knew I’d find out. You wagered I’d not tell on you.”

“Wagered wisely, it seems, which spikes my molten heart with an emotion so lost that I thought I’d not feel it again. Great Souls always place Great Soul interests first, no matter how pleasant they might otherwise be. Why, Scorio? Why have you not told Bravurn?”

“Because I can’t stand the man.” Scorio paused, considered elaborating, then moved on. “And what’s been done to the blazeborn isn’t right. What’s still being done to you. I understand the urge to rebel all too well.”

“But we were enemies. I hunted your kind when I was younger.”

“Why?”

Her mask flowed into an expression of surprise. “Few bother asking. Do you know how we were created?”

“I… didn’t know you were created. I thought all fiends had been around since forever.”

“Hardly.” She smiled and sank down into the coals, lazing over onto her side so that her chin rested on her palm, her huge coil curving around and sinking gradually into the embers. “Some three centuries ago there was a battle here in the Iron Weald between a Great Soul Imperator and a True Fiend. The battle was terrible and wounded Acherzua, who in her pain poured forth magma from her depths. In that confluence of fire and magic we blazeborn awoke, though at first we called ourselves Moravians. We gazed at the Iron Weald and judged the destruction to be foul, so we named ourselves Acherzua’s defenders, and vowed that no Great Soul would harm her in like manner again.”

“You were created? Fiends can be made by Great Soul power?”

“Not so easily, no.” Xandera smiled in amusement. “Acherzua’s essence must form the heart of the weaving. But thus did we come to be, and for centuries thereafter we took our charge seriously, and sought to kill all Great Souls who passed through our territory.”

“Up till you developed the Everqueen concept.”

“Correct.” Her expression became tinged with sadness. “We strayed from our true calling, and for that reason we have been punished. Once, Bravurn’s overtures would have been met with unremitting fire and destruction, but he found us all too pliable.”

“So you hunted us to defend Acherzua. Are other fiends that protective of her?”

Xandera shrugged a single, black shoulder. “I speak only for the blazeborn, though the Gurlocks were also traditionally her protectors. Any who tampered with the deep labyrinth aroused their ire. But the Gurlocks were slow, fixated, and uncaring of what took place on the surface. It was easy for us blazeborn to reason that we were the superior servants of Acherzua.”

“The deep labyrinth. That’s the complex with the glowing red lines? I thought your kind had created it.”

“No. The deep labyrinth predates the blazeborn.”

“Do you know who built it?”

Xandera shook her head. “The Gurlocks do not speak. Perhaps the Broglamins know, but they keep their own counsel.”

“The Broglamins?”

She smiled. “Your kind calls them the World Worms. Twice they have spoken with my kind, but only twice. Each time their prophecy came true.”

“The World Worms speak prophecies?” Scorio felt as if his head were spinning. “I’m sorry. There’s so much I don’t know.”

“Yet you act with such surety.” Her great tail slowly swept through the coals. “So you will keep my secret safe? Even if it ultimately leads to our revolt?”

“You can’t win.” Scorio felt dull remorse as he spoke. “You have three of these giants? Strong as they might be, they’re too few.”

“Perhaps.” She stirred a finger in circles through the coals. “But my intent was never to simply throw them at Bravurn’s forces. I am and have always been open to new opportunities.”

Scorio grimaced. “I’m not much of an investment. I’m slated to die later today.”

She arched a brow. “You are to be executed?”

“Scorio!” Alain’s low call was urgent. “We’re almost out of time!”

“I insulted a Charnel Duke, a powerful Great Soul. I challenged him to a duel to the death. He accepted.”

Xandera rose swiftly to loom over him once more. “That is… unfortunate. May I ask why?”

Scorio glanced back at the entrance. “He’s been broken by too many losses to the True Fiend that fights us in the Telurian Band. I wanted to rouse him from his self-pity. I went about it the wrong way. I’m just waiting for his summons to go fight in the caldera.”

Xandera’s burning eyes narrowed. “A Charnel Duke. A terrible foe. He will deprive you of mana, establish dominion.”

“You know about Charnel Dukes, of course.”

“We’ve studied our foes over the centuries.”

“Scorio!” Alain’s hiss was urgent. “Time to go!”

“If I survive I’ll return,” said Scorio, backing away.

Xandera hesitated, then seemed to reach a decision. “I will place a drudge in the caldera, and watch your duel through its senses. When you are in need of my help, direct heat in its direction. I will do what I can.”

Scorio stumbled to a stop. “You can help?”

“You must leave,” said Xandera. “Bravurn will slay you if he finds you here. But yes. I will do what I can. The caldera is and once was my seat of power. I am greatly diminished, but not completely. Find a way to signal the drudge, and I will help.”

Alain appeared and gestured urgently. Scorio side-skipped a few steps away from Xandera, loath to leave, then gave up on further conversation and raced after Alain.

Voices were echoing in the tunnel as they ran out the archway. Alain kneeled beside Xirix and pushed a pill into the man’s slack mouth, then sprinted away down the hall, Scorio at his heels.

A few turns later and they were racing down the long, sloping tunnel to the next spire.

They slowed eventually and Alain paused to bend over, hands on his knees, breathing heavily. “That was cutting it close!”

“I’m sorry. It was hard to end that conversation.”

“Don’t apologize! It was fun. And to be honest, I personally wasn’t in much danger. I was concerned about you.”

“Thanks.” Scorio clapped the man on the shoulder. “I’d better get down to my chambers though. Wouldn’t want Plassus to think I’ve run away from the duel.”

“Right. I’ll take you straight there. Ah! What a pity. I really thought we were on the road to becoming best friends. You, me, possibly Naomi, though her - well. She’s a bit too murderous for my tastes.”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” said Scorio wryly.

“It’s fine. I’ll find someone else in time. Ah, well.” Alain brightened. “But I feel like I did a pretty good job. Would you say our friendship reached a 7 out of 10?”

“Would have,” said Scorio, “if you hadn’t spied on me. That busted us down to a 4.”

Alain scowled. “You’re right. Bah, that was a cock up. It’s just so easy to listen in. I’m so curious, you know? And people never want to tell me their secrets, not directly. But no, I won’t do that again. I’ll be disciplined. I really will, this time.”

“Good man,” said Scorio. “That’s the spirit.”

“Alain the Stout Hearted,” said Alain, as if testing the name. “Alain the… Moral? Alain the… Principled? That doesn’t sound very sharp.”

“You’ll figure it out,” said Scorio, but his thoughts had already turned away.

Turned to Xandera’s promise, and what that might mean for his chances against Plassus.


Chapter 26

Scorio entered the caldera with an air of grim defiance. He’d been stared at the entire way there by disparate Great Souls, knots of whom drew back as if he’d developed a contagious disease.

The crowd clustered about the caldera’s mouth parted, and Scorio strode into the center. The balconies that lined the walls were crowded with curious faces, and Scorio took a moment to simply stare around at them all.

Most of those present met his stare, but quite a few averted their gazes.

Leonis and Lianshi were present, and to their credit they approached him openly.

“No sign of her,” said Lianshi.

“I understand. She’s hard to find when she wants to be hidden.”

Leonis looked helpless. “I tried to think of what advice I could offer but came up with only one thing. Die well.”

Scorio punched the big man lightly in the chest. “Thanks, Golden King.”

The tenor of the crowd’s muttering changed and Scorio turned to see Moira, Aezryna, and a stranger approaching, flanked by a dozen other impressive-looking Great Souls, the entirety of the retinue exuding power and dire authority.

Most of which was given off by the man walking beside Aezryna. He wore a blood-red robe so richly embroidered with gold brocade that it looked ceremonial, and a king’s ransom in gold necklaces. His dark skin was polished mahogany, lending a stark contrast to the ornate fabrics and metal, his hair a crown of tight spirals, a densely grown and cropped square beard that framed his face with natural grandeur.

Charoth.

“Scorio.” Charoth’s voice was a rich baritone, mild but clearly capable of rising to a battle-drowning roar. “Your duel has drawn me out of hiding. I wanted to see what manner of man dared challenge a Charnel Duke.”

Aezryna’s stare was as direct and searching as ever. “I must admit grave disappointment, Scorio. To throw away your life like this. I can’t fathom your motives.”

“I am in all things inscrutable.” Scorio smiled. “Or maybe my enemies are right, and I’m just a destructive idiot.”

“That line won’t work with us,” said Moira, her eyes heavy-lidded as she studied him. “I wish you’d take us into your confidence. We could be powerful allies. You know this.”

“It’s too late for regrets,” said Charoth, raising one hand. “The man stands on the precipice of death. He’s not the first of our kind to die for a principle. A pity the Archspire will be destroyed before you return.”

“You never know,” said Scorio. “I might just win this thing.”

“Ha!” Charoth grinned, his teeth a vivid white, and his gaze flashed. “Stranger things have happened, but I won’t hold my breath. I doubt even I could last long against Plassus in direct combat. But you? Hold fast to that hope. And if you die, I’ll salute your corpse and see to it that you are buried with what honors you’ve earned.”

Aezryna glanced in amusement at her companion. “You’ve just met the man, and already you’re eulogizing him?”

“What can I say?” Charoth’s stare was unsettling. “I am a romantic.”

“Fight with honor,” said Aezryna. “Maybe your example will inspire others.”

“Inspire them to not throw their lives away,” said Moira. “But fine. Do as you think best. I’m… never mind.”

“Strength,” said Charoth. “If you can make the old man break a sweat before he destroys you, then you’ll have earned a true victory.”

“Thanks,” said Scorio, and felt a wave of relief as the trio and their hangers-on turned to go. He ignored Ravenna’s attempt to make eye contact and turned back to his friends.

Others were arriving. The Iron Tyrant appeared in his balcony, Amity, Valdun, and a handful of Dread Blazes with the Iron Vanguard’s insignia on their breasts lining up behind him. The walls were crowded with what had to be Flame Vaults and below, while ever more people pushed into the windows and balconies above.

Scorio searched for some sign of Naomi. Surely she would come?

“Good luck.” Lianshi’s eyes gleamed with tears. “This is ridiculous. I barely know you yet I feel like someone precious is being torn out of my life.”

“Better luck next time,” whispered Scorio, fighting down the bitterness.

“There will be no next time.” Leonis’ tone was firm. “You only come back once a century, don’t you?”

“Maybe this time I’ll make an exception.”

“Still. It’s a blasted waste. You returning next year as a Char.” Leonis shook his head, expression disgusted. “But it’s your life to throw away.”

“Leonis,” protested Lianshi.

“He knows I’m right. Tell me you don’t regret insulting that Charnel Duke, Scorio. Look me in the eyes and tell me you’re glad to throw your life away.”

Scorio stared up into Leonis’ brown eyes. “Glad? No. But I don’t regret it. I trust my instincts.”

“Too bad they’re so suicidal.”

“No.” Scorio knew his smile had to be ghastly. “Plassus’ self-pity and madness has to be checked or it’ll consume thousands and damn upper hell. Maybe I’ll fail, but maybe I’ll also find a way to change his mind. There’s only one way to find out.”

“Maybe?” Leonis’ smile was a sneer. “There’s boldness, and then there’s delusion. I think your particular flavor is clear.” And he walked away.

“I’m sorry,” said Lianshi. “He’s been… different, since we broke up.”

“You left him?”

“Yes. It’s why we came to your chambers earlier. I wanted to tell you, and he insisted on coming. He blames you, for some reason. He knows we talked, and that you encouraged me to talk to Juniper.”

“I’m guessing that went well?”

Lianshi blushed, ducked her head, then squeezed her eyes shut in sudden remorse. “Why in the hells am I telling you about my love life when you’re -”

“Lianshi.” Scorio laughed. “There’s nothing else I’d rather hear right now.”

“Then - yes. It went well. She’s so different, so much more mature, but she’s still… it went well.”

“I’m happy for you.” Scorio looked over as Charnel Duke Plassus entered the caldera. “Make the most of every second, alright? Do me that favor. Live as if every moment might be your last.”

“Good luck, Scorio.” Lianshi squeezed his arm, but instead of returning to the crowd she just moved to stand a little behind him.

For that, Scorio was more grateful than he could ever express.

Plassus entered like a king. He wore a cloak of white fur over a set of slate blue training robes. Relaxed, his expression one of temperate good humor, he moved forward slowly, looking about and pointing out select individuals, raising his palm in return to called out greetings, in no rush to meet Scorio in the center of the open floor.

Conversation peaked then died down as Plassus finally came to a stop before Scorio. The man’s mane of hair was freshly washed, his gaze clear, his manner steadied and firm.

For a moment they simply studied each other, and then Plassus half-turned away to address their audience which had swollen to several hundred strong. “Greetings, all of you! I am, as you might know, Charnel Duke Plassus, leader of our armed resistance against the True Fiend the Blood Ox. For several years now I’ve fought this foe, and though my battles have been hard fought, the enemy has simply been too strong. A True fucking Fiend! How are we, mere Charnel Dukes or less, supposed to fight such a bastard?”

He grimaced and shook his head dolefully. “But we’ve fought. We’ve wet the white sands of the Bone Plains with precious blood. We’ve slain fiends by the tens of thousands, and now we stand on the verge of a return. I see you there, Charoth, aye, and I’ve heard of your exploits. You, too, Aezryna. So kind of the Seamstress in all her beneficent wisdom to send us a couple of Blood Barons to handle this threat.”

Charoth inclined his head with a good-humored smile, but even from where he stood Scorio could feel the waves of menace radiating off the man.

“But into the midst of this bedlam has arrived this young man, Scorio, a Red Lister, a murderer, a blackguard and self-styled truth speaker.” Plassus rounded on him brows raised as if appraising him for the first time. “And you know what? He immediately declared himself an expert on this war, and of sufficient bloody experience to judge my character. Given where we’re standing right now, you’ll be shocked to learn he found me wanting. Alas. His words cut me to the fucking quick. I near wept when I learned I didn’t have his approval, but then I thought to myself: Plassus. You don’t need to cry. You can just gently teach him the error of his ways by tearing his fucking head off.”

Laughter rang out from around the caldera.

Scorio made no response, but stood, hands on his hips, lips pursed into the slightest of frowns.

“So here we are.” Plassus’ voice dropped to a near whisper. “Just you and me, Boy. But I’m grown soft in my old age. If you kiss my feet and publicly apologize at sufficient length, I’ll let you walk away with only a mild thrashing.”

The entire caldera seemed to hold its breath. Scorio held Plassus’ mocking gaze and forced himself to breathe slowly.

“That’s very kind of you, my lord.” He pitched his voice to carry, and while he lacked Plassus’ theatrical skills, he only cared for being heard. “But I meant what I said. If you refuse to join forces with Aezryna and Charoth, and insist instead on purposefully leading your people to their deaths, then you’re weak. You’re a coward, and a fool.”

Plassus grinned and winked. “Good. Now I can end your life without remorse.”

“How long’s it been since you were able to look yourself in the mirror? Maybe killing a Dread Blaze will make that easier for you.”

Plassus’ face darkened as his jaw clenched.

“If not,” called out Scorio, “maybe you should look into doing your damned duty as a Charnel Duke and lead our people to victory instead of -”

“We will not allow this hallowed tradition to be dragged in the mud,” called out the Iron Tyrant, his voice magnified so that it drowned out the growing clamor. All eyes turned to where he’d stepped to the balcony’s front. “Given the esteemed Charnel Duke’s rank, there is no need for a judge to arbitrate the duel. The fight shall be to the death, unless the victorious party accepts surrender. No blame or vengeance will fall upon the victor for slaying his foe, as I declare this duel lawful in my own eyes.”

Everybody settled.

Plassus doffed his white cloak and held it out without tearing his gaze away from Scorio. Kinch stepped up, took it without a word, and beat a hasty retreat.

“I’m going to kill you now,” said Plassus. “Seeing as so many people have come out to watch I’ll make a bit of a spectacle of it. But don’t worry. It won’t last long.”

Scorio exhaled shakily and lowered himself into a combat stance.

The Iron Tyrant continued. “The battle must be constrained to the confines of the caldera. All efforts must be made to not injure the spectators, but ultimately they acknowledge the danger of being present and are responsible for their own wellbeing. Neither party my ignite or manipulate mana till I give the signal. Nothing will be given to the victor other than the glory and honor of having bested a foe.”

Plassus stood at ease, his chin lowered, craggy brows heavy over his dark eyes. Even without igniting his Heart the Charnel Duke gave off such a portentous sense of malevolence that Scorio dry swallowed.

“On my count.” The Iron Tyrant’s voice rang clear.

Scorio scanned the crowd.

“Three.”

The faces were a smeared blur. Some familiar, most strangers, but all watching avidly.

“Two.”

No sign of Naomi.

“One.”

And - there. A slight form, barely visible, given berth only due to its natural heat.

A blazeborn drudge, just within a tunnel mouth.

“Begin!”

Their Hearts ignited simultaneously and Scorio leaped back and away, his scaled form bursting forth to envelop him in saurian might. He extruded his wings, hopping as they emerged, and with three powerful downbeats he lurched up into the air, fighting for altitude, lifting, lifting, watching with a pounding heart as Plassus just stood there, fists on his hips, expressive mouth drawn into a line.

The audience shouted, catcalled, some let loose long drawn-out whistles. The caldera was stifling with Iron mana, and Scorio initiated the Delightful Secret Marinating technique, drawing it around and around then down into his burning Heart. Scorio couldn’t hover, so instead he cut from left to right, trying to gauge the distance, the moment, to divine Plassus’ intent.

Slow humiliation.

That was to be the name of the game.

The Charnel Duke would take Scorio’s best attacks and then crush him.

Scorio bared his teeth as the will to fight, the urge to destroy swept over him. He’d yet to go all-out in his new Dread Blaze form. Had yet to test just how much damage his thickened armor combined with being Gold-tempered would take.

One way to find out.

Scorio flew right up to the ceiling then brought in his wings, rolled to the side and dropped so as to come cutting in at full speed from an oblique angle.

The world blurred, faces and balconies, the dull smear of the gray-brown walls, and in the center Plassus, patient, dour, ready.

At the last moment, Scorio summoned his flame form. It rushed forth, bursting out of his essence to immolate him, but he immediately sucked it into his chest, reverting to flesh and scale, and then blasted it out as he strafed by.

The process took too long. He needed more practice. To refine it to a fluid strike. As it was, he’d already started to curve around Plassus from a distance of a dozen yards, the man turning to track him, when he finally unleashed his flame attack.

A hissing stream of ultra-heated blue flame speared forth, to billow and burn, to unfurl into riotous splendor as it poured down upon the Charnel Duke - and froze.

The entire plume simply locked up, curlicues of flame and hellish intensity snapping into utter immobility. Scorio felt the strange power come rushing up the stream of fire and he thrust himself back, cutting off the attack, fighting again to gain altitude, and just barely avoided being caught by the power.

Plassus glanced up at the locked attack that now hung above him, a violent adornment, all of it trapped in place and moving with him as he turned.

“Pretty,” he said.

Scorio hissed, anger and panic roiling in his chest, and drew more from the ambient mana. He narrowed his wings, cut back the way he’d come, and strafed the Charnel Duke once more, gliding past as quickly as he could. Again he summoned his flame form, again he inhaled its immensity into his chest, but this time when he unleashed his attack he buttressed it with an ancillary power:

PANIC!

His mental command fell upon Plassus like a hammer blow just before his second stream of flame burst forth with a roar.

Plassus raised an eyebrow, and the second stream was caught just as the first, locked at the Charnel Duke’s left just as the first yet hung to his side.

An idea.

Scorio didn’t course correct; he continued to swoop around Plassus, flying out wide to curve around his side, and there he drew forth his flame form again, inhaled it with a ragged gasp, and immediately blew it forth.

But he aimed to miss.

The flame cut across Plassus’ front, missing him by a yard, bright and awesome, the heat that came off it plastering the Charnel Duke’s hair back and causing him to squint his eyes.

“Very nice,” said Plassus as the flames dissipated. “Trying to blind me? It’d be a piss-poor power of mine if it could be used against me so easily.”

Damn. Scorio snarled and flew back as he rose. He’d hoped to lock the blast right across the man’s line of sight, blinding him indeed.

Looked like only attacks that would actually hit were frozen.

The Iron mana was already starting to thin out, and though Scorio’s reservoir was brimming and his Heart raging, he felt as if he were rapidly running out of time.

Scorio rose high, furled his wings, and dove. He aimed directly at the Charnel Duke this time, fighting for speed, fighting to turn his black-scaled body into a bolt hurled by the gods.

Down he sped, and at the last second he summoned his flame form, just a flicker of black fire, and inhaled it before it could fully envelop him. Immediately, he expelled a smaller gout of fire, cutting it off before it could do more than begin to explode before him, severing his connection to it.

The timing had to be exquisite.

Plassus opened his arms to welcome his dive.

The plume of fire froze.

Scorio pushed himself, resisting the urge to scream from the effort, and became flame once more.

He dove through his own fireball, his body rushing, snarling, leaping in pure flame, hoping against hope that in this state he’d evade the Charnel Duke’s freezing power.

STOP! His command was a cry of rage, of wild hope, and this time Plassus flinched under its assault.

Then all slammed to a halt.

Scorio found himself locked in place, burning, ever burning, a mere yard from Plassus, an arm drawn back for a searing strike.

The Charnel Duke grinned up at him, yellowed teeth bared. “A nice ploy. But nothing’ll work against me. You’re too weak. Too slow. Let me show you how it’s done.”

And for the first time, the Charnel Duke’s will became manifest. The Iron stream that flooded into Scorio’s Heart abruptly severed as the mana withdrew. In moments, Scorio hung in a great empty sphere, deprived of all mana, and no matter how he strove he couldn’t manipulate any of it, couldn’t bring his paddle to bear, couldn’t swirl it around himself.

“A pity this lesson in humility will go to waste,” said Plassus, tone conversational. “But better you die enlightened than a crude, ignorant brute.”

And now Plassus reached into Scorio’s reservoir and tore the mana therein free. Scooped it out with such invasive violence that Scorio’s entire being vibrated in protest, his inability to scream summoning horrific flashes of traumatic memory from his time in the Golden Crucible.

Scorio fought Plassus. Fought to keep his mana, to maintain sovereignty over his reservoir, but his defenses were feeble. For a few moments he felt the Charnel Duke’s might fumble, but then his reservoir emptied out and his Heart guttered.

His scaled form slipped away, his wings, his ability to command or summon his Shroud.

He hung before Plassus in his human form, chest heaving within his prison, trapped and helpless.

“Let me help you down, Boy,” said Plassus, and somehow he disengaged from his own sphere of power; Scorio and his three flame attacks remained locked in place as the Charnel Duke stepped forward and caught him by the foot. With ease he drew Scorio down, placing him so that he hovered at ground level.

“There,” said Plassus, dusting off Scorio’s shoulders. “Much more civilized, wouldn’t you say?”

Scorio snarled silently at the man, reaching out over and over again for the banished mana.

“You’ll note I never even established dominion,” said Plassus, tone conversational. “Nor did I bother with my Ferula. Oh, what’s that? Here, let me show you.”

And a rod as long as the man’s arm appeared in his grasp. It was a deep slate blue, twin ridges intertwining as they ran up its length to cup a great black gem at its head the size of Scorio’s fist.

“It’s not often that I bring her forth.” Plassus turned his Ferula from side to side. “She’s a bit too much for most foes. Obviously she’s failed against the Blood Ox, but all else?” Plassus’ grin was murderous. “Overkill.”

The Charnel Duke extended his Ferula so that its gem pressed against Scorio’s knee. “Recall my promise? That I’d tear off your limbs, one by one? You didn’t think I’d use my hands, did you?”

The silence in the caldera ached.

Scorio never stopped fighting. He’d never had a chance, everyone had said as much but it was so painfully clear now. The Charnel Duke fought on a completely different level.

But still Scorio fought, reaching for that Iron mana, reaching, straining.

A flash of movement from above as something dropped from the great funnel in the ceiling.

Plassus jerked back, eyes rising.

The Nightmare Lady froze just a yard above him, her great bladed tail caught in the act of slashing down to decapitate the man.

Scorio felt his heart blaze with emotion, a cascade of shock and delight and fierce love sweeping through him.

The sight caused Plassus to flinch; for the briefest of seconds his control over his powers wavered, enough that the three plumes tunneled a few inches closer, enough that Scorio was capable of turning his head just enough to gaze past Plassus at where the drudge stood, ignored and hidden in the shadows.

He’d no way to signal, but he stared at the blazeborn with wide eyes, trying to signal with his desperation.

Xandera had bid him signal. But if she was watching, might she recognize the moment as having come?

Plassus laughed. “What’s this? Your bonny friend? She’s more of a savage than you are, Scorio! At least you gave insult to my face, while she? She falls upon me like a brigand, violating the term of our duel -”

The Charnel Duke frowned and abruptly ended his tirade.

Scorio strained, leaning into the hold, his muscles writhing as he fought the implacable grip.

A dull rumble sounded from far, far below them.

“What the fucking fuck is that?” asked Plassus, turning around to glare at the Iron Tyrant high up on his balcony. “Bravurn! What are you doing?”

“Not I,” called the Iron Tyrant, tone so repressed with anger that it seared the air.

The rumble grew. Not a physical sensation, but a spiritual earthquake. Scorio’s vision blurred. The very walls seemed to shake, his innards jellying.

“What the hell!” Plassus scowled. “Very well! I establish my dom -”

The world erupted.

Bronze and Iron mana exploded up from the ground in a deluge so potent, so thick, that Scorio instantly felt himself submerged. The eruption was volcanic, total, and the mana roared up to hit the top of the caldera and there remained penned in by a hundred bands of suddenly glowing metallic runes that blazed to life from within the stone itself.

All around them the walls came to life, the gray-brown stone turning translucent to reveal the complex patterns hidden within their substance, patterns that caged the mana, concentrated it, caused its density to increase at a terrifying rate as more and more poured in without end.

Screams.

Panic.

Scorio’s vision blurred as everything shimmered into silhouettes, reduced to dark vertical lines before the mana onslaught.

“The Blood Ox!” he managed to scream, mangling his throat as he forced the words out. “The Blood Ox!”

Plassus whipped around, staggering as if suddenly drunk.

The Charnel Duke was fighting to keep the mana at bay, to maintain the void around Scorio, and it was a testament to his strength that he almost managed. But the effort was akin to shielding a child from an avalanche with your body alone; the sheer violence of the eruption overwhelmed Plassus’ void, and Scorio found himself suffused.

But not with Iron or Bronze.

With streaming ribbons of Silver and the purist bands of Gold.

With a cry he directed the mana directly into his Heart and ignited.

Plassus was shouting his defiance, sounding drunk and terrified. The Nightmare Lady yet hung above him, the three plumes of fire, but the man’s focus was broken. All of them were gradually sinking toward the Charnel Duke, sinking as if through honey, but mobile once more.

Scorio summoned his scaled form. He rose in height, shoulders broadening, body sheeting in scales and plate armoring, horns sweeping back, his mouth broadening and filling with fangs.

Gold burned across the great curvature of his Heart.

Gold called to the tempering of his body.

Reaching into his very depths, summoning every last reserve of his primal strength, Scorio strained and broke free.

The shouts and horrified screams from a hundred throats blended with the basso profundo roar of the endless mana upsurge. The mana was roiling within the caldera, growing denser, more potent, more overwhelming by the second, the pressure head-splitting, the runes and patterns blazing now within the walls so that Scorio felt himself within a latticework of magma.

Time seemed to slow.

He lunged for the Charnel Duke.

Plassus wheeled around, his face indistinct in the mana field.

Scorio’s scream slurred as he raked his burning talons toward the man’s face.

He felt as if he were trying to bore through rock. To snap a thousand chains that constrained his every limb.

The Charnel Duke cried out a word of power and his control slammed back into place. Scorio locked up, utterly paralyzed, and the explosion of mana dulled and dimmed as the eruption was quelled.

Plassus’ will crushed the caldera like an iron gauntlet. He seized the ocean of mana, braided it faster than Scorio could understand, formed it into a complex pattern and then slammed all of it back through the ground, sending it hurtling into the depths.

And just like that, the caldera was cleared.

The void left behind was shocking in comparison.

“I,” rasped Plassus, shoulders heaving, mane wild, gaze burning into Scorio, “have dominion.”

Only then did the Charnel Duke glance down.

The farthest tip of Scorio’s longest talon had sunken half an inch into Plassus’ chest.

The man’s eyes bulged in fury, and Scorio’s Heart instantly guttered as all his mana was torn from him, not in scoops, not through some contest of wills, but simply evacuated instantly. His plumes of flame vanished as their very structure unraveled, and the Nightmare Lady shrank to Naomi whom the Charnel Duke caught with a snare of mana and deposited a score of yards away.

Scorio shrank back into his human form, his hand outstretched but fingers falling short of reaching Plassus by over a foot.

The crowd of Great Souls that ringed the walls had also frozen, but due to awe rather than supernatural aegis; they stared, eyes wide.

“How?” rasped the Charnel Duke. “What power was that?”

Scorio tried to respond but he was clamped in a vice so powerful he could barely breathe.

Plassus tugged at his robe, examining the wound in his chest with incredulity. “What trick was that? How in the ten hells did you summon so much bloody mana?”

Dominion imbued the Charnel Duke’s voice with preternatural force; each word rang forth like a hammer striking an anvil, and his displeasure was almost a physical force, crushing Scorio’s will.

“That was not the boy,” called out the Iron Tyrant, voice shaking with fury. “That was my pet blazeborn queen. I have no idea why she saw fit to intervene, but I promise you this, my lord - she will pay the greatest price for her temerity.”

“The blazeborn queen?” If anything, these words confounded Plassus further. “She helped you? Why? What the bloody hell is going on?”

Sweat ran down Scorio’s face. His body shook from the effort as he fought off the pressure that sought to snap his bones.

“Speak,” snapped Plassus, waving his hand irritably.

The pressure abated, but he remained firmly held. Scorio exhaled with a gasp. Fought to catch his breath, then glared at the Charnel Duke.

“You are to Xandera and me as the Blood Ox is to you.” His words echoed. “But we’d both rather die than bend knee or admit defeat.”

Plassus’ head rocked back.

Nobody spoke.

The Charnel Duke’s gaze darted back and forth as he thought. He passed a shaking hand over his brow, then shook his head as if denying some unspoken line of reasoning.

“You’ve only been here for a handful of days,” protested the Charnel Duke at last, rounding on Scorio. “How’d you get the queen to throw her life away for you?”

“I pray she hasn’t.”

“Your prayers are worth shit where the Iron Tyrant’s concerned. Am I right, Bravurn?”

High above, the Iron Tyrant radiated displeasure. All he could manage was a curt nod of his head.

Scorio inhaled deeply, then began to strain against Plassus’ power.

He couldn’t ignite, but he yet had his native strength. Half a year spent smashing rocks at the Chasm had enhanced his physique far beyond the norm. He felt his muscles tighten and swell, felt his joints creak, his bones flex.

“What do you think you’re doing?” asked Plassus, exasperated.

Scorio didn’t answer. He kept his gaze locked on the man, kept straining, fought for just another inch.

“I have dominion, you blasted fool!” Plassus threw up his hands. “I could snuff out your life where you stand!”

“Still… breathing,” rasped Scorio. “Still… fighting.”

“If we had a hundred of you, this whole war would already be over,” said Plassus in wonder. “You’re a madman. You’ve the wit and sense of a man drunk on firewine.”

Scorio fought through the pain, leaned into the power, fought it with every fiber of his being.

Plassus shook his head in mute wonder then looked down at his robe again. A tear of blood had soaked into the fabric.

“Enough. Enough! This duel is over.” He glanced up at the Iron Tyrant. “A draw.”

“A draw,” allowed Scorio, ending his efforts.

The Charnel Duke relinquished his dominion. Mana immediately began to filter into the caldera, wisps and curls entering through the now quiescent walls.

Everybody seemed stunned, everybody but the Iron Tyrant, who swept out of his balcony, expression furious.

Scorio blinked, dazed, then realized where the man was headed.

Exhausted, reeling, he forced himself to run in what he hoped was the right direction.

“Where are you going?” The Charnel Duke’s voice was stricken with confusion, anger, and bewilderment. “I just spared your life - we must talk!”

“I have to save her,” Scorio shouted back, reaching for the closest wisps of mana, drinking it in, and igniting as soon as he could.

It hurt to embody his scaled form, to set forth his wings, but he forced himself to regardless. He crouched, and the balcony cleared as Great Souls scrambled to get out of his way.

Queen Xandera.

He had to reach her before Bravurn.


Chapter 27

Scorio wrenched what little mana he could gather into his Heart and ignited. Extruded his wings and leaped, straining, fighting to reach the Iron Tyrant’s balcony.

Ponderous wing beats hurled him aloft, ever more mana sluicing into his burning Heart, till he cleared the railing and dropped to the balcony floor.

A handful of the Iron Vanguard stared at him in shock, but he ran past them, hurtling after the Iron Tyrant. Bravurn was just ahead, but the Blood Baron heard his pursuit, turned, and all but hissed in displeasure. He reached out with one hand, brought it down sharply, and the tunnel filled with Iron.

A perfect metal cylinder dropped from the ceiling, filling the narrow tunnel completely and causing the floor to shatter.

Scorio slammed into the reflective curvature, bounced off, stared about wildly. The fit wasn’t perfect; the cylinder fell short of each wall by a few inches. Too narrow for Scorio to squeeze through.

Scorio reached into his core, drew forth his flaming self, and threw himself at the gap.

His flame form passed through with a great roar, and Scorio inhaled the flames to become himself on the far side. He turned his head and exhaled fire, scorching the tunnel wall as he ran after the Iron Tyrant.

The tunnel climbed steeply, curved around and around till it let out into the highest floor. Scorio raced down the corridor to Queen Xandera’s grand archway, only to stagger to a stop at the sight of a gleaming Shroud that covered the entrance completely.

Bravurn’s Shroud.

A Blood Baron’s shield.

Its surface glimmered with Gold miasmas, like fog wreathing the face of a dawn river. Scorio stared, furious, and could vaguely make out the caverns beyond.

He tore up into his scaled form and slammed his talons into the Shroud. Again and again he pummeled the curved surface, each blow powered by his might and desperation.

The Shroud held firm.

Furious, he stepped back. Cast around and saw that the corridor was rich with traces of Bronze. He drew these directly into his Heart, and when it burned brightest, he summoned his flame form.

But instead of inhaling it straightaway, he poured more and more of the Bronze mana into the flames, so that his humanoid form raged like a bonfire on which lamp oil had been poured. The more mana he poured into the form, the more his very sense of self wavered and evaporated. It felt like wrestling with a fever, one so potent that his mind, his identity began to warp and burn.

Just when he thought he couldn’t take it any longer he inhaled the entirety of it, drinking the fire deep into his chest so that he felt as if he would burst. More and more he consumed, till his ribs creaked, his muscles burned, his sight blurred.

The second he’d drunk it all, he spewed it forth with as much force as he could muster.

The sheer power of the blast drove him back. The flames streamed forth, a blue so vivid they appeared unreal, to burst against the Shroud and there burst out in all directions.

Scorio leaned into the conflagration, his hair whipping about his face, his skin burning hot from the intensity of his own flame, the blast concentrated on one spot in the Blood Baron’s Shroud.

A spot that darkened, fragmented, and from whose nucleus cracks abruptly ran. More and more flame Scorio blew, an endless stream of white-hot power, and then the Shroud shattered and Scorio was through.

He pounded into the caverns, lightheaded, feverish, rising into his scaled form as he went, unsure of his intention, what he was capable of, and then staggered to a stop.

Queen Xandera’s body lay half-in, half-out of her bed of coals. Magma gouted forth from the stump of her neck in thick, gelatinous bursts.

Bravurn stood over her corpse, her head held in one hand by a horn, a long blade in the other. He studied her visage with dispassionate focus, and then glanced sidelong at Scorio, and threw the head away.

“There,” he said. “A little housekeeping was evidently in order. Thank you, Scorio, for bringing this matter to my attention.”

“You…” Scorio’s eyes were glazed, rounded to horrified moons. “You…”

“She was mine,” said Bravurn sharply, sheathing the blade. “Mine to enjoy, mine to toy with, and mine to dispose of. She was a relic of a bygone age, an anachronism, and, clearly, a traitor. Her word proved as worthless as her service. The world is better for her death.”

Scorio couldn’t tear his gaze from the severed head. It lay on its side, facing away, dark and somehow still possessing an innate majesty that even death couldn’t dim.

Bravurn tilted his head to one side. “What is the matter, Scorio? You seem strangely affected. Does her death distress you? Do you wish to make an issue of this? Do you wish to press me on my actions?”

Oh, but he knew. Bravurn’s tone was strangely heated, almost lascivious. The man’s eyes burned like coals, and he moved toward Scorio, as if inviting violence.

“If you have a problem with my authority, Scorio, you need only let me know. Tell me you object, and unlike Plassus, I will all too gladly teach you why our traditions are upheld, why the weak bend knee to the strong.”

Scorio tore his gaze free and stared at the Blood Baron. A rushing roar filled his ears as if a storm were only now starting up, a razor wind that would flense all reason and rationality from his mind.

The Iron Tyrant spread his arms. “Come, Scorio. I am right here. You’ve yet to miss your mark. Praximar is dead, Plassus bemused. Why not try your hand against me? Let loose that rage. Come at me, Boy. Take your shot.”

Scorio felt power and fury curdle his blood. His shoulders rose and fell, his chest worked like a bellows, and his talons yearned to sink deep into Bravurn’s body.

He yearned to smell the man’s blood boil and burn.

But no.

Scorio allowed his scaled form to slip away. That intoxicating strength fled him, that fevered faith in his ability to destroy all foes. He blinked, dazed, and stepped back.

“No?” Bravurn’s disappointment was evident. “Very well. You retain some modicum of rationality. I admit myself surprised. But tell me: how did you arrange this? What did she tell you? Tell me of your conversations, and I will reward you with more Gold mana than you’ll be able to burn in what little remains of your time alive.”

“Damn you and your Gold,” said Scorio. He walked slowly toward the door, his body shaking.

“Insults are the refuge of the weak,” sniffed Bravurn. “How typical.”

“Oh, she did tell me one thing.” Scorio looked over his shoulder at the Blood Baron. “She told me how pathetic you were. How she laughed at you after your every visit.”

Bravurn’s face darkened.

Scorio raised a hand in parting and left.

Valdun rushed up then stepped aside, confused. Other Great Souls watched him depart but made no effort to stop him.

Scorio made his way down. Halfway to his rooms Naomi found him. She came rushing out of a side tunnel, frantic, took one look at his expression and hugged him tight. Crushed him to her chest, face buried in his neck, and he hugged her back, thankful for her presence, her warmth, her love, her everything.

No words. Naomi led him back through the tunnels and barked at anyone who sought to stop them, who tried to relay which important personage wanted him to come speak with them.

They entered their cluster. Lianshi, Leonis, Ravenna, and others were present, but Naomi snarled and they cleared out.

Scorio could only think of Xandera. Her massive corpse, the glowing interstices of her armored form fading even as he’d stared.

Her magma blood.

The last of her kind.

The last iteration of herself.

Dead.

And for what? So that he could convince Plassus to allow a draw? So that he could convince Plassus to throw in with Aezryna? Was that worthy of her death?

Sickened, hollowed out, Scorio allowed Naomi to lead him to his bed. He sat, numb, felt her draw his boots off, then lay down and rested his head on her shoulder. He stared out at nothing as she caressed his hair, fingers tracing lines across his scalp.

He was dozing off when Naomi stiffened.

But unlike all the other interruptions she didn’t order this intruder out, so Scorio sat up and saw that a drudge had entered his room.

It glowed softly in the dark, its heat muffled by its dusty outer shell. Three feet tall, only roughly humanoid, without features or distinguishing marks, Scorio couldn’t tell if this was the one who’d watched his match or any of the other score of drudges he’d walked by since arriving.

Scorio. Queen Xandera’s voice sounded in their chamber, soft and faint as if she called up to him from the bottom of a deep and ever deepening pit. I don’t have much time. You must listen.

He slipped from the edge of the bed to his knees. “Xandera? You’re not dead?”

I fade. My consciousness lingers in the blazeborns I once commanded, but it is a dying echo. Soon I will be forever gone. I am pleased that you survived your duel.

“It’s because of you. You saved me.” Tears burned in his eyes. “It wasn’t worth your sacrifice.”

It was. I lived in the hopes that one such as you would one day come. A Great Soul with an even greater heart. My life was circumscribed, and my attempts at covert rebellion doomed. With you, however, there is hope. You must aid me.

“How?” It felt surreal to be staring at the crude drudge and feeling so much emotion. “What can I do?”

The drudge’s form rippled, its chest swelled, and then a roughly patterned spherical rock emerged and fell into the drudge’s crude hands. It was just large enough that Scorio wouldn’t have been able to enclose it within both hands.

This is my last creation. A queen egg. It is me. You… The voice faded away, and for a moment Scorio feared she was gone. Infuse it with Gold mana, or greater yet. Infuse it, then awaken it with your flame. Return me to life. My memories will…

Scorio waited, then leaned closer to the drudge. “Yes?”

I will… ah. Her sigh was deep and melancholic, yet filled also with a glimmering sense of joy. I return to Acherzua. Life was… life was so beautiful…

Scorio remained frozen, staring at the drudge. It extended its arms and placed the egg in Scorio’s palms. It was warm, its black surface stippled with bumps and depressions, and surprisingly heavy.

A queen egg.

Scorio glanced at where Naomi watched, wide-eyed, then turned back to the drudge, only to see it slowly leaving his chambers.

He studied the egg. Gold mana and his own flames. Was that really all it required to hatch? And then what? What exactly would emerge, and what would his responsibility be to that blazeborn?

“You must hide it,” whispered Naomi, tone urgent. “Quick. Before Alain or anyone else discovers it.”

Scorio cast around, drew out his leather pack from under his bed, and gingerly placed the egg within. “Do we need to keep it warm? Is there a time limit on how long till it must be hatched?”

Naomi’s helplessness mirrored his own. “I don’t know.”

“We should hide my pack. Somewhere nobody will find it. Keeping it in my backpack under my bed won’t do.”

“Nox,” said Naomi firmly. “He’s the only one I trust to watch it.”

“Nox might even know what we need to do.” Resolve firmed in Scorio’s heart. “We have to tell him.”

“Is he done moving?”

Scorio focused. Cast his mind forth, seeking that pull, that sense of heaviness, and found it quickly. Waited, watched, then nodded. “He’s stopped for now.”

“Then let’s go to him.” Naomi climbed off the bed. “Before someone comes that we can’t escape.”

“Leonis? Lianshi?”

“Next time.” Naomi was certain. “Our first responsibility is to this egg.”

Scorio saw again Xandera’s lifeless corpse, heard her trailing sigh, and rising, slung the pack over his shoulder. “You’re right. Let’s go.”


Chapter 28

The Titans didn’t react to their presence. Scorio half-hoped one of them would speak to him again in Xandera’s voice, but their presence was mute and stolid, and they passed through their ring in silence.

Once again they faced the vertical shaft, and once again Naomi climbed onto Scorio’s back as he ignited his Heart and expanded his wings. They’d not spoken of his duel, of her intervention, of her pain and fury at his having accepted it in the first place. She’d not even asked him about Xandera, and why the queen had agreed to fire the caldera.

For that, Scorio had been glad.

He moved as if within a fever dream. Exhausted beyond measure, his spirit seared by fury and pain, he stepped out over the void and dropped, arms crossed over his chest, down down down into the rising fumes and sulfurous stench, into the great magma cavern with its burning lake and towering spires of rock.

With Nox’s presence fixed in his mind he winged out over the lake, riding the heated updrafts, eyes burning from the gases.

Down and into a great throat of a tunnel, ribbed and fanged with stalactites, then another steep drop, a waterfall of magma pouring thickly over the lip. Down they dropped along the burning cascade, deeper into the earth, and then were forced to walk as Nox’s trail led them into a labyrinth of wormholes. How the great toad had inserted himself into such tight confines Scorio couldn’t guess, but they labored in his trail, occasionally having to double back as more circuitous routes were needed to draw closer to their friend.

Finally they emerged into a cavern so steeped in Iron that it felt like wading through mercury. Nox was perched atop a boulder, squat and immobile like a crude deity, and before him, filling a broad hole, lay the glimmering surface of his gel pool.

“Favorite friends Scorio and Naomi!” began the toad, but then he cut off abruptly, worked his throat as if choking, and leaped down to land before them. “What do you carry? What do I sense?”

“This,” said Scorio, kneeling to allow his pack to slide down his arm, and from its depths he drew forth a bundle. He unwrapped the blanket and revealed the black egg, and it seemed hotter than before.

Nox let out an alarmed croak and shuffled back violently, his cheeks puffing out as his whole body radiated alarm. “How?!”

Scorio frowned at the egg, turning it over slowly in his hands, and told the fiend. Told him of his conversations with Xandera, the queen’s revelations and agreement to help him with his duel against Plassus.

“Grave wonder, terrible miracle.” Nox cautiously waddled closer and inspected the egg. “You hold treasure of Acherzua. Many fiends would hunt Scorio to consume egg power.”

“They would die,” whispered Scorio.

“Perhaps.” Nox didn’t seem convinced. “Much power inside egg. Power to draw fiends from deeper reaches.” Nox cocked his head, expression sly. “Power is tasty. Extreme power is extremely tasty.”

Scorio stared flatly at the toad. “No, Nox.”

Nox wobbled from side to side. “Not for Nox, not for Nox! For other, less noble fiends.”

“Right.” Scorio carefully wrapped up the egg and stowed it away in his pack again. “Xandera said we needed to saturate the egg in Gold mana or better. Does it make a difference if it’s Sapphire, or Noumenon…?”

“Very much difference, yes.” Nox bobbed his great head. “Blazeborn queen majesty set by mana. Noumenon Queen conquer Acherzua and make all fiends her grateful slave.”

Naomi finished braiding her hair and tossed it over her shoulder. “Too bad we’ll never get any of that. Might be a good thing.”

“I’m going to give her the best I can find,” said Scorio solemnly. “Whatever that may be. Then I’ll tell her where she can find Bravurn, and get out of her way.”

“Agreed,” said Naomi. “Though now that you’ve normalized fighting Charnel Dukes, what’s a Blood Baron? I’m surprised you didn’t try to gut the monster.”

“No.” Scorio gazed at his hands. The whorls of his knuckles were ingrained with dirt. Or was it blood? “Bravurn wouldn’t hesitate to execute me. Plassus… well. Plassus is a more complicated man.”

“A better man,” said Naomi, then considered. “Relatively speaking.”

“Naomi ready for imperial gel bath? Ready to learn Delightful Secret Marinating technique?”

“Yes.” She reached into her own pack and drew forth a large iron bottle. “Brought the Gold mana.”

“What? How did you get that?”

Naomi’s smile was dark. “I flirted a little with Alain.”

“You?” Scorio stared. “You know how to flirt?”

He fully expected her to explode, to roll her eyes, to glare at him. Instead, she dipped her chin, widened her eyes innocently, and approached him. Her hips swayed subtly, and when she reached him she placed her hand on his chest and looked up at him from under her lashes. “Why yes, Scorio,” she whispered, voice husky and utterly unnerving. “There’s much more to me than meets the eye.”

“Now, Scorio,” rumbled Nox excitedly. “Expand your vocal sacs!”

Naomi laughed and her light touch became a shove. “If he shows me his vocal sac it’ll be the last thing he does.”

Scorio caught his balance and felt his cheeks burn. He’d never imagined she could move like that, could gaze at him in that manner.

“So.” Naomi was all business. “The pool?”

Scorio took the bottle of Gold mana as Nox once again repeated his instructions. How the gel would act as a matrix that would stabilize and hold the mana. How she would need to find equilibrium, and then slowly exceed it, using it all the while to cycle and find a falling point beyond the equilibrium.

Naomi’s expression was at once fiercely focused and completely bewildered.

“Don’t worry,” said Scorio. “The gel will insulate you from the Gold mana. It’ll bond with you, with your spirit. You’ll feel your Heart grow more… prominent, I guess. When you draw the Gold into yourself, the gel will slow and help you perfectly control your draw, and then make the process almost effortless. It will allow you to keep your reservoir filled even as you burn. When you’re ready, use the gel to split the stream, so that you feed some to your Heart, and the rest to your reservoir. Once you’ve accomplished that, increase the amount you pull into your reservoir, and you’ll naturally increase the amount you feed your Heart as well. Your reservoir will fill to bursting even as your Heart burns on, and that’s how I pushed mine to its maximum size and became an Emberling. You’ll need to focus instead on the act of splitting the mana as it pours into you, focus on how the gel helps you manipulate the mana so you can attempt to do the same later once you’re back out.”

“As Nox said.” The toad sounded grumpy. “Exceed equilibrium, then cause falling mana to miss.”

“The gel will give you the ability to fine tune your mana control,” said Scorio, trying to reassure Naomi. “Let it do the heavy lifting. Learn from it, and then, later, you’ll just need to duplicate its effect.”

“Understood.” Naomi coiled her braid upon the crown of her head and affixed it there with pins. “Bond with the gel, then split the mana as I pull it into my Heart. Got it.”

Scorio squeezed her arm. “You’ll see. It’s intuitive once you get in there.”

She gave him a hopeful, nervous smile, then doffed her robe so that she stood only in her undergarments. She sat and sank her legs into the pool. “Ew!”

“Ew?” protested Nox.

“Here I go.” And Naomi slipped into the pool.

The gel closed over her with barely a ripple, and his own memory of the experience returned to him. The crystalline latticework that the gel provided, the way it had felt so right, so refreshing, easing his fractured Heart’s pain.

He unstoppered the heavy bottle, crouched, and began to pour the liquid Gold mana. He could feel its stunning power even as it slipped into the pool, mana coalesced into fluid form, so rich that he felt a shiver of desire, an overwhelming urge to draw on it himself.

The Gold flowed into the gel and slowly spread out, hiding Naomi’s blurred form completely. Scorio tried to keep the pour at a slow and steady rate, and felt his heart pound as he considered Naomi’s plight.

As Flame Vault Gold mana was no longer as lethal as it might once have been, but it would still strain her ability to control it, to burn the mana, to prevent her Heart from cracking.

Silver would have been preferable, but there hadn’t been any Silver at hand.

And knowing Naomi, the very danger itself would provoke her to her best performance.

“Naomi draws the mana,” croaked Nox, waddling up to the pool’s edge. “She is very talented. Is working it faster than you did.”

“Yeah,” whispered Scorio, keeping the bottle steady. “She’s pretty incredible.”

“Why Scorio not take Naomi as mate?” This time the toad sounded pensive, genuinely confused. “Naomi cares for Scorio.”

“I care for her, too.” He stared down into the Golden pool. “But… something holds me back.”

The toad took a while to digest this. “Nightmare Lady supreme predator.”

“She sure is.”

“No. Nox say that Nightmare Lady is supreme predator.”

Scorio glanced at the toad. “I know. I heard you.”

“Scorio listen but not hear.”

“What?” The bottle wobbled in his hands and he returned his focus to it. “No, I heard you. She’s really fast, really dangerous. Completely lethal. I can’t imagine how incredible she’ll be as a Dread Blaze, or even higher.”

Nox rocked from side to side, his frustration manifest. “Is Naomi Nightmare Lady, or is Nightmare Lady Naomi?”

“How so?” Again Scorio glanced at this friend. “I mean, Naomi turns into the Nightmare Lady. That’s an expression of her power as a Great Soul. The Nightmare Lady is her power, just like my scaled form is mine.”

Nox’s quirked his great head, and Scorio felt the Imperial Ghost Toad focusing completely on him. “Is favorite friend Scorio sure?”

“What are you saying? That…” Scorio tried to fathom the toad’s intent. “That the Nightmare Lady is… what, the real Naomi? And Naomi is… the Nightmare Lady’s power?”

Nox rumbled deep in his chest.

For a moment Scorio considered the possibility, then he laughed. “Sorry my friend, that’s not how Great Souls work.”

“Then why favorite friend Scorio afraid?”

“Afraid?” Again Scorio laughed, but this time it sounded shaky. “I’m not afraid. Not of Naomi. She’s…” He tried to find the right words. “She’s amazing.”

Nox rumbled again.

The last of the Gold mana poured into the pool, and Scorio set the bottle aside. He probed at the gel, and felt Naomi channeling the mana beneath the surface. But was she splitting the stream? His mana sense wasn’t fine enough to tell. “Is she doing it?”

“Yes,” said Nox. “But dangerous. One stream narrow, other broad.”

Scorio moved his head from side to side, as if a different vantage point might afford him the ability to pierce the opaque pool.

The surface rippled abruptly. The shadow within thrashed, stilled, thrashed again.

Nox warbled worriedly.

Absorbing Gold at Tomb Spark was akin to staring at the sun. At Flame Vault? Marginally more palatable, but he’d poured so much into the pool…

Naomi jerked violently within the pool again, causing thick, stubby waves to splash over the edges.

“Enough.” Scorio plunged his arm into the gel, caught hold of Naomi’s arm, and drew her out.

She emerged with a gasp to flop over the edge, half-in, half-out, chest heaving. Gel oozed down her body, viscous and gleaming.

“Naomi?” Scorio caught hold of her under the arms and heaved her all the way out so she could lie on her side.

Her eyelids fluttered, she worked her mouth, then forced herself up to sitting with shaky arms.

“Hey.” He crouched before her. “What happened? Your Heart?”

“Not… shattered.” For a moment she just hung her head, then gave herself a shake and met Scorio’s eyes. “That was… it felt like trying to guide a stream of burning oil with my hands.”

“Really?” Scorio sat cross-legged before her. “When I did it the Sapphire was intense, but the gel controlled it, made it… I don’t know. Pliable?”

“Sapphire would have been far too much.” She wiped gel from her face with the edges of her palms and flicked it away. “Maybe this pool was more potent, seeing as Nox’s about to make his next level?”

“Maybe. But did you get a sense of the technique?”

Naomi smiled, the expression fierce. “Yes. I did.”

He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “Excellent. Now you just need to practice splitting the stream by yourself without the gel’s help.”

Naomi bounced her knees in excitement. “Let’s go meditate and never stop.”

“Favorite friend Naomi pleased?” Nox leaped back atop his rock, slowly edged his way around to face them, then settled. “Make Dread Blaze now?”

“Naomi very pleased,” she replied. “Thank you, favorite friend Nox.” And she placed both hands on the floor and bent low from her cross-legged position.

Scorio stood. “We might be leaving the Fury Spires soon. The Great Souls in charge of the battle with the Blood Ox will be heading back to the Telurian Band. We’ll probably go with them to try to reach LastRock. Where do you go from here?”

“Nox journey to Radiant Pools of Gold. Wondrous mating party in Lustrous Maria. Long journey. Dangerous. But first Nox find perfect location to Ascend to Emperor Wraith Toad. Nox leave now.”

“Sure,” said Scorio. “But now we can find each other. We’ll probably be heading in the same direction.”

“Agreed,” croaked Nox.

“Will the pool work if you’re not here?” asked Scorio.

“Not long. Two, three Bastion days. Imperial gel decay.”

“Alright. Can we bring Lianshi and Leonis?”

Nox bobbed his head. “Favorite friends welcome.”

“Thank you. Ready, Naomi?”

“Hmm?” She blinked. “Oh. Yes.”

“Were you already working on the technique?”

“Don’t ask stupid questions. Let’s go. I can meditate while you do your social rounds.”

Scorio bowed to Nox. “Thank you, my friend. For everything.”

“Be safe, favorite friends. Acherzua as dangerous as she is beautiful.”

“We will be.” Scorio hesitated, wondering how he could put his affection for the toad into words. “I wish you the best of luck in the mating pools. May your mastery of Quantics be as legendary as the death you pursue.”

Nox warbled happily. “And you, favorite friends. Favorite clutchmates. Till we meet again.”

They bowed one more time, then the pair of them made their way back out. It was a torturous process, given the windings of the labyrinth Nox had inserted himself into, but they emerged into the magma caverns at last and Scorio flew them back up the shaft and into the spire.

Naomi insisted on a quick detour by the baths so she could wash off the slime, and Scorio joined her. He slept in the shallows, the back of his head resting on the edge of the pool, and it took vigorous shaking from Naomi to wake him. They claimed fresh robes, and then ascended to their cluster.

Lianshi had set a stool before their entrance and sat with perfect posture reading a book. She glanced up at the sound of their approach and leaped to her feet. “Scorio! Naomi!”

“A stool?” Naomi’s amusement was obvious though she didn’t smile. “You really were intent on waiting for us.”

“Oh - no. When I came by there were a bunch of other messengers milling about. So I took the initiative of acting as your secretary while you were gone. I’ve taken down all the requests for audiences.” She opened her book to the last page, where she’d penned a brief list. “But… what in the ten hells?” Her eyes opened wide. “You’re alive. Scorio. You fought a Charnel Duke who vowed to tear off your arms and legs and you’re alive. The caldera activated! Now everyone’s talking about how Bravurn killed Queen Xandera, and the blazeborns in the Fury Spires are becoming unreactive -”

“Let’s take this inside,” said Scorio, touching Lianshi’s elbow and passing her to enter their cluster.

He’d passed beyond exhaustion to a place of strange lucidity. Filling cups with warm water from the iron tank, he passed them out then told Lianshi all that had occurred. Naomi frowned at him several times, clearly displeased by his candor, but it just felt right to be candid. She might not have been the same incarnation as his previous best friend, but she was the same person, and he instinctively wanted her counsel, her friendship, and on some primal level it was just so easy to trust her all over again.

“Oh, wow,” said Lianshi, covering her mouth. She blinked rapidly, processing all she’d heard, then sat up straight once more. “Scorio, Naomi, I need to tell you something… well. It’s hard to say. But you need to know.”

“Here we go,” said Naomi.

“Leonis… he’s been changing rapidly these past few months. I don’t know how he was when you knew him in his last life, but this time round he’s more… bitter?”

Scorio frowned. “Leonis?”

“Praximar really nurtured his pride. Leonis felt himself the star of our class, and while he never came in first, he believed he was receiving special treatment because Praximar recognized him as one of the legendary Great Souls who’d returned to aid in the war. When you arrived in Bastion and killed Praximar, and exposed Manticore’s manipulations… I didn’t even realize it at the time, but it really rocked him. He had some long, dark nights after you both left. Nights where he raged at being but a tool in Daemon and Praximar’s plans against you, and not a weapon in his own right. I tried to console him, to help him see that he was still everything he’d ever been, but…”

“Oh,” said Scorio softly, sitting down so that his legs hung into the rotunda.

Lianshi looked down at her hands. “He began training harder than ever, but it was a brutal form of training. As if he were angry at his own body, intolerant of his own weaknesses. His temper grew, and while he was still the man I loved, it felt as if he were receding from me, walking backward into a fog. I… I tried to help him, but his pride… he set his sights on matching your advancement, and when we met in the baths he was thrilled that you were still a Flame Vault. He’d feared you’d do the impossible and reach Dread Blaze in only months.”

“Oh,” said Scorio again.

“Oops,” said Naomi.

“Right.” Lianshi grimaced. “His training had really begun to bear fruit. He was advancing swiftly, making progress like never before. But our connection, our… love, it had begun to change, and his anger, his resolve… it was pushing me away. More and more I felt like a friend to him. And when I saw Juniper, and it felt as if an entirely different future were possible. She and I have been talking.” Lianshi glanced up quickly, her smile nervous. “Just talking. But it’s been so… so nice. This strange combination of effortless and sweet. And then I’d go back to Leonis and… so I told him I wanted to end our relationship, that I wanted to remain his friend, that I’d always be his friend, but…”

“That probably went over well,” said Naomi.

“Then you ascended to Dread Blaze and somehow convinced Plassus not to kill you, and it turns out had forged a connection with the blazeborn queen. It was too much for him. After your duel he grew incredulous, furious, as if your every victory was a judgment on him. I just… I just couldn’t take his anger anymore, so I left, and decided to come here.”

Lianshi looked down again, her knuckles white around her cup.

“I’m so sorry,” said Scorio, moving to sit beside her. “Is it alright if I give you a hug?”

She nodded mutely, and Scorio wrapped an arm around her shoulders squeezed gently. Lianshi leaned into him, body shivering with misery. “I don’t know how it came to this. We used to be so happy. He was always too much, but back then it was in a good way. Grandiose, generous, endlessly positive. And so gentle, so loving.”

Lianshi wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “But somewhere along the way he began to change. I think it was all the evenings he spent with Daemon. He’d come back from drinks with the man vibrating with ambition, and would imagine his future, how the Golden King would rise to Imperator and change the course of the war.”

“Yet another reason to kill Daemon,” said Naomi softly.

“I’d laugh, tease him, try to bring him down to earth, but he’d only grow upset, so I learned to let him dream.” Lianshi sighed. “I should have left him months ago. But I wanted to help him. And feared what my leaving would do.”

“Damn,” said Scorio. “When I knew the man he was… as you said. Generous to a fault. In our final Gauntlet run he sacrificed himself so that I could proceed. It was because of him that I first managed to get a handle on my own rage. That I ascended to Tomb Spark. It was because of him that I won the Gauntlet.”

“He knows.” Lianshi’s voice was but a whisper. “And he’s cursed that Leonis to the Pit and back for being a fool.”

Scorio shook his head. “I’d go speak with him, but I get the sense that would only make things worse.”

Lianshi chuckled, but the sound was more bitter than anything else. “He’d probably work himself up to challenging you to a duel.”

“He’d lose,” said Naomi flatly.

“I know. He knows that. But he can’t accept it. He’s the Golden King. I’m afraid of what he’ll do now.”

“Leonis is a good man,” said Scorio firmly. “He may be upset, furious even, but his fundamental nature won’t change. He’ll find his way.”

“You’re being naive,” said Naomi. “Last time, Leonis was nurtured by your friendship. This time round your place was taken by Daemon. Look what that bastard did to Jova.”

Lianshi’s eyes widened. “What did Daemon do to Jova?”

“He turned her against us,” said Naomi. “She wasn’t there when you both were killed, but she stayed with Manticore after she found out. And then when we returned from hiding? She tried to kill us.”

“I’d heard rumors…” Lianshi shook her head softly. “I’ve wanted to ask Juniper, but we’ve avoided serious conversations thus far.”

“You might want to change that,” said Naomi.

“Jova is a true Great Soul,” said Scorio. “She’s driven to grow in power. It’s her only guiding star. Remember when you told me, way back during our first training, Naomi, how Great Souls only ascend as far as their ambition allows? How that tension, that failure to accept the world as it is and their place in it, spurs their Hearts to grow?”

“No, Scorio, I’ve completely forgotten.”

Scorio ignored her. “Jova is profoundly dissatisfied with everyone and everything. And after Daemon and her lost two years working with Manticore, she’s even angry at herself. Nothing’s going to stop her from rising to the top.”

“She’s a Dread Blaze now,” said Lianshi.

“She is?” Naomi clapped her hand to her brow. “But of course.”

“Do you know what her new power is?” asked Scorio.

“Not precisely. She doesn’t talk about it, obviously, but I heard it’s a defensive power. Something that triggers when she’s attacked in a certain way.”

“Interesting.” Scorio rubbed at his face. “Well, who wanted to speak with me?”

“The usual suspects,” said Lianshi, turning to the back of her book. “But the most important one is Plassus himself. I get the impression Aezryna and Moira want to prepare you for that conversation, but…”

“I think I’ll pass on that.” Scorio stood. “I’ll go now.”

“Now?” Naomi sounded incredulous. “You’re exhausted. You’ve barely slept. He can wait.”

“No, I don’t think he can.” Scorio lobbed his leather pack over to her. “Watch that for me. Whatever grace I won from Plassus will evaporate soon if I keep him waiting. If I’m not back in an hour, consider me dead and move on without me. It’s a big hell out there. I want you to live, to love again, to try and make something of this life even if it doesn’t include me, no matter how impossible that might feel at first. Yeah?”

“You’re the absolute worst,” said Naomi.

Scorio winked at her. “I know. Back in a few.”


Chapter 29

Plassus was dining alone. Kinch showed Scorio into the small chamber, and the Charnel Duke didn’t pause his energetic chewing, but gestured to the chair across the table from him.

The rich smell of perfectly grilled meat filled the room and flooded Scorio’s mouth with spit. The Charnel Duke was working his way through a half-dozen dishes, some laden with obscure vegetables, others with rare cuts. A dusty bottle of wine stood to one side, the man’s glass half-filled.

“Here,” said Plassus around his mouthful of food. “Drink.” And he filled the other glass.

Scorio raised it in a silent toast, then sipped. The vintage was rich, full, and unlike anything he’d ever tasted.

“Bravurn’s doing all he can to seduce me,” grinned Plassus, jaws still working. He swallowed, washed it down with the rest of his wine, and refilled his glass. “The finest imports from Bastion all the way to the Silver Unfathom. As if I’ll drop my breeches and bend over because he’s served me seared grillintine from the Mercury Basin.”

“It’s better than the fungus soup they’re serving the rest of us.”

“Isn’t it, though?” Plassus seemed delighted. “The perks of being a bloody Charnel Duke. No more slop and gruel. Respect from one and all, with everybody from Blood Barons down lining up to kiss your boot and tell you how magnificent you are.” Plassus cut a fresh chunk from his steak but paused, the fork half-raised to his mouth. “Well. Respect from nearly everyone.”

Scorio held the man’s stare but made no response.

Plassus dropped the cutlery with a clang onto the plate and leaned back. “What am I to do with you, hmm? I thought a nice and leisurely execution would do the trick, but no. That turned out to be a mistake. Because somehow - somehow - you managed to coerce the blazeborn queen into firing up the caldera and near made me piss myself. Canny, that was, screaming the True Fiend’s name. That was your plan, then, all along?”

“No. Queen Xandera only offered to help after the duel was set.”

“Why?”

Scorio didn’t answer at once. He sipped the wine, considered the question. “I’m still not completely sure.” Thought of her egg, safely swaddled in his pack. The queen it contained, Xandera herself. “She was looking for a way out. A way to save herself and her people. She had no other options, so she gambled on me. An exchange, I suppose. She’d help me, and then I’d help her.”

Plassus studied him, gaze canny, probing. “Clearly there’s much that you’re not telling, because for the life of me I can’t imagine why she’d help a mealy-mouthed Dread Blaze like you. Not if it meant her death. From where I’m standing, it was an absolutely terrible wager.”

“It was a long shot,” agreed Scorio. “Maybe one day it will make more sense.”

“But not today. Well. Your nerve continues to impress me.” Plassus let out a bark of laughter and took up his wine. “You’re a rarity, Scorio. Your rise to Dread Blaze is impressive, aye, but not unprecedented; there are others who’ve done it as fast, if not faster. But then there’s your perfect Heart and your Gold-tempered body. Remarkable. Add in your absurd penchant for surviving threats that should have crushed you like a bug, and you go beyond remarkable to fascinating.” Plassus sipped from his wine. “Tell me why I spared your life.”

This was the crux of it. A test.

“I’m too humble to say it out loud.”

“Ha!” Plassus grinned wolfishly. “Are you now? Then I’ll say it. You showed me what real tenacity looks like. What I once had. Was that your plan all along? To shame me, to inspire me to step back on the road to greatness?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” Scorio set the glass down carefully. “Your plan to sacrifice thousands to the Blood Ox to shame the Imperators into action infuriated me. Everybody else was too busy playing at politics. I decided to speak my mind.”

“That you did, that you did. And had the blazeborn queen not acted when she did, had I not lost my nerve, had you not somehow managed to reach out and actually lay a claw upon me, well.” His grin turned feral. “You’d not be here now.”

“But I am. Why?”

“Why indeed.” Plassus frowned, sipped at his wine. “I’m surrounded by little dogs, Scorio. Tiny, energetic dogs, the kind whose eyes are covered in their own fur and who yap endlessly in both excitement and terror. Yap yap yap. All of them leaping about my knees, begging for attention. Do this, do that, telling me what my best interests are, trying to lead me by the nose as if I were a prized pig.” Plassus’ expression soured. “All of them convinced that they’re smarter than they really are.”

“Fortunately that’s not one of my failings,” said Scorio with a grim smile.

“Aye, you’re refreshingly direct. So here you are. It would take a blind idiot to not recognize the winds at your back. And you’ve shamed me into recalling myself. These past few years, toiling in the Blood Ox’s shadow, losing good people, losing ground, losing the trust of my betters, the respect of my followers…”

He trailed off and stared into the middle distance, lips pursed.

Scorio waited.

Plassus finally sighed. “Fuck me, I’ve become a garrulous old man. I’m going to work with Aezryna and Charoth. I won’t hand over my forces like they want - Broic would tear my balls off if I did - but I’ll coordinate with them, agree to their plans. If.”

“If?”

“If you agree to join my army. Oh, I know you’d rather be part of the glorious strike force that’s making for LastRock, but too fucking bad. You’ve earned my attention, and now I want you to take me up on my original offer. Fight for me on the Bone Plains, and I’ll do my part.”

“And if I refuse? You’d actually refuse to fight?”

“Of course not, because you’re not going to bloody refuse.” Plassus’ gaze sharpened, his presence manifesting in the room till the air itself became oppressive. “Don’t make the mistake of actually thinking you have a choice here. You’ll come fight for me, not forever, and I’ve no need of a stupid Heart Oath. You’ll just need to fight with my forces, do your part out in the war fields, and once Jova claims her old allegiances and the Blood Ox is robbed of his fiends, you’ll be free to do as you desire.”

Scorio studied the older man. His lined face, the streaks of gray in his curling mane, the bushy brows, the lines carved deep about eyes and across his brow.

For a long, aching moment they simply stared at each other, and then Scorio bowed his head. “As you command, Charnel Lord, so shall it be.”

“Don’t give me that rot,” laughed Plassus, the tension dissipating. “Now, eat. There’s too much here for me to devour, and it’ll be a long time before you’re served such fare once we’re gone from the Fury Spires. Take a plate, good, and get to work.”

Scorio needed no second bidding. He piled his plate high and set to eating everything, and everything was exquisite. They ate in companionable silence, and when finally they were done Plassus sat back with a contented sigh.

“You’ll be standing with my faction at the meeting that’s to come,” said Plassus. “Bravurn’s made it clear that he doesn’t want this to happen, but fuck him. The question remains though whether he’ll surrender his Gold.”

“Can you take it if he doesn’t?”

“Of course. Nothing would be easier. But it’s not so simple. Bravurn’s a prickly bastard, and his Iron Vanguard is sworn to him. If we rob him of his mana he’ll attack us. He’d have no chance of winning, but the Iron Vanguard is almost three hundred strong. Vermina and I command some thousand all told, and the Blood Barons have brought some three hundred and fifty more. But a fight to the death with the Iron Vanguard would cost us more than we’d benefit from the Gold, especially as we’re inside Bravurn’s own fucking house.”

“So he needs to surrender it of his own free will.”

“Which he’ll do. He’s a miserable man. The kind that only laughs when an enemy is begging him for mercy. But it’s one thing to maneuver and posture, another to deny Crimson Earls and those who stand behind them. Now, you’re with me, and when the time comes, I’ll assign you to one of my commanders and you’ll do what you do.”

“And what’s that?”

Plassus leaned forward with an evil grin. “Why, make life hell for your enemies.”

* * *

Events moved quickly from there.

Much more was at stake than Scorio’s allegiance, and he and Naomi were quickly forgotten once it became clear that he’d declared for Plassus. They were both invited to move into his area, but declined.

Alain dropped by a couple of times, and Lianshi reported that Leonis had spurned Scorio’s offer to take him to the imperial gel bath. With a heavy heart Scorio took her down by herself, where Lianshi used an elixir of Silver mana - a graduation gift from the Academy - to learn the technique.

Naomi was wroth over his new allegiance to Plassus, and spent all of her time working on the Pyre Lord technique. It was far more difficult to accomplish without the gel, and she spent most of each day secluded in her room.

Scorio ate, rested, contemplated the queen’s egg, and waited. Nox’s presence gradually pulled away, moving southward.

Three days after his dinner with Plassus, the big meeting finally took place. Scorio was appraised but not invited. Charnel Duchess Vermina arrived to take part, and together with the Blood Barons they sat down to formalize the arrangements for war.

The entire Fury Spires waited with bated breath, and Scorio climbed to Plassus’ quarters to hear the results as quickly as they emerged. Some instinct kept him apart from the other House Kraken members, and each minute crawled slowly by until it felt as if they’d been waiting for an eternity.

Then Plassus strode into the room, bristling and snarling.

“The vainglorious idiot!” His voice boomed through the hallways. “A Blood Baron? The man acts like an Imperator, postures like a dandy, and smiles as if our fury were the finest fucking fragrance.”

A Pyre Lord, Taron, pushed off the wall. He was alabaster pale, his hair a white cloud, his eyes a searing blue. “The Iron Tyrant declined to help?”

“Oh, he dressed his refusal up in the prettiest of words.” Plassus extended his hand and a goblet was placed in it. “Sweet as a sow in skirts and face paint. But yes. It is with the greatest regret, the most heartfelt sorrow, ladee-dah-dee-dah.” Plassus drained the goblet and tossed it aside. “No mana, no Iron Vanguard, nothing but his best wishes.”

Kinch’s smile could have cut skin. “Then we encourage him to change his mind.”

“Would that we could. Vermina brought word that he’s not to be touched. Diplomatic immunity, though from whom or why I’ve no idea.” Plassus pinched the bridge of his nose. “Bravurn’s not been idle, all these long years. He’s called in favors, he’s wheedled and made promises, and now we’ve been told that to hurt his fine sensibilities would be to greatly displease forces in the deepest layers of hell.”

Scorio wanted to ask questions, but Plassus was a thunder cloud looking for a tree to hit with lightning. Being new and a recent source of distress, he decided it best to remain quiet.

“So we fight without him,” said Taron coolly.

“What choice do we bloody well have? Don’t answer, I’ll tell you: none. Yes, we’ll fight without him, and we’ll do so without his Gold. Damn him to the Pit and back.” Plassus fell heavily into a chair and slumped back. His entire delegation watched anxiously, a dozen Great Souls whom Scorio had just started to recognize, their gazes locked on the Charnel Duke.

“Ah, well.” Plassus let out a heartfelt sigh and shook his head. “So it goes, so it ever goes, an eternal river of human waste flowing from Bastion all the way to the Twilight Cradle. Bravurn’s just an exemplar of every folly that’s doomed our progress.”

“When do we leave for the Telurian Band?” asked Exero, tone flinty.

“Tomorrow. The less time we spend under Bravurn’s beady eyes the better. We’re traveling south together, all the forces gathered here at the Fury Spires, and by the time we reach the Telurian Band and our encampment we’ll have hammered out our strategy. You’ll learn of it and your roles soon enough.”

Plassus passed his hand over his eyes, and the gathering relaxed, understanding that the audience was over. Scorio rose and moved to exit, only for Taron to intercept him.

“Come, Scorio. I’ll walk with you.”

“Sure.” Scorio studied the other young man sidelong. Slender, with impressively harsh cheekbones, a strong chin, and an aquiline nose, he was striking and self-possessed; his pale blue irises were ringed with a dark slate, and his manner was that of a man perpetually amused by the world’s follies.

“You’re going to be marching with us,” began Taron as they stepped out into the broad tunnel. “I thought it wise to set your expectations and responsibilities.”

“Thank you.”

“We’re an army, yes, but there’s precious little of ranks or military marching. We move together as a group, and you’ll look to the higher ranks for commands if something should occur while we travel. The odds of that are vanishingly small; there are no fiends outside of a World Worm that would dare challenge nearly a hundred Great Souls here in the Iron Weald.”

“That’s not the case in the Telurian Band.”

Taron’s smile was cold. “Oh, no. Not the case at all. But look.” He stopped and faced Scorio. “You’re a Dread Blaze. Most of our force is composed of Flame Vaults and Tomb Sparks. They’ve seen a good amount of fighting out in the Telurian Band, but 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.”

Scorio snorted. “We’re in real trouble if I’m the example they’re to follow.”

“I’m not joking.” Taron’s ice-blue gaze bored into him. “You’re a notorious figure, and will be the subject of much curiosity. Possibly even resentment from the other Dread Blazes. Take the higher ground. Don’t rise to the taunts, and don’t corrupt the lower ranks with irresponsible behavior. You don’t know and can’t know what’s waiting for us in the Telurian Band. You don’t know how fragile our authority can become. How much the success of our mission may depend on Flame Vaults and Tomb Sparks’ faith in you as their commander.”

Taron’s tone was severe, his brow lowered, and his Pyre Lord authority resonated in the air around them.

Scorio nodded, sobered by the man’s tone. “Yes. I understand.”

“You don’t because you can’t, but you will. Until then, until it’s in your bones, just remember my advice. Project calm, project confidence, and show your superiors the respect and deference you want from those beneath you.”

“I -” Scorio bit down on his protest. I’m only doing this for a short while, I’m not cut out for leading others, I’ m just a Dread Blaze, he wanted to protest, and though he remained quiet Taron seemed to read his mind.

“The most talented Great Souls can face a unique challenge, and that’s accelerating too quickly through the ranks. You haven’t had enough time to acclimatize yourself to your change in station. You’re no longer a Tomb Spark, Scorio.” Taron bumped his fist lightly against Scorio’s chest. “You’re not even a Flame Vault. You’re a Dread Blaze. For most, this is as far as they’ll go, and so you represent the pinnacle of what they might achieve. They’ll look to you for inspiration. For authority. For a sense that we’re not all so out of our depth that if we but acknowledged it we’d drown. Think on how you looked up to your instructors at the Academy. They were Dread Blazes. That’s who you are now, and doubly so once we leave the Fury Spires. Am I quite clear?”

“Yes.” Scorio straightened up. “You are.”

“Good.” Taron patted Scorio’s shoulder and smiled. “We’re about to enter a period of extreme violence. Have you ever seen hundreds of Great Souls fight against thousands of fiends?”

Scorio shook his head.

“You will. And if you’re lucky, you’ll survive to see it again, and then again. And take my word on this: it never ceases to amaze and terrify. So breathe deep, do whatever you need to do, and when we depart tomorrow, act the part of a Dread Blaze even if you don’t feel it.”

“Thank you. I mean it. I’ll take your words to heart.”

“Good. Then be ready to leave early tomorrow. I couldn’t agree with the Charnel Duke more: the sooner we’re quit of this place the better.”

* * *

Naomi sat cross-legged in their common space, hands on her knees, chin sunken to her chest, a slight frown marring her brow.

She didn’t open her eyes when he entered, nor when he filled his cup from the iron tank. He sat on the rotunda’s edge and watched her, reaching out with his senses. They were becoming more acute. He could see how the Iron responded to her will, how it swirled powerfully around her, a rivulet stripping away to sink into her hidden Heart. Even as he watched, that rivulet bifurcated, then sealed and became whole once more.

“Progress.”

Naomi allowed her Heart to gutter and opened her eyes. She didn’t otherwise move. “I will make Dread Blaze.”

“I know you will. Want to hear about how the big meeting went?”

“Not really.”

“You’re serious?”

“What do the particulars matter? Someone agreed, someone disagreed. Someone will add their toys to another’s pile, someone else will hoard their toys and take them home. In the end, we’ll fight. Whether it’s for Aezryna or Plassus or Bravurn, the upshot will be you and me, out on the Bone Plains, facing hordes of fiends. Am I wrong?”

Scorio leaned back on one elbow. “You know, if I didn’t know you better, I’d think you were becoming pretty jaded about Great Soul politics.”

Naomi snorted. “Games. That’s all this is. Games of life and death orchestrated by invisible figures who think of us as little more than pieces on their board.”

“So you think we shouldn’t take part?”

“It’s too late for that.”

Scorio held her gaze. She raised a brow but otherwise didn’t flinch.

“Remind me again what our alternative is?”

“The pursuit of power. Soon we’ll both be Dread Blazes. With the mana technique we only need to integrate our powers with our sense of self and then we will ascend to Pyre Lord, and that’s when everything changes. We sidestep this battle, LastRock, all of it. Leave Plassus and the Blood Ox, Jova and Aezryna, all of them to spill the blood of thousands on the sands of the Telurian Band. You and me go straight into the Silver Unfathom, push through to the Lustrous Maria. We fight. We train. We…” She trailed off, and a slight flush rose to her cheeks. “We don’t need anybody else, Scorio. Don’t you see? If we have each other then we’re free. Nobody can betray us. Use us. Discard us. As Pyre Lords we can pierce straight to the Emerald Reach. And once down there, this war, these games, all of it will feel like a distant dream.”

“Free,” said Scorio.

“Free. Free to fight, to grow, to master our abilities, to control our destinies. Moira, Plassus, Bravurn, they all fancy themselves the spiders at the center of the web, but they’re tools just like the lowest Emberling. If we place ourselves in their hands we’ll be putting on the blindfold ourselves, binding our own hands behind our backs, and placing our heads on the chopping block. The only way to win at this game is to not play. We go amidst the fiends. We birth that blazeborn egg. We - we find Nox and travel with him. We see the wonders of hell, we challenge ourselves, we learn the truth of Acherzua. Free from other people. Free.”

Scorio considered, lips pursed. Naomi had leaned forward, one hand on the ground, her eyes blazing, her face flushed.

“Free.” He tested the word.

Naomi nodded intently.

“And what do we do in the Emerald Reach?”

She shrugged, confused. “We ascend to Blood Barons.”

“And the Emerald Host? The Viridian Heart? The war that the Seamstress is waging there against those millions? We avoid that as well?”

“I mean, I don’t know - probably? What quarrel do we have with the Viridian Heart?”

“So we sidestep the Blood Ox, we sidestep the Veridian Heart. We make our way through the Shadowed Valleys of the Black Sun, through the Forgotten Forest, and enter the Scorched Swale as Blood Barons. And then what? We ignore Cazador the All Burning, we evade Endergrast and his Golden Star, and focus on becoming Charnel Dukes?”

“Scorio.” She moved onto all fours and crawled nimbly to his side. “Yes. You’re asking me as if that’s a ridiculous notion, but yes.”

“Where does it end, Naomi?” He reached up and touched her cheek. “Us as solitary Imperators in the Twilight Cradle? Us seeking to quench the Pit by ourselves?”

Naomi placed her hand over his own. “If we live that long. I don’t think we will. You want the truth? It’s a miracle we’re still alive. But our luck will run out and one day we’ll lie there, broken and bloodied, the life pouring out of us into the sand. Probably killed by Great Souls. But we’ll die together. And perhaps be reborn together, if there’s any chance in hell of my being taken by the Archspire. But what am I saying? There’s probably not even enough time left for that.” She suddenly sat back on her heels, pushing his hand away. “Why must we figure out an ultimate destination? Isn’t it enough to focus on the Emerald Reach, on being together, on simply getting there?”

“Because there’s a fundamental difference between you and me.”

Naomi froze.

Scorio took a deep breath. He stood on a precipice. One he’d sought to avoid. But here it was, and now was the time. “I feel a profound sense of obligation. Of outrage. Of anger. Not just because of how I was treated when I incarnated back in the Academy, but at it all. Bravurn, Praximar, all the Great Souls like him. The ones who play the game you’re talking about to their own ends. Who discard pieces without a second thought. I don’t want to walk away from the board. I want to flip it, break it, find the truth behind the game, the true players. The Herdsmen.”

“Why?” Naomi’s cry was wild with anger, with imminent loss. “Who gives a shit about the Herdsmen? They’re just another group of murderous Great Souls who’ve taken on a vaguely menacing name. You’ll find them, you’ll reveal them, and then those in power will look at you pityingly and tell you they knew of them all along. You’ll change nothing but reveal yourself an idealistic fool. Scorio. Great Souls are corrupt, from the staff of the Academy to the Houses to the Golden Star and beyond. You can’t redeem what is already lost, you can’t salvage what is rotten through and through.” Naomi laughed. “You’ll throw your life away trying. Don’t play their game. Come with me. There is more lost wisdom in Acherzua than in all of the Academy. Don’t you want to learn? Speak with great and strange fiends, learn their secrets, together?”

“I do.” Scorio took her hands in his own. “That sounds beautiful. But the cost is too high. I still think we can make a difference. We already have. We’ve toppled House Hydra in Bastion and the Rascor Plains, we’ve improved the lives of the people of Bastion, we’ve convinced Plassus to not play Bravurn’s game.”

Naomi gently pulled her hands free. “Then you’re a fool.”

“Perhaps. But I’m walking toward those ideals. Not running from them.”

“It’s wisdom to flee a burning house.”

“The difference between you and me is that you see flames everywhere. I can’t live like that, seeing knives in every hand, betrayal in every heart. I don’t want to be driven by hatred and fear. I want to believe there are good people out there, and that they’re worth fighting with, fighting for.”

Naomi’s head snapped back. Her lips thinned to a line and her face paled. Scorio’s heart pounded and he couldn’t breathe. Had he said too much? Gone too far?

She rose smoothly to her feet and moved to her room.

“Naomi?” Was she going to leave him again? “Where are you going?”

She stopped in the entrance to her quarters but didn’t look back. “To pack. We’re leaving soon to go to the Bone Plains, aren’t we?”

“So you’ll come?”

She hung her head. “Of course.” Her voice was dull, flat, defeated. “Of course I’ll come. I care for you. Where else would I go?”

And then she entered her room and was gone.


Chapter 30

The Great Souls under the Charnel Dukes and Blood Barons evacuated the Fury Spires.

There was a general movement to ascend. Scorio and Naomi fell in with scores of others climbing spiraling tunnels that arose within the walls of the greatest spire, moving through the darkness, ever higher.

The atmosphere was one of tension and excitement. Higher and higher they climbed, round and round, till without warning they turned a corner and stepped out into the twilight gloom of the Iron Weald, hundreds of yards above the valley floor.

A great platform had been bolted to the spire’s side, and bobbing alongside this were two massive whale ships, their aerate bones gleaming eerily in the gloaming, their decks already bustling with activity. One was clearly a Kraken ship, its sail boasting the many-armed monster’s emblem, while the second was a war-torn and ragged construction, black-sailed and looking more like a desperate reaver’s vessel than anything else.

There was no time for gawking. Taron and several other Pyre Lords barked out commands as fresh Great Souls emerged onto the platform, directing people to keep moving and board the ships.

As part of Plassus’ crew, Scorio and Naomi boarded the Kraken ship. He couldn’t help but reach out with his senses as he did so and track the mana manipulation; he’d grown to love guiding Manticore’ sloop through the skies of the Rascor Plains, and now he felt a frisson of delight as he sensed the sheer enormity of scale on which this Kraken galleon operated.

Where The Sloop had been but thirty feet long, the Dread Majesty was over a hundred and fifty, with multiple decks, and a sterncastle that loomed massive over the main deck. Three huge masts extended from its central hub, one straight up, the other two down at oblique angles, so that their manifold sails covered almost the entirety of the air around the ship.

Sailors shouted and crawled about the rigging; the last of crates, barrels, and chests were being loaded, and the Great Souls who were boarding now were directed to a massive trapdoor that led below decks.

Scorio caught one last glimpse of the Iron Weald, its sere cliffs, its miasmic clouds, and then he headed down the wooden steps to the first subdeck.

“Keep going,” said Alain, appearing at Scorio’s elbow. “This here’s the war deck. We’re one further below.”

“What are you doing here?” asked Scorio. “You’re with Plassus?”

“Me?” Alain put his hand to his chest. “By the gods, no. You think me mad enough to sign up for that kind of nonsense?”

The flow of traffic continued down to the next deck. The interior was lit by small crustaceans that were nailed to the beams, their scales giving off a dim blue light as they slowly wriggled in place. The air was musty and already smelled of close-knit humanity.

“I’m just tagging along,” said Alain with a grin. “After all the excitement of the past few days, you think I’d remain behind for Bravurn to throw plates at?”

“You know where we’re going, right?” Naomi’s tone was part amused, part skeptical. “That this isn’t a pleasure trip?”

“War!” Alain pumped a fist. “Battle! For you two, at least. I have the hardest time getting anybody to fight me.”

The crowd filtered into the crew deck. Scorio hadn’t been sure what to expect, but the reality proved prosaic; the length of this deck was a mess of beams to which hammocks could be affixed, though these were stowed for now. Everybody set about claiming different tilted shelving along the walls, each compartment boasting its folded hammock and broad belts of leather with which to strap things down.

“Hurry, c’mon!” Alain wiggled through the crowd of slowly moving folks.

Scorio exchanged a glance with Naomi and hurried after. They cut through the crowd, drawing more than a few dark stares, but Alain rushed on, past the people who were claiming the first spots, and ran lightly down the deck to some empty spots.

“Here,” he said. “We’re a little past the halfway mark of the ship. It’s the steadiest part, whether we’re rising or dipping. The folks at either end will get thrown about, but here we stand the best chances of sleeping well.”

“How do you know so much about whale ships?” asked Naomi, setting her pack on the shelf.

“Eh, I spent a few months catching rides around the Rascor Plains,” said Alain. “Back when I was playing with the idea of heading off alone into deep hell. I mostly just rode from the Fiery Shoals to the Fury Spires, but occasionally I’d catch a ride out to more remote outposts. These big ships are pretty tame compared to the sloops. It takes a real mana storm to make these ladies dance.”

Taron was walking the length of the passenger deck, calling out commands, barking for people to hurry up and pick a berth, clear their gear off the floor, and set to strapping it down.

“We set sail within the hour!” His voice carried through the hubbub. “It’s a two-day trip to the Telurian Band, barring any complications, then another two days sailing along the rim to base camp. Four days, ladies and gentlemen!”

There weren’t that many passengers. Glancing up and down the deck, Scorio guessed some fifty or so Great Souls were settling in, though there was room for more than double that.

Everyone was ordered to stay put and stay quiet til the ship launched, and after what felt like forever Scorio felt the Dread Majesty bob free of the deck. He reached out with his senses again and felt the pilot up top direct huge amounts of Iron into the sails. The ship’s hull creaked, the masts strained, and they were off.

Naomi sat meditating, Alain disappeared, and everywhere else people were talking in quiet, excited tones. Everyone else that Scorio knew was riding on the Bone Harpoon, the ship commanded by Vermina, Charoth, and Aezryna.

At loose ends, Scorio picked his way to the stairwell and climbed to the deck. The railing was lined with Great Souls, all of them clipped into the security bar that ran along the deck’s perimeter.

Scorio found himself a space, clipped in, then leaned forward to watch the Fury Spires fall behind. Already they were but a mess of shadowy towers in the foggy air. The Dread Majesty sailed just below the top of the cliffs, its passage slow and stately.

To the south the Telurian Band’s roseate glow invited them on, while to the far north the Rascor Plains’ small sun was barely discernible.

It’d be good to leave this twilight realm.

The Fury Spires fell away and disappeared. Along the rocky crenellations and spikes that topped the cliffs Scorio occasionally saw Ferric Drakes stir and watch them pass; most were small, only a six or seven yards long, but once they passed a massive fiend, easily twice the length of the others. It lifted its shovel head to watch them sail by, and the deck fell silent as everyone wondered if it might take wing.

“It’ll be a boring trip, I’m afraid.” Taron stepped up beside Scorio and clipped in. The ivory-hued man gazed at the passing cliffs with a frown. “We reek of danger and power. Nothing will bother us.”

Scorio considered the man. “Plenty of excitement awaiting us in the Telurian Band. What’s it like?”

“The Telurian Band?” Taron smiled. “Bronze mana everywhere. I remember being overwhelmed the first time I arrived. I’d never felt so casually powerful. It’s distinct. I suppose every layer of hell is. Just as the Iron Weald is almost double the size of the Rascor Plains, the Telurian Band is nearly double that of the Iron Weald.”

“It’s got to be more welcoming than the Iron Weald.” Scorio stared at the bleak cliff face, took in the dim and desultory air. “Right?”

“It’s… different.” Taron crossed his arms. “It’s oppressive in its own right. Endless lakes that shimmer with an eerie, unnatural sheen. Amber and gold, crimson and sickly orange. The sky’s always storm-tossed. The Telurian Band’s sun almost never breaks free, but always it shines, burning fitfully through the most massive clouds. And everywhere lie broken mountains and sharp-fanged hills. At first the burning light and vivid, metallic colors are a welcome change after the Iron Weald’s somber dreariness, but… well. You’ll see.”

“Sounds great.” Scorio forced a smile. “No wonder so many people stay behind to guard the Rascor Plains.”

Taron smirked. “Don’t get me wrong, there’s a beauty to it. You just have to see it with the right eye. But it’s the first level of hell with serious fiend activity. The Bronze gives them the capacity to organize and act intelligently that you just don’t see in the Iron Weald or Rascor Plains.”

“What about the blazeborn?”

Taron shrugged. “An anomaly, to be sure. But there’s a reason they’re famous for sending expeditions into the Telurian Band and beyond. Not from the Fury Spires anymore, obviously, but the others still send large missions to capture mana and bring it back.”

“Really?” Scorio tried to hide his fascination. “Capture mana?”

“Oh, yes.” Taron’s amusement was obvious. “They escort these huge repository blazeborns the size of caravans that act like sponges, soaking up the target mana. Getting them back to the Iron Weald becomes an ongoing war as every other fiend tries to pillage them.”

Scorio thought of Xandera’s imperative that he soak the queen egg in the highest quality mana and nodded, thoughtful.

“In the Telurian Band there are countless fiendish tribes. Historically they’ve been engrossed in their own faction and inter-tribal politics. Raids, fighting for territory and mana, who knows what else. The Telurian Band is crawling with them.”

“Till Jova united them all.”

“Them all?” Taron grinned. “Is that what you think? Don’t get me wrong, Jova was a formidable presence in the Telurian Band before, ruling over the Bone Plains and uniting four or so of the tribes, but…” Taron shook his head in wonder. “You do know that the Bone Plains is but a tiny fraction of the Telurian Band?”

“Sure,” said Scorio, trying not to sound defensive. “But it’s all everyone talks about.”

“I suppose that would depend on your company. Of late, yes, LastRock and the war with the Blood Ox has been the main topic of conversation, but that entire field of war covers perhaps a thirtieth of the Telurian Band.”

“A thirtieth?”

“It’s a big hell out there,” said Taron, looking out once more to the cliffs. “And the Telurian Band is but two-thirds the size of the Silver Unfathom, which in turn is about two-thirds the size of the Lustrous Maria.”

“Have you been? To the Lustrous Maria?”

“I have.” Taron’s smile was once again amused, almost patronizing. “It’s unlike anything you can imagine, and endlessly vast. If you were able to march, all day, every day, without stop, without interference, and find yourself a perfect path through the coral valleys, it would still take you about three months to cross into the Emerald Reach.”

Scorio tried to digest this. It had taken them a little over three weeks to cross the Rascor Plains with Druanna, though they’d marched at a more leisurely pace.

“Big,” he said.

“Big,” agreed Taron. “You could spend half your life exploring the Telurian Band alone. The hundreds of miles of the Petrified Forest which run right up to the Desolate Tower and its Telurian Band-spanning wall of permanent Emerald mana. The Endless Woods on the far side with the cloud-tearing Green Giant. The Serenity Spiral that tests your enlightenment. Lu Zhi’s Last Watch. The Vermillion Facet Expanse. The permanent portal at the end of the Titan’s Causeway that stretches out into the center of the Sanguine Sea.” Taron sighed and shook his head. “That’s if the endless tribes that dot the Telurian Band don’t tear you apart first, or force you to act as their god.”

Scorio tried not to feel overwhelmed. “But we’re just focusing on the Blood Ox.”

“Fortunately. At the beginning of the war we wondered why he bothered with armies and taking cities. If he wanted to he could slip through the Telurian Band unnoticed, cross the Iron Weald by any other quarter, and enter the Rascor Plains undetected. With the White Queen gone, there’s no reason for him to be shy, but even she would have been broken by his might. You can’t understand just how powerful he is until you see him unleash his strength.”

“So why doesn’t he?”

Taron shrugged. “The going theory is that he’s partial to the elites he brought north with him. Cares about them and won’t abandon them. But with the Gold mana quake receding, they’ve grown weak, starved of power. He’s in a bind.”

“Have you seen him?”

“Once,” said Taron, but his tone grew clipped. “With any luck, I’ll never see him again. But you never know. We’ll be trying to hold his attention, after all.”

“We?”

Taron grinned. “Did you think I was chatting with you for the fun of it? You and Naomi have been assigned to me. I’ll be leading a company of some fifty Great Souls. We’ve learned the hard way that any group larger than that becomes too unwieldy. I’ll have some ten Dread Blazes, of which you’ll be a member. Fifteen Flame Vaults, and twenty-five Tomb Sparks.”

“Fifty to a company. There are some thousand of us all told? Twenty companies?”

“That’ll be explained in camp.” Taron clapped Scorio on the shoulder as he pushed off the railing. “I just like to get to know my people before heading out for battle. I’ll be checking in on you. Let me know if anything comes up.”

“One last question.”

Taron leaned his hip against the railing and gave him an upnod. “Ask away.”

“Becoming a Pyre Lord.” Scorio felt almost embarrassed about asking. “I’ve never discussed it seriously with anyone. Never thought I’d reach Dread Blaze like I did. Can you share…?”

“What it takes?” Taron smirked. “I was hoping you’d ask. Nothing befits a Great Soul more than boundless ambition. Sure. What do you know so far?”

“That it involves a special mana manipulation technique, where you pour mana directly into your ignited Heart instead of into your reservoir. And that you need to integrate all your powers into your sense of self.” Scorio scratched the back of his head. “That’s all I’ve got, though.”

“You’ve got the right of it. But this is one of those challenges that’s easily described, and hard to effect. You know that the majority of Great Souls don’t pass beyond Dread Blaze?”

“Yes.”

“There are dozens of theories why, but I think it comes down to a lack of imagination. We manifest all our disparate powers, right? Some few are lucky, and they all are clearly interlinked. They form a seamless whole. Others, however, have what feels like a motley assortment. Whatever you manifest, however, you need to find the singular core to it all. You need to reimagine yourself as a new being. A being whose essence is revealed by their powers. It’s an epiphany you’re after. And alas, it’s not enough to just make guesses and hope they’ll stick.”

“I see. So I need to look at all my powers and figure out what they make me?”

“Figure out who the you is that blends them all into a seamless whole. Often there are clues in your previous trials. Sometimes instincts will pull you toward certain experiences that will make your true essence emerge. Some people might be drawn to heights, others to certain weapons, and so on. It varies. But when you have that epiphany, when everything slides home and you feel like you’re waking up for the first time, that’s when you need to activate that special channeling technique so as to empower your transition to Pyre Lord.”

Scorio nodded dubiously.

“The vast majority of Great Souls sprint to Dread Blaze within their first five years. Then they stall out, often for five, six, seven more years as they wrestle with who and what they are. So don’t give yourself a hard time if you haven’t figured it out within the next month, alright?”

“Sure,” smiled Scorio. “I’ll try not to.”

“Liar.” Taron grinned. “Let me know if you have any further questions. It’s all awfully vague advice, but it makes complete sense in hindsight.”

“Okay.” Scorio watched as Taron unclipped and walked away, the wind ruffling the man’s white hair. He could fight under that man, at least for a short while. Be part of a company of fifty. As one of the ten Dread Blazes, he’d be pivotal to the company’s success.

Scorio fought a sudden shiver. It was really happening. They were flying south to the Telurian Band, where their forces would be broken up and sent out into the Bone Plains to battle the enemy.

Scorio had seen plenty of violence since incarnating. Duels to the death, running battles against small groups, skirmishes aplenty.

But war?

He’d never seen anything on that scale.

And he’d be hard pressed to deny a frisson of excitement. What would the fiends be like? How did it work? How would the company blend its powers together? For how long would they fight before having to fall back?

With questions tumbling through his mind Scorio gazed sightlessly at the cliffs, then turned to study those on the deck.

A face caught his attention. Oval, so densely freckled that the marks became a smear across the bridge of her nose, her lips a small bow, her black hair falling into a ponytail whose length was trapped every few inches by a fresh band, so that it looked as if a series of black spheres ran down her back.

The woman walked with graceful poise past Scorio, not glancing at him as she went. Scorio felt a chill at her passage; nothing supernatural, just a physical reaction to a true predator moving past.

Where did he know her from? Why did she have such an effect on him?

He watched her back, nonplussed, and then the memory came to him: House Hydra’s Great Hall as he followed Druanna in for vengeance, Praximar expostulating as he rose to this feet, hundreds of Great Souls in attendance.

He’d caught sight of that woman before she shifted into a being so nightmarish she’d given the Nightmare Lady a run for horror: the Shadow Petal, armed with a blade that bypassed armor, and a second that cut through mana.

“Oh, damn,” he whispered, watching as the small woman descended below decks. Then it made sense: the Shadow Petal served House Kraken. Plassus had no doubt demanded that their best warriors all join this final war effort.

The Shadow Petal. The most feared warrior in all of Bastion. Here, on the Dread Majesty, going to war against the Blood Ox.

The thought should have cheered him, but he could still remember vividly how the Shadow Petal had rammed her blade through Nissa’s chest and lifted her from the ground like an impaled bug, her skull-like visage expressing no remorse, no hatred, nothing at all.

“Damn,” he whispered again, and couldn’t decide if he wanted her in Taron’s company or not.

* * *

The Dread Majesty clove the dusky airs and cut a path straight south. The next two days were quiet. Taron’s prediction proved correct: no fiend dared challenge the whale ship. Scorio spent as much time as he could wrestling with Taron’s words, trying to understand some new and revolutionary truth about himself, but it was more an exercise in frustration than anything else.

With three pilots on board, the Dread Majesty never ceased its southward sojourn, and it was late one afternoon when they finally reached the end of the Iron Weald.

The cliffs, their ubiquitous companions, ran tall and fearsome right up till the end, only to suddenly fall apart, as if giants had taken world-spanning hammers to their faces and demolished them without ceremony. Huge fissures gave way to great rents. Massive chunks of gray stone littered the valley floor, some as big as the Fiery Shoals citadel itself, and then the cliffs simply sank into the ground and were no more.

Beyond lay the Telurian Band.

Scorio, Naomi, and many others new to this layer of hell crowded the prow, eyes wide.

The skies broadened abruptly and developed a sense of vast scale that made Scorio want to shrink back. Clouds rose higher and higher, huge anvils of curdled majesty, an inverted world of crevasses and swirling mountains. The Telurian sun, refulgent, was perpetually hidden, but its brilliance lit up the heavens like a murder scene; the endless cloudscape burning umber and orange, burnished gold and virulent crimson.

Below it spread a hint of what was to come: endless chains of shallow lakes whose surfaces were broken by rocky outcroppings, interspersed between ridges and towering mesas whose striated flanks descended from bloody red through cadmium yellow to chalky white just where they met the shorelines. Every edge was razor sharp, every aspect of the land new-forged and harsh.

Leaning out over the railing, Scorio peered toward the horizon. Only half a mile south, a thick forest sprang up, endless ranks of gray, leafless trees that seemed to march rank upon rank toward infinity, cloaking the hillsides, swarming up alongside the lakes, choking the valleys.

The Dread Majesty banked as it slid out of the Iron Weald’s valley. Scorio reached out with his senses and saw why: the Iron mana, so dense in the Iron Weald, flowed out from a great cloud of supple Bronze that seemed to hesitate just shy of the broken cliffs.

The Dread Majesty immediately began to rise as it floated into the Bronze; the aerate bones strained against the hull, causing the deck to groan as if it had sailed into and up the curvature of a huge wave. The pilot directed powerful amounts of mana into the sails, cunningly adapting and using different masts at different strengths so that the ship flew, tilted to port, like one of those wild men who’d tame a great wave with a hand-carved board of wood.

Who was it that had told him once that the aerate bones were too reactive for Bronze? Scorio couldn’t remember, but the evidence was clear: if they hadn’t swung around right at the edge of the Iron Weald, they’d have soared ever up and into the clouds. Higher and higher, perhaps, till the ship’s deck was vertical.

As it was they scudded along the face of the roiling banks of Bronze, moving radially along the outer edge of the Iron Weald.

Fascinated, Scorio watched the mountain range pass by and a new Iron Weald valley open up to port.

The tension on the ship heightened; with the Telurian Band hard at starboard, the war against the Blood Ox felt viscerally more imminent. The veterans chose to remain below decks, while those new to this depth of hell remained at the railings.

Scorio quickly abandoned port for starboard, and there spent the day watching the Telurian Band scroll by in all its toxic glory. The sun never set; it would dip toward the horizon, darkening the clouds and casting a butcher’s pall over the land, but rise again before sinking, as if it had changed its mind. High up into the sky it would climb, the hues lightening in turn to gold and egg yolk yellow, then after a half-hour at its meridian it would drop once more.

The Petrified Forest was a constant for the first few hours, but then they reached a huge crescent moon of a lake that stretched like an ocean toward the distant southern horizon, and when they sighted its far shore the stone trees failed to resume.

Instead, they saw a mountain range draw closer, an endless series of undulating peaks.

“Look,” said Scorio, leaning forward and shielding his eyes. “Somebody’s built something along the top.”

For evenly spaced towers followed the range’s outline, an endless series of phalanges that ran like a gigantic fence or some other manner of obscure construction.

“Nobody built that,” said Naomi, straightening from where she’d been leaning. “That’s a spine.”

“Spine?” Scorio went to scoff then stilled. The spikes that jutted into the air looked tiny from this distance, but they had to be forty or fifty yards tall. The range curved toward them, and the face of one mountain had fallen away to leave behind a great cliff. Down the length of this range of sheer rock he could see the hints of what might have been ribs, buried deep in the rock.

“What?” He gazed up and down the mountain range’s length. It stretched from horizon to horizon. “What kind of fiend…?”

The scale of the dead monster terrified him. A World Worm, perhaps?

On they sailed, the Telurian sun making it feel as if they existed in a never-ending fever dream of a day. The spine range diminished and fell away, and Scorio and Naomi descended to sleep in their hammocks.

Unrested, uneasy, they awoke they knew not how much later and rose again to observe the Telurian Band.

The same majestic, endless skies, the same endlessly unfurling clouds, the same richly gradating hues. Lakes without end, some massive, others like interlinked puddles that extended around the mountains and mesas. Occasionally, great clouds of carnivorous-looking insects would rise from the plains to shadow them, each the size of a pony, four-winged, their legs ending in grasping pincers, their heads blind and composed of hooks and fanged maws. Their swarms were often hundreds strong, and they filled the air with a terrible, tooth-jarring buzz that drove most below decks.

Scorio watched them, and couldn’t deny a morbid, mad curiosity as to what would happen if he took to the air in his scaled form and flew into their midst, breathing flame.

But the insectoid fiends never drew too close. Eventually, they left the last swarm behind, and a shout of excitement sounded from the prow.

Scorio and everyone else pushed to the fore.

Rapidly approaching was a great wall composed of giant, weathered boulders. Some were merely the size of houses, others the size of Bastion itself. They lay in a toppled line as if sprinkled by Acherzua herself, piled atop each other but forming a distinct and oblique line that speared toward the heart of the Telurian Band, disappearing into the distance.

Beyond the cyclopean wall extended a glimmering wasteland of pale sand, endlessly sinuous dunes aligned with the flow of mana from south to the north.

“Is that…?” asked Scorio.

“Yes,” said a Great Soul to his side, tone soft with resignation. “The Bone Plains. Follow that wall all the way to its end, some two hundred miles away, and you’ll find LastRock and the Blood Ox.”

Scorio shivered. The sands looked bleak and desolate, devoid of geography, an endless expanse of dunes that stretched beyond the wall as far as the eye could see.

Their battlefield.


Chapter 31

The whale ships descended as best they could, but the mana was too buoyant. It took the Charnel Dukes and Blood Barons creating voids around the ship for them to drop sufficiently close to the floor to lower anchors.

From there everyone slung packs over their shoulders, climbed down over the hull to the ropes, and set to climbing down the last fifty yards.

Scorio spurned the lines. Perhaps a third of the Great Souls present were capable of descending under their own powers, and this they did, leaping overboard, turning to smoke, summoning spirits or monsters to ride, or simply flickering out of sight.

Scorio balanced perfectly on the wooden railing and gazed down over the camp. It was painted in the red hues of a near sunset. From the memories of his past life, from his time as a commander of his own rebel force, he’d come to sense something of how army camps should be arranged; he expected meticulous rows, orderly tents, a sense of an organism, united, created, functional.

Instead, he gazed out over a sprawling morass of haphazard tents, rough stone buildings, tunnel mouths and cargo depots. Chaotic, ragged, ungoverned. Fires burned fitfully here and there, surrounded by knots of people, and at the far edge of camp he saw a corral of giant beetles, each the size of The Sloop. Their carapaces gleamed metallic green, but they were clearly domesticated. None of them fought their constraints, the straps and ropes that were lashed around their bodies.

Beyond them, beyond the rough camp that seemed to have fetched up like flotsam upon the beach that was the edge of the Iron Weald, stretched the Bone Plains. The tops of the wavering dunes cast sheer shadows across the landscape, so that the entirety of it was a sinuous contrast between black and dull red sands.

A bad presentiment filled Scorio. Despite the glad shouting from below, despite the catcalls from Great Souls as they cheered or mocked each other on the way down, Scorio couldn’t help but feel uneasy about the rough camp, the hundreds upon hundreds of upturned faces, the desperation that filled the air like a metallic tang.

Scorio ignited his Heart, waited for Naomi to wrap her arms around his neck, then simply stepped over the edge of the railing and fell.

The wind rushed about them, his stomach rose to plaster itself against his lungs, and then he extended his wings and caught the air, immediately cutting away into a curving glide.

There were too many others descending in equally interesting manner for his wings to merit attention. Everybody was gathering right below the ships into a milling crowd, the veterans calling out and mingling with the standing army, the newer arrivals uncertain, clustered together.

“Last chance to just fly the hell away,” Naomi murmured in his ear.

Scorio was tempted.

The situation was far more chaotic than he’d have liked. Upon joining the others on the gravel wash that descended from the Iron Weald, they stood around, waiting, without a sense of where they should go or what they should do. Plassus and the Blood Barons descended directly to the army’s command center, and most of the veterans they’d traveled with simply filtered into the camp and left the others behind.

There was no sign of Moira, Jova, or any of the others from the Bone Harpoon. Aezryna and Charoth had their own camp, adjacent to the massive one belonging to Plassus, and all their people descended to it.

Scorio wagered it was better run.

Vermina’s army was camped a good hundred miles away; after depositing everyone who was staying, the Bone Harpoon resumed its journey east toward it.

Eventually Great Souls with some measure of authority began to appear, each intent on gathering select recruits to follow them. Scorio caught sight of Taron moving through the milling crowd, parchment in hand, and when they made eye contact the Pyre Lord gestured for Scorio to fall in.

A handful of others were already following in a loose collective, the Shadow Petal amongst them.

Great.

Hiking his pack, Scorio and Naomi fell in behind Taron. They followed him around as he searched for the last names on his list, and when he was content, he turned to cast a weather eye over their small group.

“Alright. Let’s get you over to our company’s quarters. Once you’ve dropped your packs and gotten a lay of the land, I’ll give you a rousing speech to raise morale. Good? Then let’s go.”

They cut through most of the camp. People were mingling, greeting each other, or simply sitting, eating, warily watching.

Taron’s company was a collective of mismatched hide and canvas tents on the edge of the sprawling camp. Through their ranks Scorio could make out the endless sands. Great Souls emerged as they arrived, warned by some unseen signal, and Taron took a moment to greet friends, nod coolly to some, acknowledge welcomes from others. He took the new arrivals, five in number, to a single large tent that stood empty and dark, and gestured within.

“Go ahead and drop your gear. You’ll be sleeping here till we head out. I hope for your sakes that you get along.”

Scorio glanced past Naomi at the other three. The Shadow Petal stepped into the tent without hesitation, unslinging her black pack. The second was also familiar: Galvon, another Kraken Dread Blaze from Bastion. His was a striking presence, his hollow cheeks filled in by a thickly grown beard, his brows heavy, his eyes sunken. He’d been part of the Kraken strike force that had hunted Scorio down while he worked with Helminth - what had his power been? Something about a wall of force.

The third was a broad-shouldered and square-jawed man, his caramel hair tousled, his chin deeply dimpled, his face clean-shaven. Large, wary, but with an air of patience, he nodded to Scorio with pursed lips and also dropped his pack within.

Nobody spoke.

Scorio decided to keep his pack with him.

Soon they joined the crowd milling in the center of their company camp. The air was a mixture of resignation and curiosity, but before anybody could approach Scorio, Taron hopped up onto a crate and clapped his hands.

“Hello, Company 16. No, I’ve not yet devised a more compelling name. For now we are and remain the exhilarating, the exorbitant 16. There’s much to share, but you know how I abhor long-winded speeches, so I shall make this brief. Charnel Duke Plassus has joined with the Seamstress’ relief force. She sent Blood Barons Charoth and Aezryna back from the Emerald Reach along with some hundred Dread Blazes. Most importantly, they’ve gotten their hands on Jova Spike of LastRock fame - yes.”

The crowd broke into a murmur.

“We have a general plan, the particulars of which will be refined shortly. The crux of it lies in getting Jova into LastRock where the fiendish tribal elders are held, and restoring the old oaths of allegiance. That will strip the Blood Ox of the majority of his forces.”

“Brother.” The female twin to Taron’s alabaster looks raised a hand. Her blue eyes were emphasized by black mascara, and her white hair curled down just past jaw-length. “Question. Won’t this plan simply force the Blood Ox into action?” Her smile was wry. “To our possible detriment?”

“Thank you, Fyrona.” For the first time Taron sounded annoyed. “That is the point. The fiends are a smokescreen behind which the Blood Ox can hide. Without them, he’ll be forced to intervene directly, and that’s when the Seamstress will prove her worth by having Imperators primed to intervene. At which point we all can quit the field for a well-deserved drink and let our betters reach an understanding.”

Taron gazed out over the small crowd. “We’re going to wait until we receive word that the Imperators are incoming. At which point we initiate the plan so that we time Jova’s success with the Imperator’s arrival. The Blood Ox will be flushed out of hiding, only to discover that he no longer faces mere Charnel Dukes and Blood Barons on the field.

“In the meantime, we’re going to drill, incorporate our new arrivals into our team, and participate in some patrols so as to test ourselves against the fiends. Please give a warm Company 16 welcome to the Shadow Petal, Dread Blaze and Class of 870; Galvon, Dread Blaze and Class of 866; Ursan, Dread Blaze and Class of 869; Naomi, Flame Vault and Class of 871; and Scorio, Dread Blaze and Class of 873.”

The fifty or so Great Souls turned to stare at each new arrival as Taron pointed them out. The Shadow Petal elicited the greatest reaction, insofar as those closest to her abruptly drew away, right up till Taron pointed out Scorio.

“Let me clarify something before ridiculous rumors sweep our camp,” said Taron, voice carrying over the muted voices. “Yes, Scorio questioned our Charnel Duke to his face in a manner most intemperate. Yes, it’s true that the Charnel Duke took umbrage after being challenged by Scorio and demanded to a duel to the death -”

Damn it, thought Scorio as eyes around him widened in shock.

“- and yes, Scorio was able to convince the Charnel Duke to spare his life during the fight so that the duel officially ended in a draw. You’ll probably hear that the Charnel Duke re-evaluated his approach to the war shortly after that duel, and agreed to work with Vermina and the Seamstress. And while I would refute any speculation that he’s thus responsible for this new partnership, the timing is most curious, isn’t it?”

Taron’s smile didn’t reach his scintillating blue eyes. “Those are the facts. Do not bother Scorio for details. Ignore any ridiculous exaggerations that you may hear. Scorio is now but a humble member of Company 16, he’s one of us, and he’ll soon be spilling blood on the sands by our side. That’s what matters. Are we clear?”

Scorio stared straight ahead as everyone studied him.

“Excellent. We’ll begin integration drills at the start of the next dip cycle. Let’s see: Nyrix, why don’t you orient our new members on how the camp works. I have to report back to command, but will return before the end of this dip. If anybody has any pressing matters, they’re to present them to me now.”

A handful of Great Souls pressed forward to speak with Taron as he hopped off the crate. The rest broke into small groups, while a young man cut through the crowd to approach Scorio and Naomi.

He had a sensitive, gentle demeanor but the bridge of his broad nose was kinked from an old break and he held himself with quiet assurance. His hair was a mop of curly black hair, and his eyebrows were formidable over his expressive eyes. “Scorio? Naomi? I’m Nyrix.”

“Good to meet you.” People were still watching them, some covertly, others openly staring.

Naomi merely gave the man a chin-up as a greeting.

Nyrix glanced about then nodded toward the side. “How about we do a quick walk of the perimeter? Get away for a bit?”

“Good idea,” said Scorio, and followed the other man as he led the way through the press, past a few tents, and out to the edge of the dunes.

The air was alive with the sounds of the sprawling war camp. Distant clinks of metal, hoarse shouts, the occasional mysterious boom or muffled explosion. Overhead the Dread Majesty lingered, anchored by hoary ropes, and the air was textured with smells and stench that only the few days aboard the whale ship had prepared them for. Campfire smoke, cooking meat, human stink, the metallic tang of heated metal, the noxious fumes of latrines hidden somewhere close.

Nyrix didn’t stop upon stepping out past the last tents, but instead led them out onto the dunes proper. The consistency of the sands was gritty, and Scorio scooped up a handful, curious if they were condensed mana like the band that surrounded Bastion, but no. He thumbed at the coarse grains and saw that they were tiny fragments of shell, perhaps even the bone they were named for, bleached white and strangely light.

“Where are we going?” demanded Naomi.

“Top of that dune.” Nyrix pointed. “It’ll give us a view over the camp and get us away from everything. It can get pretty overwhelming in there after a while.”

“Is it safe?” Scorio scanned the dunes but saw no sign of fiends.

“Nothing in hell is safe, but we should be fine as long as we stay close. We don’t bother with perimeter patrols or the like. We’ve enough folks with powers suited to monitoring our camp that nothing can approach without being spotted.”

They slogged up a sandy slope which grew steep at the last, and then turned to plop down on the peak and gaze back over the camp. They weren’t so high that they had a true view over all of it, but enough to gain a sense of its sprawl.

“Anyway, let me introduce myself properly. I’m Nyrix, Dread Blaze, class of 871. I joined House Chimera with a release clause that I exercised last year. I spent some time at the Chimera outpost in the shadow of the Green Giant, but decided I couldn’t stay away, so here I am.” Nyrix smiled disarmingly. “I’m still trying to decide how bad an idea that was.”

“Why does everyone here focus on their class so much?” asked Scorio.

Nyrix shrugged. “Great Souls love hierarchy? Back in the Academy everyone was the same class, so the focus was on who was what rank, but the further out into hell you get, the more the classes mix. So identifying your year indicates how quickly you’ve climbed. Some people take it very seriously.”

“Why?” asked Naomi. “Posturing?”

Nyrix grinned. “Mostly. The youngest Dread Blazes are from the class. 873, correct?”

Scorio nodded.

“The very best from my class, 871, have just made Blood Baron. Have you heard of Mitoko?”

“Yes,” snapped Naomi. “Why do people keep saying he doesn’t count?”

“They,” corrected Nyrix. “Because they’re really weird. They’re not a single person, but some kind of collective. Regardless, even someone as broken as Mitoko won’t make Charnel Duke at the very earliest for another four years. It’s just not done, except maybe by someone like Iulius the Golden. Once you get a sense of how quickly people advance, you can figure out how hungry, how talented, and thus how dangerous someone is based on their rank and class.”

“So my being a Dread Blaze and class of 873?” asked Scorio.

“Pretty damned dangerous.” Nyrix grinned, dug out a plate of pale pink chitin from the sand, and set to crumbling its edge. “I’m respectable at 871, but if I don’t make Pyre Lord within a couple of years, I’ll lose that glamorous edge that makes me oh-so popular.”

Naomi snorted.

“Right?” Nyrix broke a chunk of chitin off and tossed it down the slope. “It’s ridiculous, but also a fair way to assess ambition. Take Rharvyn, one of the other Dread Blazes in Company 16. He’s class of 865. That means he’s been alive over a decade, so two or three of his classmates are already down in the Azure Expanse, while he’s still up here in the Telurian Band taking orders from Taron, who’s five years younger than he is. Do his powers allow him to hurl explosive death hundreds of yards away, cratering battlefields and killing tons of fiends? Yes. Do people think he’s got a future, and treat him with the respect he deserves?”

“Of course not,” said Naomi.

“Right or wrong, that’s how our kind works. Or most of them. They try to get a sense of who’s on the road to glory and then butter them up with compliments. Lose momentum, fail to ascend, and you’ll be overlooked and ignored.”

“Fyrona is Taron’s sister?” asked Scorio.

“Sure is. They’re both Class of 872.”

“But she’s just a Dread Blaze?”

“And you can imagine how that makes their relationship complicated.” Nyrix raised both palms. “Not that I blame Fyrona. It must be incredibly frustrating to be compared to Taron. The man’s a prodigy. Pyre Lord in four years? That’s cutting edge.”

Scorio looked out over the camp, mulling this over.

“So, ah.” Nyrix tossed the broken chitin away. “You fought Charnel Duke Plassus?”

Naomi snorted. “Impressive. I didn’t think you’d last this long without asking.”

Scorio sighed and recounted a bare-bones version of the fight. “So it’s a lot less impressive than it sounds.”

“And you’re the guy who helped Imperator Sol fight off Imogen the Woe?”

Naomi elbowed Scorio. “Explain how that’s also a lot less impressive than people have made it out to be.”

“I just distracted her for a second,” protested Scorio. “She recognized me from a past life, and so I had a little influence on her. I don’t know. It was enough for Sol to do the rest.”

“Sol,” mocked Naomi. “He’s on first name terms with Imperators.”

“And you, ah…” Nyrix searched for the right word. “Killed Chancellor Praximar? That was also you?”

“You’re well-informed out here,” said Scorio dryly.

Nyrix smiled. “Army camps thrive on gossip. We’ve been idling with nothing to do for almost a year. People are going mad.”

“Almost a year?” The scruffy, dilapidated nature of the camp suddenly made more sense.

“The Charnel Duke’s been…” Nyrix considered. “We had a big loss just before I joined up. Over a hundred killed by the Blood Ox, and it’s said the True Fiend took Plassus’ eyes and broke most his bones. Took him a month to heal, and that was with Vermina’s help. The Blood Ox did something to his body, saturated it with bad mana. I won’t claim to understand it.”

“That’s when he lost his nerve?” asked Naomi.

Nyrix winced. “Don’t talk like that.”

“Why? Isn’t it true?”

“Look.” Nyrix turned to face her. “For one, you never know who’ll report that kind of language and get you in trouble. But second, it’s bad for the company. Bad for morale.”

Naomi scoffed and looked away.

“I’m serious,” said Nyrix earnestly. “Great Souls are like cats. Do you know how much work it takes to keep almost a thousand of them grouped together like this? Half of them want to fade away and head deeper into hell out of sheer boredom. Sitting in a war camp does nobody’s advancement any favors. Everybody down there is focused almost exclusively on reaching their next rank, which means convincing them to wait for a war that feels stalled out takes every ounce of authority the Blood Barons and Pyre Lords can muster. Talking like that is a literal attack on our forces.”

Naomi met Nyrix’s gaze. “It’s not my fault the leadership has screwed this up so badly.”

“No,” allowed Nyrix, choosing his words carefully. “But either you’re here to help, or you should leave. Because there’s no room for folks who are going to bring other people down.”

Scorio raised his palms. “We’re still figuring things out. Right, Naomi?”

Naomi just glared at Nyrix, who looked half-apologetic, half-defiant.

“Women,” said Alain, leaning forward to peer around Nyrix. “Am I right?”

Nyrix let out a shout, leaped forward and turned as he slid down the face of the dune, raising his arms so that a crossbow of glowing white light appeared in his hands, its bolt aimed squarely at Alain.

“Whoa!” Alain raised his hands. “Easy there!”

“Nyrix!” Scorio scrambled forward to interpose himself between the two. “Don’t loose, it’s just Alain.”

“Just me!” Alain gave a helpful wave.

Naomi smacked him hard upside the head.

“Ow!” Alain hunched over and twisted about to stare at Naomi with a hurt expression. “What was that for?”

“That was for being an idiot and surprising Nyrix.” She then grabbed the front of his robe and with a powerful twist hurled him down the dune. Alain yelped, rolled in a flurry of sand, then clawed at the slope till he stopped sliding down. Hair dusted gray, he stared back up at Naomi, bewildered. “And that was for your ‘women’ comment.”

Alain shook his head in mute resignation, looked to Scorio, and mouthed, “women”.

Naomi’s eyes narrowed and then she was the Nightmare Lady, hunched over, tail lashing as her claws sank into the sand in preparation of springing down after Alain.

Who yelped again, leaped up, and ran the rest of the way down the slope to disappear into the camps.

“Who…” Nyrix’s crossbow faded from view. “Was that?”

“Alain,” said Scorio tiredly. “He’s attached himself to us. I keep forgetting he’s there. It’s his power.”

“We should tie a huge bell around his neck,” groused Naomi, sinking back into her human form.

“Is he part of Company 16?” asked Nyrix. “Does Taron know he’s here?”

“I’m not sure, actually. I forgot to ask. It’s his power. It makes him really hard to keep track of. It’s really powerful.”

“No kidding.” Nyrix sat on the dune’s edge once more. “But that would make him a really useful scout.”

“Alain’s good for nothing,” said Naomi. “He’s a coward and a pervert.”

“Not fair,” protested Scorio. “He helped me a lot in the Fury Spires.”

“A helpful pervert, then.”

Scorio laughed. “Fine.”

A bell tolled out over the army camp, its peals dolorous and reverberating.

“That’s the signal for dinner,” said Nyrix, rising to his feet. “See how the sun’s just above the horizon? It’ll stay there for a short while. That marks the dip. When it starts rising it’s the start of the next dip cycle. It’ll be about three Bastion sun-wire cycles between the dinner and breakfast bell. Not much, but it’s when the camp generally rests. Come on, I’ll show you the Company 16 mess tent.”

Scorio stood. “And after breakfast? Taron said something about integration drills?”

Nyrix grinned. “The only fun we get around here. Learning to blend our powers together in combat. You’ll see. Nothing quite like watching fifty Great Souls fighting as one. You’ll love it.”


Chapter 32

“Listen up.” Taron didn’t need to shout. The loose collective that had followed him out onto a stretch of packed sand wasn’t there to mess around. They cut off their conversations and listened intently.

Taron crossed his arms and rocked back onto his heels. “I’ve nothing terribly exciting to share. The business of running an army is as boring as it is bureaucratic. But if you cut through all the nonsense, in essence we’re in a holding pattern until we receive confirmation from the Seamstress that her Imperators are incoming.”

A young man at the back of the crowd raised his hand. “How’s that going to be coordinated? We need to strike LastRock just as they arrive, right?”

“That’s the crux of all the deliberations.” Taron’s bleak blue gaze glimmered with dour amusement. “Charoth and his strike team need to draw the Blood Ox to LastRock just as the Imperators arrive. We can’t afford to waste a minute of their time. Each second that they’re away from the Twilight Cradle results in catastrophic consequences that we can’t begin to fathom. But that’s none of our concern. We’re mere peons, ignorant foot soldiers who need but do and die as commanded. As far as anyone can tell, we have a week before we ride forth into the Bone Plains. Which is fortuitous, as we need to integrate a handful of new talents into our battle plan.”

Scorio glanced at those around him. Nobody seemed taken aback by Taron’s tone; it was clear that negligent sarcasm was the Pyre Lord’s modus operandi. In the near distance stood a large circle of standing stones, the spaces between them hidden by a flowing wall of milky-white fog. Groups were clustered around this stone circle, indifferent to Taron and his Dread Blazes.

“Some of your trial memories may have shown you ancient battles. You might have seen thousands arranged in neat and orderly blocks marching toward each other while archers darkened the skies with arrows. A battle might take the course of a whole day, and its outcome determined as much by morale as anything else. That is not how we Great Souls fight.

“We’ll be facing foes who can at times number in the thousands. Most often these are the Bronze-ranked fiends of the Telurian Band, but sprinkled throughout for our delight are Gold-ranked fiends who can ruin your day if you’re not paying attention. Who can tell me what our approach is, seeing as our dastardly little company will only number about fifty individuals?”

“Power integration,” said Fyrona, her tone a hair’s breadth short of exasperated.

“Power integration,” agreed Taron. “We’re all such special, unique creatures. Nyrix can open portals. Wesanin turns into a living tornado of whatever materials lie around him. The Shadow Petal can cleave through endless ranks of enemies with her infamous blades. I can make it so that the ground beneath our foes’ feet becomes as slick as wet glass. How do we fight as an organized group and avoid tripping each other up? How do we ensure that Rharvyn doesn’t drop an explosive blast atop our heads by accident? Power integration. We memorize how to move together, how to complement each other’s powers, how to leverage our strengths and compensate for our weaknesses. If we integrate, we magnify our strength a hundredfold. A thousandfold. And that’s how we can defeat entire tribes of Bronze-ranked fiends.” Taron smiled mockingly as he brought his hands together, interlacing his fingers. “Integration.”

This time Fyrona did roll her eyes, the gesture accentuated by the striking smoky eye makeup.

“We operate as a spear,” said Taron, tone turning businesslike. “The Dread Blazes are the tip. They open a path that the Flame Vaults widen, with the Tomb Sparks at the rear ensuring that we aren’t encircled. Our strategy is dependent on terrain, but we tend to cut through swarms of fiends as quickly as we can, exiting on the far side, turning, and then cutting back through. Speed, power, violence. We destroy and destroy again till either the fiends are slaughtered or their morale breaks and they flee. To do this smoothly requires cohesion, which means ensuring we don’t surprise each other. As such, we’ll break now into ranked groups so that new members can introduce themselves and drill in their cohort.”

Taron clapped his hands. “Tomb Sparks, over there.” Half the company moved away. “Flame Vaults, over there.” Some fifteen others followed Taron’s command, leaving ten Dread Blazes in the center.

Naomi grimaced, lingered, then moved to join the Flame Vaults.

“Well then,” said Taron. “Now that it’s just us Dread Blazes, we can get to work. Ursan, Shadow Petal, Galvon, Scorio. Go ahead and introduce yourselves. Tell us what you can do. Don’t be modest.”

Galvon stepped forward. He’d been part of the Kraken squad that Octavia had sent alongside the Shadow Petal to hunt Scorio back in Bastion. A surreal sensation washed over Scorio as he gazed at the man. A peer. A fellow Dread Blaze. They’d be fighting shoulder to shoulder now.

“The name’s Galvon. House Kraken, Class of 866.” His voice was low, hard, and fit his vulpine features. He was handsome in the manner of a half-starved wolf, all predator, thick, close-cropped beard growing up his cheeks and framing his striking features. Heavy brows shadowed his eyes, and he seemed to stare with disapproval at all he looked upon. “I can produce an invisible wall of force that slams through foes and spares friends. It knocks them back and leaves them confused. I can expand the wall to cover a large area, perhaps fifty yards in width, but the bigger the wall, the less impact it has. I can also divine something of the intentions of those affected. Again, the more I hit, the more diffused that information becomes.”

“Excellent for battle control,” said Taron. “Ursan?”

The Dread Blazes turned to regard the big man at the back. Square-faced, bemused, with that dimple in the center of his broad chin, he rolled his shoulders as if about to step into a fight then raised a palm in greeting. “Ursan, Class of 869. I turn into a large ogre-like creature.” His voice was a soft rumble, almost hard to hear. “I can scare foes away with my roar, and when I punch the ground, people tend to fall over. I can punch the ground hard enough to cause a localized earthquake, but if I do so softly, I can sense everything within range. People moving, building layouts, stuff like that.”

“Battle control, front-line fighter,” said Taron. “Shadow Petal?”

The slight woman had been so still, her form so unobtrusive, that it took a moment for their group to orient on her. She drew a long strand of ebon hair behind one ear and then linked her hands behind her back. “Greetings. I am known as the Shadow Petal, but my name is Himiko. I am from the Class of 870.”

She was only three years older than him? Scorio wanted to laugh; why had he thought of her as a permanent part of Bastion, a dark demon who had always served House Kraken?

“My suite of powers combine to make me an effective killer,” she continued in a strangely polite and quiet tone. “If you are not thinking of me I am invisible. I can step through space as if through a hidden door, appearing anywhere within thirteen yards that I can see. I can transform into the Shadow Petal, as I call her, and in that form am very hard to damage, and possess great speed and strength. Finally, I can summon two blades. The first, Kindness, can cut through flesh with ease. The second, Mercy, can cut through mana.”

Then she bowed her head, indicating that she was done.

Nobody spoke.

Taron finally cleared his throat. “It’s good to have you here, Himiko. You’re probably going to do your own thing, but I’d place you on the front line. Right. Scorio?”

The other nine Dread Blazes considered him. It was strange; the Manticore leaders had all been Dread Blazes, but he’d never considered himself their equal. He’d been content to set them on pedestals right till he resolved to cut their throats. He’d been around Charnel Dukes and Blood Barons, had even conversed with an Imperator.

But for the first time, he felt himself a peer in a lethal company. Each and every single member of this elite group had reached Dread Blaze through a combination of brutal resolve and unbreakable ambition. They’d risen to the pinnacle of what almost every other Great Soul dared dream of, and undoubtedly there were some here who would press on, becoming Pyre Lords or greater.

And now they studied him with respect. With curiosity. But none scoffed at his being there. None dismissed him.

If anything, they gazed at him with wariness. All had heard of him and his exploits. He was the youngest member of their company, and had done nothing but battle for his survival against greater foes since emerging from the Gauntlet. He wasn’t simply their peer; he was a legend in the making.

As such, they listened intently, as if he deserved to stand in their company, as if he were truly one of them.

An elite Great Soul.

Which, Scorio realized with belated amusement, he’d actually become.

“The name’s Scorio, Class of 873. Like Ursan and the Shadow Petal—sorry, Himiko—I can turn into a different being. Large, fast, heavily armored. With wings. I, ah, can also generate a command aura that allows me to influence people around me. Thus far it’s been mostly one-word commands. ‘Stop’, usually, so that they freeze up and I can tear off their heads.”

Scorio grinned, but nobody else found it funny.

“Right. Also, I just developed my Dread Blaze power. I can change into a flame form and then inhale that fire so that I can breathe it out onto people. I’ve not much experience with it yet, but… I think it will hurt.”

Scorio forced a smile, wishing he could just say that over again, but Taron had moved on.

“Can you command multiple people at once?”

“I…” Scorio hesitated. “I don’t know. I’ve actually never tried.”

“We’ll find out. Flight, combat, very limited battle control. Well, we’ll make the rest of this quick and then try a drill. My name is Taron. I can cause mirror-images to appear before my foes, and give them independent thought so that they can battle freely. I can cause these images to release a blast of searing light, and make the ground beneath our enemies as frictionless as a polished ice. Whereas my sister here can just shoot black beams of burning light from her eyes.”

Fyrona glowered. “’Just’, dear brother?”

“No, really, it’s quite impressive. What she doesn’t kill becomes blinded, and she can see through walls. Before making holes in them. Also, her body is as hard as diamond, so if you ever spar with her, don’t hold back.”

Fyrona crossed her arms and stared daggers at her brother.

“Rharvyn there is our long-range assault.” Taron nodded to an older man, his skin so dark it had blue tints, his head shaved bald, his angular features schooled into a look of casual disinterest. “Fortunately for us he can intuit where on the battlefield his attacks will have the greatest effect, and thus tends to avoid blasting the rest of us to pieces.”

“Hi there,” said Rharvyn, raising a hand. “I only work at long range. Anything within fifty yards is safe from me, unless I aim straight up and am willing to destroy myself. I can hide amongst dozens of copies of myself, though. So, you know.” He shrugged.

Taron resumed. “Penaela there is delightful. She creates a tiny black sun that warps the flesh of everything it shines on, and makes everyone affected think she’s dead no matter what she does. Very strange, absolutely charming.”

Penaela stared blankly at Scorio. Her skin was pale and waxen like that of a corpse, her lips bluish, her irises so washed out that they appeared pale gray, their sclera, pink. She wore a simply shift of white, and appeared a corpse standing.

“Hello,” said Scorio, discomfited enough to greet her first.

“Nyrix there is our transportation expert,” said Taron. “He can loose quarrels of white light at our foes, which is good, but better yet he can open connected portals between any two points he shoots at. This allows us to position ourselves swiftly to our advantage, and gives us excellent mobility.”

Nyrix gave an upnod, clearly chuffed at the praise. “It helps that I’m immune to long-ranged attacks. They just pass through me.”

“That just leaves Wesanin and Merideva,” finished Taron. “Wesanin can transform himself into a living vortex of whatever substance is in abundance around him, and just tear through the ranks of our enemies like wildfire. In that form he’s hard to harm, but equally hard to communicate with.”

Like the other Dread Blazes, Wesanin was a man of great presence and striking appearance. His gold earrings contrasted with his rich, russet brown skin, and his hair was shaved around the sides, and twisted into orange ropes up top. His goatee was golden orange, and his irises were also gold, giving him an otherworldly stare. “The more powerful I make myself, the more I lose the ability to think,” he said, voice soft, mellow. “It’s a fine balance.”

“Reminds me of someone I met,” said Scorio. “Bronwen? Never mind.”

Taron dismissed Scorio’s comment and gestured to the last Dread Blaze. “Whereas the delightful Merideva is a master of close combat fighting. She wields her burning staff like a master born, and each foe she defeats causes another burning staff to fight alongside her. Combined with her ability to burst forth in a mighty dash that can carry her across the battlefield in a blink of an eye, and she often becomes an army by herself by the end of any lengthy fight.”

Merideva smiled ruefully and inclined her head, her long brown hair falling silkily forth. Fair-skinned, green-eyed, tall and statuesque, hers was a refined and reserved presence.

Taron clapped his hands. “We have a week to learn to work together. Newcomers: you need to think of our team in terms of transport, close-quarter combat, and battle control. These are artificial distinctions, but at their crudest they help shape our approach. The simplest category is up close and intimate. Ursan, Fyrona, Himiko, Scorio, and Merideva, you five are the center of our company. You move forward together, support each other, and destroy all that comes against you. Move to the side there.”

Scorio stepped with the other four to Taron’s left.

“Wesanin, Rharvyn, Penaela, Galvon, and myself help shape the flow of battle and control the field by either controlling conditions or wreaking terrible destruction. Nyrix is our sole means of transportation: he’s our chess master, shuttling our pieces around the board and ensuring our battle shapers are always optimally located. And if events ever turn sour, he’ll appear close to our hand-to-hand combatants and help extract them.”

Scorio tried not to feel overwhelmed.

As if reading his mind, Taron grinned. “Too much to take in? Too theoretical and abstruse? Worry not. There’s a reason we’ve been relaxing within a stone’s throw of the Temporal Obelisks.”

Scorio looked over to the circle of huge monoliths. The fog had dissipated from within, revealing a huge space contained by the rocks, and from which a group of Great Souls was emerging. They were engaged in earnest conversation, with one prodigiously overweight woman lecturing the group with animated gestures.

“I’ll ask,” said Ursan gamely. “Temporal Obelisks?”

“They’re the reason for our camping here.” Taron began striding toward them. “Originally there were plans to trap the Blood Ox within them, but they proved fruitless. When infused with rare mana—Gold or greater—they trap time like spindles trap thread. The rarer the mana the more time they can trap, but when the mana runs out they unwind time, returning those within their circle to the state they were before the effect began.”

Scorio stared at Taron. “They reverse time?”

“Allowing us to use them as a training space without need for holding back.” Taron’s eyes glimmered. “There’s one caveat: if your rank isn’t equal to the mana used to activate the stones, you don’t retain your memories of what transpired within. Thus it’s usually Dread Blazes or higher who tend to use them; Gold mana will buy us three or so minutes of time in which to train. Flame Vaults can get a minute with Silver, but Bronze has no effect.”

Galvon sneered. “The plan was to trap the Blood Ox for five minutes?”

Taron’s expression remained sanguine. “The intention was to use Noumenon. It’s said that will activate the stones for an entire week. Regardless, the plan was abandoned, but these obelisks, my friends, are what have kept our restless Great Souls from revolting over the course of the last year. Nothing keeps our kind happier than gleefully murdering each other.”

“They’re also the reason we’ve accumulated no Gold mana,” said Fyrona.

“True.” Taron seemed unconcerned. “The price for keeping our little army together. Fortunately for our company, I acquired Gold mana while at the Fury Spires.” He drew out a finger-length tube. “This will buy us three or so minutes in which to unleash our powers on each other with wanton abandon.”

“Teams?” asked Wesanin, his voice soft and melodious.

“I’m glad you asked. Merideva, Scorio, Galvon, Rharvyn, and Wesanin versus Ursan, Himiko, Fyrona, Penaela, and Nyrix. I’ll observe and take notes.”

Scorio glanced about the little group. Merideva with her flaming staff, Galvon with his wall of disorienting force, Rharvyn with his long-range attacks, and Wesanin with his living tornado form against the Shadow Petal, ogre-like Ursan, Fyrona with her burning eye flames, Penaela with her… whatever her black sun did, and Nyrix with his crossbow and portals.

They were almost at the standing stones. “Merideva, Fyrona, take your teams aside and talk tactics. I’ve booked us the slot after the current team.”

For another group had entered the circle ahead of them only to be hidden by a rising wall of fog.

“What happens if you try to enter the circle once it’s been activated?” asked Scorio.

“You lose the skin of whatever part of you touches the fog,” said Penaela. “That’s what freezes in time first, and prevents you from pushing deeper in. You can pull away if you’re fine with tearing off the frozen skin and leaving it behind.”

“Oh,” said Scorio. “Never mind.”

Himiko glanced sidelong at Penaela. “And if one were thrown out of the circle from within?”

It was Taron who responded. “If you leave the circle early, you keep whatever damage was dealt to you. If you throw a dead body out, that person stays dead forevermore. So don’t do that. Clear?”

Scorio nodded quickly.

“My team this way,” said Merideva, and strode off to one side. Scorio watched the obelisks as he followed, and reached out to them with his senses. It was overwhelming: he could sense streaks of Gold mana flowing around the stones, but there was something more wrapping around them, just as Taron had described, like thread around spindles: something that wasn’t mana, but which radiated an unearthly power that awed him.

Raw time?

Merideva turned to face the four of them when she judged they’d gone far enough. Her smile was perfunctory. “First things first. This fight will be brief. Dread Blaze combats never last long. Second, victory is attained by incapacitating or killing the entirety of the other team. A task that is made all the more difficult by Fyrona’s durability, and, no doubt, Himiko’s.”

“Apologies in advance,” said Rharvyn grimly. “My range makes me of little use in these fights. I can target those across the circle from me, but that’s all.”

Merideva’s smile became compassionate. “Don’t fret. Not your fault. Now. Let’s see if we can’t cook up a surprise for Fyrona.”


Chapter 33

The Temporal Obelisks finished their cycle, and the fog dispersed from amongst the monoliths. The crew within emerged, a dozen strong, expressions wondering and conflicted.

“Alright,” said Taron. “Our turn. Everybody in, teams take your positions across from each other.”

There were some hundred other Great Souls present in disparate groups; some had clearly partaken in the Temporal Obelisks and now stood in earnest conversation, debating what had taken place within; others yet awaited their turns, and watched with interest as the Dread Blazes filtered in between the rocks.

Scorio looked up the length of one as he passed it by. Weathered and ancient, it bore no signs of its mystical ability. Gray, surface pitted and worn by time, it rose nearly twenty yards into the fulminous Telurian Band sky, where it tapered to a rough point.

The space within was some sixty or so yards in diameter, not perfectly circular but more of a rough oval. Fyrona led her team to the far side, trekking out over the packed sand, while Merideva stopped short so that they stood in a loose cluster.

“You’re all Dread Blazes,” she said, tone terse as she watched the other team. “You don’t need uplifting words or hand holding. You know the plan. All you need do is your best. The point of this exercise is to learn how our pieces fit together. Watch, observe, fight, learn. Remember, if your injury is beyond endurance, one of us will give you a mercy kill. Regardless, all will be undone three minutes after we begin.”

Scorio nodded and watched the far team. The last time he’d attempted such an exercise was with Manticore in Bastion. That had been enjoyable, low stakes, rough but not lethal.

This?

Any one of the other Dread Blazes could kill him quickly.

He cracked his knuckles within the palm of his other hand and fought to relax. He could deal plenty of damage himself.

Taron entered the circle but remained close to an obelisk. “Is everybody ready?”

Fyrona’s team spread out. Penaela stood in the center, arms hanging loose by her sides, expressionless. Nyrix and the Shadow Petal stood to one side, Fyrona and Ursan on the other.

“Don’t hold back,” whispered Merideva as she raised her fist in turn. “All damage dealt in here is temporary. Destroy them.”

Taron drew forth the vial and unstoppered it. Even at this distance Scorio could sense the alluring glimmer of Gold, but then it was sent deep into the heart of the obelisk and was gone.

For a second nothing happened, and then a deep thrumming filled the air, a resonance that built within Scorio’s chest and made his gorge rise. A second later it smoothed out as fog began to spin around the periphery of the oval; not fog, but something more mystical, spinning in tight, cottony curls even as it whipped around them. The sky disappeared, covered by a pall of gray, and everything became incredibly distinct, as if more real, more vibrant, more granular and detailed.

“On my count!” Taron raised his arm. The rules were similar to that of the Iron Tyrant’s duel: no igniting till the contest began.

“Three! Two! One! Begin!”

Five Hearts burst into flame as one. Scorio immediately drew on the ambient Bronze, siphoning it directly into his Heart and sparing his reservoir.

Everything happened quickly.

Wesanin let out a great shout and leaped into the air, sand erupting around him to spin about his form, enveloping him in a vortex that rose some ten yards in height.

A small black sphere the size of a head appeared over the center of the field, casting a dismal pall over the heart of the oval.

Galvon took an abrupt step forward and shoved with both hands as if at a stuck drawer, and the world seemed to shudder as a great wave of heated air burst forth from the oval’s center to wash over the other team.

But Nyrix had already raised his crossbow of burning white fire and loosed a shot to their team’s left; the bolt hit the ground and burst into a portal of raging flame.

Rharvyn leaned back, arm extended near to the ground, and in his palm a ball of swirling black fire appeared.

On the oval’s far center Ursan swelled in size, doubling height and quadrupling in width, becoming as massive and broad as a barn door as he became an ogre. Massively muscled, bald and lantern-jawed, his eyes were nearly lost under a huge ridge of a brow, his hands large enough to palm barrels, his chest and shoulders swelling up to ludicrous proportions, his waist narrow, his legs bandy. He and Fyrona began to lope out wide to the left, avoiding Penaela’s black sun.

All of this within the first second.

Scorio leaped into the air as he surged into his scaled form. Burning Bronze was a euphoric experience after all the Iron. He extended his wings with a bark of sheer exultation, and felt Merideva leap up to land upon his back, arms wrapped around his neck.

A moment of duality, of regret: only Naomi had ever ridden him like this. For Merideva to wrap her long, muscled arms around his neck felt like a trespass.

But then he flew forward, chasing Wesanin’s roaring tornado as it curved out wide around the dead zone in the center of the arena.

Rharvyn’s fistful of fire flew from his hand as he pitched it with all his might. It soared high.

Fyrona and Ursan were racing around the sun’s far side. Nyrix and the Shadow Petal had no doubt already emerged beside Rharvyn, spelling their teammates end.

Which is why his strike had to count. The fistful of fire flew straight at Penaela’s baleful sun, fast enough to evade the worst of the warping power, and hit it head on. Rharvyn had assured them he’d be able to find a target on the oval’s far side that would cause his attack to pass through wherever the sun might be placed; the interception was perfect, and the resultant explosion calamitous.

The black sun exploded, its release of power doubled by Rharvyn’s own detonation. Scorio had been ready; he dropped to the sands and dug his burning talons into the sand, and even so he was forced back a half-dozen yards, the waves of burning power washing over him and searing his scales.

His wings furled around Merideva, shielding her from the worst of the blast, but he heard her hiss in pain regardless.

Even as the center of the oval roiled with a cacophony of flames, he sprang forward, straight through the now cleared center. Merideva bounced upon his back, and just as they emerged through the maelstrom he leaped back up into flight once more.

Just as Ursan turned to slam his fist into the ground, releasing a huge shockwave that sent waves of sand blasting out around him.

Merideva released her grip around his neck to drop. The second her foot touched the sand she darted forward, appearing nearly twenty yards ahead to bring a burning staff whistling around her head and smash it into Ursan’s upraised arm.

Scorio searched out Fyrona, saw her drop into a crouch and stare at him.

Here it came.

Her eyes crackled ebon, and a sheet of utter darkness flew toward him.

Panic. Scorio summoned his Shroud before him, but the flat plane of blackness cut through the Shroud as if it weren’t there. Without thinking he summoned his flame form, and became a living silhouette of fire just as Fyrona’s eyebeams passed through him.

Scorio felt his form be cut in half, bifurcated perfectly by the blast. He’d no idea if he’d survive the assault, but as his center sealed over, unhurt, he fought the urge to laugh and instead inhaled the mass of flame into his chest, becoming scaled and solid once more.

Fyrona rose to her feet, eyes going wide, then crossed her arms before her face.

Scorio unleashed his flame upon her, swooping in as he did so.

Fyrona’s entire body became enshrouded in black fire, which washed over her Shroud and roared into the fog. She screamed but remained immobile, leaning into the flames, head bowed.

Damn, but she really was fucking tough.

Scorio dropped just as his flame ended. Fyrona lowered her arms, dazed, and again her eyes widened as she caught a flash of Scorio’s downward swing, and then his searing talons slammed into her battered Shroud and shattered it.

It felt like striking a rock face. His white-tipped talons sank perhaps an inch into her ribs, causing her to snarl in pain, but before he could rake his other hand across her face her eyes widened and turned black.

A second blast.

STOP!

His command hit her like a slap across the face, and her head rocked back just enough that her attack sheeted out into the sky.

Giving him time to slam his other talons into the side of her head.

Fyrona screamed, tried to bring her gaze down to bring her blast against him, but he’d stabbed his talons into her temple in such a way as to find purchase of her whole head, and now he craned it back, causing her to gaze straight up.

With a grunt, he tore his other hand free of her side and tried to slash her throat. It felt like swiping a knife across a log. Again and again he slashed, all the while keeping her head tilted back, and she stumbled, wrestled with him, screaming in fury and pain.

A horse kicked him in the back and Scorio staggered to the side. He wheeled about, nearly tearing Fyrona off her feet, and saw Shadow Petal standing over a dead Merideva, Ursan battered and broken and down on one knee.

Nyrix. The man stood across the oval, burning crossbow raised, a new bolt loaded in the stock.

Galvon?

Down, decapitated, blood turning the sand to burgundy mud.

Scorio ripped Fyrona around just as Nyrix loosed his bolt. It slammed into Fyrona’s back, causing her to spasm and scream in outrage again.

How was she still alive?

Merideva, Rharvyn, and Galvon were down.

Shadow Petal! Scorio forced himself to think of the assassin, and there she was, closing in on his side, running in swift and low, blades trailing behind her.

With a grunt he leaped, extending his wings to their full length, and fought for air, dragging Fyrona beneath him like an anchor.

She screamed and bucked, thrashed and tore her temple free of his claws to fall away.

The Shadow Petal was terrifying, her slender form adorned with massive ivory pauldrons, her body bound by pale linen bandages beneath a black leather corset. Her head was transformed into a death mask, her eyes crimson and sunken, her skin taut over her prominent skull, her lips painted to resemble teeth.

One moment she was below him, skull face rising to track his ascent, and then she was there, before him, midair, the thick mane of hair that grew from her temples alone flaring out like a cloud, her black blade flashing out toward his head.

Scorio backbeat his wings, thrusting himself away from her in a panic, even as he slammed his Shroud forth and into her.

The black blade cut through the Shroud as if it weren’t there, but impacted her hand and knocked it away. Combined with his convulsive evasion it was just enough; Mercy, her ebon blade, missed him by an inch.

The Shadow Petal fell away. Scorio beat his wings frantically, went to summon his flame body, only for Wesanin to come flooding into their space in his tornado form and fill the air with chaos and madness.

The hurricane of sand knocked Scorio spinning. It caught the Shadow Petal as she fell and enveloped her, but Scorio lost track of what was happening as he spun. He fought for balance, shortened his wings as much as he could for enhanced mobility, and flew away from Wesanin as the tornado of sand raged on around the oval’s perimeter—only to collapse in upon itself, the cone faltering and falling apart.

A moment later Wesanin appeared, the sand flinging itself all around him as he dropped to land face-first in the packed dirt, untouched, unwounded.

The Shadow Petal dropped beside him, both blades held out behind her, one gleaming white, the other jet.

Scorio beat his wings furiously, his wing-shoulders burning with effort, and stared in horror as the Shadow Petal raised her skull face to stare at him.

She’d killed Wesanin from within his tornado.

Fyrona was dragging herself to her feet.

Nyrix? Scorio looked over his shoulder just in time to see a bolt of burning white fly toward him. He flung up his Shroud, and this at least it could block. The bolt lodged in deep but failed to pierce, so Scorio kept it up, completely protecting his flank.

He reached out with his senses. The air was almost completely drained of mana.

He was the last member of his team still up.

The Shadow Petal: unhurt. Fyrona? Mauled but rising. Nyrix? Opening portals. Penaela? Laid out on the oval’s far side. The detonation of her sun had knocked her out. Ursan? Battered nearly to the point of insensibility, his face and shoulders blistered and blackened.

Scorio dove toward the ogre.

ARMS DOWN!

Ursan obeyed.

Scorio angled his descent so that he flew in just over the ogre’s shoulder. He reached out, caught hold of his neck with one taloned hand, and cut through the giant’s neck even as he pulled the huge body around and between him and the Shadow Petal.

Suddenly pliant, Ursan collapsed just as a white blade slid through his shoulder and chest, cutting off the huge right arm and nearly reaching Scorio.

Who immediately embraced his flame form, the rush of power exhilarating, and flowed over the rapidly diminishing Ursan and into the Shadow Petal.

A wicked gamble. A single slash of Mercy would surely cut him apart, but perhaps the part of her that was Himiko would falter.

The Shadow Petal leaped back, a Shroud appearing before her. Scorio flowed all around it but couldn’t pierce its curvature; he flew back and resumed his scaled form.

The Shadow Petal dropped her Shroud. Perhaps she couldn’t cross through space with it in the way, but before she could disappear Scorio unleashed his flame breath, filling the world before him with ebon fire.

Pain flooded his hip and right leg.

Mercy? Kindness?

No: Fyrona, propped up on one elbow, hand to her bleeding temple, her black gaze having scorched and split the scales right off his leg and charred the flesh beneath.

Scorio screamed and leaped, eyesight flickering and growing dark, his wings beating rapidly, just as the ambient mana gave out altogether.

He searched the oval desperately with his Heart’s senses, but it was all gone. The Bronze, the hints of Iron, the faintest wisps of Silver.

They’d consumed it all in minutes.

But his vast Heart was yet full. Drawing on the Iron contained within, Scorio fought for height even as he directed a mental blast at where Fyrona had been: STOP!

Fyrona’s burning gaze faltered and then she lowered her face to the sands. Scorio’s vision returned, and even as he prepared to dive down and slay her, but her body shuddered and then a huge gout of blood burst out from her side and she lay still.

Her Heart had guttered, and with it, her preternatural toughness.

Mind reeling, leg blackened, chest heaving for breath, Scorio flew higher, casting around and trying to locate Nyrix. There—the man had transported to a spot just behind Ursan, where he crouched, bow raised.

Scorio swung his Shroud around, and Nyrix lowered his crossbow, furious.

The Shadow Petal?

Panicked, Scorio cast around. He was higher than thirteen yards. Perhaps fifteen, maybe twenty.

Safe?

Instinct caused him to whip around, wings furling as he allowed himself to fall just as the Shadow Petal appeared in the air behind him, already swinging Mercy. The black blade would have hewed him in two, but instead simply cut through his left shoulder and shoulder-wing.

Both arm and wing immediately fell limp.

With a cry Scorio fell. Attempts to beat his right wing only caused him to spin, and he smashed into the packed dirt with punishing force.

For a moment it was all he could do to keep his Heart burning, feeding it Iron, to blink and gaze up at the gray sky.

The Shadow Petal.

She had to be approaching.

Any second now he’d die.

How had she reached him? She must have leaped right before teleporting up to him.

With a groan he pushed himself over and sat up, absorbing his wings back into his body. His left arm hung numb, his right leg cindered. The pain was terrible, but his Dread Blaze form held it back. Or was that his Gold-tempering?

Gaze blurred, he cast around and saw Nyrix backing away, tongue out over his lower lip.

The Shadow Petal?

There, stalking toward him.

Could nothing stop the woman?

He had one chance. A burst of flame just as -

The Shadow Petal blurred and became Himiko.

“Damn it!” she cried, coming to a stop some ten yards from him.

Scorio grinned, became flame, then blew out a plume of hellfire just over her. She ducked, arms going over her head, and stared up in wonder as the black flames blossomed into a great sphere just beyond her, only to dissipate and fade away.

Himiko turned sharply to stare at him. “Why did you miss?”

Scorio forced a grin. It probably looked horrific with his fanged maw. “You’re guttered. I could have killed you. No need to make you feel that pain for nothing.”

She stared at him flatly, then rose to stand. “I wouldn’t have spared you.”

“That’s your business. Nyrix? Do I need to chase you across the oval, or do you give up?”

Nyrix had backed all the way across the field. “You’ll never catch me. It’s a draw.”

“How are you still ignited?” demanded Himiko angrily. “What is that technique?”

“Little trick of mine.” Scorio regrew his wings, but his left came out dead, so he withdrew them again. “Taron?”

“Good enough.” The Pyre Lord had remained still and silent throughout, arms crossed. “The constraints are artificial, but they are what they are. Unless you want to hop after Nyrix for the remaining thirty or so seconds, I declare this a draw.”

Scorio glared at where the tousle-headed youth stood on the oval’s far side. COME HERE.

Nyrix flinched, took a step forward, then drew back.

Damn it. He was too far away.

“A draw,” agreed Scorio wearily. The pain was besieging his mind, clamorous and growing worse by the moment.

“You’re in pain,” said Himiko, coming a stop before Scorio. “Want me to snap your neck?”

“That’s very sweet of you.” Scorio inhaled deeply, fighting the agony, and forced another smile. “But I’m no stranger to pain.”

She shrugged, crossed her arms, and turned away.

“Almost done,” called Taron.

Scorio studied the dead. Fyrona, temple punctured, side torn open. Ursan, battered and his throat torn out. Wesanin, unmarked, face down in the sand. Merideva lying in a large pool of blood, stabbed through the heart. Galvon, decapitated. Penaela, unconscious. Rharvyn on his side, unmarked like Wesanin, slain by Mercy.

The rushing roar of power around the Temporal Obelisks slowed abruptly, the endless coiling smoothing out, and the world seemed to spin, the monoliths revolving around them, all of it speeding up with such abrupt violence that Scorio cried out and flung up his good arm, convinced that he was about to be hurled out of the arena like a piece of fruit from a spinning plate.

But then it ceased, the fog burned away in a matter of seconds, and everything that had transpired, every movement, every action, every emotion and thought, reversed themselves in Scorio’s mind, blurring into a seamless whole as he fled back through the combat to the moment Taron had invested the monoliths with Gold mana.

Scorio stood on the arena’s far side once more, human, Heart yet burning, reservoir partially expended, his healed teammates beside him.

Merideva let out a deep gasp and placed her hand to her heart. Wesanin cursed, stumbled, glared with golden eyes at where Himiko stood. Rharvyn and Galvon had similar reactions, suddenly breathless and breaking out into sweat, but none of them were completely undone by the experience.

“Who fell?” demanded Merideva, regaining her composure with admirable speed.

“Himiko got me,” said Rharvyn.

“Me, as well,” said Wesanin. “She somehow cut me down from within my tornado.”

“Cut my head off,” said Galvon, voice rich with bitterness. “Jump stepped right through my attack.”

“She’s as lethal as they say,” said Merideva with a sigh. Almost as an afterthought: “How long did you last, Scorio?”

Scorio stared across the sands at where Himiko had linked her hands behind her back and was listening intently to the others. “Hmm? Oh, I didn’t die.”

Merideva blinked. “What?”

“I didn’t die. I killed Ursan, then I killed Fyrona. The Shadow Petal tried to kill me, but ran out of mana first, so I let her live. Same with Nyrix. Taron declared it a draw.”

The other four Dread Blazes stared at him.

“A draw?” asked Rharvyn, tone awed. “You fought Fyrona, Ursan, Nyrix, and the Shadow Petal to a draw?”

“By the ten hells,” said Merideva, staring at him in frank disbelief. “How?”

“Alright everyone!” Taron clapped his hands. “Our time’s up. We need to clear out so the next crew can use the arena. Let’s go and compare notes.”

“Just got lucky, I guess,” said Scorio softly.

The other four stared at him a moment longer, and then reluctantly pulled themselves away to walk toward Taron.

Scorio fell in behind them, thoughts churning.

The next time they used the arena he would find a way to cut her down.

The Shadow Petal couldn’t be invincible.

He’d find a way.


Chapter 34

“How the hell did you take my eye blast and not lose your leg?” Fyrona stepped right up into Scorio’s face, her own blue eyes wide.

“For that matter,” said Nyrix quietly from where he’d dropped into a crouch, “how did you last so long without guttering?”

The Dread Blazes had formed a rough semi-circle around him, their expressions a mixture of surprise, curiosity, and awe.

Scorio raised both palms slowly. “My scaled form became even tougher when I made Dread Blaze.”

Fyrona poked her finger in his chest. “You’re my rank. That means you should have taken far more damage. My attack is vicious.”

“It is,” chuckled Wesanin, who’d sat down next to Nyrix. “She once cut my tornado in half just as I was forming. Caused me to lose structural integrity and fall apart.”

“It’s like I said. My scaled form is hard to damage. I’m Gold-tempered.”

Fyrona’s expression went slack and she stepped back.

Now it was Galvon’s turn to scowl at him. “You’re serious? You’re Gold-tempered?”

“That would explain it.” Taron stood to one side, hands linked behind his back, gazing out at the Temporal Obelisks. “I could sense something special about you, but thought that was merely your obscene Heart and rugged charm.” He cut a glance back at Scorio. “How did you pull that off?”

Everyone was staring at him now, incredulous.

Scorio rubbed the back of his head. “Bad luck, mostly. Manticore dumped me in the Crucible, back at the Fiery Shoals. I had to survive down there for two years. This happened after they had me vent my Coal saturation. I guess I should have thanked them, really.”

“Before or after you killed them all?” asked Rharvyn, his tone dark.

“Not all of them.” Taron’s tone remained cheery. “Their former leader, Daemon, passed through camp a couple of weeks ago. He was hell-bent on getting to the Silver Unfathom, however. Didn’t stay long.”

Scorio felt his gut tighten. “He was here? Why?”

“Wanted to speak to an old friend.” Taron’s smile was perfunctory. “He resisted all efforts at recruitment and moved on. A pity. His predictive powers would have been… useful.”

“He’s a dead man walking,” said Scorio. “When I find him, I’m going to tear off his head.”

There was an awkward silence.

“You know we don’t technically condone outright murder,” said Taron. “Right?”

Scorio shrugged. “Then he shouldn’t have murdered my friends. What I’m doing is justice.”

“So says every vigilante. No matter. Daemon is gone, the Blood Ox is imminent.”

“He still hasn’t explained how he didn’t gutter,” said Himiko quietly. She stood alone to one side, arms tightly crossed over her chest. Her stare was direct, her eyes narrowed. “I have prodigious reserves of mana, and even I ran dry before the end.”

“His Heart is absolutely absurd,” said Taron. “When one reaches Pyre Lord one’s ability to sense and understand mana improves by leaps and bounds, and you gain the ability to vaguely perceive Hearts directly. From what I can see, his Heart is easily larger than yours, and unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

“Is that it, then?” Fyrona had stepped back but not moved away. “Just a case of a massive reservoir?”

Scorio felt his face flush. “Yeah. Something like that.”

“You called it a trick of yours,” said Himiko, tone flat.

“The trick lies in developing a large reservoir,” snapped Scorio, losing his patience at last. “Maybe you should have put more effort into developing your Heart.”

“Oh, damn,” said Nyrix, glancing between the two of them. “Did Scorio just tell the Shadow Petal she should have worked harder?”

“Enough.” Taron stepped into the group’s center. “We’re allies, not competitors. Well.” He paused, considering. “First and foremost we need to focus on being allies, even as we secretly struggle and compete against each other. Scorio, I want to commend your performance. You survived what I thought were insurmountable odds. Your Gold-tempered body allowed you to weather attacks that should have dropped you, and your absurd reservoir kept you in the game long after you should have guttered. Most impressive.”

Merideva was the only one who smiled broadly at Scorio, her eyes crinkling at the corners. Everyone else simply scrutinized him.

“Less surprising but equally impressive was your performance, Himiko.” Taron inclined his head at her. “You were consistent, lethal, and unstoppable. I believe you accounted for all four deaths on the opposing team. As hard as this it is to believe, your reputation didn’t do you justice.”

Himiko nodded stiffly.

“Now, let’s review.” Taron crouched and drew an oval in the sand. “We’ll take this step by step and see how the fight played out. I’ve little constructive criticism to offer; you’re all incredibly dangerous and clearly possess the right set of murderous instincts. Still, the goal of this exercise was to familiarize you with each other’s abilities and limitations, and that’s what we’ll explore now.”

Everyone crowded around, and Scorio listened intently as Taron reviewed the fight. Penaela’s disturbing visage was cast in a perpetual frown as the Pyre Lord spoke of her vulnerability to her sun being destroyed; Rharvyn shook his head in good-natured exasperation at how quickly Himiko had cut through the dozen decoys that had sprung up around him.

“Wesanin, you spent a crucial amount of time curving back around through the enemy zone to return to the fight. You need to keep a tighter leash on your power to retain greater control.”

“It’s…” The orange-haired man clenched his jaw. “Hard to explain. But the temptation to expand, to draw on ever more power… it’s intoxicating. Beautiful. It’s as if I only make real sense to my own self if I expand as far as I can.”

“Even so. You drained about a third of the total mana in the arena by yourself. You need to remain mindful of sharing that resource with the others. Fiends can fight on in a mana-free environment. Our kind gutters within a minute if going all out.”

Wesanin frowned and nodded reluctantly.

Taron praised Nyrix’s shuttling of the Shadow Petal around the oval, but called out how he’d neglected his other teammates.

“Sorry. Galvon’s attack left my wits scrambled.” Nyrix grimaced. “I just latched on to getting Himiko where she needed to go.”

“At least I accomplished that much,” muttered Galvon.

Taron sat back on his heels as he finished the review. “This won’t be how we actually fight. In an actual battle you’ll be supported by the Flame Vaults and Tomb Sparks whose powers, while less penetrating and powerful, add a phenomenal amount of versatility and supportive fire. But it’s essential that you understand and intuit what the other nine can do. Penaela, Galvon, Wesanin, Ursan and I will work together to shape the enemy’s movements to our advantage. Himiko, Fyrona, Merideva, and Scorio will destroy all that we funnel at them, even as Rharvyn collapses their numerical advantage and Nyrix ensures none of us are caught flat-footed or overwhelmed.”

Taron glanced about their group. Everybody nodded their understanding.

“I’m going to take a day to parse how best to assign our Flame Vaults and Tomb Sparks. Most of the ranged attackers from the lower ranks will remain behind with Rharvyn to provide support, but those who specialize on battle control and close-quarters combat will be assigned to the most appropriate Dread Blazes. Once we’ve got our formation figured out, I’m going to sign us up for a harvesting.” Taron paused, glanced at the newest arrivals. “That’s when companies are sent out to keep local fiend numbers low. The Bronze-ranked fiends can’t seem to resist coming at us, even when we’re almost a thousand strong. Makes for excellent practice.”

Taron stood and wiped his notations away with his foot. “I’m going to observe the other two groups. Hang around and watch. The more you learn about the company the better.”

And with that the Pyre Lord strode toward the ten or so Flame Vaults who stood in a circle listening to one of their number. Naomi looked ready to walk away, arms crossed, shoulders hunched, hair hanging curtain-like before her face. The perfect picture of sullen resentment. Scorio couldn’t help but smile.

“Hey.” Fyrona had stepped in close again, but her tone had softened. “Look, I’m sorry. For snapping at you. I’m…” She blew out her cheeks and ran her fingers through her shoulder-length white hair. “It’s not your problem, but I was just… surprised. Upset. That you took a full blast from my eyes without losing your leg. So. I’m sorry.”

“Hey, not a problem. I’ve been told far too many times to count how annoying I can be. It’s reassuring to see I’m continuing the habit.”

Merideva stepped up to join them. “Very impressive, Scorio. I’m going to have to kidnap you at some point to learn if all the rumors about you are true.”

“The worst ones probably are.” Scorio grinned. “Hopefully, I’ll do something in this war to help offset them.”

Fyrona was frowning at him.

“What?” he asked.

“You’re… strange. I don’t mean that as an insult. Just… in the fight, you were… terrifying. Unstoppable. Now?” Fyrona shook her head in bemusement. “You’re as modest as a newly ascended Emberling.”

“Well, I guess that makes sense. I only reached Dread Blaze a week ago. Was it a week?” Scorio paused, calculating. “And Flame Vault a couple of months before that.”

“You’re serious?” Fyrona’s stare became incredulous once more. “You were a Tomb Spark just over two months ago?”

Scorio winced. “I probably shouldn’t have told you that.”

“Seriously,” smiled Merideva. “Let’s grab a cup of bastrudo coffee after training. I’d love to hear more about your time in the Crucible.”

Fyrona rolled her eyes. “He’s just arrived, Merideva. Can you keep it in your pants for a couple of days more?”

Merideva’s look remained direct, her smile subtle. “Nothing wrong with becoming friends. Look me up later, alright?” And she walked away.

“Bastrudo coffee?” asked Scorio weakly.

Fyrona scowled. “From the Silver Unfathom. There’s a fiend there that consumes rocks to help it digest or something, and those rocks break down to Silver mana-infused pebbles that are mixed with coffee. It’s ridiculously expensive.”

Merideva had joined Rharvyn and Wesanin to watch the Tomb Sparks spar. She laughed, flipped her long brown hair back, and placed her hands on her hips. Poised, confident, beautiful, it felt almost surreal to think she’d invited him to hang out.

“It’s none of my business,” said Fyrona, tone salty, “but Merideva is very free with her… affections. Don’t read too much into it. She really, really believes in living in the moment.”

Scorio blushed. “She said it was just coffee.”

“Sure. Hell, we might all be dead within the week. Guess I can’t blame her. But let’s spar before then. We’re both durable enough to take some knocks without needing the Temporal Obelisks. What do you say?”

Scorio hesitated.

“I have a handful of Vitality Pearls.” Fyrona smirked. “We’ll be fine.”

“Then it’s a deal.”

The next few hours were spent watching the lower-ranked Great Souls spar and experiment with their powers, but eventually the Dread Blazes wandered away, having seen all they needed. A constant stream of contestants kept the Temporal Obelisks busy, and each time they activated and caught the strands of time Scorio couldn’t help but feel a profound shiver, as if something far larger in scope were taking place than he could understand.

Finally the groups were dismissed and headed toward the camps. Alone on the first dune that bordered the training area, Scorio watched as Naomi strode toward him, her braid whipping about, her face a closed fist.

“What luck,” he called down as she climbed up to join him. “To spend all day in such valuable training. You must be beside yourself.”

Naomi plopped down beside him, crossed her legs, and closed her eyes.

Scorio regarded her in amusement, but when she didn’t talk he finally reached out and prodded her shoulder. “Hello?”

“Leave me alone. I’m training.”

“I’m guessing you want out of the Flame Vault group?”

“Their fawning over Taron disgusts me.” She rounded on Scorio. “So eager to please, so studious, so serious, as if every word the Pyre Lord speaks is a pearl of wisdom. If he asked them to lick his boots they’d foul their pants from sheer delight.”

“Evocative imagery,” allowed Scorio. “So what are you saying? You don’t adore Taron?”

“Bah. He’s… fine. It’s all of this that disgusts me.” She waved a hand at the camp. “It’s the Academy writ large. Everyone’s maneuvering for advantage, smiling false smiles, watching for a moment to stab you in the back. Great Souls are and always will be solitary predators. To band them together like this is madness.”

“We seem to get along well enough.”

“We’re different.” She sniffed and then glanced at him. “How did it go with you?”

“I think half the Dread Blazes hate me, the other half want to drag me into their tents.” Scorio grinned ruefully. “I guess I did better than they expected.”

Naomi’s gaze became neutral. “Don’t make yourself a target.”

“We’re all on the same side. For another week, at least. I don’t think the Shadow Petal’s about to cut my throat out of jealousy.” Scorio considered. “At least, I don’t think she will. But she’s something else, Naomi. She joined up with Nyrix, who transported her around the arena with his portals. She decapitated Galvon, stabbed Rharvyn and Merideva through the Heart, and cut Wesanin apart from inside his vortex.” Scorio shook his head in wonder. “What an incredible assortment of powers.”

“Is she now?”

Something about Naomi’s tone caused him to glance at her. “What?”

“Nothing.” Naomi stood and dusted off her hands. “I need to go meditate.”

Scorio stood and hefted his pack. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m impressed by her powers. But these days, that doesn’t mean as much as it once did. There’s something about her that I don’t trust.”

Naomi snorted. “Maybe it’s her reputation as a brutal assassin?”

“No, that’s fine. More… I don’t know. Just, it’s interesting to be able to say that I admire her powers, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I admire her.”

“Look who’s all grown up,” said Naomi, and then ruffled his hair.

“Hey!” Scorio grinned ruefully. “Shall we head back?”

“Fine.”

They descended the dune and set to crossing the training floor. The Telurian sun was descending behind its eternal cloud cover to burn above the horizon. Bronze mana streamed past them in endless curlicues. After weeks spent within the confines of the Iron Weald’s canyons, the expansiveness of the Bone Plains felt liberating, exhilarating.

“They’re going to assign the lower ranks to Dread Blazes,” said Naomi quietly as they drew closer to the massive war camp.

“Right,” said Scorio. “Want me to talk to Taron about having you be part of my team?”

Naomi’s glare was scornful. “What do you think?”

“Right. Of course.” Scorio smiled abashedly. “Sorry. Just a lot happening all at once.”

“I’ll try not to take up too much of your attention.”

“Oh, come on.” Scorio tried to sling his arm around her shoulders but she shrugged him off. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

Naomi stopped and pressed her fingers to her temples, then turned to look away. “Nothing. I’m being foolish.”

“No, seriously.” He stepped in close. “What is it?”

“Just…” She sighed. “I can sense currents. More and more I feel like a piece of flotsam being carried away by tides beyond my control.”

“You need to make Dread Blaze,” said Scorio firmly. “Then you’ll be more in control of your fate.”

Naomi snorted. “I’m trying.”

“Then let’s train together. I’ll watch your streams and try to help keep you on track.”

She eyed him. “You sure?”

“Of course.” This time she let him wrap his arm around her shoulders. “Nothing I’d rather do.”

She dipped her chin. “Well, good.”

They returned to their tent and there claimed the back to sit facing each other. Naomi composed herself, ran through a handful of meditation exercises, and then with Scorio’s assistance set to duplicating the Delightful Secret Marinating technique, splitting Bronze over and over again. Scorio observed, commented, and even tried to manipulate the mana itself as it flowed toward her, reinforcing her technique.

Ursan and Galvon entered the tent, set about preparing to sleep in silence, then turned in. Scorio and Naomi practiced for hours more, the moments stretching out so that time seemed to lose meaning. All became Naomi’s ignited Heart, her strained breathing, her muttered curses, the faint scent of her sweat as she labored to the limit of her body’s endurance.

“You’re doing well,” said Scorio at last when she finally gave up. “You’re splitting the streams with far greater control. You just need to release your reliance on feeding your reservoir. I know it’s a strong instinct, but it’s only when you move past that need that you’ll be able to direct the whole stream into your Heart alone.”

“I know.” Naomi’s tone was leaden. “It’s right there. I can see it, sense it, almost feel it. It’s just…” She shook her head in exasperation. “Like you said. Instinct.”

Scorio leaned forward to squeeze her shoulder. “You’ll get there. I know you will.”

She placed her hand over his own and smiled brokenly at him.

For a moment they remained thus, then Scorio twisted around to lie on his bedroll, and somehow Naomi curled down to lie beside him, her head on his shoulder.

The smell of her hair was intimate, close, intoxicating. She placed her hand flat on his chest, and he felt the warmth of her palm through his robe.

They lay still, and Scorio realized that the pattern of their breathing had synchronized without his realizing.

Cautious, he brought his arm up around her, and she wriggled a fraction of an inch closer.

Instead of relaxing and drifting off to sleep, Scorio found himself wildly, painfully awake. If Galvon and Ursan hadn’t been a yard or two away, he didn’t know what might have happened.

But instead, after Scorio didn’t know how long, Naomi raised her head and turned to him.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

His voice was little more than a croak. Her face was so close. “Of course.”

“No. I mean, for…” She hesitated, then looked down. “For putting up with me. I know I can be a lot.”

“Hey,” he whispered. “Don’t say that. It’s you and me against all of hell.”

“No. I mean, yes, obviously, but…” Again she hesitated. “I… I’m so afraid. Of being used. Of being betrayed. Of losing you again. Of being…” She dry swallowed, darted a glance up at him, looked down again. “Those two years in the Chasm by myself… they were worse than my time alone in Bastion. Before I met you I was… reconciled, I guess, to being a monster. Hated and ignored. After… being alone after being friends with you and Leonis and Lianshi… it made it far, far worse.” She bit her lower lip and slowly shook her head, as if studying that period of time. “I became… there were moments when I felt myself becoming a fiend. I spent all my time as the Nightmare Lady. The only time I felt at peace was when I was… killing.”

“I’m sorry,” Scorio whispered. “I came as soon as I could.”

“I know. It’s just that since then…” She rested her cheek on his chest, gazing up past his shoulder at some hidden memory. “Acherzua is made a hell by the Great Souls, not the fiends. There are times when I’m filled with such rage, such fear, such horror… I lie awake at night, and think I’m back in the Chasm. I know I’m not, but the Nightmare Lady, she tells me this is all a dream, that I’ll wake up again alone in my burrow, fiend blood sticky on my lips…”

Naomi trailed off and fell silent.

Scorio squeezed her close. “This isn’t a dream.”

“I know,” Naomi said hurriedly, focusing on him once more. “I’m just… it’s hard for me. To be around others. To trust anyone. After Daemon, after Jova. Don’t you see? Great Souls exist only for power. Jova’s celebrated because of her obsession. Our kind worships the strong, the ruthless, the great.” She propped herself up again to stare intently into his eyes. “And that makes me feel crazy, sometimes. Like we’re a bunch of murderous monsters pretending to have a tea party. And I know that makes me… hard to keep around. My constant negativity.”

Scorio reached up and cupped Naomi’s cheek. She leaned her face into his touch as her eyes filled with tears.

“All I’m trying to say,” she whispered, voice husky. “Is thank you. For putting up with me.”

“Oh, Naomi.” Scorio felt something tearing within his chest. “Never say that again. You’re my best friend.” I love you, he wanted to say, the words right there on his lips, but something, fear, hesitation, uncertainty, kept them back. “I care for you more than you know.”

“I care for you, too,” said Naomi, and smiled brokenly as her tears brimmed and ran down her cheek. She abruptly lowered her head to his chest again and curled up against him. “Can I stay here? Like this? For a little while longer?”

Scorio didn’t answer. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her and held her close. They lay thus in the dark, and he listened to her breathing. He couldn’t tell if she’d fallen asleep, but it took him hours to do so.

And as he lay there, one line that she’d spoken emerged to echo again and again in his mind. He did his best to ignore it, to focus on her body beside him, to remember anything else, but the words replayed themselves again and again in her broken whisper: The Nightmare Lady tells me this is all a dream.


Chapter 35

Tension in camp was growing. Great Souls strode around with their hackles up, daring each other to meet their stares. Illegal duels were fought just out of sight beyond the first few dunes, and after the third Flame Vault was killed an edict was passed by Plassus threatening ruptured Hearts for any caught taking part.

Scorio and Naomi focused on meditation, on physical exercise, on keeping out of sight and out of trouble. Scorio forced himself to sit with Taron’s advice, and consider his set of powers, to try and understand what they said about his essence. That he was a creature of violence? That he looked like a fiend? That he was durable and fast? He tried different thoughts, tried to match the powers together into a cohesive whole, but it all felt theoretical and he usually ended each session frustrated and feeling as if he’d wasted his time.

Word filtered to them through the other Dread Blazes, however: battle was imminent. The Seamstress had communicated a deadline: LastRock had to be assaulted in six days’ time. It would take the Blood Barons and their elite squad a single day to teleport into position, which meant the support companies had to leave three days before the assault so that they’d strike their targets on time.

That left three days in camp.

The blistering sun behind its endlessly unfurling clouds rose and fell. The heavens burned, darkened to coals, lit up to roaring. Meals were served. Hours were spent in meditation, and slowly Naomi wrestled the Delightful Secret Marinating technique into submission.

Nyrix stopped by their tent one morning, parting the flap to grin apologetically at where Scorio and Naomi sat meditating. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve been ordered to take you to the zoo.”

“The zoo?” asked Naomi, her tone immediately suspicious.

“That’s what some people call it.” Nyrix shrugged. “Other’s call it the morgue, but, well. You’ll see.”

Scorio emerged into the ruddy morning light and stretched. “Mandatory social activities?”

“Think of it as a class.” Nyrix started leading them to the edge of the war camp. “We’re going to be fighting some pretty dangerous fiends out there, right? So. Good for you to know what we’re up against.”

Naomi’s interest piqued. “They’ve got live fiends on display?”

Nyrix winced. “Yeah, maybe they should just call it the morgue.”

Three massive stone spikes jutted from the sand just outside the camp’s perimeter, upon which three fiends were impaled. They were weeks old, but the dry air had preserved them better than Scorio might have expected.

“Best cover up,” said Nyrix, raising the collar of his robe over his nose. “Trust me. The Okoz has definitely gone bad.”

The fiend in question was in the center, and easily the largest. Three times the height of a man, and weighing perhaps as much as twenty times, it was a huge gorilla-like beast that looked to move about on all fours. Its forelegs—or arms—were thicker than Scorio and ended in fists as large as rain barrels. Its hide had once been beautiful, a colorful patterning of orange, rust, black stripes, and white splotches. The slack features of its face were blue, and its spine seemed to grow up over its head from its huge shoulders to jut out over its brow in a great bone crest.

“Damn,” said Scorio, taking in the massive fiend. “We’re going to be fighting these guys?”

“They move in groups of at least twenty,” said Nyrix. “And they move fast. They like to leap, and can jump, I don’t know, like thirty yards in a bound.” Nyrix sounded almost apologetic. “They’re strong but not too bright. Also, no ranged attacks.”

“Still.” Scorio studied the huge fiend with a frown. Its thick hide crawled with insects, and its slumped form spoke less of terrible power and more to something abject and pathetic.

“These look more dangerous,” said Naomi, who’d wrapped her loose scarf across her face and approached the second pillar. “These look really fast.”

“They are.” Nyrix stayed back. “And they’re smarter than the Okozs, though that’s not saying much. Angraths. They also move in packs. I’ve never fought them, but I’m not looking forward to it, either.”

Scorio drew closer. The Angrath was all whipcord muscle and lean, leathery hide. Even dead its every line spoke of speed and wiry strength, from its tail that was as long again as its body to the spiny fin that ran from the nape of its neck down to its haunches. Its back was covered in a thick, black layer of heavy leather that gradated to a tobacco hide on its flanks, but the underside was pebbled skin, pale beige and alien. A dozen quills swept back from its head, which was a nightmare: all russet bone, almost insectile, with no eyes and a surprisingly small maw filled with clustered fangs.

“And then, just as bad as the others, we have the Tokalauths.” Nyrix gestured with his elbow at the remaining fiend. “The worst part about this one is that it burrows. And can move underground nearly as fast as we can run. Which means, on a bad day, that a hundred of them can erupt from beneath your feet with little warning.”

“Joy,” said Noami. They moved over to study the last fiend. It was giant purple centipede, its back composed of thick armored plates, its underside only slightly less armored and a dull cinnamon in hue. Arm-long pincers with razor-sharp edges flanked its mouth, while a mess of feelers hung limply from its brow nearly to the ground.

“Apparently their favorite tactic is to ball up around you,” said Nyrix softly, “and then tear you apart with its hundred legs all at once.”

“We should avoid that,” said Scorio.

Naomi shook her head. “Someone give this man a medal.”

“The Tokalauths usually are only found inside the huge stone wall that bounds the Bone Plains,” said Nyrix. “Unfortunately, the Blood Ox has a way of driving them into battle by the thousands. Sorry.”

Scorio gripped Nyrix’s shoulder and gave him a slight shake. “Not your fault.”

“No, but it still feels like I’m delivering bad news. Anyway. There you have it. What we’ll be fighting, for the most part. Unless we run into some of the Blood Ox’s Gold-elites. Then a bad day will simply get much, much worse.”

“We should avoid that,” said Scorio again, and grinned slyly at Naomi, who rolled her eyes.

“Agreed. Oh, Scorio: Taron asked that you come by his tent after this little demonstration. He’s waiting for you.”

“You know what it’s about?”

“I don’t, actually. But if he asks you to volunteer for something?” Nyrix raised both heavy eyebrows. “Just say no.”

Taron’s tent was just large enough to house a paper-covered desk and a fold-out stool. Weary, shadows about his eyes in a pale mockery of his sister, the Pyre Lord penned a missive just as Scorio ducked under the tent flap and presented himself.

“Ah, Scorio. One moment.” Taron elegantly scrawled the last of his message, pressed his thumb to the base, and Scorio felt a pulse of mana.

“What was that?”

“Hmm? A mana imprint. Once you reach Pyre Lord you gain the ability to infuse mana with your own essence. It becomes a signature for those who can recognize it.” Taron folded the letter and placed it in a pile along with a half-dozen others. “Don’t rush out of being a Dread Blaze.” His smile was jaded, cruel, derisive. “Being a Pyre Lord is mostly bureaucratic negligence. Those higher can’t be bothered with the details, which means everything filters down to our shoulders. Mark my words, Scorio: hell is run on the diligence of Pyre Lords. Unsung heroes, our bold and lamentable cadre. Anyways.”

Scorio raised his brows expectantly.

“We leave this evening for a harvesting. Word’s reached us that an unusually large tribe of Okoz fiends are coming down the right arm of the Triangle. Here.” He pulled out a broad scroll and unrolled it to reveal a map. “LastRock is the tip pointing straight at the Silver Unfathom. The Bone Plains is contained by these two arms, forming the Triangle with the Iron Weald as the base. The fiends have their warrens and dens hidden within the massive rocks that comprise the Triangle’s walls. Occasionally they bestir themselves and come rampaging down toward us, drawn by our irresistible allure. That’s happening now. Sylsan the Blind has detected a Category Green attack, and I’ve managed to position us to intercept.”

“Category Green?”

“He categorizes threat levels by color. Green is middling, nothing to get too excited about, but the scouts have sent back word that it’s a force composed of some five hundred Okoz, which makes it more interesting. The Okozs are massive, built like two carriages stacked atop each other, say… twenty feet tall, and just as deep. They run on all fours, but their front legs are really arms, and when they rear up to take a swing, it can feel like facing down an avalanche.”

Scorio blanched. “Yeah, we just saw one at the zoo. You said five hundred of them?”

“It’s a sight, to be sure. But they’re not very smart. They tend to just run forward en masse. We’ll be fine. Probably. We leave at dusk to catch them five miles outside of camp as dawn breaks. It’ll be a tidy fight, good exercise for our company. You, incidentally, will be leading three others. I’ve assigned a Tomb Spark and two Flame Vaults to your care, all three of them solid fighters and tough enough to take a punch.”

“Naomi?”

“No, her style is more in line with the Shadow Petal, so she’ll be working as part of the advance murder squad, as I’m calling them. It’s a technical name. You’ll be leading Nagarjuna, Wesyd, and Kelona. Don’t fret; they’re hardy, have been with the company for a spell, and will be an asset to you in battle. Still, you’re a Dread Blaze, so act the part. Don’t be overly familiar, hmm?”

“Great,” said Scorio. “Where are they?”

“Why, they’re waiting outside the tent. Take some time to get to know them. They’re good kids. Then report back at dusk for our little excursion. Clear?”

“Yes,” said Scorio. “Thank you.”

Taron smiled blandly and took up a fresh page.

Scorio ducked back out of the tent.

Three people were standing in a loose triangle off to one side, and as he emerged they turned sharply to orient on him, manner uniformly expectant, focused, and intense.

“Scorio?” The first to step forward was a young man with tawny skin, his black hair cropped close and neatly cut, his jaw darkened by stubble. “The Pyre Lord told us to wait for you here?”

It sounded like he’d tried to make it a solid statement, but it still slipped out as a question.

“That’s right,” said Scorio, squaring his shoulders and trying to affect some reserve. “I’m Dread Blaze Scorio, Class of 873. Who are you three?”

“Kelona the Gold,” said the woman, gesturing at herself with her thumb. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a thick bun, her skin tanned and glowing with health, her eyes a vibrant hazel green. “Flame Vault, Class of 875.”

“The Gold?” the third member of the group, a scrawny, lean-faced kid, his eyes deep set, his skin a rich ochre, his robes hanging on his lanky frame as if he’d stolen them from a bigger person. “Who even calls you that?”

“Nobody, if I don’t start the trend.” Kelona grinned unabashedly. “You’re keeping the Dread Blaze waiting.”

“Nagarjuna, Flame Vault, also Class of 875.” The scrawny man gave a shallow bow. “We’ve heard a lot about you, sir.”

“Sure,” allowed Scorio, not wanting to get into it, and looked to the first man.

“Wesyd, Tomb Spark, Class of 875.” He drew himself up and studiously avoided looking at the other two. “I’m about to make Flame Vault.”

“Uh huh,” said Kelona, the corner of her lips curling up. “Any day now, right, Wesyd?”

“It looks like it’s my job to keep you three alive in the fights to come.” That truth sat oddly with Scorio. “So I guess I need to know what you can do.”

“Well -” began Kelona, but cut off when Scorio raised his hand.

“Let’s take this out onto the training field. Then you can just show me.”

“Sure,” said Nagarjuna, his grin menacing. “It would be an honor, sir.”

Scorio led them out of the camp. The trio followed a few paces behind, and though they whispered to each other Scorio didn’t bother trying to join in. He kept thinking of Evelina, of Davelos, of how their insistence on just fighting right away had irked him. Now he understood a little better. All was talk till someone showed you what they could do under pressure.

And yet. Davelos had simply beaten him and his friends down. In fact, all the training he’d ever received, from the Nightmare Lady’s first brutal lessons to Feng’s instruction in the Academy had been hard. Cruel. Manticore had only continued that throughline, with Daemon ordering him and Naomi to break rocks for months without so much as an apology or ounce of compassion.

Perhaps he could do this differently.

Perhaps he could help these three in a way that nobody had ever bothered to help him.

They found an empty expanse of the flattened expanse of white sand. Scorio set his pack down to the side and turned to face the three of them. “Any of you have any unusually lethal powers I should know about up front? Something that will just kill me right away?”

The three exchanged glances, then as one shook their heads.

“Then let’s start. Whenever you’re ready, come at me.” Scorio smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m pretty sure I’ll be fine.”

“You asked for it,” said Kelona, and when her Heart ignited, she turned into pure gold, her eyes, her teeth, her hair, all of it. Supple, lithe, fluid, though her robes remained unchanged.

They must have agreed beforehand, because the other two simply stepped back and crossed their arms.

“Interesting,” said Scorio, igniting his own Heart. Its blaze felt like a bonfire compared to the dull glow that he dimly sensed from her own. “That mana based? Can you change into different substances.”

“Just gold,” said Kelona. “But it’s served me well so far.” She crouched then exploded upward. Leaped so high that Scorio had to crane his head back as a backlash of dust blasted out from where she’d stood. Kelona rose high enough to become a speck, then began to drop. She’d angled her descent to land on him, he saw, so he waited till the last moment then leaped back a few paces.

She slammed her fist into the sand when she landed, falling into a deep crouch, the power of her punch causing the sand to tremble, circles flowing out around her for a second before stilling. Kelona looked up, flashed a golden grin, and then leaped at him. A spray of sand burst out behind her, and again Scorio simply sidestepped so that she flew past him.

She landed a dozen yards beyond, pivoted, sprinted back, and this time she came right at him, golden fists flying. Just before she hit him her form blazed as if it had caught the sun directly; the sight was magnificent, awe-inspiring, and Scorio felt a supernatural influence wash over him, a feeling at once intimidating and shocking, as if he’d dared raise his voice against an Imperator.

At least, it was the beginnings of such a feeling. It fell away from him quickly, unable to latch on to his mind, and Scorio found himself able to block and parry her attacks without having to shift to his scaled form.

She was an adept fighter. Clearly she’d put her time in training at the Academy. Her attacks were tight, fast, and controlled. She kept her balance over her feet, bobbing and weaving, throwing jabs and hooks as she drove him back, her metal fists hitting his forearms with punishing force.

Scorio let her push him back a few yards, then found an opening and slammed a heavy cross into her cheek.

If his fist hadn’t been Gold-tempered he’d probably have broken his wrist, but her head snapped to the side, his knuckles imprinted on her jaw. Scorio shook his hand out, danced back, but that was a feint. As she lunged after him, he ducked back in low and rose to bury an uppercut in her stomach.

This time, his knuckles flared in pain as they split, and she drove her elbow down into his back. The blow was strong, but not enough to drive him to his knees. He wrapped his arms around her waist and dumped her onto the ground then stepped back.

Kelona scowled and kipped up to her feet, pushing off the ground just above her shoulders. The marks on her jaw were gone, but before she could come after him Scorio raised his palm.

“Good. Nagarjuna?”

Kelona’s shoulders sagged. “I was just warming up.”

“I know. You’ll get another chance.”

The gold faded from her skin, and fighting the urge to pout, Kelona stepped back.

Nagarjuna stepped up, hesitant, biting his lower lip.

“Whenever you’re ready,” said Scorio.

Nagarjuna glanced at the other two. Kelona gave him a thumbs up. The scrawny man took a deep breath, ignited his Heart, and fell apart.

He simply collapsed into a mass of ropes, each as thick as Scorio’s thumb, endless coils from which arose a dozen ends that were tipped with foot-long gray spikes. These swayed up into the air like cobras and oriented on Scorio.

“Oh, wow,” said Scorio, taken aback. “Now that’s new.”

There was no clear center to the man, just a tangled core where all the ropes or tentacles intermeshed together.

Before Scorio could speculate further Nagarjuna came for him. The spike-tipped tentacles burst like flung spears at his chest, his face, fast and furious like swarming eels. Scorio summoned his Shroud, a massive hemisphere of force against which Nagarjuna plastered himself then spread out over so that he encased it with his hundreds of ropes. But he rapidly slipped around the Shroud, spreading out thin so that even as Scorio swung his Shroud back and forth he flowed around the edges and flung his spikes at Scorio once more.

Scorio leaped to the side, smacking one out of the air, ducked a second, but they were coming too fast and hard; one slammed into his gut, the second into his shoulder. Their needle-sharp tips sank in about a half-inch, stopped not by muscle or bone but Scorio’s own Gold-tempering; still, the second the first one pierced his skin that tentacle thickened as the rest of Nagarjuna began to retract and flow into that tentacle.

The effect was blindingly fast. One second the spike was striking Scorio, the next the bulk of Nagarjuna’s tentacles were flowing up through it as if that arm had become a straw, a conduit into Scorio.

But his Gold-tempering blocked whatever would have happened next; Nagarjuna’s tentacle swelled but failed to inject himself; Scorio tore the spike free, smacked away the others, but was quickly overwhelmed as more and more tentacles emerged from the bolus that had formed and wrapped around him, entangling his arms and legs.

“Damn,” laughed Scorio, fighting to not become completely wrapped up. “The man’s making me work here.”

The tentacles tightened like manacles, seeking to constrict Scorio, but enough was enough. OFF! Scorio commanded, and the tentacles immediately slackened as Nagarjuna fell away.

Scorio hopped back and again raised his palms. “Fascinating, but that’s enough for now. Wesyd?”

Nagarjuna’s ropey form merged back into a humanoid shape and became his scrawny self. He was fighting for his breath, his face sheened with sweat, and staggered back gratefully to stand beside Kelona.

Wesyd moved forward. “I’ll do my best. My powers, are, ah…”

“Just hit me as hard as you can,” said Scorio, beckoning him on with one hand.

To Scorio’s surprise, Wesyd took a deep breath and began to sing. His voice was a rich baritone, vibrant and powerful, and though wordless his song rose in strength and volume. For a second, Scorio thought it would be a sonic attack, some kind of slam akin to Galvon’s wall of force, but instead Wesyd began waving his arms around with careful purpose as if shaping the air, and the song faded away.

Perplexed, Scorio saw thick shimmering ropes form in the air around the Tomb Spark; they were hard to discern, their presence subtle. Wesyd shifted his weight back and forth, his muscles and sinews in tight relief as if the invisible ropes were massively weighty, then spun in a completely circle and brought two ropes swinging across Scorio.

The second they hit the sound of Wesyd’s singing exploded in volume, causing Scorio’s whole body to vibrate, his chest cavity resonating, his thoughts swamped by the complexity and power of the song. Wesyd’s will clamped down upon him, urging him to stop and listen even as the force of the blows sent him staggering to the side.

Scorio shrugged off the impulse easily, but Wesyd was still swinging around, bringing other ropes into existence, his mouth working soundlessly as he sang them into existence. Scorio raised his arms protectively around his head, the first two ropes having passed clear through him and leaving him in silence once more, and moved in, intent on probing the man’s defenses.

Only to discover that he’d enmeshed himself in a nest of invisible ropes that formed a tangle around Wesyd; pushing in caused song to burst into volume, staggering him and urging him to simply stand still and listen.

Scorio ignored the effect, brushing off the mesmerizing nature of the song, and shoved Wesyd square in the chest as he came back around, intent on bringing more ropes to bear.

Wesyd, off-balance, staggered back and collapsed onto his ass, his song interrupted as he gasped in surprise.

The ropes immediately began to fade, their volume fading.

“Excellent,” said Scorio, extending his hand to the man even as he allowed his Heart to gutter. “And again, unlike anything I’ve seen before.”

Wesyd hesitated, clearly upset, then took Scorio’s hand and allowed him to haul him up. “You just walked right through my chains.”

“You’re a Tomb Spark. I’m a Dread Blaze. Our powers diminish in effect as we use them on more powerful beings.” Scorio grinned. “You should have seen me trying to fight Charnel Duke Plassus. I felt like a bear cub trying to wrestle a thousand-pound grizzly.”

His reassurance failed to have the desired effect. All three gaped at him.

“So it’s true?” Kelona’s brows couldn’t raise any higher. “You really fought him to a draw?”

“More like he took pity on my suicidal idiocy and chose not to kill me. I never had a chance of actually winning.” Scorio raised both palms. “It’s a complicated story. My point is, it’s never fair to fight a Dread Blaze one on one if you’re a Flame Vault or a Tomb Spark. Which is why…”

Scorio grinned, and Kelona immediately beamed and became solid gold once more. Nagarjuna straightened, took a deep breath, and gave a curt nod. “Sure, ready.”

Wesyd hopped up and down a few times and shook out his arms. “Watch out for my chains.”

“You’re the one controlling them,” said Kelona, edging out wide to flank Scorio. “Just don’t hit us.”

Scorio ignited his Heart and rose into his scaled form. His shoulders broadened, his height increased so that he towered over the other three, and his body felt light, lethal, and filled with the burning potential for violence.

The other three paused.

“Oh,” said Kelona. “That’s kind of terrifying, actually.”

Scorio grinned. “I promise I won’t go too hard.”

“Don’t hold back.” Kelona lowered herself into a runner’s ready stance. “Because we - won’t!”

She leaped at him as Wesyd began to sing and Nagarjuna collapsed into his mess of spike-tipped tentacles.

Scorio hurled himself at Kelona. Intuition guided him down under her swinging fist, his hand coming up to close around her metallic neck. He took the force of her leap in his arm, his shoulder, and her feet swept past as he checked her momentum, spun, and flung her into Nagarjuna’s oncoming tentacles.

Song exploded in his ears, but the resonance was slight; Scorio disregarded the Tomb Spark for now and closed with Nagarjuna, who’d flowed around and past Kelona’s tumbling form only to suddenly cut left. A Shroud burst into existence, large but insubstantial. Scorio slashed his way through it and gave chase. Wesyd’s musical chains flowed around him, tightening and passing through him over and over again.

At the last moment Nagarjuna burst toward him, a dozen spikes shooting over his shoulders, around Scorio’s waist and down his legs, seeking to wrap him again.

Kelona leaped at him once more, and hampered by the dozens of tentacles, Scorio was prevented from ducking or dodging her assault. She crashed into his side, arms wrapping around his waist and driving him down to the ground.

Scorio laughed as she reared up and began to pound her fists into his upraised forearms. Nagarjuna squirmed around him, wrestling to keep him pinned, and Wesyd fed invisible chains straight into his head, filling his mind with roaring song.

“Now!” shouted Kelona, and became incandescent. A feeling of awe washed through Scorio even as Wesyd poured more of his power straight into Scorio’s mind. Glorious song, glorious gold, and all the while Nagarjuna fitfully stabbed at him, trying to find a way through his scales.

It was a solid attack.

But now it was Scorio’s turn.

He summoned his flames from his core, drew forth his burning essence, and his body became a living inferno. Nagarjuna’s tentacles peeled away in pain, Kelona’s facial features went soft and began to run, but Scorio wasn’t intent on remaining in place; he poured himself away, rising and drawing back, then leaped up into the air, wings bursting forth, to climb five yards above the trio and, there, inhale the flames deep into his chest.

Kelona crouched, ready to leap at him. Nagarjuna reconfigured himself, aiming his spikes at where Scorio hovered. Wesyd spun his shimmering ropes about, preparing to hurl them up.

Which is when Scorio unleashed his flame breath and seared the air above their heads. For a moment all was inferno, the air torched, the power of his attack blinding. Then he cut off the breath and dropped to the ground, furling his wings to grin at his three charges. Kelona had spilled onto her ass; Nagarjuna had contracted into a tight mass, and Wesyd had staggered off to the side, his song cut off.

“Well done,” began Scorio.

Nagarjuna clicked two of his spikes together in a rapid staccato.

Kelona dropped into a crouch, arms going around her golden head, her back to the mass of tentacles. Wesyd turned and began to sprint away, going all out.

Scorio raised an eyebrow, and then Nagarjuna detonated.

The mass of tentacles exploded into hundreds of foot-long spikes that flew out in every direction on a wave of force that lifted Scorio off his feet. Spikes punched into his scales, would have slammed into his face if he hadn’t crossed his arms before his head. The force of the explosion was shocking. Scorio felt as if he’d been kicked in the solar plexus, and when he crashed to the ground and rolled it took him a second to catch his breath.

Shaking his head, he rose to his knees, and saw spikes being pushed out from Kelona’s golden back. Wesyd had thrown himself face down a dozen yards away and lay unhurt, glancing back over his shoulder at Scorio.

Nagarjuna had reverted to his human form, but lay flat on his back, blinking and staring up at the sky.

“Damn,” said Scorio, rising to his feet. “What was that?”

Kelona lowered her arms and rose to her feet. “Nagarjuna’s Flame Vault power. It’s an all or nothing attack. It gutters him really violently. Takes him awhile to recover.”

“And you’re not even scratched,” said Wesyd, rising up to sitting. “How is that possible?”

“I’m Gold-tempered,” said Scorio absently. “Nagarjuna? You with us?”

“No,” said the scrawny man, his chest rising and falling. “I’m not. I’m dead.”

“Oh, Juna.” Kelona sighed as she released her golden form. Her cheeks were flushed, and strands of her golden hair had escaped her bun. “He’s pretty much useless while he’s like that. He hates it.”

“At least his power isn’t chains of bad singing,” said Wesyd quietly, then looked away.

Scorio looked around. The spikes had flown out a good twenty, twenty-five yards from where Nagarjuna lay. He ran his burning-white talons over his chest. Several of the armor plates were cracked. “It’s a strong attack.”

Kelona stared at Scorio accusingly, then grimaced and turned away. Wesyd was scowling at the sand. Nagarjuna panted and stared straight up.

“Listen.” Scorio sank back to his human form. “You guys did well.”

Kelona snorted and shook her head.

“Seriously. That was some good teamwork. You clearly worked out a tactic beforehand, and you implemented it well. You know why I’m saying that?”

Wesyd raised his gaze, and Kelona glanced back at him.

“Because you forced me to use my Dread Blaze power.” Scorio grinned. “Up until that moment I was coasting on being Gold-tempered and leaning on my Shroud and command ability. But that moment where you were pounding my head into the sand while Nagarjuna wrapped me up and Wesyd filled my head with his song?” Scorio pretended to consider then gave a grudging nod. “That was actually damned good.”

“Yeah?” Kelona turned back around. “But you didn’t even react to my Queen Flare.”

“That when you flashed gold? Oh, I did. I felt it. Like a smack upside the head. But I’m a Dread Blaze. Command and aura powers just don’t have the effect they should. But when you combined it with Wesyd’s song? That was potent.”

Kelona exchanged an excited glance with Wesyd, who cheered up for a moment then looked away again.

“Hey.” Scorio went over and crouched beside the seated Tomb Spark. “You ever meet my friend Lianshi? Class of 873?”

Wesyd shook his head.

“Her power was to turn utterly invincible for a few seconds. When she made Tomb Spark, she developed the ability to create these motes of light that drifted out to attack people. Slowly.”

Wesyd frowned at Scorio. “Are you trying to cheer me up by telling me there are other terrible power sets out there?”

“No. What I’m trying to tell you is that Lianshi told me she was impatient but not disappointed, because her powers felt unimpressive at first, but were setting her up for an awesome combination at the higher ranks that would make her absurdly dangerous. So maybe you’re not satisfied as a Tomb Spark with what you can do. But wait till your Flame Vault power arrives, and then your Dread Blaze power. I’ll bet you a vial of Diamond mana you’ll become a terror on the battlefield with what your singing chains are setting up.”

Wesyd’s eyebrows rose. “You think so?”

Scorio punched the man in the shoulder. “I’m a Dread Blaze. I’m not making this stuff up. Hang in there. Train hard. Ascend. One day you’ll be the one pulling my fat out of the fire.”

“Yeah right,” laughed Wesyd huskily, but Scorio saw a renewed spark in his eyes.

“Well, we four are going to be facing our first real fight soon. Apparently, half a thousand fiends are storming toward our war camp, and Taron’s managed to make them our responsibility.”

“Yes!” Kelona clenched one fist. “Perfect.”

Nagarjuna groaned and draped an arm over his face.

“So we’ve a couple of hours to refine how we’re going to work together.” Scorio rose to his feet. “Drink some water, catch your breath, then get ready to train. I want us to cut through those fiends like a Dread Blaze tearing through a bunch of Flame Vaults and Tomb Sparks.”

The three of them glared at him.

“What?” Scorio grinned. “Want me to use a different metaphor? Get up and change my mind.”

Kelona looked at the other two. “I think I’m going to like this guy.”

“That’s because you’re a masochist,” groaned Nagarjuna, rising wearily to his feet. “But fine. Yes. More abuse.”

Wesyd threw a handful of sand away and rose. “Let’s apply some tension to our souls. I can feel Flame Vault just around the corner.”

“Good.” Scorio beamed at the three of them. “Then let’s begin.”


Chapter 36

The Telurian sun descended toward the horizon like an apocalyptic comet, endlessly burning away the clouds that never broke, never parted to let its bloody light shine through.

Taron’s company marched along the tops of the dunes, the huge boulders of the Triangle to their right. They were fascinating to study, as they didn’t seem to be an organic part of the landscape. Massive as they were, they had the appearance of river rocks that had been laid by giants to form a great wall, their edges rounded, their substance a uniform, dull gray. Some loomed hundreds of yards above the plain, others were piled atop each other to form haphazard pyramids. The shadows between them were ink-thick and jet black, and Scorio was sure there were paths through their midst. Walking them would no doubt involve traversing cavern-like spaces beneath their lowest edges, or passing along the bottom of what had to feel like cyclopean chasms, smooth-walled, indifferent, and strangely alien.

The dunes undulated before them with dull monotony, running north to south. The setting sun painted them in lurid hues, the white sand turned gory by the horizontal effulgence. They marched toward the sunset, but so diffuse was the red light that Scorio barely had to squint.

Kelona, Wesyd, and Nagarjuna—or Juna, as he’d finally insisted Scorio call him—followed at a respectful distance of a dozen yards. Naomi had laughed at Taron’s suggestion that she walk with the Shadow Petal, so the pair of them trudged along their chosen dune in silence, Naomi’s eyes near closed as she practiced her meditation technique.

Across three parallel dunes were arrayed the rest of their force, strangely insubstantial when set against the immensity of the Bone Plains and the Triangle’s wall. Few spoke, all walking single file and squinting south, trying to gain some hint of the fiends’ approach.

Every handful of minutes Kelona flung herself up into the sky, her golden form gleaming bloodily in the dismal light. Everyone would crane their heads to watch, and invariably she’d thud back down onto the sands and shake her head, signaling no sign of the fiends.

They marched on.

Eventually, Taron gauged the moment propitious. He turned and pointed to Scorio, who ignited, surged up into his scaled form, then ran along the dune’s crest to leap and extend his wings, catching the gently warm air that rose just enough to fill his wings.

He rose with each great beat, scrutinizing the horizon. Dunes ran before him like undulating lines, growing smaller as he rose, endless and serpentine. He stared south, and thought he saw the hints of a dust cloud.

Excited, he banked and carved a spiral down to pass over Taron’s head: “Dust cloud, four or five miles!”

Taron raised his fist in acknowledgement and Scorio climbed again. Up and up, till he gained a cruising altitude and soared along, naturally adjusting his wings to catch updrafts and use a minimum of effort.

The cloud was but a smudge in the distance, immobile. No, not four or five miles; farther, and bigger than he’d thought.

Scorio realized he’d pulled a half-mile ahead of the others so he looped back and only turned south once the company was before him. He studied the dust cloud, then scanned the interior of the Bone Plains, only to let out a cry of surprise and jerk away to the right, toward the distant Triangle wall, at the sight of something huge in the far, far distance.

It hung in the air like a collection of bones, an abstraction of angular shapes that hinted at a vaguely humanoid form, if a creature could stand some forty or fifty yards tall and hover several hundred feet above the desert. Scorio regained his poise, resumed cruising, and watched the distant thing with avid focus. It didn’t move, didn’t seem to be approaching, and while he couldn’t really discern a head, more of a nesting set of angular bones high on its chest that suggested a focal point, it seemed to be facing south, toward the sun, and indifferent to their group.

Scorio dove and landed behind Taron, staggering a few steps on the giving sand before regaining his balance.

“Something new?” asked the Pyre Lord.

Scorio pointed into the desert’s interior. From here the hovering shape was just a smudge against the dark clouds. “There’s a huge… fiend? A construct of bones, or…” Scorio searched for the right words. “Something fifty yards tall, might have been holding a curved spear in each hand. Really strange, but I don’t think it’s noticed us.”

Taron pursed his lips and nodded, peering in the direction Scorio was pointing. “Sounds like a Seraphix. They’re incredibly rare and enigmatic, but usually mind their own business. They don’t fight for the Blood Ox, but occasionally descend to kill everything within several square miles and absorb their mana. Nobody knows why, as they don’t speak, but… “ Taron shrugged. “Keep an eye on it. If it starts coming our way, we’re aborting the mission and heading back to camp.”

Scorio nodded and took to the air again. The Seraphix hung as before, perhaps five or six miles away, distant and ethereal, still facing south. Scorio studied it for a short while longer, then saw that the dust cloud had drawn closer.

He squinted and thought that he could now make out tiny shapes at the forefront. They were the size of fleas and raced along the swales between the dunes, rushing forward and covering a space some six or seven dunes wide.

At the rate they were approaching they’d reach the company in some ten or fifteen minutes. Scorio winged down again, landed beside Taron. “Contact in ten minutes, give or take. Their front is some seven dunes wide. They’re not running along the crests, but they’re coming fast. We’re perhaps ten dunes to the left of theirs.”

Taron nodded and raised his fist. The company stopped.

He turned, gestured, and people gathered around, groups sliding down the faces to cluster in close.

“Ten minutes till our friendly fiends fall upon us,” he said. “Let’s set up as arranged. I’m designating the thirteenth dune over that way as Dune Prime. Get in place and wait for Rharvyn’s signal. Clear?”

The fifty Great Souls nodded, and a few murmured their agreement. Taron glanced around the group, smiled grimly, then nodded. “Let’s move.”

* * *

Scorio crouched just below the dune’s peak and watched the skies. Arrayed beside him were his three charges, Naomi and Shadow Petal’s crew, along with Merideva, Ursan, Fyrona, and a dozen other lower ranked Great Souls.

Nobody spoke.

The minutes crawled by, slow as glaciers making their way down to the sea.

His reservoir was topped up with Bronze, and he could feel it straining against his Heart, yearning to burn on his private altar.

Nobody had ignited.

The sand was cool under Scorio’s palm. He could just barely feel a faint vibration building, could hear a pounding thrum growing louder.

Five hundred massive fiends were charging in their direction, were almost upon them. The urge to peek over the dune was overwhelming.

Juna’s breath was fast and shallow. Wesyd kept filling his fist with sand and letting it trickle out. Kelona stared straight up the side of the dune at the sky, fixated on spotting Rharvyn’s signal.

“Easy now,” whispered Merideva, sounding calm and excited both. “Almost there.”

Scorio inhaled deeply. He felt tremulous, eager, nervous. He trusted Taron’s judgment, but this was to be a real fight. His job was to keep his charges alive. It was discomfiting to have to think of others, to keep an eye on weaker comrades instead of just trusting that they’d hold their own.

“There,” whispered Kelona.

A meteor climbed into the sky, a huge chunk of obsidian trailing ragged black flames. It arched overhead, descended rapidly, then the ground shuddered as an echoing explosion rocked across the dunes.

Distant bellows came right after.

“Slow walk,” called Scorio, rising to his feet and climbing to the peak. The desert opened around them, and there, a few hundred yards to the south, came the fiends. He couldn’t make them out clearly; they yet ran along the bottoms of the dunes, so that from his vantage point he could only make out their broad, muscled backs, sandstone red patterned with splotches of black edged in white, with thick, wiry yellow hair running down their spines.

Another of Rharvyn’s assaults dropped on the far flank of the oncoming swarm, and this time Scorio saw a dune explode, huge chunks of body parts erupting into the air with the spray of sand.

The fiends on the far flank bellowed and roared again, and now dozens leaped high and into view, bounding across the dunes to flee the explosion and drop amidst their fellows, packing themselves in tighter.

“By the hells,” whispered Wesyd, moving up alongside Scorio.

The Okoz were almost absurdly big. They were huge apes, all shoulders and chests, their hindquarters diminutive in comparison, their arms as big as columns. As they leaped, they spread their arms out wide, their ugly blue faces contorting into howls. Marbled in crimson, black, slender stripes of white, chromatic bronze and virulent yellow, they looked like the Telurian Band’s landscape outside the Bone Plains come to hugely muscled life.

And hundreds of them were pounding along, raising a dust cloud that stretched behind them to the lurid heavens.

“Start moving in,” called Merideva, and set down the dune’s far face at a jog. They were positioned sufficiently far away that no Okozs would charge them, but now was the time to close.

Scorio ignited but glanced back at his charges as he did so. “Don’t ignite yet. Hold on to your reserves.”

Kelona went to protest, hazel green eyes widening in some combination of eagerness, outrage, and fear, but she nodded and jogged after.

Another of Rharvyn’s explosions rocked the dunes, and now other long-range assaults were hitting the far flank. Galvon would be pounding the Okozs, and Wesanin’s vortex of sand rose into sight to strike a glancing run along the far Okozs, driving more of them into the central stream. Just ahead of the far flank burned Penaela’s baleful black sun, and some primitive instinct on the fiends’ part drove them to avoid it, leaping and pouring in even more of their numbers into the central channels, scores of them romping along the dune peaks and demolishing their beautiful undulating lines as they pounded along.

Bunching up just as Taron had wanted.

More and more long-ranged attacks pummeled the giant fiends, flashes of crimson light, showers of metal shards, great detonating booms that sent bursts of sand flying. The Okozs howled and screeched in fury, but momentum carried them forward - right into Taron.

The Pyre Lord stood prominent right in their path, his arms crossed, chin raised, smirking. When the Okozs were but fifty yards from him, pouring and pounding toward him like an avalanche, he snapped his fingers, and the dunes and the troughs between them turned as frictionless as greased glass.

Hundreds of Okozs crashed to the ground, limbs splaying out wide, barrel chests slamming into the sand as they spun and scrambled and flailed upon the slick surface. Others just leaped over their fallen fellows, only to hit frictionless sand dozens of yards on and slam down with punishing force, sliding forward like stones pushed out across ice.

Those behind howled and hooted in frustration, piling up behind each other, jamming up tight as they faltered. Others leaped, coming down hard on their fallen fellows, but that was the signal they’d been waiting for.

“Charge!” shouted Merideva, burning staff held high, and she flashed forward two dunes in a blur, racing toward the roiling flank.

“Stay with the team,” barked Scorio as Kelona’s golden form went to leap. She relented at the last second and simply hopped over to the next dune.

Juna spilled forth like a mass of snakes, stretching across the troughs without needing to dip down, while Wesyd did his best to keep up, plowing through the soft sand. Scorio extruded his wings so he could glide over to the next dune peak, and everywhere dark banks of fog began to rise as the Nightmare Lady activated her power.

Ursan roared, a sound fit to match the Okozs’ bellows, and leaped massively in his ogre form overhead. Fyrona appeared right in position, Nyrix stepping through a portal with her, only to turn, shoot his blazing crossbow back amidst their ranks, opening a new portal, and disappear.

Scorio fought the urge to leave his charges behind, and watched as Fyrona unleashed her eyebeams on the closest Okoz.

A blazing sheet of black flame swept through five huge fiends, splitting open their flanks, severing legs, and sending them crashing off the top of the next dune.

The battlefield became pandemonium. Rharvyn’s huge blasts continued to drop from the heavens even as Penaela’s sun drifted into the central mass of the churning Okozs. Scorio’s eyes widened as he saw the fiends lit by its dismal glare warp and liquefy, fall apart and reconfigure their bodies, sprouting useless limbs, features sloughing off their heads, bones rising out of their colorful hides, their howls becoming screams of pain.

Merideva moved into the fiends’ flank, blazing staff blurring, and Ursan landed farther south, pounding the ground as he did and causing dozens of Okozs to shake and collapse as the ground tore itself apart.

Then Scorio reached the last peak and gazed down at the Okozs bunched up below. They wrestled with each other, furious, not understanding why those in front weren’t moving forward, slamming and shoving and howling until those closest to the flank saw the new source of assault.

Scorio screamed, spread his arms wide, and flew down upon them. Bronze flowed directly into his burning Heart, and the first of the Okozs turned to face him, beating its chest in fury.

Kelona blurred past Scorio, a golden meteor, and slammed into the Okoz so hard that she embedded herself in its chest, shattering its broad sternum. Scorio adjusted his descent to skim over the already falling fiend and fall upon the one behind. It tried to backhand him out of the air with a mighty fist, but Scorio slashed its hand apart with his own burning talons. Bright yellow blood fountained out as Scorio flew straight into its face and tore its jaw off with one swipe, then punched his burning talons into the bleeding hole that remained and punctured what was left of its brain.

An Okoz grabbed him from behind, only to lose its grip as the Nightmare Lady stepped out of a fog bank to cut its arm off with her tail. Scorio dropped, pulling his wings in, became flame just as another fiend went to punch him, and even as it howled in pain, its arm instantly charred, he inhaled the fire and breathed out a gout of black fire that enveloped three others, causing them to reel back, immolated.

The Shadow Petal appeared above another Okoz, swiping through its head and shoulder with both blades as she fell back out of view, and Fyrona strode forward, swinging her head from side to side as she unleashed short bursts of black energy, cutting down Okozs wherever she looked.

Kelona flew into Scorio’s field of view, her golden body deformed by a massive punch that had wrapped her around its fist, but she gave Scorio a thumb’s up even as she started righting herself. Wesyd was only a handful of steps behind Scorio, weaving his invisible chains around the air, and to Scorio’s delight he saw an Okoz falter as it ran through one, putting a huge fist to the side of its blue face as the Tomb Spark’s power stunned it.

Juna was a rolling ball of filaments, tentacles spearing out again and again to stab at fiends, only for one to sink in deep enough that he could pull off his Flame Vault power—his entire mass of ropes sank into that one tentacle and flowed into the Okoz he’d speared, and a moment later Juna was gone, the spike sinking in last. The Okoz paused, dazed, then turned around and slammed both fists into its neighbor, sending the fiend crashing into the remnants of the next dune.

But for all the fiends they’d killed, there were still more pouring in from the back of the herd, howling and leaping down from the sky to fall amongst them with pounding blows. Merideva moved through the chaos surrounded now by a dozen burning staffs that attacked of their own accord, each blow charring a face or snapping a huge limb. Then Wesanin cruised through a huge knot of the Okozs, filling the air with fury and sand, sending the massive apes spinning and tumbling in his wake, their hides stripped down to bloody flesh.

Scorio continuously reined in the urge to let loose and dive into the fray. Always he kept an eye on Wesyd and Kelona, moving to assist them when necessary, blowing forth a gout of black flame when an opening presented itself. Wesyd was soaked in sweat and caked in sand, his arms straining as he worked his chains about himself, stunning Okoz after Okoz just long enough for Kelona to hurl herself into them, golden fists pounding into faces and endlessly deforming themselves only to reform as fists once she fell back.

Nyrix appeared off to one side, Galvon beside him, and the House Kraken Dread Blaze immediately unleashed a huge wall of shimmering force that burst over a score of Okozs, dropping them to their knees. Merideva moved in, twenty burning staffs around her, and like a one-woman army set to demolishing the foundering foes.

The Nightmare Lady and the Shadow Petal seemed to be in a competition, both flickering in and out of existence again and again, tail and blades slashing out to cut off feet, cut throats, or spear into eyes. The Nightmare Lady’s tails were furiously lashing at all foes who came close, a forest of blades that hacked and cut down as many fiends as the Nightmare Lady herself.

Scorio eased up, trying to keep track of what was going on around him. It was a novel experience; always he’d let slip his murderous instincts and set about the business of butchery, but now he tried to keep his head and a sense of the battle.

The long-range attackers were closing in on the far side, driving in toward the center. Hundreds of Okozs still scrambled and fell at the front, though some used their fallen friends as launch pads to hurl themselves at Taron, only to be shot out of the sky by a cadre of Great Souls who’d moved behind him and unleashed a barrage of attacks each time they were threatened.

That’s when it hit Scorio: this wasn’t a battle.

It was a massacre.

Penaela’s sun continued to slide through the heart of the herd, rupturing and melting fiends by the dozens. Rharvyn’s explosions killed fiends by the handful and imploded knots of resistance. Wesanin sewed discord as he flowed across the battlefield, weathering punches and great sweeps of the Okozs’ arms without faltering. Flame Vault and Tomb Sparks fought at the edges, unleashing their powers into the milling fiends.

Everywhere the desert was turning into yellow, bloody mud.

But the Okozs weren’t completely helpless; Ursan took a huge fist across the face that sent his ogre form spinning through the air and slamming into the flank of a distant dune. Fyrona was saved by Nyrix just as an Okoz nearly fell right upon her head, the crossbow man opening a portal beside her and yanking her through seconds before the huge fiend slammed down.

Wesyd let out a cry of alarm as three Okozs overwhelmed his chains. Scorio summoned his Shroud before the Tomb Spark, and as the fiends pounded on the glowing shield he inhaled a chestful of flame and then incinerated the trio.

The danger lay in how quickly their company was consuming mana. The ambient mana was already reduced to wisps, and here and there Tomb Sparks and Flame Vaults were falling back, their Hearts guttered. Wesyd moved in close behind Scorio, his chains vanishing, and a moment later Kelona’s golden form faded away.

“Nyrix!” Scorio pitched his voice to carry, and the crossbow man, a dune away, glanced over, loosed a bolt at Scorio’s feet, and appeared through it a second later. “Go!” barked Scorio, pushing Wesyd and Kelona toward the portal.

“But -!” cried out Kelona, but Nyrix took her arm, pulled her through, and when Wesyd followed the portal closed and for the first time Scorio was free.

He leaped up, wings forming, and surveyed the battle.

Half the Okozs were dead. Their bodies were piled up higher than the dunes. Two-thirds of the Great Souls were retreating from the battle, Hearts guttered. The Dread Blazes fought on, but they probably only had a minute or more of reservoir mana left.

It was time to get to work.

Pulling in the last sip of Bronze, Scorio began drawing from his own massive reservoir for the first time, and dove into the fray.


Chapter 37

The bonfire burned brightly, salvaged fiend bones blazing as fuel and lighting up the dull red sky. Taron’s company was gathered in a rough collective, animated and laughing, several Great Souls having pulled forth instruments with which to enliven the evening. Charnel Duke Plassus had saluted their victory by sending over a barrel of Copperfire, and its spicy, metallic tang interwove with the cottony scent of burning bones.

Scorio stood with an auger spiral shell cup in hand; these were harvested, he was told, from slow moving rock beasts out in the deeper Telurian Band, the miniature fiends within drawn out to be eaten as delicacies, the foot-long shells converted to goblets. The Copperfire caused the lower spirals to glow dully, indicating how much of the whisky he had left to go.

Around him were gathered a handful of his new friends. Kelona was wide-eyed and grinning, gesturing animatedly as she recounted some choice piece of violence, while Juna looked preemptively hung over, face drawn, eyes hooded, a natural reaction, he’d explained, of riding a fiend till its head was torn apart. Wesyd sipped his drink and listened, amused at Kelona’s expostulations, and Naomi had left a short while ago to meditate in peace.

Nobody had died, while only a hundred of the Okozs had fled back into the Bone Plain, streaming away with panicked hoots from the great yellow marshland that the dunes had become. Scorio had been amongst the last of the Great Souls left fighting, his whole body painted with blood, and as he’d given up his pursuit to watch the last of the huge fiends flee, he’d felt a thrilling surge of confidence and delight.

The company had fought with seamless lethality. Taron’s plan had been immaculate. Their powers had integrated with sweet perfection, resulting in the killing zones and panic that the Pyre Lord had predicted. Scorio had never thought on how to organize a large group for battle, and only now was he starting to understand why Taron was called a prodigy. The plan seemed obvious in retrospect, but he doubted he’d have had the confidence and tactical know-how to come up with it by himself.

Now, pensive, sipping his Copperfire, he half-listened to his charges and watched the other Dread Blazes. Taron was making the rounds, his sly laughter rising with carefree abandon as he stopped by different groups. Any moment now Scorio was sure he’d leap atop a barrel or crate to give a congratulatory speech, end it no doubt on a cautionary tone, and help unify the sense that their company was something special, that the Blood Ox would be left reeling before their assault.

“Scorio.” Moira stepped up beside him. “Do you have a moment?”

“Moira.” She was dressed all in black, her robes at once refined but utilitarian, elegantly cut but without patterning or special stitching. Her hair was freshly washed and bound back, her malachite eyes reflecting the leaping flames as she studied him. “Of course. Kelona, Nagarjuna, Wesyd, meet Pyre Lady Moira. Excuse me a moment.”

His three charges straightened and bowed, obviously impressed, and Scorio handed Kelona his shell before following Moira away from the firelight and off between some supply tents.

“I heard your raid went well,” said Moira, linking her hands behind her back as she walked, almost as if to assure Scorio he had nothing to worry about.

“My raid? Hardly. Taron’s plan was flawless. It was…” Scorio searched for the right word. “A massacre? The Okozs didn’t stand a chance.”

“From what I’ve heard, the Okozs are brutish, simple fiends, governed by primal instincts and a predictable urge to kill. I’m not surprised you butchered them.”

“You suddenly sound far from impressed.”

Moira’s smile was subtle. “Oh, I’m terribly impressed. But not by your killing a few hundred Okozs.”

“I might have killed thirty.”

“You know what I mean.” She stopped and faced him. “I’ve heard good things about Taron. He’s a sharp leader. Okozs look alarming, but under the right circumstances they fall easily. Perfect for building morale before a real fight.”

Scorio crossed his arms. “That’s encouraging.”

“You’re a big boy now, Scorio. I don’t need to lie to you. Your battle out in the depths of the Bone Plains will be against Okozs, yes, but also Tokalauths and the Angraths. And that’s if you don’t face any of the Blood Ox’s Gold-elites, like his Symmetrons or Nethercoils. There’s a reason our forces are bunched up around the Temporal Obelisks and not in possession of LastRock.”

“Great. Well, now that I’m cheered up, how can I help you, Moira?”

Moira snorted. “I’m the one who’s come to help you, though I doubt you’ll take me up on it. Soon this camp will spread out across the Bone Plains, scattering over several hundred square miles to execute strikes against key enemy fortifications simultaneously. I’m going to help coordinate this through the use of my power. By staying in contact with each of the sixteen companies, I’ll ensure our assaults take place at the same time.”

“You’re offering to touch me?” Scorio took a deliberate step back. “No, thank you.”

Moira canted her head to one side, her expression betraying gentle amusement. “What are you afraid will happen, exactly, if I do? We’re allies, Scorio. At best, I can augment your own powers in your time of need. At worst? There’ll only be an ‘at worst’ if you betray the Great Soul cause to exterminate the Pit. And surely that will never be a problem, will it?”

Scorio smiled. “You make it sound so reasonable. Maybe I’ve just come to suspect everyone of seeking to use me as a tool in games I don’t yet understand. It’s unfair to tar you with the same brush, but it’s a cruel, callous world. My apologies.”

Moira laughed. “Indeed? Well. No matter. Taron’s already accepted my touch, so we’ll be able to remain in contact. The Iron Tyrant has finally agreed to teleport Gold mana to our locations just before the strike. He says he was paranoid we’d abscond with his wealth and use it for our own nefarious ends. I can’t say I’m surprised; those who often engage in duplicity expect it the most from others.”

“Gold mana?” Scorio rubbed at his chin. “That’ll be useful. How’s he going to get it to us?”

“I’ll coordinate with Jarex, his teleporter, and derive your location from Taron. But let me make one last appeal, Scorio: once you head out into the Bone Plains, you’ll be lost in the fog of war. Events will happen quickly, the tide of battle might change, and you’ll be a cork batted about by storm waves beyond your control. You’re too important for me to lose track of lightly. Let me help you. Let me keep you connected to the others, so that you know how the assault on LastRock is progressing, so that you know what we determine about the Blood Ox’s movements. And if for any reason your company is in trouble, you’ll be able to ask me to send help.”

Moira took a step forward and raised one palm. “One touch, Scorio. One touch, and I can connect you to a network of Great Souls who’ll work with you, help you, ensure that everyone works together smoothly toward the greater good.”

Scorio licked his lower lip and considered her naked palm. “I appreciate what you’re offering. It makes sense. But I’ve had too many bad experiences to trust anyone with that kind of influence over me for the rest of my life. No. Sorry.”

Moira pursed her lips, considered her hand, then closed it into a fist before lowering it back to her side. “Well, it’s your decision. I hope you don’t come to regret it.”

“Will you be heading out as well when the time comes?”

“I’m going to be part of the LastRock team.” Moira’s tone turned brisk. “We’re going to teleport in last and strike first, initiating the battle. The Imperators are only three days away. Everything will be coming to a head very, very quickly.”

“An end to the war,” said Scorio quietly. “And if the Blood Ox is defeated and LastRock regained?”

“Then I will remain at LastRock for a spell. My connections now are at the service of the Seamstress, who is coordinating the greater war effort against the Pit, and has grown pleased with my service here in the upper layers. I’ll do my best to oversee the transfer of resources south for whatever final strikes are planned, and then, when the time comes, head south myself.”

“Then I’ll see you in LastRock a few days from now,” said Scorio.

“I hope that you do.” Moira linked her hands behind her back. “Stay alive, Scorio. I’d appreciate the chance to celebrate this victory with you then.”

Her tone remained brisk, her expression neutral, but suddenly Scorio became aware of the Pyre Lady in a way that he hadn’t been even a moment ago. The air between them became charged, and he coughed into his fist as he bowed his head. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Good.” She inclined her head, smiled once more, then left.

“Damn,” said Alain. The rangy youth was leaning against a stack of crates, arms crossed, shaking his head. “You’re such an inspiration to me, Scorio. How do you do it? You think I should try scowling more? Maybe I need huge burning claws. Something.”

Scorio grimaced. “Tell me you weren’t listening in again.”

“Hey, it’s not my fault you both chose to chat right here where I was already hanging out.”

Scorio stared at the Flame Vault. “You expect me to believe that?”

Alain made a face. “Why does everyone always assume the worst?”

Scorio continued staring.

“Oh!” Alain raised a finger. “I’m innocent of any wrongdoing, because Moira knew I was here. She’s been able to sense me ever since she touched me. So that whole… exchange?” Alain waved a hand. “Not private.”

Scorio pinched the bridge of his nose. “Great. I feel completely relieved.”

“Good!” Alain pushed off the crates. “I’ve been meaning to catch up with you. Did you know that everyone at the top of the command chain is terrified?”

“Terrified?”

“Absolutely! They’re not letting it on, but the things I’ve heard, I tell you, sobering. I’d not tag along with your company when you leave if I wasn’t absolutely convinced we’re well on our way to becoming—well. Good friends? Pretty good friends.” Alain grinned. “It’s been tricky, because listening in on Charnel Dukes and Duchesses is much more dangerous than just hanging around Bravurn’s rooms, but I’ve picked up on a few things. Want me to tell you?”

Scorio sighed. “Do you think you should?”

Alain stared at him. “How so?”

“If… never mind. What have you heard?”

Alain grinned. “First off, Plassus is convinced that this is all going to turn into a bloodbath. He’s been doing all these final ritual things with a ceremonial sword. Really private, I think it’s a family or lineage thing from his past. He’s absolutely ready to die, but the others have been working on keeping him from ruining camp morale. It’s almost a full-time job for Vermina, who seems to be the only person who can keep him in line. She looks exhausted, by the way, and I heard her saying she doesn’t have enough people for the attacks her side is supposed to take care of.”

Scorio stared.

“Even Aezryna and Charoth are always fighting. I keep my distance from them, that Charoth, man, he gives me the chills, but you can hear them shouting. Well, Charoth shouts, Aezryna does this quiet, forceful voice that’s almost worse.”

Scorio couldn’t help himself. He was fascinated. “What are they arguing about?”

Alain considered his fingernails. “How to make sure the Imperators are here before the Blood Ox shows up. Which they basically don’t know how to pull off, seeing as the Blood Ox is basically an Imperator-equivalent fiend, right? So they keep going back and forth about how best to stagger the attacks. If the Imperators are already in the area, the Blood Ox won’t show, which means we’ll hold LastRock until the Imperators leave only for the Blood Ox to take it back. But if they come too late, well.” Alain raised an eyebrow. “That won’t be good for the rest of us.”

“They don’t have a concrete plan?” Scorio clasped his hands behind his head and squeezed his forearms around his temples. “They’re just going to hope?”

Alain shrugged. “It’s why they keep shouting when they don’t think anyone is around. I’m telling you, I’ve got zero confidence in this whole strategy after listening to them. Plassus is treating this like an honor suicide, Vermina is falling apart, Charoth blusters, Aezryna insists that this is an educated gamble… oh! That’s why I was going to ask if you don’t want to go back to the Fury Spires. Bravurn was just here last night. Teleported in. Poor Jarex, the man looks half-mad from exhaustion. He promised the Gold-mana like Moira said, but also privately met with a handful of Great Souls to tell them to come back and work for him.”

“He what?” Scorio dropped his arms and stared again. “He’s poaching our people?”

“Oh, very discretely,” said Alain, raising both palms to fend off Scorio’s outrage. “He told these people to volunteer to be part of the Gold-mana delivery teams. I think he has no confidence in this working, either.”

“Huh.” Scorio tongued the inside of his cheek as he stared off into the middle distance. “We’re all supposed to head out tomorrow. You’re saying none of our leaders have confidence in pulling this off?”

Alain hesitated. “I mean… it doesn’t look good from where I’ve been standing. Which is usually in the shadows a dozen yards away behind another tent, or the like. I don’t always hear everything clearly, but it sounds like a big gamble, yeah.”

Scorio sighed. “Moira knows this?”

“Of course she does,” said Alain. “I’ve been keeping her informed. She gives me this massage while I report, and man, I could just keep talking forever while she works on my shoulders. It’s so ironic, that someone with such great massage skills can’t touch anyone.” Alain raised a finger. “Another argument in favor of letting her touch you, might I add.”

“Thanks.” Scorio stared at Alain blankly for a moment, trying to reconcile his thoughts. “I think I’m going to go talk to Taron.”

“Good call,” said Alain, falling in beside him. “Let’s see what he knows.”

“Alone,” said Scorio. “Look, Alain, I appreciate your telling me all this, but Taron trusts me, and I don’t want to betray that by having you listen in.”

“You could just invite me into the meeting.”

“And have him report to Plassus and Aezryna that you’re spying on them?”

“Oh.” Alain stopped walking. “No, that wouldn’t be good.”

Scorio looked back. “You need to be careful. If you get caught…”

“Aww!” Alain brightened up. “You care! That’s proof!” Then he hesitated. “Right?”

“The gods give me patience,” sighed Scorio, shaking his head and walking away.

“Alright!” Alain remained behind. “I’ll be careful. See you soon, Scorio! Oh, one more thing!” He jogged back up. “Could you check if Fyrona is seeing anyone right now? I’m trying to be good and stay away, but the urge to just listen in is overwhelming, but something tells me that would be the wrong way to start our relationship, and even if she didn’t find out and fell in love with me, she’d inevitably ask one day if I’d ever snooped on her, like when she was undressing in her tent, and then -”

“Alain!” Scorio stepped in close. “Stop. Just stop. Take a breath.”

Alain did so, eyes widening, then grinned. “See? I’m really biddable.”

“I’ll ask Fyrona for you.” It took all of Scorio’s will to keep his tone level. “But she’s going to war in a day or so. She might have other things on her mind.”

“Oh, you got that completely backwards. You’ve no idea how many people are just randomly sneaking into each other’s tents, it’s almost impossible to not be a pervert walking around hearing half the -”

“Alain.” Now Scorio did close his eyes, and something in his expression cut the other man off. “I’ll ask her. Alright?”

“Great! Tell her I’m a really wonderful guy. Can you make me sound good? Don’t tell her I’m a creepy stalker-spy, alright? Try to make it so that she’s at least marginally interested in meeting me.”

“I’ll…” Scorio blew out his cheeks. “I’ll do my best. It’s not exactly an area I excel at.”

“Oh, I know. But that seems to drive women wild around you. It’s amazing. I’ve seen the way they watch you walk by, not all of them, of course, and some of the guys as well, and… and I’m going to stop talking now. See you around! From a polite distance, where I can’t listen in!”

“Bye, Alain.” Scorio watched the lanky man leave, and returned his wave halfheartedly. When he was gone, he blew out his cheeks and shook his head, then returned to the bonfire.

The celebration was in full swing. Scorio fended off some greetings with a tight smile, saw that Naomi still wasn’t in evidence, and found Taron as the Pyre Lord was leaving a group of nervous Tomb Sparks.

“Scorio!” Taron’s calm was almost jarring after Alain’s feverish intensity. “You’re back. I’d feared you’d already grown bored with our company.”

“Do you have a moment?”

Taron studied him for a second, then nodded and simply led Scorio off to one side where no one was close. “What’s on your mind? Ill at ease over slaughtering fiends?”

“Hmm? No. I mean, to a degree, but you can’t fight this war without fighting fiends. It’s more… well. I have a friend who’s part of the war councils, and they told me there’s not a lot of confidence amongst our leaders that we’ll be able to pull this off.”

“Is that so?” Taron’s tone was light, almost disinterested, but his gaze sharpened. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you have your connections. Has Charnel Duke Plassus been bending your ear with his pessimistic forecasts?”

“No, it’s a broader problem than that. Vermina, Charoth, Aezryna—it doesn’t seem as if any of them are confident at all.”

“I see.” Taron raised his shell and took a sip, and Scorio thought perhaps that he was buying time. “And you’ve come to me for reassurance that everything is going to be alright?”

“No.” Scorio ordered his thoughts. “You’re an obviously intelligent and capable man. So I’m asking why you’re going into this war with such calm confidence if our leaders seem to be at their wits’ end.”

“Hmm. A compliment. Thank you. Let me see.” Taron turned so that they stood shoulder to shoulder and gazed out at the gathering together. “The truth? We’ve received enough confirmations that this plan will work in broad strokes that it’s worth pursuing. What do I mean by that? There are a number of our kind who can, well, interpret and divine the probability of any course of action as being a wise or successful one. Daemon, the former leader of Manticore, was one such. His power was a reason we sought to recruit him. You’ve heard of Desiree, who serves the White Queen? Or Helminth, who was an instructor at the Academy? Great Souls like them can either directly question the future or estimate our best approach to executing a goal. And the handful of Great Souls we have on hand, and who have studied this war from deeper in hell, have all said that the LastRock strategy will result in the death of the Blood Ox.”

Scorio’s eyes went wide. “We know that for certain?”

“Nothing is certain in this world other than ambition and pride, but as good as. If we launch these attacks, the Blood Ox stands a high chance of dying within the near future. It’s surely no coincidence that two Imperators are also swimming through the Interstitial Rivenings as we speak.”

“Then why is the leadership so upset?”

“The prophecies and forecasts say nothing as to the fate of our army.” Taron’s smile turned grim. “It’s assumed our assault will provoke the Blood Ox to emerge in time for the Imperators to slay him, but the price we’ll pay for that victory is completely undefined.”

“So you’re saying we could all die?”

Taron beamed. “We’ll certainly die, but the question is, will it be this week? Will a few hundred of us fall in battle, or will our entire army be wiped out? A quarter of all the Great Souls alive in all of hell are with us in this camp. The stakes are enormous. From what I gather, a huge argument took place in deep hell as to whether it was worth seeking to destroy the Blood Ox with so much at risk. Obviously they decided it was, because to not kill the True Fiend meant ceding the Telurian Band, the Iron Weald, the Rascor Plains, and Bastion to his tender ministrations.”

“Damn,” whispered Scorio.

“Which is why Great Souls such as you are so highly sought after.” Taron glanced at Scorio sidelong. “You have Fate’s Whisper at your back, and so do a half-dozen others we’ve recruited. Momentum, fortune, blind luck, wretched coincidences—no matter. Thus far you’ve accomplished the impossible, and with so much in the balance, a little of Fortune’s favor is a most welcome addition to our efforts.”

Scorio considered. “So we’re just hoping we don’t all die.”

Taron clapped him on the shoulder. “We’re not just throwing ourselves headlong into ruin. Didn’t you see how well we slaughtered the Okozs today? That was no coincidence. We’ve crafted the best plan we can devise, we’ve a thousand Great Souls ready to implement it, and best yet, we’ve surprise on our side. For a year we’ve sat here, for a year the war has been at a lull as the Blood Ox’s best fiends grow starved of the mana they need to survive. When we attack them three days from now, we’ll catch them unawares, and crush them before they can mount a response. Then, the gods willing, the Imperators will arrive just as the Blood Ox bestirs himself from his Sanctum, and they’ll lop off his head just in time to turn around and be back at the Twilight Cradle in time for tea. We’ll spend a fine week enjoying the best amenities that LastRock has to offer, and then most of us will proceed south into the Silver Unfathom, and on to new adventures.”

Scorio held Taron’s glittering gaze.

“What?” Taron turned back to the festivities and raised his shell to his lips. “It’s entirely possible. In the meantime, enjoy yourself. In three days we’ll test Fate and see what she has in store for us.”


Chapter 38

They broke camp the next morning. The sun was making its bloody ascent back toward its meridian, the cycle of dim to bright never-ending but never reaching a satisfying absolute. Scorio emerged from the tent, stretched, then set to breaking the tent down. Everywhere Great Souls were intent on packing up their company’s gear and carrying it toward a large corral where he’d espied the huge beetles during their descent from the whale ship.

Now he finally had a reason to get closer, and by the reinforced fencing marvel at what was going to be their next method of conveyance.

“You’re kidding me,” Naomi said, peering through the boards.

The beetle was bigger than an Okoz, with a massive palanquin strapped to its back large enough to seat twenty. A canvas awning was stretched taut over the benches, and every area of the huge fiend had been put to use. Water barrels were slung under the palanquin’s outer edge, crates strapped to a platform extending out the back, lanterns hanging from bony ridges, and a pilot’s seat lashed down high above the beetle’s twin horns with heavy-duty reins extending down to where they were fastened to either end of an iron rod that was stuck through the beetle’s main horn.

The fiend itself was quiet, content to simply stand as Great Souls clambered about it, loaded gear, strapped down more crates, or loaded great translucent eggs the size of a man’s chest that glowed with a faint Bronze-mana tang. Its huge shell was iridescent, with swirling hues of copper, black, crimson, and burnished yellow sweeping across its form in a beguiling miasma. The number “7” was painted across the beetle’s brow.

“Perfectly safe,” said Rharvyn, stopping alongside them. He hitched his pack up higher and grinned, his teeth bright against his dark skin. “Once you get over the motion sickness.”

“You’ve ridden one?” asked Scorio.

“Bunch of times. They’re sweethearts. Calm, dependable, fast. Long as you keep them drunk on mana.” Rharvyn clapped Scorio on the shoulder and pushed past, moving toward the entry gate. “You’ll see.”

Scorio exchanged a glance with Naomi and entered the corral. Dozens of the huge beetles were being outfitted, and members of their company were already climbing the rope ladders or simply leaping up to the palanquin on top.

Taron stood to one side, Fyrona making marks on a scroll as different gear was brought in. “Scorio! We leave within the cycle. Get a seat up front. You don’t want to be at the back when the dunerunner gets moving.”

Scorio nodded, and with Naomi warily moved round the back of the dunerunner. It was completely still, indifferent to the loads being lashed down on its shell. They climbed the rope ladder and reached the top. Some twenty feet off the ground. The palanquin was sturdily built but cramped; four benches ran down its length, each long enough for five, with the outer two designed so that your feet hung out into the air.

A handful of other Great Souls had already claimed their spots, so Scorio and Naomi set their packs in the netting just behind the pilot throne and sat.

The corral was filled with shouts, boisterous laughter, and Great Souls bidding each other goodbye. Wordless, Scorio and Naomi watched as hundreds upon hundreds flooded in, mounting their beetles and taking their places.

The air was charged. Plassus came by with his entourage. He stopped at each company, conferred with the Pyre Lord in charge, moved on.

“He doesn’t look depressed,” said Naomi softly.

The Charnel Duke let out a belly laugh and shook a finger warningly at a sheepish looking Pyre Lord Scorio didn’t recognize.

“An act?” Scorio leaned forward, chest against the narrow plank that ran down the length of the palanquin and acted as a railing.

“Or he’s made his peace with death,” said Naomi.

“That, too.”

Members of their company boarded their beetle and number “9” just next to them. Wesanin fussed below, clearly in charge of number “7”, checking everything, calling out for anything that was missing, cursing at every delivery that failed to live up to his standards. More water barrels were rolled in and lifted into place. Another six glowing Bronze eggs were found, and only then did Wesanin declare himself content and climb up the beetle’s face, using its horns for handholds and swinging up to sit in the pilot’s chair at last.

Taron hugged Fyrona and leaped to stand on one of number “9’s” horns. “Here we go, Company 16!! Who’s ready to end this war?”

The Great Souls let out a halfhearted cheer, and Taron leaped up to number “9’s” pilot chair and settled in.

The other beetles were rousing themselves, fully loaded with warriors. Plassus was on a particularly massive black specimen that was banded with crimson, and this one maneuvered its way first out of the corral and onto the packed sands.

What followed was careful jostling and patient negotiating of traffic as the other beetles streamed out after him. Soon some twenty dunerunners were arrayed in a rough arrow, with Plassus at the tip.

No speeches. The Charnel Duke raised his fist, gave a wordless yell, and Scorio’s heart leaped at the sound, so full of defiance and savage fury that it seared the air. Wesanin pulsed mana into the beetle, and it lurched forward, its huge, segmented legs working as it skittered lightly across the sands, indifferent to the huge load it carried.

Scorio swayed back and forth, and twisted to watch the war camp fall away. It was half-torn down already, with those behind preparing to set out for Vermina’s wing that would attack the far side of the Triangle.

The dunerunner raced along the trough between the dunes, and to Scorio’s surprise it kept accelerating. Soon the arid air was gusting by, drying what little sweat the sun had elicited, and the rise and fall of the fiend’s gait began to feel familiar.

Scorio couldn’t help it—he grinned at Naomi, who, to his delight, grinned back.

And that’s when Plassus activated his power and spread it across their entire phalanx of dunerunners.

Having reached what looked to be their maximum pace—perhaps the speed of a galloping horse—Scorio felt a wave of potent power sweep over them all, enveloping the beetle, the palanquin, its passengers, and somehow they went faster.

The beetle’s legs flickered as it raced along, tireless and unperturbed, with number “9” up ahead, barely churning up dust as it sped along. Another came behind, part of another company, and occasionally they rose up to cross a dune, the whole palanquin lurching violently to one side then righting and dipping down the other, revealing the twenty or so beetles that were coursing across the desert in a swarm.

After a while the more experienced Great Souls relaxed; Rharvyn lay back and dropped a hat over his face, while a handful of Flame Vaults made a big show of going to sleep, as if this expedition were nothing special. Nyrix and Penaela focused on a chess game, each piece sporting a peg at its base which slotted into a hole, and Naomi closed her eyes so as to resume her attempts at mastering the Delightful Secret Marinating technique.

For his part, Scorio couldn’t quite get over the feeling of delight and awe at speeding through the Bone Plains on the back of a dunerunner. His favorite moments were whenever they crossed a dune’s peak to the next valley over, for then the entirety of the Bone Plains would reveal itself, an endless labyrinth of serpentine ridges that ran toward the horizon, with the occasional geographic feature capturing his attention: a ruined fortress listing over on its side and seeming to be carved out of a single vast boulder that had been tossed into the sands; a forest of iron spears rusted to deep brown that ran for a mile, each almost forty yards tall, angled toward the south as if flung from miles away a century ago; a huge archipelago of floating sandstone coral about which flitted thousands of tiny fiends of endless variety that seemed to prey on each other and dart about the floating reef.

The hours crawled by. Wesanin occasionally climbed down to fetch a glowing egg larger than his chest, and this he would carry to the beetle’s head and jam down on a great hollow spike that emerged from the dunerunner’s face and through which it would drink the Bronze.

Water was served every hour, with warm carafes of tin passed down with cups attached by tiny chains; it tasted silty and metallic, but Scorio always drank at least three or four.

There was no sign of their stopping. The plan, he knew, was for their wing to race through the entirety of the day, and come dawn of the next morning half their number would peel away to move toward a great hive that was located just a hundred miles short of LastRock itself. Two hundred Great Souls would position themselves to assault this bastion of the Blood Ox’s fiends.

Company 16 and the remaining part of Plassus’ army would move to within forty miles of LastRock and, there, position themselves to strike at a series of shattered towers that had stood along the edge of the Bone Plains since time immemorial. They’d been left empty during Jova’s previous tenure as the Lady of LastRock, but the fiends had made of them a place of power, and it was said that tens of thousands of their number dwelled in the ruined buildings and the endless rooms that were tunneled into the rock beneath them.

It felt a dream. Swaying, rising and falling as the dunerunner all but flew along the desert, Scorio felt himself adrift from his own reality. The sky darkened and meals of cured meat, iron bread, and hard cheese were served. People went to the bathroom off the back of the cargo platform at the beetle’s rear, with those too squeamish to do their business in plain sight climbing down under the palanquin’s level to do so in privacy.

The wind made conversation impractical. Most people dozed, others meditated, and Nyrix endlessly challenged different people to games of chess. People tied themselves to their seats by means of leather straps and fell asleep, their heads lolling from side to side, or simply lay down between the benches, arms crossed, and allowed the vibrations of the beetle’s endless coursing to lull them to sleep.

Naomi gave up her meditations and rested her head against his shoulder. With no lights aboard the beetle, they became a mass of shadow and metallic glints, Wesanin tirelessly guiding number “7” after number “9”.

Scorio couldn’t sleep.

The sun dipped toward the horizon, dwelled there for hours in an orgy of vermillion and purple clouds, then revived itself and began to rise.

A sharp whistle cut the air, causing those yet slumbering to raise their heads, and Scorio sensed more than saw half their contingent peel away to head toward the east. Those would swiftly lose Plassus’ enhancement, but were close enough to their destination that it wouldn’t matter.

Half a day of riding remained. Scorio’s face felt weathered, his skin dusty, his hair thick and woolen, his lips dried out, his mouth pasty. The wind never ceased to toss and rush by.

Two-thirds of their Bronze eggs had been fed to number “7”, and it sped on tirelessly. Wesanin swapped places with Rharvyn for a few hours, sleeping under a thin linen sheet, then rose to resume piloting.

The desert itself was changeable. Gone were the high white dunes that they’d spent the first day racing through. Now they subsided, half the height, and tinged with sprays of gold and even metallic green that gave them an otherworldly beauty. Occasionally they even broke out into great open hardpans of crusted minerals that glimmered and glittered as the beetles raced over them, shallow swales and bubbling pools of oil breaking the monotony. For a while a great feathered serpent followed them high overhead, its scales translucent so that its innards pulsed and worked in eerie visibility, but then it turned and fluttered away, deeper into the desert.

Word was passed back: one hour left to go. Taron had explained the plan: they’d hobble the dunerunners ten miles away from the towers, and move forward cautiously till they were within a mile. There they’d hide out, hidden by Great Soul powers, until the word came from Moira that the LastRock strike had begun. At that point the company’s would stream forward, splitting up to hit their designated targets at the last, and give ferocious battle in the hopes of tying down the fiends who might otherwise race to LastRock’s succor.

But more than that.

They were to deliver such a blow that the Blood Ox would be drawn out of power in such outrage that he’d discard his usual caution to wreak violence upon their ranks, and in so doing, expose himself to the arriving Imperators.

If everything went according to plan.

Then the sand began to boil.

The dunes writhed as craters birthed themselves from below.

Number “9” skittered up the side of a dune, slowed, then leaped back down to the trough.

“Tokalauths!”

Everybody roused themselves. All around Scorio Hearts ignited. Wesanin was wrestling with the reins and shouting as their dunerunner panicked. Naomi rose into her Nightmare Lady form, tail lashing, and Scorio assumed his own scaled one, his innate power and lethality giving him scant comfort as the desert around them bloomed fiends.

They were as big as three men laid head to foot, segmented bodies rimmed with hundreds of slashing legs, their bodies ranging from black to dark purple with blushing glows of crimson down their undersides. Slender feelers waved in the air like whips about their heads, which were birthed straight from a nightmare, huge compound eyes the size of Scorio’s head embedded beneath a red crown of bone ridges, with serrated pincers the length of his arm clacking laterally about their mandibles.

Tokalauths, like centipedes birthed in hell.

They came up from below and reared to a height of some eight feet, the rest of their bodies whipping around in the sand behind them, legs whirring, feelers dancing as they oriented on the beetles.

But so many.

They filled the trough between the dunes, emerged from the sides of the dunes themselves.

Penaela’s sun appeared between the two beetles, immediately causing a dozen Tokalauths to writhe and dive back under the sand, but then the sun disappeared as if she’d changed her mind. Fyrona began lancing the sand with sheets of black fire, while Galvon threw wall after wall of shudder force down from the beetle’s side. Rharvyn swayed as he held on to one of the awning’s pilons, eyes wide as his fist filled with fire, and dozens of other Great Souls threw their attacks at the sands below.

But still the Tokalauths came. The sand simmered as if at a low boil.

The Nightmare Lady let out a war cry and leaped down from the palanquin, disappearing into a rising bank of fog even as she fell. The Shadow Petal was already down there, darting between the fiends, and a second later Merideva and Ursan leaped down as well.

Scorio flung himself off the bucking beetle, extending his wings and soared out over the fiends. The Bronze mana in the air was writhing, and he set to pouring it directly into his Heart as he summoned his flame form, inhaled it, then strafed down the trough and breathed black fire over countless fiends.

Tokalauths burned, their exoskeletons blackening and shattering, eyes bursting, legs crisping.

Seized by an impulse, Scorio rose above the dunes and took in the immediate landscape.

Horror squeezed his heart in its cold fist.

The desert was alive with Tokalauths. Everywhere he looked he saw their centipede-like forms, all of them speeding and undulating toward the dunerunners who milled and circled in small islands cleared by Great Soul powers.

But not just Tokalauths. He saw tribes of Okozs pounding toward them, groups of a hundred or bigger, organized by the hues of their hides, the Tokalauths parting before them, some diving down into the sand to avoid being crushed.

And a third kind of fiend, lithe, muscular, whip-lean and fast. Racing along on all fours, blurringly fast, built like racing hounds but as large as a yearling bull, the Angrath were fleet shadows converging on the beetles by what looked like the thousands.

Scorio couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t process what he was seeing. An ocean of fiends was washing toward them, the desert before and to the east completely alive with pincers, burning eyes, talons, and whipping tails. The dunes were carpeted.

And every single one was converging on the beetles.

“Retreat!” Scorio dove back down, pumping his wings for an added boost of speed. A blast from Rharvyn flew through the air to sail fruitlessly out into the incoming army. “Back! We need to get back!”

But the dunerunners had finally snapped out of their placid complicity. Rearing and bucking, luggage and barrels jostling and swaying violently in their nets, they pranced and sought to get away from the Tokalauths that snapped at their legs. Wesanin was wrestling with the reins to no avail, pulling the beetle’s horn around, but it ignored his urgings, its back bulging, palanquin rising and falling as the huge straps strained.

The area around them went glassine, Tokalauth legs suddenly scrabbling without finding purchase, and the fiends slid down the sides of the dunes to pile up in the trough where they wrapped around each other, forming balls of death as their legs and pincers fought for purchase on each other’s hides.

Scorio caught a glimpse of Kelona gripping a palanquin pole, form radiant gold, but she was pointing up, up above Scorio and screaming something, a warning -

Scorio furled his wings and rolled, turning over even as he fell away and to the side just as a fluid alien shape dove through where he’d been a second ago, praying mantis pincers snapping closed in the air like death scythes. It was at least a dozen feet long, its upper half vaguely humanoid, its legs separating into toothed tentacles that bunched up and then elongated rapidly again, sending the fiend shooting through the air. Its skin was mottled gray and dusty orange, its face a featureless fist where the long muscles of its back and shoulders wrapped up over its crown and seemed to plunge into where its eyes should have been, but it had a maw, and this spread wide in a frustrated shriek as it came around.

And it wasn’t alone.

Fifteen, twenty more were diving down after it from the high heavens.

“Damn it!” Scorio flung his Shroud in the first’s path and then changed his wings to their hummingbird form, short and mobile, to fly right up at the diving cloud of toothed tentacles and shrieking mouths.

At the last second he changed into his black fire form, and flew heedlessly through the flock of fiends, incinerating all that he touched. Tentacles contracted and cindered, bodies charred and blistered, screams were cut short. In a flash he punched out the far side, and unable to maintain the form for longer he inhaled the flames deep into his chest, lungs swelling, and turned, to hover at an apogee for one glorious second before diving back down after the flying fiends.

But damn they were fast, and they didn’t so much fly through the air as swim, occasionally bunching their tentacles up to shoot them out and fly forward again, getting a huge boost in speed. They split up, six or seven remaining, and scattered out wide, curving through the air to come back around.

Scorio flew after three, straining for speed, but he couldn’t hold the flames any longer. With a cry of rage he unleashed his plume of fire even as he carved a curve through the air, chasing a pair as the third split off, and his attack rushed forth, six feet of barely visible incandescent blue fury as thick as his wrist which then exploded into a raging ball of black fire and torched the first, swept across the second as it dove and sent it tumbling into the Tokalauths below.

A flying fiend dove down at him from above—he had to start thinking in three dimensions up here—but the Shadow Petal blinked into existence beside it, already spinning, blades slashing out to carve through the fiend’s torso, and then she dropped away, falling back into the melee with the bifurcated fiend corpse which tumbled down with her.

Scorio banked sharply, came around, saw that number “7” was besieged now by the huge centipedes which were seeking to sever its legs. Two had already been cut off. Wesanin was gone from his post, his whirlwind of sand tearing a chaotic path through the fiends and leaving a trail of shattered corpses. Fyrona’s black flame sheeted down, again and again, Penaela raked her sun out over the desert, causing scores of fiends to warp and collapse.

Merideva and Ursan were fighting back to back, but they were surrounded. Dozens of burning staffs already fought around her, clouting Tokalauths and smashing their carapaces, and Scorio dove down to pass right over the fiends assaulting their flank, reaching out with his talons to sheer and slash apart segmented bodies and split heads open like melons as they reared up.

Scorio skimmed up the dune’s flank, slamming his Shroud into a Tokalauth that plunged toward him so that it bounced away, and then again he rose up above the dunes just in time to see the first Okozs come within range and leap.

The huge gorilla fiends had felt like easy prey before. Big, dumb brutes with fists the size of barrels and instincts that made them predictable and simple to cull. But now as hundreds flooded in and surged into the sky, Scorio felt his heart sink.

Their leaps were as prodigious as before, but now nobody was focused on them. They rose high, huge arms raised above their heads, howls splitting the air, some reaching heights of thirty, forty meters as they hurled themselves to come crashing down on the beetles trapped between the huge dunes.

Scorio flung out his Shroud before one, blanketed the air with a universal command that they STOP!, and summoned his flames once more. Bronze mana was already becoming rare, great empty spaces appearing between the gleaming billows, but Scorio drank deep as he flew through the falling Okozs, burning and blackening their beautifully patterned forms, then sucking in the ebon fire to turn, flying backward, and spill forth his fireball to its greatest extent as he tried to fill the air with an inferno.

A handful of Okozs fell through the maelstrom, their howls turning to shrieks, but more and more rained down upon the beetles, the palanquins, hitting like meteors, fists shattered boards, causing barrels to explode, knocking huge holes into the beetles’ shell. Number “7” reeled, half its legs gone, and then keeled over onto its side.

More Okozs fell upon it, slamming and punching, and the beetle went right over. Huge straps snapped, and the palanquin slid away, spilling what Great Souls remained atop it into the air.

“No!” Scorio saw Kelona fling herself free, but Wesyd, crying out his song, went down under the snapping mass of boards and disappeared as number “7” rolled over him. Dozens of Great Souls fought to their feet as more Okozs landed around them, as the Tokalauths reared and struck, as the sand continued to boil as more fiends burrowed up from below, and that’s when the first of the lithe hound fiends came pouring over the dunes to race down into the trough, fleet as shadows, muscular and agile.

There wasn’t time to scream.

Scorio summoned his rage, his absolute refusal to let this massacre take place, and dove into the fray.


Chapter 39

Scorio hit the sand and drew his wings back into his frame. Raised his white-burning talons, hunched his shoulders, and went to work. His Shroud was a weapon; he formed it just in time for a charging fiend to slam into it, and the moment it reeled back he reformed it somewhere else, covering another Great Soul’s rear or blocking a new attack. His will was turgid with fury, and he used his command power like a hammer, bringing it down upon each fiend he faced so that it buckled, faltered, fell.

DIE, he commanded, overwhelming primitive instincts with fear, with despair. Tokalauths drew back as if the sands had turned to flame, Okozs flinched, the hounds—the Angraths—drew away, circling like starving carrion feeders around slowly dying prey.

DIE, Scorio screamed, charging forward, talons lashing back and forth. He didn’t stop to exchange blows. Didn’t stop to calculate the best path. Where he saw fiends he dove in, his talons cutting through insectile legs and huge armored segments, shearing Okoz limbs or opening up their flanks, and more rarely yet catching an Angrath with enough force to fling the fiend away.

The ground suddenly shuddered and turned to water, heaving and rising and falling in ripples that caused dust to fly up and hundreds of fiends to falter and fall. Scorio leaped up just before he lost his balance, extruded his wings, saw Ursan rise from a huge double-fisted blow he’d dealt the ground, Okozs spilled out around him.

But the sky was alive now with the tentacled flying fiends. They dive-bombed him, forcing him to flicker into flame so that their arms charred and snapped. Scorio flew after the fiends, cutting them out of their air, fighting for speed, rose and became corporeal. Instead of torching more of the flying foes, he instead dove back and skimmed just over the melee to unleash his fireball along the flank of a dune and torch a score of Angraths who yipped and howled and leaped while blazing bright to tumble dead amongst their fellows.

Penaela’s sun was holding a portion of their left flank, a bulwark that swayed from side to side and mutated and burst open endless numbers of fiends that pressed into its baleful light. Forty or fifty burning staves spun around Merideva, making the base of the dunes look like a forest fire, bright orange and fast enough to match the Angraths, beating a large clearing open into which the surviving Great Souls had retreated.

And everywhere floated banks of black fog. Huge segmented tails tipped with bone blades rose from these to slash and whip around, dealing immense damage to the fiends that climbed over their own fallen to get at their foes. Never had Scorio seen the Nightmare Lady’s power so perfectly used; each tail operated with a will of its own, and if destroyed, they simply faded away only to reform again from a different bank of fog.

Scorio flew down beside number “7”. The beetle was dead, its belly torn open so that huge gouts of milky gel had flowed out over the sand, its remaining legs still spasming. Okozs were milling around it, and Scorio passed through them in his flame form, causing them to shriek and bound away.

Landing, he staggered, became corporeal, and tilted his head back to fill the sky with black flame. Tentacled fiends screamed and darted aside, but one flew full into the plume and emerged the other side a crisped black arrow that dropped to the bloody muddy sand and snapped apart.

“Wesyd?” Scorio rushed around number “7” to where the palanquin was little more than shattered spars. He saw several dead Great Souls amongst the wreckage, limbs broken, heads crushed, vermillion blood splashed around them. Tomb Sparks and Flame Vaults, he’d caught their names in passing, but -

There. Wesyd’s legs extended out from under the bulk of the broken palanquin. He was dead. Just like that.

Scorio stared, jaw working, then screamed and tore himself away, denying the urge to dig out the dead Tomb Spark, only to get his Shroud up in time as an Okoz dropped upon him, both fists impacting the shield’s curvature with such force that Scorio slammed to his knees beneath it.

But the Shroud, beastly thick and reinforced from years of practice in the Crucible, held. Scorio dove under its lower edge to slash open the fiend’s ankles, his bright-burning talons splitting bone and hide with equal ease, and when the fiend dropped he left it to bound forward.

A red-headed Tomb Spark was retreating before a Tokalauth as Angraths came speeding up around it. Scorio placed his Shroud before the giant centipede as it lunged forward, yelled out a warning, but the Angraths leaped upon the Tomb Spark, jaws clamping tight around her arm, neck, ankle, and lifted her from the ground, tore her apart, the sails that ran down the Angraths’ backs rippling with pleasure as they set to gorging.

Something hit Scorio from behind with enough power to bend his body back over the blow. The plates of armor that ran down his back warped but prevented his spine from snapping, and for a moment the world went soundless and white from the pain.

Then he was sent flying, slamming through the crowds of fiends, knocking an Angrath out of the air mid-leap, Tokalauths recoiling instinctively, out of the trough, up over the dune’s stamped-down peak, over the heads of charging fiends, to come down, slamming through their ranks, hitting bodies, shells, legs, then bounce and roll across the sand and fetch up, dazed and blinking, his whole body a snarl of pain, to stare up at an Okoz who glared back down in equal surprise.

The fiend raised its fists. It took all Scorio’s wits to summon his Shroud just before it brought them both down and slammed them into the shield. Again and again it hammered, and now it was joined by others, Angraths nipping in around the sides, a Tokalauth lunging down to bring its pincers to bear.

Scorio brought his Shroud down and curled up beneath it, the hemisphere of force weathering the constant assaults but flaring ever brighter. Scorio couldn’t draw enough Bronze from the air, was forced to tap his reservoir to keep the Shroud fed, but his mind was dazed, his wits scrambled, and for a moment it was all he could do to lie still, knees against his chest, the world alive with potent attacks that were trying to end his life.

More fiends crowded in around, tried to get at him. His Shroud was shining nearly pure Gold, and just as he was about to let loose a cry of unadulterated rage and throw himself at them, a dark form flashed in, spinning so that its segmented tail whipped around, great triangular blade cleaving through exoskeleton, muscle, and hide.

The Nightmare Lady landed atop his Shroud and got to work.

The sight of her filled Scorio with boundless gratitude and relief. He caught his breath, rose to all fours, and set to reinforcing her attacks with his own commands, causing fiend after fiend to freeze and stumble as she cut them down.

But she bought him only a second’s reprieve. It was like trying to empty out an ocean with a cup. She leaped down, he dropped his Shroud, and flew up, extending his wings as hundreds more fiends closed in on them. Without a moment’s hesitation the Nightmare Lady leaped after, clasped her arms around his neck, and they flew high just as the fiends closed in on the space.

Scorio stared out over the desert.

Thousands more fiends were coming.

Here and there other beetles lay dead, each an island of resistance as their Great Souls fought off the onslaught. Bolts of lightning cut the sky, domes of living light flickered into existence and incinerated fiends, cones of petrifying power or whirling scythes danced amongst their foes.

But it was too little.

To the east, perhaps ten miles away, lay the cyclopean wall of the Triangle, the massive gray boulders tumbled atop each other. Between them lay a badland of ravines, gulches, and slot canyons, the dunes finally petering out and giving way to stone and flint.

And over these badlands streamed the fiends.

“They knew!” The Nightmare Lady’s cry was filled with bitter fury. “They knew we were coming!”

Scorio couldn’t refute it.

He dove down as more tentacled fiends streamed toward them. Taron had turned an entire quadrant into frictionless hell for the fiends, causing them to slip and collapse even as their own mirror-images appeared before them to do battle. A great matted carpet of the mutated dead were testament to the hundreds Penaela had killed, but her sun was gone and fresh fiends rushed into the open space.

Merideva’s burning staves were the only thing keeping the twenty or so Great Souls left alive. Eighty or ninety of them danced and bludgeoned fiends in a circle about their collected company, forming a wall that Merideva only added to with each fiend she killed. But as Scorio swooped down to help he saw that she was badly hurt; dark blood had soaked down her side, and she fought against a limp.

The Nightmare Lady leaped from his back to fall into a knot of fiends, and Scorio dropped, retracting his wings and slashing with his talons as he slammed into an Okoz. He cut its hip apart, rolled, came up and punched an Angrath out of the air mid-leap, slammed his Shroud into a diving Tokalauth, blasted a second away with a command, then fought his way past another pair of Okozs to reach Merideva’s side.

“We need to move!” cried out the woman, turning and spinning her staff dexterously about her. “Where’s Taron?!”

Scorio caught an Angrath by the neck just as it went to fall on him. The huge fiend scrabbled its hind feet against Scorio’s chest and abdomen, the claws failing to pierce his scaled armor, then went limp as Scorio snapped its neck.

The Bronze mana was nearly completely gone from the air.

“I don’t know!” He spun about, looking for the next attack. “South! Toward Plassus!”

“Done!” Merideva began striding down the dune, leaping over corpses, and the dancing staves moved with her like a burning swarm, beating back fiends and forcing a perimeter.

Galvon was there, hurling weakened blasts into the wall of fiends that pressed the staves, while Fyrona held the other flank. Ursan was limping badly, his side torn open, and another dozen lower-ranked Great Souls did their best, hurling blasts or simply staying close as they fought their way south.

Taron appeared atop the dune to the left, surrounded by a crowd of two-dimensional fiends. They moved protectively around him, Okozs and Angraths, dozens of Tokalauths, all rippling and surging and alive albeit completely artificial; each time they turned they disappeared into an undulating line only to flare out as they completed the move, each as thin as a paper but fighting endlessly to tear real fiends apart.

“We need to make it to Plassus!” shouted Merideva, pointing south, and Taron gave a thumbs up and began retreating toward them. His mirror-fiends pushed out wide, stemming the tide, and he flung a hand out to turn the desert before them as smooth as greased steel. The fiends there slipped and fell, toppling and lashing out at each other, but as Scorio hesitated he saw that Taron was keeping the edge of his frictionless domain just before them, ever retreating as the Great Souls pressed south.

They ran within the circle of burning staves and mirror-fiends. The Shadow Petal darted through the ranks of the fiends, ignored until it was too late, and the Nightmare Lady’s dark fog banks drifted through the crowds, tails lashing, ever eviscerating.

Scorio and Merideva took the front edge, and together they tore apart the fiends that fought to find their footing. Scorio would leap forward, wings emerging so that he glided over the fallen, slashing down with his talons and blasting others with his command aura so that they reeled, stunned, just in time for Merideva to smash their heads apart. Fyrona’s blasts cleared the air of falling Okozs, causing huge limbs and bloody chunks of torso to rain amongst the survivors, and yard by bloody yard they made progress.

Wesanin came into view. He’d lost all control, his vortex massive, partially composed of butchered fiends, a revolving mass of sand and gore that swept across the dunes, the Great Soul’s mindless howl trailing behind it. Scorio gaped, awed both by its power as it churned up hundreds of fiends, but sickened by the piercing knowledge that Wesanin was lost, would rage in such manner till he ran out of mana, somewhere out over the fiend army, and there collapse to his death.

On and on they fought, making just enough progress to roll into fresh banks of mana, but one by one the Great Souls guttered.

Merideva was the last to lose her power. She fought with increasing fury and panic, her cry rising up into a continuous scream, her staves swirling and flying back and forth with frenetic violence, right up until she crashed to her knees and each and every one of them disappeared.

Only Taron’s mirror-fiends remained, endlessly replenished as more were generated by fresh attackers, but they couldn’t withstand the pressure of the endless ranks. Taron whipped his frictionless surface around and around their position, and over and over again fiends toppled and fell only to find their footing as the glassy surface slid on. It slowed the assault, but couldn’t stop it.

Scorio, drinking now from his reservoir, wielded his Shroud as a battering ram, swinging it around and around the knot of Great Souls in similar fashion, even as he hurled brute commands for the fiends to RUN AWAY and threw himself again and again against incoming foes. His talons sliced through flesh, severed hands and heads, but their numbers were too great; again and again he turned into flame and flew through their ranks, immolating all in his path, only to reform and breath a gout of black flame down the other side of his friends, incinerating dozens of fiends.

The Shadow Petal appeared in their midst in her human form, merely Himiko now, her Heart guttered, blades gone from her hands. A second later Naomi burst out of an evaporating bank of fog, the last of her tails vanishing as she crashed down onto her knees beside Fyrona.

Taron and Scorio were the only ones left with power. Scorio drank greedily of what little Bronze remained, but their progress had stalled out. Together, he and the Pyre Lord fought to keep the endless legions of fiends back, but Scorio knew they couldn’t hold. He threw himself around like a maddened cat, endlessly surging back and forth, taking greater and greater risks as he leaned on his Gold-tempered body and scaled plating to keep him from the worst wounds.

“Look!” shouted Fyrona, pointing south, and Scorio could but spare a glance to see a wall of Okozs moving toward them, scores of them suspended in the air, forming a perfect curvature so that it was like a sphere of fiends rolling up on them, and for a second he faltered, unsure what he was looking at, right till the wall of fiends to the south parted and Plassus came racing up, hundreds of fiends trapped by his power about him, straining still to reach him but held fast like insects in amber.

Behind him came another hundred or so Great Souls, most guttered but a handful of Pyre Lords and Blood Barons yet hurling death at the army of fiends around them. Scorio tore the Okozs trapped in the Charnel Duke’s sphere at ground level apart, and then the sphere’s protective circumference swept over them, driving fiends before it, and the immediacy of the danger was past.

Scorio reeled, blinked dazedly, and relinquished his burning Heart so that he staggered back into his human form. Blazing forth his Dread Blaze power so frequently had left him hollowed out and seared from within, and he felt as if his throat and chest were little more than badly charred husks.

Taron released his own Heart and stepped up to clasp arms with Plassus, whose face was carved deep with lines of wrath. The Charnel Duke took in the pitiful remnants of their company but kept striding on, and wordless everyone fell in behind him as they continued to the next dunerunner.

Naomi appeared by Scorio’s side, sliding in under his arm and helping him walk.

No words. He shared a look with her, gazing deep into her eyes to make sure she was still whole, still with him, and then bowed his head as he wheezed for breath, his chest endlessly rising and falling, fiendish ichor dripping off him sticking his shredded robes to his body, plastering his hair to his scalp.

Though they only walked, somehow they covered the intervening ground in short time and gathered another six or seven surviving Great Souls from the next gutted beetle.

On they pressed, surrounded at all times by fiends who raged but failed to penetrate the Charnel Duke’s protective sphere, and ten minutes later reached the next part of their convoy, but here they only found the dead, Great Soul corpses torn and shredded and partially eaten. Scores strewn across the dunes, and that’s where Plassus stopped, having reached the last beetle, and gazed across their gathered forces, reduced from four hundred to something close to one hundred strong.

It was surreal, impossible to relax with a hundred fiends pressed into a frozen hemisphere around them. Everywhere Scorio glanced he saw Okozs and tentacled flying demons trapped about them, none closer than twenty yards, all alive and hissing and roaring and reaching for them without gaining an inch.

Trapped in a bubble of threats, Plassus turned to the company clustered about him and raised his voice to carry over the clamor.

“Charoth and Aezryna report that LastRock stands empty. None remain to defend it. Vermina’s forces have found empty warrens and abandoned hives. The entire might of the Blood Ox’s army has been gathered here and told to march north. But the Blood Ox himself is missing. His prized Gold-ranked fiends are also absent. The Imperators are still twelve hours or more from reaching us. Something has gone terribly wrong. Somehow the True Fiend bastard caught wind of our plans.”

The Charnel Duke fought to master his rage, jaw clenching, his eyes burning with flickers of incandescent mana. “It falls to us to find him and stop him. To pin him down till the Imperators arrive. Gather yourselves, Great Souls! What we have fought this past hour is but the appetizer! We go in hunt of the Blood Ox, we go in hunt of his elite. We hundred, we mad fools, we blood-thirsty warmongers! Find your strength, affirm your desire for death, for nothing remains us now but to cut through this endless army in search of our true foe!”


Chapter 40

The Charnel Duke led them at a run toward the distant tumbled mass of the wall. Scorio limped and fought to regain his composure, but it felt as if he’d torn something vital within himself through such savage exertion. Naomi was always there, however, indomitable, fierce, ferocious.

The fiends parted before them, but it became ever more evident that the exertion was taking a toll on Plassus. He held in suspension over a hundred fiends and forged a path through thousands more, and despite his might, his masterful mana manipulation, his stride soon slowed to a weary walk. Their ability to travel at an accelerated rate diminished as the load upon the Charnel Duke grew overwhelming; the man hung his head, sweat dripping from his nose and chin, and each labored step looked as if he shifted a boulder the size of the world before him.

Scorio stared with mute helplessness. It wasn’t a question of mana; Plassus seemed to have inexhaustible reserves. It was simply that the man was keeping in abeyance hundreds of fiends and forcing his path through an army while shepherding almost a hundred Great Souls at once.

“I need to help,” said Scorio, forcing himself to stand straight.

“What?” Naomi’s outrage was sharp. “How? Let Plassus do what he does best!”

The air was devoid of mana. Scorio could dimly sense Plassus draining everything within a wide radius before it came anywhere close for the others to use. But his reservoir was still mostly full, and though it hurt, he knew he had to do something.

So Scorio ignited his Heart, earning surprised stares from dozens gathered around them, and surged up into his scaled form. He repressed a wince as he did so; his Heart felt raw, tender, but he put the pain aside and before Naomi could protest he leaped and extended his wings.

Shouts of alarm and surprise came from the Great Souls around them, but he ignored them. Up he flew, a half-dozen powerful wing beats, and when he drew close to the inward facing fiends suspended all around the surface of Plassus’ sphere, he got to work.

The quickest way to slaughter them was to turn into his flame form. Though it caused the fabric of his soul to shudder, Scorio summoned the black fire and became a wraith of destruction, then set to flying as rapidly as he could through the frozen ranks.

Fiends blackened, charred, and died.

And as they died Plassus’ power released them so that they began to fall upon the upturned faces below.

It felt akin to holding his breath. Scorio fought to remain in his flame form for as long as possible, passing through futile strikes and hate-burning eyes like a swimmer fighting to reach a distant hole in the ice. Only when he felt his mind reeling and his vision crowding with dancing motes of light did he inhale the flames into his chest, turn around so that he flew on his back, and unleashed his fiery plume across a dozen more fiends.

They howled and screamed and burned and died.

Scorio gasped and allowed himself to fall, twisting about to spread his wings and catch himself moments before hitting the floor. Allowing his Heart to gutter, he dropped the last few yards beside Naomi and slumped hard.

But the change was noticeable. Plassus raised his head, grinned a wolfish grin, and with the tendons sticking out in his neck increased their pace.

They climbed over dunes. Faster and faster, till again the protective sphere filled with trapped fiends and again Scorio rose to butcher them where they hung.

In such manner they progressed the last few miles till the great boulder wall rose above them, blotting out half the sky. Carelessly stacked rocks the size of houses, boulders the size of the war camp, rose hundreds of yards into the sky. Some were so large that they’d have choked the entrance to Bastion, yet all were uniformly the same dismal gray, rounded and smoothed as if by the passage of a titanic river. The cracks and crevice’s between them were pitch dark, and it was toward a single, solitary boulder that stood alone out in the last stretch of desert that Plassus plowed, his whole body shaking with effort, hunched and straining once more.

One of the boulder’s sides sloped steeply down to the sand, and up this Plassus drove them all, his power giving them one final push so that they rushed higher and higher up the smooth, firm surface. Thirty, forty yards they climbed, and then they reached the top, flat as a mesa, gently whorled with dust and sand filling the cracks. The other three sides were sheer, dropping precipitously to the ground, and with a groan Plassus released his power at last and crashed to one knee.

Fiends rained down upon them all, but the others in their company had recovered. Fyrona, Nyrix, and others unleashed their attacks on the falling Okozs, torching and butchering them in midair.

For the first time in what felt like a lifetime, Scorio could see the sky. The sun was descending behind the titanic wall, so that huge shadows stretched out over the Bone Plains, bathing everything in velvet shadow.

Taron moved to the head of the broad ramp that led down to the desert and stretched forth his arms. Scorio rushed up beside him just in time to see scores of fiends lose purchase on the slope and slide down, tumbling atop each other to pile up upon the sand.

But the winged fiends cared nothing for the Pyre Lord’s power. They dove in great swoops upon their company, drawing blasts and attacks but never allowing them to relax.

Scorio stepped up alongside Taron. “How are you holding up?”

The pale man’s face was dusty, with a streak of blood from a scalp wound running down his cheek. His shoulders rose and fell as his Heart blazed, but he kept his hands extended, and the fiends failed to climb up to them.

“I’m doing quite well,” said Taron. “A lovely day. You?”

Scorio laughed and raked his hand through his sticky hair. “How long can you keep that ramp smooth?”

“A little while longer.” Taron flexed his fingers, widened his stance, and lowered his chin. “Long enough.”

Scorio turned and scanned the survivors. There was no sign of Juna, but to his delight he saw Kelona sitting with her arms wrapped around her knees, head hanging low. So many dead. Rharvyn, Penaela, Ursan, Wesanin, almost all the Tomb Sparks, most of the Flame Vaults. The Shadow Petal had moved to one side of the mesa to gaze out and up at the huge wall, Naomi beside her. A small knot of ranking Great Souls had gathered around Plassus who was drinking powerfully from a metal bottle, and Scorio jogged over just in time for the Charnel Duke to toss the bottle aside, the last droplets of what looked like coalesced Sapphire mana flying through the air.

“The fiends are moving north,” snarled Eorox, one of Plassus’ Blood Barons. “They weren’t after us. We simply got in their way.”

“We could sit tight here,” said Voxoth, another Pyre Lord, as tall and cadaverous as Eorox was short and bullish. “Let the bulk of the army pass us, then break south to rejoin with the LastRock contingent.”

“Pah,” said Plassus. “Run to Charoth and Aezryna with our tails between our legs? Never. We’re here in the thick of it, and we might as well be of use. The gods know we’ve sacrificed enough fighters for nothing. It’s on us to redeem those deaths.”

“How?” Eorox again, his square face darkening. “By running around like headless chickens?”

Plassus chuckled. “The Blood Ox pulled his fiends from all their holes and sent them north. They’ll flood what’s left of our war camp and devour anyone that gets in their way. But this -” and he waved his hand at the desert beyond, “all this is but a distraction. He must have known he was poised to lose his fiends. Better to throw them away like this than have Jova bloody Spike steal them out from under him.”

“So?” Eorox threw up his arms. “How does that help us?”

“That means the Blood Ox has abandoned the Bone Plains.” Plassus raked his sweat-soaked locks back. “Either he’s quit and is beating a retreat for the Silver Unfathom, or he’s going all out for Bastion.”

Scorio felt a surety suffuse him. “North.”

“Aye,” said Plassus, glancing Scorio up and down. “The Blood Ox I know will never quit. He’s mad for blood and victory.”

Voxoth grimaced and sighted along the massive wall. “His elites are starved and weak. He’d not drive them heedlessly into the Iron Weald. The Bronze here barely sustains them. Iron will be their starvation.”

“There’s one way to find out.” Plassus’ grin was half-mad. “We cross the wall and drive north. I’ll see if I can sense them. That many Gold-ranked fiends together will register. If I’m wrong? We’ll have run ourselves ragged for naught. But if I’m right?”

“If you’re right we’ll provoke the Blood Ox and be slaughtered,” snapped Eorox.

“Why, old friend, do you want to live forever?” Plassus placed a hand on the Blood Baron’s shoulder. “Any moment we slow the beast is a second for the Imperators to catch up. We do what we can, not because we must, but because there’s nobody bloody else left to help. And -”

The air to the side shimmered and yawned open wide into a portal. Scorio and the rest of the company turned, alarmed, only to see a handful of Great Souls step through.

Aezryna in her cerulean armor, helm under her arm. Charoth in his mighty ceremonial cloak, his chin lowered, eyes burning with fell intent. Jova just a step behind them, lips pursed, and a half-dozen others, none ranked below Pyre Lord.

Plassus let out a cry of satisfaction and threw open his arms. “It seems I was premature in declaring ourselves abandoned!”

Charoth stepped up and clasped hands with the Charnel Duke, the smack of palm and palm loud enough to hint at the excess force used in the greeting. “LastRock was dull! If you thought we’d sit this out and await Moira’s updates, you have failed to gain the measure of me.”

“Let’s aid in clearing this space,” said Aezryna, tone clipped, and she stretched a hand toward the skies. The air grew frigid, Scorio’s breath ghosting before his lips as a storm of ice shards flew from her palm to spiral and swirl up into the heavens. The tentacled fiends shrieked as she summoned a lethal blizzard in the air, driving spikes of ice to and fro in great shifting curtains that sliced and sheared the fiends apart.

“By the ten hells,” whispered someone close by.

The display of power lasted but perhaps ten seconds, but in that time Aezryna cleared the skies of some fifty wheeling fiends, and when she dropped her hand nothing remained in the heavens above them but glittering frozen motes that slowly descended toward them, the arid air rendered pristine and sharp as Scorio breathed deeply of its coolness.

“I’m glad you came,” laughed Plassus. “But there’s more where those came from.”

“Let them come,” said Aezryna, tone taut, words precise. “But tell us what you know.”

“Take this to your brother,” said Plassus, tossing Fyrona a metal vial, then he stepped aside with the two newly arrived Blood Barons to confer.

Kelona had been hanging back, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, but her distress was clear. Scorio gestured for her to approach, and she fairly ran across the mesa to join them. “Wesyd, I lost track of him back there—”

“He didn’t make it.” Scorio wanted to lie, but couldn’t make himself. “Juna?”

Kelona shook her head mutely.

For a moment they could only stare at each other in shared anguish, and then Scorio placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s a miracle any of us are still alive. They fought hard, they fought well, and they died warriors’ deaths.” He didn’t know if he believed a word of that, but Kelona nodded fiercely, drinking it in. Needing it. “When the time comes to move, you stay close to me and Naomi. We’ll get through this together. You can do this.”

Tears welled up in the woman’s eyes, brimming but not overflowing.

He squeezed her shoulder. “You can do this, Kelona.”

Her nod was sharp, but she still looked terrified, looked young and completely out of her depth.

Scorio cast about for something, anything he could say to help. “Don’t forget. We’re immortal. If we die here, we’ll be reborn in the next class to rise and fight again. You’ve done this a—well, how many times have you been reborn?”

“Two hundred and three.”

“You’ve done this two hundred and three times before. You’ve fought in the Bone Plains, the Iron Weald, you’ve fought here in the Telurian Band. What’s the highest rank you reached?”

“Crimson Countess.”

Scorio hesitated. He’d not expected that. “Crimson Countess? By the gods, Kelona, you’re nobody to mess with. But if you fall here as a Flame Vault? You’ll come roaring back, ready for vengeance. So when we go down there, you give the fiends everything you’ve got. You fight them in Wesyd’s name, in Juna’s. And together, we’ll carve a bloody furrow through their ranks till we break free and find either the peace of death or the bright burning fire of victory. But regardless, we’ll find it together. You hear me?”

“Yes,” she whispered, and wiped the tears from her eyes.

“Are you an immortal?”

“Yes,” she said again, more powerfully, and stood a little straighter.

“Damn straight you are,” he said, cuffing her shoulder lightly. “Now go find some water. Once we get started, there’ll be no stopping.”

Kelona inhaled raggedly, gave a sharp nod, and strode away to where a measly collection of packs had been gathered.

Jova stood close by; she’d been listening in. Only now did she step up, her expression closed, her gaze flicking up and down Scorio’s length. “Inspiring words. I think she bought it.”

“How was LastRock?”

“I expected it to be familiar, but it was almost as if I’d never been there before.”

Scorio smirked. “Funny, that.”

“It’s big. Empty. Once, maybe, it might have been grand, but the war hasn’t been kind. What happened?”

Naomi joined them, her expression suspicious, but made no comment as Scorio quickly recounted how the Tokalauths had boiled up from the sands, bogging them down, only for the fiends to wash over them like an endless tide.

Jova nodded, taking it in, then glanced up. A flock of flying fiends were diving toward them in corkscrews. Her Heart ignited, she clenched her fist, and the rock to their side fractured, fragmented, then rose into a cloud of shards which she hurled up into the air. The fiends screeched, dove aside, but half the volley hit them regardless. The fragments that missed curved back around and hunted the fiends down, smashing into their heads and knocking them from the sky.

“It’s good to be back on stone,” said Jova quietly. “The sand was driving me mad.”

“Show off,” said Scorio, relieved despite himself to have her there. Plassus’ plan had smacked of suicidal folly, but the sight of Charoth, confident and strong, Aezryna in her immaculate armor, and now Jova with her preternatural control over stone filled him with a wild and desperate sense of hope.

Not to mention the four other Great Souls that had followed them through, and who had to be heavy hitters themselves.

Naomi crossed her arms. “Are others going to teleport in?”

“No.” Jova’s tone was firm. “What Shengtong has in range and precision she lacks in frequency. Opening this portal to you so soon after sending us to LastRock nearly broke her. The soonest we can expect reinforcements is twelve hours, maybe more.”

“So we’re on our own,” said Naomi bitterly.

“One way or another, we always are,” said Jova with a dark smile. “You’re still a Flame Vault?”

“Fuck you,” snapped Naomi.

“You’re welcome to try. I’ve a feeling you’d not have much luck. Scorio.” Jova gave him an upnod and strode away to join the other four.

“We’re not friends with her,” said Naomi.

“No,” agreed Scorio. “But I’m still glad she’s here.”

“Hmmph.” Naomi raked her hair back and crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “Still a Flame Vault. What’s her problem? She’s the backstabbing monster who let Daemon dupe her for two years. That’s what I should have bloody said to her. Damn it.”

“Let’s focus on staying alive.” Scorio scanned the skies. Flocks of the tentacled fiends were streaming north, some miles away, most indifferent to the Great Souls gathered atop the boulder, but those closest curving away from their trajectories to begin approaching. “We’re not going to remain unmolested here for long.”

“I’m sure the Blood Barons can keep us safe.” Naomi pressed her fingertips to her temples and closed her eyes. “Scorio. Do you really want to be part of this attempt to find the Blood Ox?” She fixed him with her burning stare. “What help could we be?”

“Well,” he began, but she cut him off with a groan.

“Helping Sol against Imogen has ruined you for life. You think you’ll provide some crucial last-second aid to the Charnel Duke and distract the Blood Ox? Scorio, not everyone in a position of power knew you in a past life.”

“True. But look out there, Naomi. Where else are we going to go?”

Noami looked mutely out across the Bone Plains where thousands of fiends were streaming north.

“Damnit,” she hissed, clutched at her head and dropped into a tight crouch, brow resting on her knees. “Damnit, damnit, damnit.”

“Hey.” Scorio crouched beside her, arm across her shoulders. But what could he say? Tens of thousands of fiends were migrating toward the war camp to utterly eradicate it. Some three hundred Great Souls had been slaughtered almost simultaneously. And now they were going to set out on the trail of a True Fiend in the hopes of arresting it and its Gold-ranked servants just long enough for Imperators to maybe show up to contest it for supremacy.

Scorio squeezed her shoulder. Nothing came to mind. No words of encouragement. No uplifting bon mots. So, helpless, he simply pressed his brow to her own and closed his eyes.

After a moment she shifted her head so that her brow slid down to rest against his shoulder, and they remained thus for a spell, the distant cacophony of the passing fiends a constant backdrop.

“Alright, listen up!” Plassus’ bark cut through the din of the passing army. “This moment of respite is drawing to a close. We’ve been joined by a pair of lovely Blood Barons and a handful of Pyre Lords, and are going to cross the Wall to search for the Blood Ox. Why cross the Wall, I hear you wail? Because it’s our hare-brained guess that the Blood Ox would have remained with his army if he was marching up the Bone Plains. Seeing as there’s been no sign of him, we’re guessing he’s cut them adrift as a distraction as he makes his way across the Telurian Band proper. Could we be wrong? You bet your bounteous asses we might be, but it’s time to roll the dice. So gird your loins, because crossing the Wall’s an ever-loving delight, and it’ll probably be the best part of what’s coming next. Ready? Then form up by the ramp. We’re going to hit the desert floor and race for the rocks.”

Plassus looked around the crowd. “You fall behind, you get left behind. We’re moving fast and we’re not stopping till we reach the Blood Ox. So if you’ve any growing up left to do, now’s the time to do it. There’s no room for whining children in this merry band.”

A ragged cheer went up, half-defiant, half-mad.

Kelona stepped up, her hands bunched into fists, and Naomi gave her a measured nod. Himiko also approached, slender and frowning, her gaze narrowed as she glanced at Scorio in a questioning manner.

“Want to run with us?” he asked.

She raised her chin. “Why not?”

“Good.” Scorio extended his hand. “Our chances of surviving just jumped.”

Himiko nodded and clasped his forearm. “You should talk. I still don’t understand how your Heart just keeps burning forever.”

“It’s not due to his common sense,” said Naomi, and Kelona laughed then covered her mouth quickly.

“Form up!” Plassus moved to stand beside Taron, who yet remained at the top of the ramp. Charoth stood to one side, Aezryna on the other. Eorox and the other Blood Baron, Iresha, came in just behind. Pyre Lords crowded behind them, a half-dozen strong, and Scorio was surprised to see Jova move to stand amongst them. Surely she wasn’t…?

Everyone else stepped in tight.

Plassus raised his fist. “On my mark, we move. Stay close! My power gathers those who remain by my side, and if you fall behind, you’ll see nothing but traces of dust and blood to mark our passage. Are you ready, you bloody bastards? Are you ready to show hell what a hundred crazed Great Souls can do to the massed fiends of perdition? Well, it doesn’t matter if you are. Because here we go!”

And Plassus dropped his arm and broke into a run, descending the ramp in a sprint as a scream tore itself from every throat and the remaining forces of their army pounded down after.


Chapter 41

Some hundred Great Souls screamed their defiance and charged down the slope. Scorio was in the center of the pack, and the urge to leap up and fly was extreme. He held tight, however, Kelona to his side, the Nightmare Lady on the other, the Pyre Lords and Blood Barons just before them.

Instead, he rose into his scaled form and fought to pace himself. Below, the fiends who’d been trying to scale the ramp bunched up and howled and hissed their defiance, ready to receive the charge.

That’s when Charoth changed.

Already broad-shouldered and powerful, he grew in size, adding another foot in height as his body became supple and heavily muscled. But it wasn’t the musculature of a brute, but of an apex predator; his skin became richly furred in orange striped with black, and his head became that of a great feline, ears tufted black, face patterned in orange and white with black stripes flaring dramatically around his burning eyes and brow.

Over seven feet tall, tail lashing behind him, he leaped ahead of their pack, a malevolent aura brutalizing his prey, causing Okozs and Tokalauths to falter and fall back moments before he fell upon them.

And the carnage he wrought was incredible.

He tore through the fiends as if they were made of mist, faster than the eye could track, his reflexes peerless, his fury without bounds. Fiends were sent flying, their forms shredded, and they barely had time to react before he was upon them, talons raking, huge jaws clamping down, at times rearing up on his legs, at others darting forward on all fours.

The violence drew the attention of the rivers of fiends flowing by; hundreds peeled away from the migration to focus on them, and these immediately started slipping on Taron’s frictionless sands as Aezryna blasted them with shards of ice. Nyrix loosed bolt after glowing bolt from his crossbow, but compared to the damage the Blood Baroness was doing it was akin to hurling pebbles after an avalanche.

Jova raised an arm and boulders tore themselves free of their mesa with ear-splitting cracks. Mid-stride she spun in a circle as if working up momentum and then she flung out both arms. The four boulders, each the size of a carriage, flew as if from trebuchets to slam down into the oncoming fiends and carve bloody furrows some fifty yards deep through their numbers.

Then they were off the ramp and curving hard toward the Wall that loomed a half-mile away. The sand was giving underfoot, and still Scorio conserved his strength, focusing instead on snatching whatever shreds of Bronze yet lingered in the air.

But everywhere about them floated the vortices of the Great Souls ranked Pyre Lord or higher. These formed a great hemisphere about them, invisible to the eye but drinking in all the ambient mana with which to feed the more powerful.

The scraps of Bronze were hard to come by.

Plassus’ power seized them and they surged toward the Wall. More and more fiends came at them, closing around their small group like a fist. Aezryna worked her blizzard around them, and flung out another hand to the south and there caused a flood of ice to wash over the dunes, encasing them in glittering azure from which hundreds of spikes extended, angled toward the oncoming fiends.

Charoth’s roars and snarls came from ahead, but Scorio couldn’t track the Blood Baron; his fury and power seemed unbounded, and he tore through the intervening fiends with savage prowess, opening the way for their group to run. Fyrona unleashed carefully calibrated blasts at any flying fiends that sought to swoop down, but Taron and Aezryna had them protected. A cloud of rocks trailed after Jova, ammunition no doubt while they crossed the sands, but other than flinging the occasional rock at a fiend that slipped through the ice field, even Jova found no need to exert herself.

The Wall towered over them, the closest boulder the size of the Fiery Shoals itself, rising hundreds of yards into the sky, its face contoured but smooth, and Plassus led them toward its far corner where a dark gap led deeper into the Wall, other, smaller boulders tumbled down upon themselves to render the passage merely the size of a great hall.

Angraths were able to navigate the ice field to the south with the greatest dexterity; their cruel talons found purchase and their fantastic agility allowed them to avoid the defensive spikes, so that soon their flank was under attack from what looked like hundreds. Aezryna waved her hand and a barrage of shards rained down upon them, slicing and bludgeoning them to death.

Her power was awesome.

Then they were upon the gap, the Bone Plains falling behind, and with a great breath Scorio plunged into the darkness, activating his darkvision as he ran. The floor remained sandy, the walls bulged out smoothly, rising to a great height as the rocks pressed ever closer together. He’d hoped for a glimpse of the far side, a beckoning sliver of light, but the darkness seemed as deep as it was endless.

But they weren’t alone.

Tokalauths swarmed along the walls, reared up from ledges high above, came burrowing up from the sand beneath.

The darkness was alive with their hissing, their rippling legs, their clacking mandibles.

Scores slipped and fell from one wall where Taron worked his power, but hundreds more swam down the rock faces toward them. Himiko transformed into the Shadow Petal, both blades gleaming in the shadow, even her black blade which appeared a denser darkness than a mere absence of light, and she turned to Naomi, her skeletal visage alive with delight. “Come! Time to hunt!”

Then she was gone, and Naomi became the Nightmare Lady and bounded after, tail undulating as banks of shadow began to wreath their path.

Scorio pounded along, trying to take in everything at once. Plassus wasn’t using his protective sphere; leaning, no doubt, on the Blood Barons so that he could focus on keeping them moving. This meant that Tokalauths rained down from above, dropping like midnight horrors.

Enough was enough.

“Stay with the group!” Scorio shouted to Kelona, and leaped up into the air, spreading his wings, keeping them small and mobile, and went to war.

Fiends fell, twisting and snapping in the darkness, and he plunged into them, tackling them and shredding their hides. Tokalauth legs scrabbled at his scaled armor, seeking purchase, hot ichor gouted over him as he tore them apart, and huge pincers closed around his shoulders, his waist. Each time they squeezed painfully hard, but failed to penetrate. Grunting, Scorio would twist, down-slash to remove most of the head, then kick away the dead fiend to find another to lunge at.

Deprived of the scope of the Bone Plains, Aezryna launched targeted blasts at the walls, sprays of ice shattering and ricocheting into the darkness as she tore fiends apart. Taron swept his frictionless field about, causing scores to drop and crash to the ground, but there they rapidly untangled themselves and flooded forward to assault their group’s flanks.

Scorio dove down and threw himself into a knot of twisting centipedes that were hissing and clacking their jaws as they recovered themselves from a fall. He took his wings back in, hit the mass of fiends with a command to STOP! and then dove in a second later, spinning around so that his claws were everywhere, slashing and slicing.

He pounded into undulating chitin, fought to get his feet under him, and felt a Tokalauth wrap around him, its bladed legs flurrying in an attempt to shred his armor. But it couldn’t find purchase, so he shoved its head back with one hand then sheared it away altogether with another.

Only for Charoth to come bounding by, most of his robes torn away to reveal more of his vivid orange and black-striped fur. He plowed into the fiends, knocking them flying, and didn’t even break stride, passing Scorio by with a snarl.

But there wasn’t time to gape. Plassus’ main group was pulling away, compelled by his speed power, and so Scorio raced after. A Tokalauth lunged at him from a broad crack, only for the Nightmare Lady to drop upon it, tail severing its head as she fell from one bank of darkness into another.

Merideva’s burning staves were multiplying, and Fyrona’s blasts seared the air. But damn they were moving fast. Scorio cursed and broke into a sprint, but even so he found himself falling behind.

Plassus’ power was cumulative. The longer they ran, the faster they went. Scorio flung himself into the air, extruded his wings, and fought to catch up. He veered around falling fiends, banking and rolling as he gained altitude so that those coursing along the ground couldn’t snatch at him, and just caught up with the rear of the group when a Royal Tokalauth appeared before them.

It rippled into view as they reached the end of the first gargantuan block, an intersection where multiple boulders pressed together to form an interstitial crossroads, and the gargantuan fiend came crawling around the corner, as broad as a dunerunner, its true length hidden as more and more of it came into view. Dark purple with crimson hints, its pincers were as long as a man, serrated, and dripping with green fire. Eyes like bulbous, multi-faceted shields gleamed in the dark, and hundreds more Tokalauths came crawling down from above, frothing out from every crevasse and crack.

“Mine!” roared Charoth, and vaulted clear over the entire party as if flung by a catapult, arms spread wide, transforming mid-leap into a burning mana-version of himself, Ruby mana tinged with Bronze, his passage searing the air as he fell upon the royal fiend, passing through its pincers and slamming into its head.

But there was no time to watch the fight. The air came alive with fiends falling upon them, a hailstorm of pincers, legs, and segmented lengths. Scorio tried to maneuver but was battered out of the sky, several of the fiends locking on to him with their pincers, squeezing, trying to crack him open like a gourmand might shatter a bone to get at the marrow.

He reflexively summoned his flame form and the fiends fell through him, screeching as they burned. Scorio powered up and into the thickest part of the falling fiends, passing through them and incinerating them by the dozens.

Screams sounded from below, bellows of fury and panic. Scorio inhaled his flames till his chest felt as if it would burst, then dropped to the ground, turned, and blew his fury up into the darkness.

Tokalauths crisped and writhed and died.

Scorio crashed into the sand only for golden hands to seize his arm and haul him up. Kelona, eyes wide with terror, her Shroud fragmented above her.

Scorio stumbled, caught his balance, summoned his own Shroud above her own, and then staggered to a stop as he realized the group had ground to a halt. The royal Tokalauth was keening and whipping from side to side, smashing the spirit tiger latched to its head against the walls as Aezryna and Jova blasted it with ice and stone shards, but so thick were its plates that they weren’t able to dispatch it immediately. The fiend filled their way, and Scorio was about to press forward to help when the Shadow Petal blinked into existence beside its weaving head and spun, Mercy, her ebon blade, passing through its neck.

The effect was instantaneous. It shuddered and collapsed, coil after coil, legs clattering, body sloughing off the rocky passageway walls, piling higher and higher till it choked the passage near to the top.

“Climb!” shouted Plassus, leaping up onto the first coil. The others followed after, scrambling, leaping, helping each other up.

Scorio shunted out his wings. “Get on my back!”

Kelona shook her head. “I can jump!”

And did so. She crouched deep then flung herself up, soaring through the air toward the top of the dead fiend—only for a Tokalauth to spear out from the wall and intercept her, pincers closing about her golden neck and shearing her head clean from her body.

“No!” Scorio flew after, a wave of horror washing through him like an ice-cold waterfall, but he was too late. Kelona’s body turned human, tumbled down into the darkness and fell amidst the royal fiend’s coils to disappear.

Arms wrapped around his neck, and Scorio twisted, nearly bucked his rider off, only to see Alain’s terrified visage, the man pale as bone, his hair drenched in sweat. “You?”

“Don’t drop me!”

Cursing, stomach twisting in revulsion at what had happened to Kelona, Scorio powered up to the top, but before he could say anything Alain dropped to the top of the pile of coils and was gone.

Great Souls were squeezing through the narrow gap at the apex and leaping down even as fiends continued to assault them. Scorio was about to fly down when a particularly large Tokalauth—no royal but a brute all the same—slammed into him, its pincers sinking through his abused plating to dig deep into his gut.

He screamed, fell, bounced off the curvature of a coil, the Tokalauth wrapping around him, only for it to stiffen then loosen and fall away.

Blinking, dazed, Scorio looked up and saw that its head had been crushed between two man-sized boulders. Jova swooped down upon a plinth, riding it with ease, and reached down to pluck at his upflung arm and haul him up behind her as she slid by.

No words. They swooped down the far side of the dead royal into what proved to be an even narrower passage. Plassus was roaring commands, but the meaning was lost in the shouting and endless hissing shrieks of the fiends. Jova slammed the plinth into the sand, causing a wave to burst out before them, angling it so that it ground to a stop, and Scorio leaped off just as she gestured and caused a great shelf of stone to tear free from one side of the passage and slam into the other, crushing dozens of fiends before returning to the deep socket from whence it had come.

Charoth landed heavily in the sand beside them, unhurt, no longer made of burning mana but unloading such a malevolent aura that Scorio felt his stomach invert itself. The tiger-man leaped ahead, bounding on all fours to fling himself past Plassus with a roar into an oncoming wave of fiends.

A hasty glance up the dead royal showed Great Souls leaping, dropping, screaming, dying.

Panic seized Scorio by the throat. The Wall was supposed to be a mile thick. How were they going to get out alive?

A Nyrix bolt hit the ground, opened into a portal, and then the Dread Blaze stepped through with Merideva and Fyrona. They stared at Scorio for a blank, relieved second, then all of them charged forward, down the passageway.

But its length twisted, split into several channels. The darkness swarmed. Scorio peered ahead, trying to spot Plassus, but Merideva pointed her burning staff down one passage. “This way!”

And took off running.

“No!” This from Nyrix, coming up behind. “The other passage!”

Merideva didn’t hear. Staff spinning and banishing the dark with its streaming flames, she waded into battle, slamming fiends aside and birthing more staffs by the second.

“Damnit!” Scorio grabbed Nyrix’s shoulder, careful not to tear his face off with his talons. “Get us ahead of her! We’ll bring her back!”

The Dread Blaze nodded, summoned his burning crossbow, and loosed a bolt down the passage. It shot past Merideva, hit the wall where the passageway turned, and then blossomed into a portal when Nyrix shot the ground at their feet.

Scorio plunged through, Fyrona and Nyrix a step behind.

Only to appear just ahead of Merideva, whose eyes widened with manic delight as Scorio tore a Tokalauth’s back open then hurled it aside.

“We need to go back!” He pointed over her shoulder. “Plassus is that way -”

The juncture behind Merideva shifted, came alive, and a fiend emerged from the wall. It was almost as massive as an Okoz, but built of black rock, its frame shot through with living streaks of Bronze mana, its head wedge-shaped, its eyes blazing. Flames that surged and burned as if venting some inner furnace within the beast, leaving afterimages of light in its wake as it moved.

Scorio had seen its kind before, back in Bastion, it had killed Hestia and Havert as they’d tried to pass the Brass Door. Had featured in one of the Gauntlets as a formidable opponent.

And this one blazed Bronze. It was sleeker, somehow, denser, its movements more fluid.

Fyrona stepped forward, eyes crackling with fell power, and blasted it with a sheet of black fire that washed across its chest.

The rock there slurried and spilt, but the attack only sank about an inch into its form.

“Not good,” shouted Nyrix, loosing a crossbow bolt that bounced off its shoulder.

Movement. Scorio twisted about just as a Tokalauth slammed into him, lifting him off the ground and pounding him into the wall. He cut it apart as Merideva smacked it away with her staff, and as he shoved the dead fiend off she stared at him, amazed.

But there wasn’t time to talk. The rock fiend was pounding toward them on all fours. Scorio pushed Fyrona back and charged forward to meet it. The confines were tight, a narrow corridor in the rock, and when it swung its huge arm in a hook Scorio simply dropped to his knees, slid under the blow, then lunged up to slam his own talons deep into the fiend’s chest.

The white-burning claws sank in and the fiend’s blazing mana streaks raged as it roared, staggered back, and even as Scorio ripped his talons out it went to backhand him, only to impact his Shroud.

The blow bounced off. Scorio rose and cut its arm off at the elbow. It fell like a severed branch, ichor spraying, and roared again as it hunched over, the flarings around its head growing sunlight-bright. Instinct bid Scorio raise his Shroud, and then a blast of mana poured forth from its markings to splatter across his shield, causing its dense curvature to flare gold.

Scorio grimaced, felt himself pushed back, his boots carving furrows in the sand as he fought to keep his Shroud up. STOP! he commanded, and the fiend’s assault faltered long enough for him to drop his Shroud. Before he could swing, however, Fyrona blasted it again, and this time the top of its head evaporated, causing it to collapse to the ground.

And reveal another four emerging from the rocks behind it.

Scorio gaped.

Nyrix loosed a bolt, trying to shoot past them and into the intersection, but one of them smacked the bolt from the air, causing it to dissipate in a splash of golden light.

“Run!” Merideva grabbed Scorio’s shoulder and hauled on him. “We’ll find another way through!”

“What?” Fyrona’s cry was incredulous.

“No choice,” shouted Scorio, skipping backward to keep some distance from the incoming fiends. “Unless…”

He shifted to his flame form, inhaled it all into his chest, then spewed forth a plume of fire that engulfed the lead fiend. It slowed, stopped, crossed its arms before its head, then fell apart as Scorio cut the flames, rocky form blackened, flarings dead.

But three more pressed in behind it.

“Damn it!” Scorio gasped, needing a moment before he could summon the flame form again. STOP!

The lead rock fiend hesitated.

“We’ll work our way around this rock,” called Fyrona, voice furious. “Meet up with the others on the far side. Go!”

They turned and scrambled down the ever-narrowing passage. Soon they were racing single file, shoulders brushing the walls. But though the passage was narrow, it rose to a heady height, its darkness alive with Tokalauths who came scuttling down toward them only to be destroyed by Fyrona’s blasts.

The rock wall didn’t seem to end.

They raced around its curvature till the ground fell away beneath their feet into a deep ravine. Its depths blazed with thousands of glowing blue spheres, clustered like grapes along ledges and ridges. Small, albino Tokalauths crawled over these, their antennae fluttering feather-like over the spheres, their hides pearlescent.

Scorio skidded to a stop, arms going wide, nearly spilling out to fall into the ravine proper. The rocks pulled back here, revealing a darkness above that hinted at the sheer size of the Wall, and everywhere hung curtains of lichen that burned with ambient Bronze mana, and which the white Tokalauths were harvesting, severing entire sections which they devoured.

Amongst the glowing spheres, ambling as if without purpose, moved Bronze-burning rock fiends, their huge fists nearly dragging on the ground, their flarings quiescent, their passage untroubled as they patrolled the broad terraces that dropped away into the depths.

“Oh, no,” said Fyrona, grabbing on to Scorio’s shoulders to steady herself as she came to an abrupt stop. “Oh, no.”

The ravine descended to some untold depth, and its length opened before them like a canyon, extending farther than Scorio’s darkvision could make out, though the clustered eggs that dotted its sides glimmered in the distance.

Some signal rippled out through the egg tenders. Hundreds upon hundreds of milky-white Tokalauths reared up, feather feelers rippling, all of them orienting on where the small group of Great Souls stood at the ravine’s edge.

And that’s when a royal Tokalauth rose up from the depths. A behemoth whose size dwarfed even the one that the Shadow Petal had slain, its huge segmented form rose into view, eyes as large as entire dunerunners, maw wide enough to swallow a man whole, its body rippled in white and gold, its feelers questing ropes some twenty yards long.

The gigantic fiend focused on the four of them and parted its pincers so that its maw delivered a piercing shriek of such unadulterated outrage that Scorio stepped back, hands clapped to his ears.

Every one of the white Tokalauths picked up the cry, and then the rock fiends looked up from their many paths and bellowed, markings flaring bright. Above them, along the walls, other Tokalauths screamed forth and began to descend, coursing down the rocks toward them.

“Go!” screamed Nyrix, raising his crossbow and aiming at a distant ledge. “Go, go, go!”


Chapter 42

Scorio grew his wings even as he leaped, reaching back to grab Merideva’s wrist and tug her out over the edge with him. For a second all was chaos as they fell, the other Dread Blaze momentarily wrestling with him as she cried out in panic, but then he guided her arm over his shoulder, twisted about as he snapped his wings out wide, and flew over the ravine.

The royal Tokalauth rose, and rose, and rose, ever higher, gigantic, its whole body quivering with outrage, and Scorio banked hard to the side, wings almost at a vertical as he skimmed the sides of the cavern, desperately swerving around lunging fiends who sought to interrupt him. Merideva tried to wrap her legs around his waist, but his pack was in the way and she slid off with a cry, only her iron grip keeping her from toppling into the ravine proper.

Her weight pulled him away from the wall, and out of the corner of his eye he saw the queen Tokalauth dive toward them like a collapsing building. His instinct was to turn into flame, but that would have doomed Merideva, so instead he went with it, allowed her to pull him down, and dove past the terraces’ outer lips, almost hitting each one and swerving violently from side to side as he avoided fiends.

The queen crashed into the wall above him, so huge that she could barely control her weight, and boulders broke free to tumble down around them. Scorio rose, flew under her body as if it were a bridge, and then nearly crashed headlong into a beam of blue light that a rock fiend flung at them.

With a jagged cry he banked again, came in hard around the queen’s body, and saw that far below it ballooned into a translucent mass from which small Tokalauths were drawing eggs even as they fought far above. Straining, Scorio fought to rise up, spiraling around the queen’s body and then speared away toward the ravine’s far side as more rock fiends hurled blasts of ragged energy after them.

One clipped his left wing; it went numb, and they immediately dropped into a spinning spiral. Merideva cried out in terror, but then feeling returned to his blackened wing and he forced it to beat sluggishly, lifting them out of their descent. Struggling, straining, he rose again, sensing more than seeing the gigantic queen pulling around, head raising high again for another smashing lunge, and to his immense relief he saw the ravine’s far end emerge from the darkness.

Nyrix, Fyrona, and some guy continued to appear every fifty paces in a blaze of golden light, emerging only for the Dread Blaze to immediately squeeze off a new shot and then loose a bolt at his feet and dive into the new portal before they could be assailed by fiends. In such manner they leaped from ledge to ledge, keeping pace with Scorio’s labored wing beats.

The queen trumpeted her fury and Merideva twisted to look back just in time to cry out a warning. Scorio furled his wings and just fell, twisting in time to see the behemoth glide by overhead, her huge plates sliding over each other, hundreds of legs scrabbling as she collapsed against the ravine wall and once again dislodged a mass of rocks.

Grunting, wishing he could just rest for a moment, Scorio drank deep of the rich ambient Bronze, flooding his Heart, and climbed, climbed, climbed till the queen was below. Beams of blue light flew past, but the rock fiends had terrible aim past a dozen yards, and the attacks spread out to become diffuse and slow.

Nyrix appeared high up on a ledge beside a broad tunnel mouth, and Scorio aimed for it, till at last he flew over the rim and dropped, Merideva mercifully letting go so that they both staggered into Nyrix and Fyrona, who steadied them.

For a brief second the five of them glanced back over the great ravine, its thousands of glowing eggs, its titanic queen, and then they fled into the darkness.

Scorio fought to catch his breath, and fortunately the tunnel was narrow enough to prevent the Tokalauths from swarming. Scorio flung his Shroud before them, knocking fiends back, only to drop it as Fyrona blasted them apart. On and on they ran, alternating this pattern, pursuit loud in their ears, till the tunnel opened into another great chasm running laterally before them, a seam between monumental boulders.

This time, however, they all saw the faint glimmer of light far ahead. Letting out a hoarse cheer, they crossed the gap, everyone crowding through Nyrix’s portal, and emerged on the far side to race around the curvature of a ledge and then run wearily along a high path that hugged the smooth boulder’s face toward the light.

They all used their Shrouds now to clear a path, simply angling their shields so that dropping fiends bounced out into the darkness or were shoved from their path by the tilt. On and on they ran, the brightness broadening, growing absolute, blinding, till they finally burst out and found themselves on a ridge of rock some eighty yards above the Telurian Band.

Gone was the bone white sand of the Bone Plains, and instead they gazed out over brackish lakes of metallic hues that stretched in broken links toward the horizon. Utterly opaque, their waters sat still as mirrors, reflecting the tumultuous sky, broken up only by sharp-edged rocks and shattered hills of rust and brass, cadmium yellow and slate blue.

Down below and to the right Great Souls were streaming out of a parting in the rock. Scorio felt his heart swell with relief, and with weary resolve he turned to the others.

“Go on. I’ll hold the entrance.” And so saying he summoned his Shroud for what he hoped was the last time before the crack through which they’d exited.

Nyrix nodded wearily, aimed his crossbow down at the rough terrain, and squeezed off a bolt. It flew, burning palely in the arid air, to splatter against the rocks.

Tokalauths slammed into Scorio’s Shroud, felt around the edges, raked their pincers across its curvature.

“How did you get such a massive shield?” asked Merideva. “It’s inches thick.”

“Oh, by the ten hells,” laughed a guy off to one side. “Did she really just say that?”

“It’s a long story.” Scorio focused on keeping the Shroud whole. “Best hurry.”

Nyrix opened the portal between them, and together they all stepped through.

But rather than join them, Scorio simply backed away from his Shroud, dismissed it at the last second, then flung himself out into the air. For a few thrilling seconds he just dove toward the ground, falling ever faster, and then he extended his wings, caught the warm rising air, and swept out over the Telurian Band, leaving the Wall and its hissing fiends behind.

Scorio traced a lazy curve around and down to join the clustering Great Souls below. He studied their number, searching for familiar faces, and felt a pang of horror as he abruptly remembered that Kelona had died inside the Wall. He saw her head lopped off by the closing pincers, her blood spurting, and clenched his eyes against the vision, his stomach knotting up again.

“Damn it,” he hissed. Wesyd, Juna, and Kelona. His three charges, and all dead. He knew it was madness to blame himself, but dull anger mixed with bitter guilt, and it took real effort to not cast his mind back and review every step, to wonder what he might have done differently.

Allowing his Heart to gutter, he dropped the last couple of yards to land beside Naomi, who crouched, head hung low, shoulders heaving.

No words. He just dropped to his knees and wrapped his arms around her. She leaned into him, head on his shoulder, and they remained thus while others spoke, gathered up, oriented around Plassus and the Blood Barons.

Naomi finally pulled back. “You alright?”

“Physically? Sure.” He stretched, testing the area where he’d been punctured, but found the wound already healed over. “Spending so much time ignited works wonders for healing. And all that Bronze.”

“In here,” she said, touching his chest.

The best he could manage was a crooked smile. “You know, I’ll answer that later, maybe. When this is all over.”

She searched his face, a single vertical line marring her brow. “You really think this will ever end?”

“Nothing lasts forever.” He sat back on the rough rock. “At least, that’s what I’ve been told.”

“Fair enough.” Naomi wrapped her arms around her knees and looked about them. “Looks like we’ve lost all the Tomb Sparks and Flame Vaults.” Then she winced and glanced back at him. “Sorry.”

“Yeah.” He closed his eyes, saw Kelona leap again. “No wonder we never won this war if the fiends can throw so many thousands against us.”

“Quantity beats quality.” Naomi didn’t sound upset. “Course, that won’t hold true against the Blood Ox.”

Fyrona staggered over and sat heavily, leaning back on outstretched arms as she raised her face to the bleak skies. The heavy eyeliner had run in ragged trails down her cheeks, making her striking looks all the more dramatic. “Are we done? Tell me we’re done.”

“Catch your breath!” called Plassus, his tone burning with some perverse satisfaction. “We’re not done yet!”

“By the gods, he must have heard me.”

Scorio went to ask the same question Naomi had posed but caught himself in time. You didn’t ask people in the middle of a running tragedy how they were doing. You already knew. “Hey, I meant to ask you.”

Fyrona lolled her head to one shoulder and cracked open one eye. “Hmm?”

“You have a boyfriend?”

Fyrona blinked, sat up. “What?”

Naomi immediately tensed.

“No, a friend wants to know.” Scorio grinned. “He’s seen you around and is… socially inept? He thought he’d make a mess of it if he asked you himself.”

“Oh. Who?” And Fyrona glanced around the sparse crowd of survivors.

“A Flame Vault called Alain.”

“You’re kidding me,” deadpanned Naomi. “You’re trying to introduce Alain to people now?”

“What’s wrong with him?” asked Fyrona.

“He’s a disgusting pervert with no understanding of privacy or morality,” snapped Naomi.

“He’s not that bad,” said Scorio. “His power makes it nearly impossible for people who aren’t much higher ranked than he is to notice him. So he gets bored easily.”

“Uh huh,” said Naomi.

“Well.” Fyrona seemed taken aback. “No. I’m not seeing anyone. My last relationship was… a complete disaster.”

“Really?” Naomi perked up. “How so?”

Fyrona smirked. “Suffice it to say my idea of fun didn’t align with his. Though he kept insisting he enjoyed it, even when I knew he was dying on the inside. Sometimes stamina and emotional fortitude can push you in the wrong direction, you know?”

“No, not really,” said Naomi, fascinated. “What were you getting him to do?”

“Maybe I’ll tell you some other time.” Fyrona closed her eyes. “But you can tell this Alain that I’m not really interested in testing his boundaries.”

“Sure, I’ll let him know.” Scorio grinned.

Nyrix walked over and sat heavily. “Looks like Plassus is going to establish dominion.”

The Charnel Duke had stepped away from the Blood Barons, who were watching in respectful silence. Everyone else picked up on the sudden tension, and soon Plassus was the center of attention.

Scorio wasn’t sure as to what to expect, but something more dramatic than the Charnel Duke simply frowning and allowing his eyes to grow heavy-lidded. A moment later the man’s will washed over him, as quick and irrefutable as sunlight, and Scorio felt the mana high overhead grow still.

“What’s he doing, exactly?” whispered Scorio.

“Dominion.” Fyrona’s own tone was hushed. “He’s establishing primacy over the area. It allows him to control all the mana, but also sense what lies within the radius of his power. He’ll be able to sense the Gold-fiends and possibly even the Blood Ox if the True Fiend isn’t in his Sanctum.”

“Yeah, so what is that, exactly?”

Fyrona glanced at him askance. “His personal realm? Like how Imperators create their own worlds within themselves?”

“Maybe another time,” allowed Scorio. “How far can…” But he trailed off, remembering how the White Queen had extended her dominion over all of the Rascor Plains. Or much of it, at least; it was her dominion that had allowed her to sense the Ixithilions that had attacked their group. “I mean, how long does it take for him to establish dominion?”

“Depends on who contests him,” whispered Nyrix, tone soft. “If it’s just Bronze-ranked fiends, then no time at all. But the Blood Ox could shatter his focus, or even his Gold-ranked elites could slow him down. Though that is what we’re hoping for - that’d allow Plassus to know which direction we need to go.”

Fyrona spoke with more confidence. “It’s also a question of his will and the distance he’s trying to claim. The farther out he pushes, the harder it becomes. The first mile or so is nearly instantaneous. If the fiends are ten, twenty, fifty miles away, we may be here for some time.”

“Suits me.” Scorio unshouldered his pack, closed his eyes, and lay back on the rocks. The sharp ridges were uncomfortable, but he was tired enough to not care. “Someone wake me when it’s time to kill things again.”

He could hear the amusement in Naomi’s tone. “You sound like an old veteran already.”

“Just a tired and unimportant part of this operation.” He slid his arm under his head and wriggled into a slightly more comfortable position. “I’ll make the most of being just a Dread Blaze for a little bit more.”

Though he didn’t quite sleep, he did manage to drift in and out of a dozing dream, where the voices around him interwove into a blurred tapestry of impressions and half-understood meaning.

Time passed. The world darkened, grew cool. Eventually Scorio sat up, stiff and hungry. Everyone was gathered small groups, either in silence or murmuring quietly to each other. Naomi lay by his side, forearm resting over her eyes. Jova sat meditating off by herself. Charoth remained standing, arms crossed, glowering west. Aezryna seemed to be making the rounds, stopping by each small group to crouch and check in. No sign of the Shadow Petal. Taron was also asleep, head resting on a small bundle. Fyrona, Merideva, and Nyrix were the only ones who remained from their company. When had they lost Galvon?

Plassus’ voice shattered the stillness with grim delight. “Ah-ha! Found them. They flee toward the Iron Weald.” Everybody stirred, sat up, and stared as the Charnel Duke pointed northwest. “That way. No sign of the Blood Ox, but he must be with them. Hundreds of his elites, tearing toward the canyons of the Iron Weald.”

“How far?” demanded Charoth.

“Hmm.” Plassus rubbed at his chin. “With my power? We’d catch them soon enough. They’re not rushing. A day of hard marching.”

“Dawn has broken.” Aezryna cracked her neck and swung her arms. “Is everyone ready?”

“They’ve no choice. Up! Up, damn your eyes. Moira tells me there’s no sign of the Imperators yet, but they can’t be far. We move!”

Everyone climbed to their feet. Scorio felt stiff, but the air was positively saturated with Bronze and the rare streak of Silver. These he drank in, replacing the contents of his reservoir, and oh, the Silver was a joy to experience. Smooth and regal, rich and fluid, it made even the bright power of Bronze pale in comparison.

Scorio hefted his pack, drank a few gulps of water from his nearly empty skin, and then fell in with the others as they set after the fiends.

The landscape was brutal, raw, metallic. Brackish lakes of still water reflected the sky like mirrors, and hills would rise up like broken teeth to cup pools or cast shadows across the shattered landscape. The air itself had a unique tang, bitter and acrid.

Plassus led their company in a brisk march, skirting small lakes till they reached the shore of a great expanse of water, all rust and amber, its surface shimmering with an eerie, unnatural sheen. The colors were vivid but somehow vile, a miasma of golds, crimsons, and sickly oranges that stretched toward the horizon.

The acrid stench deepened into one of chemical decay. Yet even as they raced along the lake’s endless edge, the toxic hues blending into each other cast a strange spell on Scorio; they betrayed a beauty that was simultaneously seductive and repellent.

The landscape slipped by them, faster and faster. It was a feverish business, hustling while under Plassus’ aegis. Scorio would blink and a bleak promontory would have fallen behind, while a series of cracked mountains would have slipped across the southern horizon. A spell of following the curvature of the huge lake, and then he’d blink and it would have pulled away, distant now as they raced across smaller lagoons and badlands.

On and on they rushed, the sun rising, rising, untold miles disappearing beneath their feet. On they strode, crossing the Telurian Band, and Scorio saw fiends shy away from their path. A massive pack of alabaster quadrupeds the size of horses banded with fibrous crimson slashes like gills leaped away, tails lashing as they fled. A solitary bull Okoz, twice as big as those they’d fought on the Bone Plains, stood proudly upon a bluff, watching them with his azure visage cast into a frown of disdain. Swarms of insectile fiends angled toward them, but were left behind by Plassus’ speed, so that they curved too late to follow and then were lost.

On and on they raced, the sun now dipping back toward the horizon, and then finally Plassus raised a fist and they slowed, his grip on their group slackening, and only then did weariness steal in, turning Scorio’s limbs leaden, his mind numb with exhaustion, his feet aching as if he’d thumbed live coals into their soles.

Many groaned and dropped into crouches, or stood panting, hands on hips. Plassus took a few more steps forward, then pointed.

“There.” He turned back to the group, his own brow sheened with sweat. “A mile hence. Can you feel them? They stream toward the Iron Weald, the bastards.”

“How many?” asked Aezryna, rebraiding her honey-colored hair with deft, dexterous fingers.

“Pah. It’s hard to tell. A hundred, perhaps. The ragged remnants of the Blood Ox’s glorious vanguard. They’ll be hollowed out with hunger, weak from deprivation. Subsisting on Bronze for them is like our only drinking water; we’ll live for a month, but after the first week we won’t be a pretty sight. Good thing, too. A hundred vital Gold-ranked fiends would be a handful.”

“The plan?” Charoth alone didn’t seem wearied by their march. “Assault them till the Blood Ox appears? And if he does, what then?”

“He must be close by.” Plassus grimaced and scanned the horizon. “Hidden deep in his Sanctum like a rotten seed poked into the material of hell. No doubt he’s tethered himself to one of his greatest fiends.”

Aezryna coiled her braid upon the crown of her head and affixed it with three curving pins. “I’ve spoken with Moira. LastRock is uncontested and in our power. Vermina’s forces are almost there, and will help hold the city. There’s no sign of the two Imperators, though it’s possible they skirted the city in favor of coming right for us.”

Plassus rubbed his lined cheek. “A gamble, it’s all a bloody wager. We antagonize the Blood Ox too soon, and he’ll emerge to kick our arses. We wait too long, and they’ll gain the Iron Weald and possibly go underground, losing themselves in the labyrinth. We’re, what, a half-day from the Dead Ridge? Beyond that, if they cut a straight path for the Iron Weald it’s little under fifty miles.”

“We could let them cross the Dead Ridge, then fall upon them as they descend the far side,” said Eorox, tone dubious. “We’d have the high ground, at any rate.”

Plassus nodded slowly. “Aye, but if they scatter and run for it, they’re but a mad dash from the Weald.”

“They won’t make straight for the Iron Weald,” said Aezryna. “If that was their goal, they’d have slid down the center of the Bone Plains. This oblique approach takes them past the Sentinel Tower and to the mouth of Bravurn’s own valley. This is the road to the Fury Spires.”

Scorio exchanged a glance with Naomi.

Aezryna continued, “Bravurn never delivered his Gold mana, did he? The fool chose to horde it despite his assurances. Now the Blood Ox has sensed his vault and leads his fiends there at all haste. They’ll plunder Bravurn’s stockpile, drink deep of his Gold, and food into the Rascor Plains to make a final drive for Bastion itself.”

“The idiot,” muttered Plassus, then raised his arm in the direction they’d been marching and sighted down its length. “But you’re not wrong. That way lies the Fury Spires. Damn it all to hell. Tell Moira to warn him. There’s still a couple of days for him to transport the Gold to LastRock or wherever else we can put it to use.”

“I will,” agreed Aezryna. “And that’s where the Imperators should go, too.”

Charoth crossed his arms. “So we tail them into the Iron Weald?”

“No, we won’t bloody follow their cold tracks like mangy curs. Bravurn’s as likely to think himself invincible in his blasted tower as he’s to do what we suggest. He might even think we lie so as to get his mana. No, we’ll continue with our plan. We’ll savage the Gold-ranked fiends from behind, bloody them, slow their flight. Then, when the Blood Ox appears, we scatter. He might kill a few of us, but he won’t waste his time hunting the rest down. We’ll harry them, weaken them, buy time for the Imperators to catch up. Clear?”

Charoth grinned. “I’ve never shied from a fight.”

“Then it’s a miracle you’re alive.” Plassus cast his dolorous gaze over the rest of the crew. “Listen up! You’re all too damned cussed to die easily if you’ve survived this long. But from here on out, you’ll need to move fast and think even quicker. The fiends we’ll fight will be a challenge, even weakened as they are, and you need to know when to retreat as well as when to engage. You’re no good to us dead, so leave your ideas of heroism here and move forward with the mindset of starving wolves. We chase a herd of bison, and it’s by isolating their weakest and bringing them down that we’ll win this day.” Plassus sighed. “That being said, I’ve no illusions that this will go smoothly. We’ll do what we can for as long as we can, and pray that it’s enough. Understood?”

It was a hard-bitten crew. Most folks just nodded or muttered their agreement, but Scorio didn’t see anyone cavil.

“This is where I repeat myself,” muttered Naomi. “And you then spout some nonsense about how our no-doubt imminent deaths will make a difference in the life of some Bastion guttersnipe.”

Scorio’s grin was rueful. “Guess we’re starting to understand each other.”

“Hey.” Merideva stepped in, Fyrona, Nyrix, and Himiko beside her. “What say you both to us Dread Blazes sticking together?”

“Sounds good,” said Scorio. “Though right now I feel more like a Tomb Spark than anything else. Who’d have thought fighting and running day in, day out would take a toll?”

“Don’t worry,” said Fyrona. “Plassus will treat us right before we head out. The man’s famous for his bottomless reserves of pills and elixirs.”

Scorio eyed the distant Charnel Duke. “He doesn’t have a pack.”

“Starting at Charnel Duke we manifest the ability to create ‘pockets’,” said Merideva. “Miniature versions of an Imperator’s Sanctum. Plassus no doubt has a large wardrobe of resources at his disposal. A Crimson Earl might have a cottage-sized space, and Imperators can create entire estates, or whatever they want, I suppose.”

“Oh,” said Scorio. “And those just follow them around?”

Merideva nodded. “They’re tethered to their Hearts. He wouldn’t have run us like this if he didn’t plan on reviving us with something good just before the fight.”

“Time to find our fiends,” called Plassus, tone brassy with false cheer. “If you’ve any final prayers or goodbyes to make, this is the time. I’ll give everyone a hundred count, then we’re hunting.”

Scorio’s heart pounded powerfully in his chest. He looked for and found Naomi, and she was staring right back at him. Without thinking he extended his hand to her, and she took it, and then stepped up against him, pressing her face to his chest.

They stood thus till Plassus clapped his hands. “Time’s done. Everything before this has been a prelude. Now the real fight begins.”


Chapter 43

Plassus reached into a shimmering patch of air and drew forth a heavy leather bag. He undid the drawstrings and drew forth a fat, golden pill. “I’m not prone to largesse; it depletes my personal reserves and builds unrealistic expectations in my followers. But this moment warrants an exception. C’mon, you lackluster fools, get in line and I’ll dispense a little treasure to aid in the coming fight.”

People did so gladly. Scorio and the other Dread Blazes were last in line, and when their small knot stepped up Plassus eyed them wearily.

“Still alive, eh? I’ve a mind to send you home. The fight that’s to come isn’t for the likes of you.”

“But you won’t,” said Scorio.

“No, you’ve the right of it. We need everyone we can get, even if they only serve as distractions.” Plassus studied them from under his heavy brows. “But the fact that you’re still alive and willing to fight speaks volumes to your spirit. Bright and bold it burns. I’ll not try to dissuade you. But mark my words: there’s no shame in fleeing the battles that are to come. Don’t mistake stupidity for suicidal bravery.”

“You’ve convinced us,” said Naomi. “We’ll part ways here.”

Plassus flicked her a Bronze hexagon that size of his thumbnail. “Glib, aren’t you. That’ll keep you on your feet when all you want to do is keel over. No, don’t take it now. Now let’s see what I’ve got.”

He rummaged in his leather rucksack and drew out a small pouch, which he tossed to Merideva. “Distribute those amongst yourselves. Got them from a graxil trader in the Emerald Reach, years ago. Never found use for them. I was too bloody powerful. But they should blow the tops off your head.”

Merideva peered into the pouch. “What are they?”

“Graxil larvae. Oh, don’t make that face. They’re packed to the gills with Emerald mana, but it’s not like dunking your head in a bucket. They’ll awaken inside you, swim into your Heart, and there release pulses as needed. Should put some heft into your kicks for a good couple of minutes, but you’ll be as weak as parboiled kittens thereafter. And…”

He rummaged again, drew out a pale alabaster box. “These should help. Peaceful Wheel vials. I mixed the dust with pure Ebon Hate beetle powder. The Peaceful Wheel will keep the Ebon Hate from tearing your Hearts apart, and the Ebon Hate will make you unstoppable for a few moments.” He handed the box to Scorio, who took it gingerly.

“And… what else.” Again he rummaged, and this time he drew out a wooden stand that held six glass vials filled with a softly glowing pink gel. “Essence of Vitality Pearl. It won’t pour out, so just eat the tube. The crushed Vitality Pearl will heal any damage done to your mouth.” Plassus frowned at the set. “I always planned to rehouse this gunk, but never got around to it. Ah, well.”

These he handed to Himiko, who bowed slightly upon receiving them.

“Well then!” He beamed toothily at them all. “To battle we go. I’ll say this of you five: you’ve the look of eagles about you. Survive what’s to come, and there’s nothing you can’t conquer.” He clapped Nyrix on the shoulder, causing the slender man to stagger, and looked around. “No one else?” He thrust the leather sack back into the shimmering patch of air and it disappeared. “Then let’s be off!”

Scorio took a vial of Vitality Pearl, a heavy pill of swirled black and white from Merideva—the Peaceful Wheel and Ebon Hate combination—and finally a small crinkly paper sphere with a hard knot in its center that he didn’t want to examine too closely—the graxil larvae. He stored these carefully in a chest pocket inside his robe.

Plassus leaped atop a boulder and turned to face them all. “Shall we have a last speech?” He considered. “No, damn it all. Let’s just go die.” And he leaped down and took off at a run.

Everybody gave chase.

The terrain, already rocky and uneven, quickly buckled and became a series of gulches, pocket lakes, and narrow defiles. They raced through this broken landscape as quickly as they could, their twenty-strong company breaking up into multiple columns only to rejoin, occasionally leaping or scrambling up cliffs or running along ridges. Up ahead, crowding the horizon, was a long range of peaks, their spines crowned with protruding bones. The Dead Ridge, which he’d seen before from the other side, flying along the edge of the Iron Weald.

“We draw close!” called Plassus. “Find your mark, and kill it!”

Scorio ran on, heart pounding, body slicked with sweat, a bone-deep weariness seeking to numb his will from what felt like endless days of combat. But then he sensed it, a dull pressure on his senses from up ahead, like pushing into a soft cushion, like a lantern being brought closer to the far side of a heavy curtain so that is glow subtly and gradually brightened.

Gold-tempered fiends, and in huge numbers.

Perhaps Plassus and the Blood Barons could read more into that ambient aura, but to Scorio it simply felt like a massed menace, a warning he might have heeded another time and left well alone.

But now it gave him the wings, and he put on speed, Naomi fleet-footed beside him, Himiko racing along a ledge above, Merideva endlessly athletic, Nyrix gasping and lurching along, hand pressed to his side. Fyrona brought up the rear of their pack, loping along with cool intensity, and when Scorio went faster, they all found it within them to match his speed.

Slot canyons, toxic ponds, scrabble paths littered with loose shale and scoria. The worst terrain to fight in, but when Scorio caught sight of their first fiend he realized it wouldn’t matter.

A Symmetron.

They’d been described to him back at the war camp. Half the size of a whale ship, it picked its way forward with delicacy, each of its four legs segmented like a spider’s and holding up its massive central trunk. Four arms wove about it, each three-fingered hand clutching a club larger than Scorio was tall, and atop its four shoulders sat a four-faced golden mask, hollow in the center and with each face portraying a grotesque visage, hollow-eyed, cheeks bulging, nose hooked.

There was no surprising Symmetrons. It constantly stared out in all four directions, as aware of its rear as it was the path it pursued, its stone-gray body capable of reversing direction with ease, its arms acting independently, and Scorio had been warned that though they might look ponderous and slow, they could explode into brutal action without warning.

It was so large that it simply stepped over ravines, navigated the broken hills and rough slopes with cautious grace, obviating the perils of much of the terrain. Easily five times Scorio’s own height, its blank masks stared out in all directions across the Telurian Band without expression or indication that it had seen their approach.

Scorio dropped to the bottom of the slot canyon and looked back to the others. “We approach it from below, use the terrain to hide us -”

A roar shook the air, and Scorio immediately leaped halfway back up the canyon side, scrambled the rest of the way, and saw Charoth in his fell-tiger form completing his leap, arms flung out wide, talons trailing fire, his whole body incandescent with power.

Behind him the Symmetron reeled, its quadruple masked head torn asunder, its clubs waving like the legs of a dying beetle, its balance disrupted. A moment later it toppled over, collapsing down the slope of the broad hill on which it had walked, clubs falling, torso keeling over, to roll and slide down, dead.

“Damn,” whispered Scorio, watching as Charoth dropped out of view. Raising his eyes, he saw a dozen more Gold-tempered fiends turning in the distance to regard them. Symmetrons stood preeminent, all of them four-sided, all of them immediately reversing direction to begin marching their way.

But there were flickers of movement, fast as Angraths, faster, no doubt, as other kinds of Gold-tempered fiends coursed back to investigate. Scorio caught glimpses of white tentacles floating around some of them like diffused clouds and realized: Ixithilions. The same lethal fiends that had nearly killed them while they’d traveled to the Fiery Shoals with Manticore. Even Davelos and Evelyn, experienced Dread Blazes both, had been afraid of them.

But a single monstrous fiend leaped briefly into view, surging from one ravine to drop into the next, and Scorio felt his gut tighten. It was built much like an Okoz, huge and racing on all fours, its forelegs actually huge arms, its head small atop a barrel chest, but where the Okozs had clearly been bestial and in some manner animals as Scorio understood them, this fiend was a mass of writhing black tentacles that twisted about each other to form a body, its pauldrons and huge tusked head worn like platinum masks, its tentacle-formed arms flowing into huge platinum gauntlets, its chest plate and boots of similar material. It was as if a hundred huge eels had taken up these pieces of armor and used them to give itself form, the coils bunching and flexing like muscles, the composite fiend’s power and speed terrifying to behold.

Then it dropped out of sight and was gone.

A Nethercoil.

Almost Scorio took one of Plassus’ treasures there and then, but then he mastered himself and leaped back down to join the others. “Symmetrons, Ixithilions, and Nethercoils incoming. We need to find a better place to fight.”

Naomi arose into her Nightmare Lady form, tail lashing, and Himiko became the Shadow Petal, both hideous yet such welcome presences that Scorio almost laughed in relief. Merideva summoned her burning staff, and Nyrix raised his white fire crossbow to his shoulder.

“Merideva? Positioning,” he asked.

The statuesque brunette cast around, eyes narrowed, and pointed at a broken hill that loomed over to their left. “We retreat to that pocket lake we passed before. Place Fyrona just below that peak, it will give her a view over the pocket but keep her hidden.”

Nyrix nodded, loosed a burning bolt at the distant hill, then shot a bolt at his feet. A portal opened up, and he led Fyrona through and was gone.

The rest of them fell back, racing over the sharp rocks, along the slot canyon till it opened into the pocket lake they’d recently passed. The water was shallow, its metallic surface broken constantly by stone ridges and outcroppings, and cliffs surrounded it in an oval shape, rising some six or so yards toward the burning skies.

The Nightmare Lady crouched and stretched forth her hand, causing the far end to cloud with black mist, while the Shadow Petal vanished only to reappear atop a ledge just below the clifftops. Scorio fought to deepen and slow his breathing, not igniting yet, fingers rippling, and placed himself in the center of the lake, walking through the ankle-deep water to a rough island in the center where he set down his pack.

Merideva hung back; her ability to dash forward made it so that she was effectively already at his side, but by placing herself at the rear of the lake she allowed the fiends to think her less of an immediate threat.

Another distant roar sounded, then a dull, echoing boom that caused the surface of the lake to ripple.

The main battle had been joined.

Seized by an impulse, Scorio closed his eyes and reached out with his senses. The air above swirled with massively dense Bronze; Plassus had used his dominion to concentrate the mana here for their benefit. But he sought to reach past those rich banks of power toward the battle.

Something was coming, and fast.

There.

Scorio’s eyes snapped open as the Nethercoil sprang into view. For the briefest of seconds it simply hung in the air, time seeming to slow as Scorio’s eyes widened at its size and speed. Its platinum helm depicted a grinning face, flanked on both sides by huge tusks that curled upward, each as big as Scorio’s arm and wickedly pointed. Layered pauldrons bulked out its shoulders, and a thick mass of tentacles burst out the back of its head like a mane of hair. Its coils were the darkest of purples, striated in the faintest gray, and it pulsed with a terrible energy, its presence immediately malevolent and overwhelming.

Fyrona unleashed her eye blast, catching it in the flank at the extremity of her range; the black energy played over its shoulder and hip, not seeming to hurt the fiend, which landed fluidly in the Nightmare Lady’s dark fog. The many tails entered a frenzy, whipping at the huge fiend as it rushed through them, their blades bouncing off its platinum armor as much as they sank into its muscular tentacles.

Then it was out and upon Scorio, faster than he could believe, a huge fist drawing back to dash him across the rocks.

Scorio’s Heart ignited almost of its own accord and he shifted into flame form just as the fist passed through him, causing his burning body to explode into writhing ropes that quickly coalesced, his vision momentarily fragmenting into dozens of spinning fragments. He drew back and up into the air, flaming wings beating powerfully, and was checked from unleashing his blast by Merideva springing into battle, crossing the space in a burning dash to slam her burning staff into the Nethercoil’s arm.

The Shadow Petal appeared above and behind the fiend, swinging both blades as she dropped, and when Scorio swooped to the side to give himself the best angle, he inhaled the fire and immediately unleashed it.

Black fury roared forth to envelop the Nethercoil, blasting over it and then rising to track the leaping fiend as it bounded away. It leaped to the top of the closest cliff, its platinum armor charred and warped, its back leg twitching and faltering from the Shadow Petal’s blow. Fyrona, positioned above it on the hollowed-out face of the shattered hill, took a step forward and hit it with all her fury, blasting it with a sheet of black power.

The Nethercoil recoiled, crouched down, then whipped about and leaped at her, flinging itself through her attack, one arm raised to take the brunt of her assault, the other fist rising up to smear her across the hill.

“No!” Scorio flew after, but he was too far, too late. Nyrix scrambled back, loosing a bolt at the broken ground close by, clearly intent on opening a portal, but too late, caught flatfooted by the Nethercoil’s speed and resilience.

Fyrona screamed and leaned into her attack, fists thrust out behind her, eyes raging as she sought to cut the Nethercoil in half.

Time once more seemed to slow. Merideva blurred as she dashed toward the pair. Scorio strained to fly faster.

And then Alain stepped into view, just inside the Nethercoil’s swing, and punched the fiend in its platinum helm with his bare fist.

The energy released by the punch was tremendous, absolutely shattering, and a huge BOOM echoed off the walls as the Nethercoil’s helmet and pauldrons exploded. The massive fiend’s entire body twisted about as if it had run into an unbreakable column, the punch flinging it down the hill to tumble to the ground, tentacles boiling out of what had been its upper body, its arms slamming mindlessly at the ground, its entire body writhing and spasming as more and more tentacles burst free of its form.

The Nightmare Lady stepped out of the black mist beside it, more boiling up around her as she appeared, and set to chopping the fiend apart, each blow severing coils.

The Shadow Petal appeared beside her, blades flashing, and the pair made short work of the fiend, who proved unable to defend itself or even respond to the pair.

Scorio, eyes wide, simply stared at where Alain stood, arm still extended in his punch, white fire streaming from his knuckles, his face blank with shock.

Fyrona gaped at him as well. “Who the hell are you?”

Alain blinked, came back to himself, and straightened. He smiled crookedly and extended his hand. “Hi. I’m Alain. I’ve been meaning to ask you out on a date.”

Fyrona took his hand, her own grip weak. “I…” She didn’t seem to know what to say. “I mean, yeah. Sure.”

“Great.” Alain beamed, then looked to Scorio who was almost upon them. “She said yes!”

“I heard!” Scorio landed beside the pair. “How did you do that? One punch? You destroyed the Nethercoil with one damned punch?”

Alain tried for a nonchalant shrug. “I am perhaps the most deadly Flame Vault that ever walked.” He glanced at Fyrona to see how that line was received, then gave a chagrined smile. “Though actually I can’t do that again. The longer I go without hitting something, the more powerful my next strike becomes.”

“Damn.” Scorio realized he’d never asked Alain about his other abilities. “How long did that take to charge up?”

Alain winced. “Three months?”

“Watch out!” Merideva’s shout was firm, and everybody turned. “Ixithilions!”

“Thank you,” gushed Fyrona, sensing that their time was out. “You literally saved my life.”

“I know.” Alain smirked. “That was pretty amazing.”

Then the Ixithilions boiled over the cliff walls and descended into the pocket. Each was an ivory crustacean surrounded by a cloud of tendrils. They were spindly and elegant and moved with blurring speed upon legs that terminated in wicked needle points, their triangular heads boasting a single black eye that swiveled from side to side rapidly as they took in their prey. Six thick white tentacles emerged from the back of their heads, and these undulated in the air forming a shifting cloud, each ending in a metallic point a yard long.

“Damn,” hissed Scorio, and launched himself into the air, wings extending. There were four of the fiends, and they came in blindingly fast, even faster than the Nethercoil. Merideva darted back, leaving a single burning staff to parry the assault, and a bolt of Nyrix’s burst into a portal behind them through which Fyrona and he emerged. She blasted the rearmost Ixithilion even as she stepped out.

Four of them.

Should he take a pill?

The Nightmare Lady emerged on their flank and leaped into her attack, somersaulting so that her segmented tail whipped around, its great triangular blade slashing through the white tentacles of the closest fiend. The Shadow Petal appeared right above another, dropping and cutting as she fell.

The front two were fixated on Merideva, who dashed back again, appearing right at the rear of the lake, but before the two could close on her Scorio dove, entered his flame form, and passed clear through the lead fiend. It screeched and aborted its attack, leaping back and into the air like a cat, blackened tentacles thrashing. Scorio turned, flying backward, and inhaled his flames, but before he could exhale the second fiend was on him.

Its steel-tipped tentacles slammed into his chest, quicker than thought, and he felt his heavy plated scales crack and one shatter as the prong slid into him. The pain was wrenching, and he lost his focus so that he coughed up his flames rather than blow them forth.

A great, jagged cloud spurted into the air, less directed and more of a burning miasma, and the Ixithilion screeched and tore its tentacle free as it blackened.

And then the lake pocket was engulfed in pandemonium. The Ixithilions leaped and surged off the cliff faces, tentacles writhing, striking, sweeping, while the Shadow Petal and the Nightmare Lady struck and disappeared. Fyrona hung back, Nyrix portaling her away whenever a fiend came too close, blasting at those within her range, while Merideva fought with desperate skill to fend off a persistent fiend who surged against her from all sides.

Scorio hurled himself at whichever fiend came closest, his talons shearing through tentacles, but failed to deliver a mortal blow to the fiends proper; they were too swift, too agile, too adept at discerning his intent and leaping aside on their pinpoint legs.

But their tentacles flowed through the air with terrible precision; again and again they slammed into Scorio, bludgeoning him and occasionally stabbing through his less protected areas. The pain only drove him to greater fury, and finally, losing all patience, he dove at the closest one, powering through its flailing tentacles with his Shroud to tear deep into its white shell, rending and savaging with all the strength he could muster.

The Ixithilion keened as it toppled over onto its side, tentacles wrapping around Scorio’s Shroud to stab at him again and again, punching through his scales, but with a cry he tore its head asunder, bursting its eye, and the fiend quivered and lay still.

Gasping for air, bleeding profusely from dozens of deep stab wounds, Scorio turned, blinked dazedly, and fumbled the vial from his robe. He crunched his jaws about the delicate glass, and immediately a soothing balm washed over him, filling him with restored vitality and strength. The wounds sealed over, each exuding a glow of pink light, and the pain that had clouded his mind receded. In moments he felt renewed, and spitting out shards of glass, he took in the battlefield.

Nyrix and Fyrona were down, an Ixithilion stabbing at them again and again. The Nightmare Lady and the Shadow Petal had cornered another and were dismembering it with clinical precision. Merideva was fending off the third, backed up against a wall.

“Hey, you!” Scorio raced across the lake, its orange waters splashing up around his feet. The Ixithilion poised over the two fallen Dread Blazes paused and glanced back at him, then withdrew its tentacles from the fallen Great Souls and spun about, five metallic points aiming at him.

STOP! Scorio commanded, but he felt the order fail to take hold; the Gold-tempered fiend was simply too strong. Instead, he hurled up his Shroud, placing it right in the fiend’s face, so that it reared back, stabbing at the curved surface. Scorio leaped, eschewing his wings so that he instead fell upon the Ixithilion and turned to flame at the last moment.

The fiend darted to the left, abandoning its assault on the Shroud, and Scorio flew after it, turning himself into a burning spear. The fiend retreated, nimble as a spider, and in fear of losing it Scorio inhaled the flames, sucked them shallowly into his chest and immediately blew them out after the fleeing foe.

Which leaped high, legs folding against its underside, over the plume to fall upon Scorio.

Which might have worked if Scorio hadn’t simply raised his face and the plume of fire with it.

The fiend shrieked as it was caught in the blast, its body blackening and splitting, then it slammed into Scorio’s Shroud and shattered it, all five steel points hitting the shield at once.

Scorio panicked, not having expected it to break through so quickly, and tried to hurl himself aside; he felt a steel point slam into his ribs where the scales were thinner and sink deep, but his dive tore him free from the assault and he hit the sharp rocks to lie outstretched and stunned.

But there was no time for pain. Scorio twisted, to the Ixithilion rising to attack him, its ivory body cindered and warped by the flames, and then the Shadow Petal appeared behind it, her blade passing through it like a shadow.

The Ixithilion shivered and fell over, dead.

“Damn,” hissed Scorio, pressing his hand to his side where blood was pouring forth freely. The wound was deep, and all sorts of things felt wrong with his innards. “Thanks.”

The Shadow Petal flickered and disappeared.

Scorio forced himself to rise. Alain was crouched beside Fyrona, the shattered Vitality Pearl vial in his fist as he lifted her head to pour goo past her lips. Scorio staggered over to Nyrix, but the Dread Blaze was dead, his left eye a red rose of blood and stirred brains.

Fighting down his gorge, Scorio dropped beside the slender youth and patted his robe, found his pills and vial, and glanced around the lake. The Nightmare Lady was helping Merideva with the remaining fiend.

Scorio shuddered and felt a wave of cold pass over him. The blood wouldn’t stop flowing from his side, and his gut felt churned and fluid. So he bit into Nyrix’s Vitality Pearl vial, and immediately felt the treasure work its magic. The shuddery sensation of wrongness faded away quickly, his scales healed over, and his strength flowed back into him.

But it left a feeling of feverish intensity in its place. His Heart felt like it was resonating to a deep chord he couldn’t hear, and he knew that consuming another Vitality Pearl would harm him as much as it helped.

Merideva screamed.

Scorio startled, rose, and saw her lift up off the ground, a tentacle spiked into her shoulder, and then her scream was cut off as a second slammed into her open mouth. It burst out the back of her head, and then the Nightmare Lady and the Shadow Petal cut it apart.

Scorio raced over, but it was too late. Merideva lay like a ragdoll, blood puddling out the back of her head to mix with the brackish waters.

The Nightmare Lady kneeled by her side, became Naomi, and drew her Vitality Pearl vial from her own robes, but the Shadow Petal placed the flat of her white blade across Naomi’s hand.

“Don’t,” said the skull-headed Great Soul. “She’s gone.”

Naomi grimaced and sank back to sit on her heels.

“Nyrix is dead, too.” Scorio ran his fingers through sweat-soaked hair. Looking back, he saw Fyrona sitting up, Alain’s arm around her shoulders as she choked down emotion.

“We’re not done yet,” said the Shadow Petal, turning to stare toward the battle. The roars, trumpeting shrieks, and basso profundo rumbles had only grown in intensity.

Scorio felt terribly alive, filled with a tremulous vitality and burning with unnatural energy. An overdose of the Vitality Pearl, perhaps. He jogged across the shallow water to take up his much-abused pack, and when he returned he tapped his fingers over his robe where the graxil larvae and the Peaceful Wheel pill lay. “Let’s go play our part, then.”

Naomi looked like she wanted to argue, but then she rose and stood beside him in her Nightmare Lady form. “You damned fool.”

“Fyrona?” Scorio’s call echoed off the cliffs. “Ready?”

She stared at him in panic, eyes wide, but gave a jerky nod regardless.

Scorio took a deep breath. They’d pushed so hard, for so long now, that he knew that what luck they’d possessed had run out long ago.

If they went up there, if they joined in the battle, they were almost certainly going to die.

“But who wants to live forever?” he whispered, and leaped up into the sky.


Chapter 44

Scorio burst out into the open and stared over the blasted landscape. Everywhere he looked he saw fiends doing battle with Great Souls, but such battles as he’d never seen. The mana was tormented, streaming down from the heavens to split and twist and spire into countless vortices that flew frenetically back and forth, drinking in all the ambient power with which to feed their creators.

Who needed every ounce they could take. These Gold-tempered fiends were starved of power but numbered in the hundreds, and now the bulk of their roaming pack had turned to square off against Plassus and his forces. To seek to pin down the foes who were intent on tearing them apart as fast and as furiously as they could.

Jova flew high, riding a plinth of rock and bringing the landscape beneath her to life. Where she passed, the rocks tore themselves from the ground and thrust themselves into the underbellies of fiends, even as she was trailed by a cloud of shards that she renewed each time she hurled them in a deadly shower at her next target.

Aezryna was gone, disappeared like Wesanin into a towering tornado of ice that bent and sped across a frozen landscape, rocks and gulleys and gulches frozen with rime and ice, while blasts of hail rained down upon her foes and shredded them where they stood.

Charoth was a fiend in his own right. Unstoppable, his fury unflagging, he walked nowhere, ran nowhere, but flung himself endlessly at each new target, talons blazing with crimson fire, his muscled body seeming indestructible as he tore through fiend after fiend.

And around these fought other Blood Barons, other Pyre Lords, less interested in working together as Taron had instructed his company, but each carving out their own fiefdom in which to wreak ruin.

But the fiends were far from helpless. As quickly as they fell to Blood Barons more came in, rapid, relentless, fearless. Symmetrons endlessly scuttled forward, spinning and twisting and swinging their clubs, Nethercoils bounded in with muscular speed, reforming just as many times as they splattered apart. Ixithilions were everywhere, the smallest of the fiends present and endlessly nimble, their tentacles spearing out as they leaped and shied and dodged and ducked.

For a moment Scorio simply stared, rendered mute by the spectacle of violence. Veils of ice and shards of stone rained down from the skies, blasts of white lightning and shuddering cylinders of brutally enhanced gravity shook the battlefield, while others darted to and fro, unleashing complex powers that Scorio couldn’t grasp.

A Symmetron’s four-sided head blazed with virulent gold light and then it unleashed a blast at Jova as she flew by; her plinth shattered, she disappeared within the beam of light, then fell, a wizened, blackened corpse, to disappear into a canyon.

Scorio shuddered, taken aback, but consoled himself: there was practically no killing her.

But it was a good warning: wading into the heart of this battle would be their deaths. No; their role was to pick off the wounded and isolated.

A Symmetron was staggering away from the fight, one of its four legs severed at the knee, causing its central torso to lurch and flag as it hobbled over the broken land.

“There!” Scorio pointed. “Let’s take that one down.”

The Nightmare Lady and Shadow Petal split up, each heading out wide to flank. Fyrona and Alain nodded and broke into a run, navigating the geography as best they could. Scorio dropped low, not wanting to present a tempting target, and flew slowly toward the fiend.

A flash of gold filled the sky, and the ground rumbled again. Scorio flinched, glanced back, but whatever had just taken place was already over, the battle continuing.

The Symmetron saw him coming. It changed direction flawlessly to approach him, clubs waving back and forth as if in anticipation. Scorio inhaled deeply, pulled his graxil larvae from his robe, popped it in his mouth, and dropped his pack into a narrow crevasse as he surged into his scaled form by dipping low and not stopping.

The papery ball crunched, his mouth flooded with dusty bitterness, and then a knuckle-shaped object with a wiry tail wormed its way down his gullet with a nauseating flutter.

Everything changed when it gave its first pulse.

Emerald mana emanated with such force that Scorio felt thunderstruck. It resonated within him like a gong beaten by a giant hammer, and his great Heart drank it all.

Scorio tried and immediately failed to guide the mana into his ignition; the graxil moved into a spiritual mana-realm and placed itself within his Heart, and there it began to pulse, slowly and surely, letting off wave after wave of Emerald power.

As a Dread Blaze he could take in Gold without difficulty. Emerald? It was almost too much. It felt like getting drunk on lava. His veins blazed as crude, raw power flooded his being, his heart raced, his body immediately became drenched in sweat. Not since the Crucible had he fought to control such power.

Up he flew into his scaled form, and when the Symmetron’s golden mask blazed gold and unleashed a beam of raw power at him, Scorio laughed, laughed wildly and banked hard to the right, cutting away from the beam which chased him, down and around, faster than he could evade.

So Scorio completely retracted his wings and simply fell amongst the rocky spires and peaks, down into a twisty ravine to hit the sandy floor and crouch low as he took the drop and then burst forward, faster than he’d ever run before, trying to outrun the madness that the Emerald mana sought to bequeath upon his soul.

Faster and faster till he couldn’t take the limitation of his own legs any longer and he hurled himself back into the sky, rising six, seven yards into the air and snapping out his wings to fly right at the towering fiend, huge like a fortress, fighting off the Nightmare Lady with swings of its club as it loosed another blast of gold at the Shadow Petal.

Scorio screamed, his innards aflame, and slammed into the Symmetron at full tilt, slashing with his claws as he collided with the great gray trunk. Such was his strength that he tore huge gouts of gray ossified flesh from its side, causing the fiend to reel back in dismay and smack at itself with a club.

Scorio twisted and slammed his fist into the oncoming weapon. He felt something snap in his arm but the club exploded into fragments, and not feeling the pain he turned and tore his good talons through the torso once more, revealing thick pulsing veins deep within its corpus that he ripped apart.

One of the Symmetron’s arms went limp as it dropped its club. Its mask lit up again, and it unleashed a beam of gold light point blank at the Nightmare Lady as she leaped through the air to strike at its head.

Scorio let out bark of refusal, a sound of sheer negation, and summoned his Shroud right before the fiend’s face. The blast of gold splashed in every direction as it failed to pierce the shield, and then the Nightmare Lady fell upon its head, tail slashing, claws wrestling with the metal contours of its four-sided mask.

Scorio entered his flame form and in a fit of madness poured himself into the large, tubular veins. He lost his sight, everything became pulsing gold and darkness, and with the roaring of his own incandescence in his ears he flooded up through the tubes, burning everything as he went, only to explode out the top of its shoulders, emerging from huge vents hidden in the center of its torso by the four-faced mask.

The Symmetron groaned, its whole body shuddering, and then one leg went dead and it collapsed onto its side. The Nightmare Lady tore its head off as Scorio flew up into the air, and when he turned to blast the fiend with black fire she leaped off so that he could immolate it at will.

Fyrona was attacking it from the ground, the Shadow Petal strode in to stab it through the base, and then it spasmed and went still.

But the graxil larvae continued to pulse brutish power into Scorio. He felt like his body was burning up, his Heart straining to contain the Emerald might. Had it been his old Heart, it would have fragmented.

Even so, he had to release the power.

He had to burn it off.

He had to fight and kill before it did irreparable damage to his Heart.

Scorio shoved away from the fallen Symmetron and began winging his way toward the heart of the battle.

“Where are you going?” screamed the Nightmare Lady.

Scorio ignored her and fought for more speed. Plassus had said it would kick off the top of their heads, but he’d had no idea. Perhaps he’d been a Charnel Duke for too long. Perhaps he simply didn’t care.

But Scorio felt like he was going to burst apart at the seams.

A Nethercoil was curving around the outside of the main battle, angling to come in behind a trio of Pyre Lords. Scorio dove down, a scream tearing itself from his throat as he dropped like a meteor upon the Gold-tempered fiend.

Which looked up, skittered to the side, then bunched its black coils beneath it to leap up and meet him, eager for an easy kill.

Scorio slammed his Shroud into its face, then when that shattered he hit it with a command fueled by all his fury: DIE!

The Nethercoil shuddered and recoiled midair, the sheer violence of the command unnerving it, but it was too late: Scorio shifted into his flame form and swam through the fiend, charring its tentacles and blackening its platinum armor. He immediately twisted upon emerging on its far side, coalesced into his physical form and blew a roaring plume of black flame all over its twisting form, incinerating it with his might.

And for the first time he saw that his black flames were tinged with flickers of the purest Emerald.

The Nethercoil spasmed, unlaced itself as it fell, but Scorio flipped back around, not willing to wait and ensure it was dead, and in a low glide sped just a yard over the sharp rocks, fighting for speed, ever more speed, tears whipped by the wind from his narrowed eyes.

An Ixithilion was blasted back by some terrible blow, tumbling head over heels, but arrested its fall with its tentacles, lifted its body clear from the rocks and righted itself nimbly, only to catch sight of Scorio a second before he impacted it.

It tried to leap aside but Scorio slammed into it, shoulder first, and lifted it clear off the ground. He summoned his Shroud right above his back like a turtle’s shell, and then dipped low enough to the ground that he could thrust the fiend down and tear it along the rocks as he flew.

The Ixithilion burst into a frenetic frenzy of stabbing, but Scorio’s Shroud held firm, and it couldn’t get its tentacles beneath it due to the rock. Shards and fragments of stone flew up as the fiend dug a furrow through the living rock, its body shredding as Scorio shoved it down but powered forward, his talons biting into the fiend’s body, and then with a scream he hurled it away, sent it tumbling over the rocks to rise up, burning still, burning with each terrible pulse of Emerald power, to see Charoth squaring off against a Nethercoil so massive it rose nearly twice the height of its brethren, its armor metallic red, its eyes burning so bright they were like lanterns.

Heedless of anything, needing simply to dispense his own power, Scorio flew past the crouching Charoth right at the giant fiend.

“No!” roared the Blood Baron, but it was too late.

A field of crimson sprang into existence just before Scorio could close, and he slammed into it at full tilt.

It was like flying straight into a cliff face.

Scorio tucked his head at the last second so that he hit the red light with his shoulder.

He bounced off, tangled in his own wings, and crashed to the floor.

Lay there, blinking, and focused just in time to see the crimson Nethercoil plunge a metallic fist the size of a cart at where he lay.

Only for a meteor of orange fur to slam into the arm, rending and biting, shredding the coils with such force that the arm swung wide and hit the ground beside Scorio, cratering the rocks.

The Nethercoil swung its limb, seeking to dislodge the tiger, but Charoth sprang free to punch through the crimson field and lodge himself in the fiend’s chest.

Dazed, feverish, Scorio sat up. He shook his head, trying to clear the ringing, but then saw a smaller Nethercoil come charging toward him, sinuous and fluid over the rocks, traversing the badlands without difficulty.

Scorio flipped up into a crouch, readied himself, then entered his flame form at the last moment.

The Nethercoil somehow darted aside so that Scorio missed, reversed direction, and came sprinting after him.

Scorio inhaled his flames but he’d misjudged his leap; trying to twist midair and aim at the fiend proved to be too much, for he hit a ridge of rock and flipped over to sprawl out onto the ground.

The Nethercoil appeared above him, fist drawn all the way back for a smash, and that’s when Scorio unleashed his fire.

Green-flickered flames roared up to engulf the fiend, which leaped away, half its body charred, and only then with that burst of power did Scorio feel the delirious power within his Heart begin to abate.

Rising to a crouch, he glanced around drunkenly, and saw that the main body of the battle had strayed a half-mile away, fiends and Great Souls slamming and hurling each other across the rocks and canyons.

Heaving for breath, dripping with sweat, bleeding and raw, Scorio rose to sway on his feet and seek out another target.

A flicker of awareness passed through him. A sense of identity. It was when he flew and breathed flame that he felt most aligned with his truest self. When he employed his Shroud and command ability in unison with this talons and wings that he came closest to being… what?

For a brief second he felt the answer arise within him, an image, a sense of his truest self, and then Jova hurtled through the air to hit the ground before him, bounce, roll, then impact a boulder and come to a brutal stop.

Turning back, Scorio saw three Nethercoils pounding his way. They came like an avalanche, almost faster than he could track, and Scorio raised his talons, trying to time the moment he should enter his flame form, when their limbs went out from under them and they crashed to the ground in a jumble of tentacles and snarls.

“Move!” shouted Taron, his left arm broken and hanging limp. “Get out of there!”

Scorio rushed to where Jova lay, no longer scorched from the previous Symmetron’s blast, but still badly broken and her limbs askew. He hefted her over a shoulder and ran just as the Nethercoils regained their feet.

A curtain of ice shards swept across the world behind him with such force that the ground cracked, boulders shattered, and the Nethercoils were slashed apart.

“Don’t need… your help,” groaned Jova through her broken jaw.

“I know.”

A slab of rock tore itself free from the ground, long as a coffin, and floated up alongside her. Scorio lay her upon it, and it rose up into the sky, carrying her away.

The Nightmare Lady approached, shoulders heaving, her bladed tail dripping ichor, her eyes glowing sulphurously. The battle raged around them, but they seemed to have found a moment of calm; together they turned, surveying the violence. The scale was either so beyond them that they couldn’t envision helping, or so far-flung and rapid that they’d not reach each conflict in time.

This was no battle. It was an endless number of duels unfolding simultaneously in the same location.

Plassus strode into view. He wielded a yard-long staff, its length made of twisted bronze. He was unhurried, his manner calm. A Nethercoil tore itself away from a fight with Eorox and came galloping in his direction.

Plassus raised his Ferula and loosed a pulse of Copper light. The bolt hit the Nethercoil in the chest and the fiend fragmented, turning into a thousand burning coals that collapsed and scattered across the ground.

“You two doing alright?” called Plassus, spotting them both.

“Doing great,” Scorio shouted back, the moment surreal.

“Lovely, lovely.” The Charnel Duke rose up into the air, simply levitating without any manifestation of power, closed one eye, and loosed another Copper bolt at a Symmetron that was charging toward a handful of Pyre Lords.

The Symmetron fell apart in like manner.

“Any moment now,” Plassus said, though Scorio wasn’t sure if he heard him correctly. “He approaches.”

The Imperators? The Blood Ox? Scorio searched the horizons, but other than the Dead Ridge rising high in the distance, his view was mostly blocked by broken hills.

“You feel that?” The Nightmare Lady’s voice had a quaver to it that Scorio had never heard before.

“No, I—” He cut off as a sense of wrongness washed over him, subtle at first, then growing in intensity, as if his very vision were trying to rebel and turn askew. Scorio had envisioned the Blood Ox hiding underground in some capacity, hidden there from view, but that feeling swamped him from all sides.

“What do we do?” The Nightmare Lady grabbed hold of Scorio’s scaled arm. “Scorio! We need to go!”

“It’s too late.” He knew it to be true even as he spoke the words. Mouth dry, heart pounding, he stared at a pinprick of crimson that had appeared some twenty yards up in the sky. When he reached out to it with his Heart’s senses, he felt himself near blinded, as if he’d willingly pressed his naked eye against the glowing tip of a superheated needle.

Around them the Gold-tempered fiends crowed and roared. The Great Souls fell back in disarray, arms raised as if to ward off a blow.

Plassus turned to sight south. “If you’re coming, you tardy bastards, now would be the time!”

Nobody responded.

“Come on,” hissed Scorio, taking the Nightmare Lady’s hand and darting across the ruptured landscape to the ravine in which he’d dropped his pack. He dropped inside, opened the flap to check on the egg, then slung it over one shoulder.

That’s when the Blood Ox finally arrived.

The crimson speck tore itself asunder, flaring out wide to form a burning oval through which a man emerged.

The very sight of the True Fiend caused the rest of hell to writhe and fall away as if he were simply too real for the Telurian Band, as if his presence were a candle flame held wickedly close to yellowed parchment.

Scorio hadn’t known what to expect. Some grand fiend, something bestial, a creature of horror and gore. A giant, perhaps, a minotaur, an eidolon of blood.

But the reality was far more prosaic. The man wore the ragged remnants of a beautiful robe, the strips swirling about him, revealing his bare and muddied feet. His dark hair hung lank and dark over his face and shoulders, and his head in turn lolled on his neck, as if he slept, cheek turned away, eyes closed. Skin tawny beige, his build unremarkable, his hands empty. He wore no weapons, carried no pack, no rings, no adornments of any kind.

But not Sol nor Imogen even had struck him with such dolorous power. The longer the Blood Ox hung there the more he refracted the light around him, as if his presence were a growing lens that distorted the very air. Curving gleams of gold slid liquidly about him, flaring out wide and then narrowing to disappear.

The fiends quieted.

The Great Souls could only stare.

All of hell seemed to hold its collective breath.

Without warning, the air shuddered violently, the atmosphere and the ground spasming without moving as all the mana reoriented itself, aligning around the Blood Ox as if he were the new fulcrum of existence. Scorio gasped, his chest aching as if the air had been violently sucked from his lungs, and his knees went weak. His Heart rippled as the mana contained within his reservoir shivered and pressed against its confines.

Plassus let out a hoarse cry, a wretched sound in which hopeless fury and pain were mingled.

Scorio blinked, dazed, and with his Heart’s senses he saw that all the Bronze mana in the sky had shifted to form interlocking spirals around the Blood Ox. Spirals of glowing brass around which slender threads of Copper were twisted, around which spokes of Iron extended, stretching from the Blood Ox toward the horizon.

All of it, all the mana, every drop, had reconfigured itself around the True Fiend.

Who finally opened one eye, and smiled. “Hello, Plassus. I have dominion.”

“You bastard.” The Charnel Duke’s voice shook with emotion. He raised his Ferula and flew toward the Blood Ox, loosing bolt after bolt of Copper light.

The Blood Ox made no move, simply watched the Charnel Duke approach, and then, the corner of his lips still curved up, closed his eye.

The Ferula bolts simply faded from existence before hitting the Blood Ox. They weren’t blocked by a Shroud, weren’t batted aside, nor even did Scorio sense the Blood Ox drink their power.

They simply… vanished.

Charoth sprang from some hidden defile. His tiger form was wickedly fast, his claws extended, his malevolent intent souring the air. Hunched with muscle, burning with intent, he flew at the True Fiend’s back.

For a brief second Scorio allowed himself to feel hope.

But the Blood Ox turned and slipped under the Blood Baron’s slashing claws to embrace him. Charoth slammed to a halt as if he’d flown full tilt into a column of steel, and the Blood Ox wrapped his arms around his furred body, pulling him close.

Charoth’s roar changed.

Where before it had been one of defiance and challenge, now it became panicked, agonized.

He raked at the True Fiend, again and again, but failed to even tear the Blood Ox’s robes. He writhed, fought, struggled to escape, but the Blood Ox held him gently without difficulty, and pressed his cheek to the tiger’s chest.

“Release him!” Aezryna flew forth, her cerulean armor resplendent, her own blue Ferula raised, and loosed a stream of ice from its tip even as a great vortex of azure slammed into the Blood Ox.

The True Fiend paid her no mind.

Charoth’s roars became mewls as his body began to sag, his skin to develop folds.

Blood streamed from his eyes, his ears, his nostrils, his maw. Streams that arched up and curved back around to diffuse into a thick pink mist that sank into the Blood Ox.

Plassus was bellowing as he struggled to draw closer. An invisible barrier had blocked his approach, so that he seemed to wade through hip-deep mud, even thirty yards up as he was. Straining, tendons standing out in his neck, he struggled mightily to draw closer, still loosing great bronze bolts from his Ferula to no effect.

A storm of rocks tore themselves free from the ground beneath the Blood Ox and streamed up to blast him, only to turn to dust a yard below his feet.

Aezryna took a deep breath and hurled another great slashing spiral of ice at the Blood Ox’s back, a concentrated funnel that Scorio had seen slash Symmetrons and Nethercoils apart with ease.

They, too, faded away before hitting the True Fiend.

Charoth’s struggles had almost ceased. His great tiger form had shrunken as if aged a century, his fur gray and falling out, his musculature wasted, his last blows batting at the Blood Ox with no power.

It was horrifying to watch. Wrong on a primal level.

And all the while the Blood Ox remained still, holding the Blood Baron tight, until at last the tiger’s head lolled back at an unnatural angle and Charoth fell quiet.

The Blood Ox opened his arms as the last streams of blood faded into his body. Charoth tumbled down through the air to hit the rocks, and the sound of brittle bones snapping echoed across the badlands.

“Now,” said the Blood Ox, opening one eye and turning slowly to regard Plassus, Aezryna, and the remaining score of Great Souls. “We can begin.”


Chapter 45

Scorio released the Nightmare Lady’s hand and raced toward the True Fiend. He had no idea what he might do. Knew it was futile to even try. If Charoth could be so easily destroyed, then he couldn’t even hope to even get the Blood Ox’s attention.

But still he ran.

The Blood Ox extended his arms out to the sides, palms up, and pain erupted from Scorio’s Heart.

For this time his Bronze mana not only swelled against his reservoir, but it burst forth, streaming violently back out into the sky.

From all around Scorio heard screams and grunts and hoarse cries of pain as others staggered or fell to their knees.

The violation was terrible, and brought back a dim and distant memory, of Praximar leering as he tore Scorio’s power from his chest, mere moments after he’d been reborn. Mana burst free of his Heart, leaping up into the sky, and Scorio’s charge turned into a haphazard stumble and then he crashed to his knees.

Blinking away tears, Scorio glanced around as the others screamed. Rivulets of blood were pouring forth from their orifices and rising into the air like crimson snakes to stream toward the Blood Ox. Scorio saw Aezryna collapse to the ground, hands pressed to her face as blood burst forth from between her fingers. Jova, who’d fallen from the sky when her power was stolen, seemed to wrestle against the power, turning and twisting violently as if seeking to free herself from invisible wrestlers.

Taron, Fyrona, Himiko, everyone bled up into the sky, helpless before the Blood Ox’s power.

“Naomi!” Scorio twisted about and saw her fighting to stand, her eyes wide as her blood poured forth, gouted from her mouth, her ears, her nostrils. She slashed her hands through the streams to no avail.

Everybody was being bled, but himself.

Scorio turned back, horrified and stunned, to meet the Blood Ox’s gaze.

The True Fiend was watching him, expression mocking, amused, terrifying.

“There you are.” The Blood Ox drifted a little closer. “The one who broke his toy. I was asked to do something especially nasty to you.”

“What?” Scorio wanted to turn back to Naomi who screamed as she finally collapsed.

The Blood Ox extended his hand and a small speck of colorless light appeared in his palm. It felt like a sun being birthed. Scorio, already buffeted by exhaustion, the delirious come-down from the graxil larvae, and then the tearing of his mana from his reservoir, simply couldn’t face that speck of power.

It washed over his mind like a tidal wave, taking with it his every thought. His body felt like a filament of wire that was heated to incandescence. The world had faded behind the Blood Ox, but now the True Fiend faded away behind this colorless mote.

“Do you know what this is?” The Blood Ox’s tone was gentle, almost pitying. “It is Noumenon. The most precious mana in existence, and that which now drowns your Pit in farcical amounts. He asked that I ruin you, and I shall: with this I will tear your soul from the cycle of rebirth, and grant you final freedom.”

Scorio could only stare, slack-jawed, at that hole in reality. A fragment of such power that it spoke testaments to the Blood Ox’s ability to simply hold it.

“Goodbye, little soul.” The Blood Ox raised his palm to his lips. “Your journey ends here.”

And then he blew.

The Noumenon swelled as it rushed forward, becoming a cloud of nothingness that enveloped Scorio. The world attempted to reflect every color at once, so that all was momentarily every hue Scorio had ever seen, and thus, through some strange art of negation, none.

Scorio felt a great rushing roar pass through him, envelop him, then sink into his very being.

There was no sound.

No light.

No hell.

No thought.

Only one last word lingered on Scorio’s lips, and he failed to understand it even as he whispered it: “Naomi.”

And then there was no more.


Chapter 46

Scorio blinked.

He’d been staring at the clouds for he knew not how long, but only now did he focus and actually see them.

Clouds.

He was… alive?

With supreme effort he rolled onto his side. He felt washed out, weak, as if some key aspect of his sense of self had been torn away. He pressed his palm against the rough rock and gathered his strength.

It took a long time.

But finally he pushed himself up to sitting. The world spun, the landscape tilted, then slowly, reluctantly, righted itself. His stomach lurched, cramped. His throat was coated in sandpaper, his mouth dry and tasted like bile.

It was all he could do to remain upright. Head bowed, arms around his knees, he sat in the desolate silence until the sound of rasping laughter drew his attention.

A man lay close by. Stubble-jawed, his shoulder-length black hair streaked with iron, his face carved deep with lines of woe and pain. Blood had dried across his lips, and his arms and legs and back were askew, as if his very bones had revolted against him.

Charnel Duke Plassus.

“You’re alive! By every god lost in the depths of this boundless hell, I can scarcely believe my eyes. What are you, Boy? Immortal?”

Scorio lifted his head and took in their environs.

Everywhere lay corpses.

The fiends they’d slain before the Blood Ox appeared -

The Blood Ox.

Scorio closed his eyes and clenched his jaw as nausea rippled through him. The sensation of his reservoir being torn open made him gag. He balanced himself on an outflung hand as he heaved for breath, sweat prickling his brow.

“Immortal, perhaps, but not hale. No, of course not; the least you could do is to feel like ruddy excrement. Thank you for indulging me on that front, at any rate.”

Scorio looked around once more. Corpses. Desiccated and withered, sucked of their very essence, shrunken and wizened. Aezryna, easily identifiable for her armor. Taron, just beyond her.

Jova.

Scorio stared at the dead woman. Her skin was wrinkled, her flesh wasted away, her eyes sunken.

Dead.

Unable to breathe he turned about. Others. Fyrona. Some he barely knew. But there.

Close by.

Just out of arm’s reach.

Naomi.

Dead.

The realization hit him like talons tearing apart his very being. He could only gape, a mutilated moan rising from his chest.

She lay curled up on her side, head cradled in her arms, cheeks hollow, eyes filmed over, as spindly as a hundred-year-old woman, her mouth open in a final scream.

“Oh, relax!” Plassus’ call was irritated, irascible. “They’re fine.”

“Fine?” Scorio whipped around, half-rose before weakness claimed him. “They’re - she’s - “

“Dead?” Plassus stared up at the sky. “Aye, dead and going to the Archspire. And no, I don’t mean they’re fine as in they’ll be reborn. Soon as the Imperators bother to show they’ll revive the lot of them.”

“Revive…?”

“Aye, revive. Charnel Dukes can heal, but Crimson Earls have the power to bring a slain soul back to life. It’s beyond my ken, but easy as snapping your fingers to an Imperator. Why do you think Aezryna and Charoth were so willing to hunt down a True Fiend?” Plassus’ gaze slid over to him. “Did you think them selfless heroes?”

Relief washed over Scorio, taking with it most of his strength. He nearly toppled over, nearly glanced back at Naomi’s corpse, but he didn’t want to see her like that.

Not if she was coming back.

“Where are they?” Scorio glared at Plassus. “Why weren’t they here?”

“You think I know? But calm down. Moira’s spoken with them, albeit it briefly. They’ve passed LastRock, and will soon be here. Lot of good it does us. Laggardly idiots.”

More sweet relief. “They’re almost here? Oh.”

“The question is,” drawled Plassus, turning to look at him once more. “Why are you alive?”

“I don’t know.” Scorio thought of that fleck of Noumenon. “I don’t even know what he tried to do.”

“Cut you from the cycle of rebirth. Vicious, that. You must have really upset the Blood Ox.”

“I couldn’t have.” Scorio’s mind was spinning. “He said… I’d broken someone’s toy. That he’d been asked to do something bad to me.” Scorio shook his head. “I’ve not broken anyone’s toy. I don’t know what he was talking about.”

“Well, it’s a wonder. Who could get a True Fiend to do them a favor? Another True Fiend, perhaps. But still. That technique. You should not only be dead, but forever dead. You’re too low-ranked to fight back. So: how?”

Scorio recalled his last moments. How his very sense of self had been overwhelmed, his being.

Not that he’d been completely spared; he still felt exhausted, brutalized on a spiritual level that he couldn’t quite yet understand nor explain. As if he’d been bleached of all color and rendered monochrome.

But why?

How?

Hesitant, he summoned his Heart. It appeared before him, massive and spherical. It shone, buffed to a high gloss, as if the Blood Ox’s attack had scrubbed it of all imperfections.

His reservoir? Completely empty. Gingerly he tried coaxing some Bronze mana into it, but the process caused him to gag immediately, his stomach to clench like a fist and burn.

“Easy,” said Plassus, closing his eyes. “I’m guessing you just tried to ignite?”

“No, to restore some mana to my reservoir.”

“Ah. Well, that’ll take a while to heal. Being mana raped isn’t something you just walk off. Nasty. A few days though and you’ll be back to your old self. Probably.”

Scorio stared at the Charnel Duke. “You couldn’t tell what I was doing?”

“Me?” Plassus grinned toothily. “Oh, no, not at all. The Blood Ox burst my Heart, you see. Shattered it into a hundred fragments before breaking my back and shattering my bones. His idea of flirting, I think. You ask me, it was a bit much.”

Scorio’s eyes widened. “Your Heart is shattered?”

“Aye. Not good, I’ll give you that. But that’s alright.”

“Alright? Can you heal it?”

“I don’t think I’ll bother. I’m done, lad.” Plassus nodded. “Enough. Soon as you feel a little better, I’m going to ask you to cut my throat. Send me back to the Archspire. And if I don’t come back in time? All the better.”

Scorio had no words.

Plassus scowled and glanced sidelong at him. “What? If you’re thinking about lecturing me, don’t bother. I gave it my all. I went as far as I could and fought with all I had, and it wasn’t enough. But that’s fine. That’s fine.” He closed his eyes again, tone growing soft. “I want to rest. I think I’ve earned it.”

Scorio shuddered and lowered his gaze.

A wind picked up, and moaned as it tore itself to shreds across the sharp peaks and broken ridges of the Telurian Band.

Irresolute, Scorio summoned his Heart again, but this time he reached out with his senses, trying to get a lay of the land, and froze.

A few feet behind him, burning like a quiet sun, lay a blaze of power. He twisted about, panicked, and saw only his pack.

His pack?

Again he probed with his Heart’s senses, and again he felt that awesome pulse of raw power. Something far beyond Bronze, beyond Gold or even Emerald. The last time he’d sensed as much it had come from a small speck held in the Blood Ox’s palm.

Noumenon.

Had the mote come to rest within his pack?

Impossible.

Slowly, ready to snatch his hand back at a moment’s notice, Scorio reached out, unbuckled the flap, and lifted it.

Within lay his jumbled spare robe, some of his rations, his waterskin. Not breathing, he drew out his robe and unraveled it to reveal what had lain hidden in its center all this time.

Xandera’s egg.

Where before it had been inert and dark, it now pulsed and rippled with power, as if a white star were being birthed within its shell. Just holding it felt like dipping his hands into scalding water, but he couldn’t bring himself to let go.

“By the gods…” he whispered. Queen Xandera had bid him infuse it with the highest quality mana he could find, but never in a million years would she have hoped for Noumenon.

And now the egg blazed with ungodly power. Like a sponge it had soaked the Blood Ox’s blast, drinking deep of that tiny mote of power, and… Scorio inhaled raggedly.

The egg had saved his life.

“What is that?” demanded Plassus testily, as if resentful of having his curiosity piqued. “What are you praying over?”

“I…” Scorio turned to the fallen Charnel Duke. He considered hiding the egg, but pity, compassion, and some measure of loyalty compelled him instead to share with the man. Wonder, too; he couldn’t keep this miracle to himself. “It’s a blazeborn queen’s egg. The Blood Ox infused it with Noumenon by accident.”

Plassus’ eyes widened in shock, and for a moment tendons stood out in his neck as he reflexively tried to sit up, only to hiss and fall back, his breathing suddenly ragged and pained. “Damn, damn that hurts.” He squeezed his eyes shut, mastered himself, then looked back, expression clear once more. “Say that again, lad, so I don’t think I dreamed it.”

“Queen Xandera had an egg delivered to me.” Scorio turned it over in his hand. It felt like holding an explosive capable of leveling the Fury Spires. “Blazeborn queens need mates for every kind of egg but drudges, Titans, and a queen’s. She produced one and entrusted it to me. Asked that I infuse it with the highest quality mana I could find before burning it and causing it to hatch.”

“A queen egg?” Plassus considered, then barked a harsh laugh. “Oh, Bravurn will soil himself in rage. That canny queen. But it’s infused with Noumenon? That’s not possible. Shouldn’t be possible. Blazeborns belong to the Iron Weald. They’re only Iron-ranked. Noumenon should have ashed the egg.”

“Guess you’re wrong,” whispered Scorio, marveling. “Because here it is.”

“Then you must destroy it.” Plassus’ tone was absolute. “Whatever is born from that egg will be a threat to… well, everything and everyone. A Noumenon-born queen?” Again Plassus laughed. “Or, don’t. Let it hatch. Let this queen wash all of hell into the void.”

“So I’m right? The egg saved me?”

“Hell if I know.” Plassus shook his head slightly. “I’m just an old, broken man. Once I thought I knew how this hell worked, but now? Now I realize I’m as blind and foolish as everyone else. Damn me. A Noumenon queen. That’ll be fun.”

“She trusted me,” Scorio said softly. “I’ll see her reborn.”

“If that’s the case, you’d best start running,” said Plassus. “Because those Imperators will be here soon. And they’ll sense that egg from a mile away, and take it from you.”

“What?” Scorio pressed the egg to his chest. “Why? I wouldn’t…”

“Let them?” Plassus’ grin was feral. “Ah, but your madness is a sight to behold. Why you ask? Because it’s Noumenon, and Imperators are testy about sharing that kind of power with anyone else, much less any fiend. You might be infatuated with the blazeborn queen, but they’ll see it as something far beyond your capacity to control.”

“They’ll destroy it?”

“Or take it with them. Raise her as a weapon, perhaps, deep in hell. You want to free her? You’d best run.”

But now Scorio did turn to regard Naomi’s corpse. “I can’t leave her.”

“She’s dead.”

“I know she’s dead, I mean -”

“I know what you mean, you idiot. But what I’m saying is, she’ll keep. Well, she’s probably already spoiling, but she’ll be fine till the Imperators arrive. And…” Plassus blew out his lips. “Fine. I’ll stave off my death till after she’s revived. I’ll tell her you took off for good reason, or whatever other message you want me to give her.”

Scorio stared at Naomi’s corpse. The idea of her coming back from the dead alone tore at him. But could he sacrifice Xandera to the Imperators to avoid that?

No.

Naomi would have to understand. No, she would understand. She’d call him an idiot for hanging around if it meant Xandera’s death.

He carefully wrapped the egg in his robe once more, placed it back in his pack, and rose to his feet.

A wave of woozy sickness flooded him, and his knees buckled.

“Ha!” Plassus grinned again. “You pissant. One little blast of Noumenon and you’re ready to run home to your mother.”

“Screw you, Plassus.” Mastering himself, breathing as shallowly as he could to not trigger his gag reflex, Scorio hefted the pack and slid it over his shoulder.

“My sincere apologies, Boy. The Blood Ox has already beaten you to that punch.” Plassus watched him. “Still. It has to be said. You really are favored by Fate’s Whisper. To have a royal egg on you? You’re a lucky bastard.”

Scorio felt lava course up his throat and sear the back of his mouth. He hunched his shoulders, struggled, and finally straightened again. “Sure doesn’t feel that way.”

“We won’t be seeing each other again.” Plassus’ tone lost its jocular savagery, growing calm, almost solemn. “I was serious about ending my life. So let me give you some advice: if Endergrast invites you to join his Golden Star, refuse. Ask nothing of the Cerulean Oracle, no matter how important you think the answer. Imperator Sarana is a monster worse than The Fallen, and she will lift you up only so she can bring you down.” Plassus hesitated, the tip of his tongue, dry like a lizard’s, darting across his lower lip. “And why not? I’ll not need it. There’s a portal at the end of the Titan’s Causeway. Step through it with my belt buckle in hand, and it will take you to a grotto where I’ve stashed some treasures that might be of use to you.”

Plassus grimaced. “Ah, forget it. I could talk your ear off for years and do you no favors. If my Heart weren’t shattered I’d empty my Sanctum into your palms, but that’s just how it goes. You’d best be gone. The Imperators will be on us soon.”

Scorio stared down at the broken man. “Thank you. One last question: have you ever heard of the Herdsmen? Or the Lost Cube?”

“The Herdsmen?” Plassus frowned. “Aye, they were a band of meddlesome idiots that were around a few centuries back. What was his name? Jaraer the Corrupt, he was one of them. They were caught trying to poison the Academy, or do something to the Archspire. I forget what. But they were caught, tried, and executed. All evidence of their activities were wiped from the records so that nobody would seek to walk in their footsteps. How’d you hear the name?” But then Plassus winced. “Ah, that hurts. Damn this old body. Never mind. The Lost Cube?” He blinked, gaze unfocusing. “Where was that? Never been, but I’ve heard it shifts around in… the Silver Unfathom? Some nonsense about appearing to those who run from it, or… I can’t remember.”

Plassus blinked and focused on Scorio. “My mind’s not what it was.”

Scorio kneeled by his side, and saw that the Charnel Duke’s belt was tipped with a strangely tooled buckle of pale stone. He unclipped it from the belt, and placed it inside his robe. “Thank you. Please. Tell Naomi I will look for her at LastRock.”

Plassus nodded and closed his eyes with a sigh. “Aye. I’ll tell her you wept and gnashed your teeth when I commanded you to leave. But get you gone, or I’ll fuse my spine back together and kick your arse myself.”

“Thank you.” Scorio studied the older man’s worn visage and felt a deep and terrible sorrow well up within him. “Thank you, Plassus. For fighting.”

“For fighting.” The man’s voice was soft, barely audible. “Only ever fight for yourself. There’s nothing else out there worth fighting for.”

Scorio rose, hefted his pack once more, then glanced at Naomi. Grimaced and looked away, wishing he could banish that sight forever from his memory, then began to stumble southwest, taking an oblique approach toward the Dead Ridge. The Imperators would no doubt head straight north after the Blood Ox; he didn’t want to be in their path.

Every few steps he looked back. Back at the fallen Gold-tempered fiends, at the corpses of his friends, at the solitary and still form of Plassus.

Then up, to scan the cloudy skies, terrified that twin specks would have appeared, two Imperators winging their way with terrific speed toward the scene of battle.

But on and on he scrambled, down into gulches, up across ridges, his body weak, his feet numb, his body shaking and shivering with pain and nausea. On and on he pressed, never relenting, till at last he looked back and saw nothing but the Telurian Band’s endless badlands, and dared to dream himself safe.


Chapter 47

Time passed.

How far was far enough?

Scorio clambered up flint-edged slopes. Half-slid, half-staggered down dissolving slopes of shale. Summoned the energy to leap over narrow chasms, or followed broader ravines till he found places to torturously climb down. Hills rose and fell like petrified waves angled toward a distant shore. He splashed through metallic lakes, most only ankle or shin-deep, but occasionally the waters would hide greater depths, and he’d drop with a cry to flounder and fight his way back to the knife-blade shores.

For in the deeper lakes fiends swam, their fins occasionally breaking the opaque surfaces, their burning eyes leaving searing contrails behind that slowly faded away.

The sun dropped toward the horizon. Shadows grew velvety and thick, stretched toward the north, merged and became an omnipresent gloom.

Still Scorio struggled on. His strength never returned. His vigor was at its lowest ebb. Whatever the Blood Ox had done to him had left a permanent mark. Would he always be this weak? The thought terrified Scorio, but as much as he sought to banish it, the realization that the change was effected with Noumenon failed to fade away.

But always he remained cognizant of his burden. Even with his Heart dead and unburning, he thought he could feel the egg’s burning presence in his pack. It wasn’t any heavier, but suddenly it felt infinitely precious; each time he slipped he’d desperately turn so that the pack wouldn’t hit the ground. He knew that it was probably tougher than it had ever been, infused as it was with this rarest of mana types, but somehow his paranoia only grew.

The farther he left the battle site behind, the more the Telurian Band’s ecology came to life.

Cat-sized orange crickets whose forelegs were pincers leaped up, antennae bristling into feathery manes around their heads as they chittered away. Thousands of filaments waved in the air from banks of moss, only to retract as one as Scorio drew close, tiny chitin beaks clenching over them. In the distance he saw a pack of Angraths lazily stalking a wounded Okoz, but they were far enough away that they gave Scorio no mind.

Lichen whose metallic hues rippled in alarm if Scorio stepped on them and puffed up spores; metallic banks of thick iron wires that glowed as mana blew past them; snake-like fiends who hid in holes, mouths opened wide like fleshy flowers, daring anything to step or fall into them; flocks of paper-thin kites connected by filaments of light that blew with the Bronze mana, their bodies curving around the gusts and flying fitfully ever north.

At a glance the Telurian Band was desolate; but close up, without company or conversation to distract him, moving with a guttered Heart and in silence, he saw the wealth of life reveal itself. Hard-bitten, camouflaged to blend in, the wealth of insects, mosses, plants, and shelled fiends were almost too numerous to count.

On he went, till he was stumbling and tripping. His darkvision required igniting his Heart, so he walked in unaccustomed gloom, inured from the pain of scrapes and cuts by his general numbness. On and on he went, always fearing the moment when an Imperator would alight beside him, eyes blazing with concern and command.

Finally he tumbled down a gulley and couldn’t rise any longer. He’d grown so used to the strength and vitality that igniting gave him that he felt broken without it. He pulled his pack around onto his chest then simply lay against the sharp rocks, gazing up at the dull crimson sky.

He couldn’t go on.

If the Imperators found him here, then so be it.

This would be a really great time to become a Pyre Lord, he thought, then fell asleep.

When he awoke the sky was bright, and hundreds of fingernail-sized beetles had crawled over him. He brushed them off, but dozens remain glued to him, and in horror he realized that they’d inserted their trailing antennae under his skin. Panicked, he pinched one and tore it free, only to see two black dots remain behind where its antennae remained trapped in his flesh.

He sought to ignite and immediately keeled over as a harsh pain spasmed through his Heart. Cursing, furious, he fought for calm and gathered himself. Then, with great care, he pinched a beetle between two fingers and pulled it gently free.

Its antennae slid reluctantly out of his flesh, each seven inches long. Scorio crushed the beetle with savage hatred, then calmed again and took up one that had inserted itself into his forearm.

Over the next half-hour he stripped and pulled forth scores of the parasites until he was surrounded by crushed little purple shells. There was a spot in his midback that he couldn’t reach, and not willing to leave it unexplored, he rubbed himself against the sharp rocks and felt several insects tear free.

Woozy, nauseous, horrified, he shook more of them off his pack and clothing and climbed out of the gulley naked to get dressed in the morning light. Beads of blood formed where each beetle had perforated him, and he forced himself to drink only a little of what remained from his waterskin. He’d no hunger, and what blood or mana or whatever he’d lost to the beetles would have to wait till he could stomach the thought of chewing on some of his rations.

Hefting his pack again he stared south. No sign of Imperators. By now they must have reached Naomi and the others. Was she alive? Had Plassus held on long enough to explain to her?

Nothing Scorio could do about it now.

Then he looked north. He’d made better progress than he’d anticipated. The Dead Ridge towered above him, only a dozen or so miles away. The great bones poked up at regular intervals along the range’s spine, emerging from the rock as if the mountain were rotting away from its own internal scaffolding. Had the fiend lain atop the mountains and died there, or had its death caused the mountains to form?

Whatever the case, Scorio was glad it was long gone. The mountains and the bones stretched as far east and west as he could see. A World Worm, surely?

And where to cross? The Dead Ridge wasn’t too high, but he still didn’t want to scale any cliffs. From where he stood there didn’t seem to be any obvious passes, but perhaps something would suggest itself the closer he came.

But that begged the question: what was he doing? The day before he’d fled the Imperators. He could declare that goal accomplished. Which meant now what?

Woozy, still disgusted by the ordeal with the beetles, he staggered over to a boulder, sat, and took out the egg.

He reached out to it with his Heart’s senses. Its power blazed brightly, undiminished.

All it needed was flame.

But without his ability to ignite, he couldn’t provide any.

Which meant he kept moving for now. Why? He wasn’t sure. Staying still might invite trouble. Perhaps fiends would sense the egg and come to investigate if he stayed still for too long. Perhaps the Imperators would range out wide in their pursuit of the Blood Ox.

Perhaps, on some mad level, he wished to pursue the Blood Ox himself.

Scorio drew out a strip of cured meat and shouldered his pack. Taking a deep breath, he resumed heading northwest. He forced himself to chew on a hunk of meat, fought down his stomach’s protests, and eventually managed to swallow.

And took another bite.

* * *

A day and a night passed before Scorio felt himself ready to attempt ignition. He’d finally left the badlands behind, entering a more temperate rocky desert, and skirting pools and noxious lakes, made good speed. The Dead Ridge had drawn ever closer, but Scorio had seen no obvious ways to cross. But the exercise itself did him more good than anything else; he tapped his reserves of stamina, and found to his relief that his Gold-tempered body was capable of recovering even from whatever the Blood Ox had done to him.

Not willing to risk another beetle incident, he walked slowly through the night, pack on his chest, and when the distant sun began to rise once more, he laboriously climbed atop a broad mesa with a table-like boulder in its center, and on this he sat so as to attempt his ignition.

Throughout the night he’d fed slender rivulets of Bronze into his Heart. To his surprise he found himself yearning for Coal; that old, tarry mana that had seen the birth of his powers. Something about that crude power called to him, felt perversely healing and safe.

But all he could sense streaming north was Bronze shot through with slow seams of Iron. High above he could detect faint, fickle flickers of Copper, but nowhere did he feel Coal.

Still, he gradually filled his reservoir, pausing every so often to simply breathe through the raw pain and urge to vomit, and now, seated cross-legged on the flat boulder, he was half-filled.

Good enough.

Scorio set the egg atop the stone before him, using pebbles so that the tapered end of the oval pointed upward, and placed his pack behind him on the mesa proper.

He took a moment to simply study the sky. Fiends winged their way east a mile or so away. Strange, bulbous plants like jellied eggs atop fern-like legs were surreptitiously moving toward the mesa’s far edge.

No sign of overt danger.

Time to ignite.

Scorio closed his eyes and reached out to his reservoir. He could have attempted to ignite immediately, but something bade him be careful. Instead, he reached purposefully into his reservoir, eschewing the Delightful Secret Marinating technique, and directed a thin stream of Bronze into his Heart.

He gagged, wrestled with his stomach, and finally unleashed a titanic and fetid burp before feeling himself ready to continue.

Friction. Time to bring that mana to its incendiary point. Applying his will, Scorio focused on the Bronze, on the very substance of his Heart, and then ignited.

He immediately keeled over, vomiting what meat and water he’d subsisted on over the past day and night.

Gasping, he wiped his mouth on his sleeve and sat up again. It took a while for his stomach to settle, and he fought the urge to drink some water. He’d barely a few tablespoons left, and didn’t want to spit it all out over the rocks.

Deep breaths. Firm control. He could do this.

Scorio repeated the process, silently cursing the Blood Ox repeatedly as he did so.

Ignition.

Again he felt his body spasm, but this time he fought it, clamped down on his gorge, clenched his jaw, and focused his mind on his burning Heart. It felt awful, but the longer he held it the more his Heart’s own power compensated for the pain; just like at the old Academy, when igniting had helped him, Lianshi, and Leonis recover from dying in the old Gauntlet far faster than they’d managed alone.

Soon he was breathing smoothly, his body drinking deep of the Bronze, the power flowing through him like a calming balm. It still felt wrong; his reservoir felt delicate, ready to rupture, and he’d hate to have to draw on it strenuously, but like this, gently, patiently, it… was alright.

But he needed fire.

Scorio considered the egg.

A blaze of black flame.

There was only one way, but his spirit recoiled from the ordeal.

Scorio scowled.

Damn his weakness. He’d done far worse in his time.

So he reached deep into his core, found the essence of flame that seemed to have always been there once he sought it, and brought it forth.

Scorio’s scream merged with the roar of flame, and a moment later he was a fiery shape, Bronze fueling his burn.

Curious, Scorio placed one flaming hand upon the egg, and then the second. The black fire washed around it, covering it, and Scorio felt the Noumenon resonate, grow gradually brighter.

Such power.

How could anyone, anything, take so potent a source of power into their Heart? It would be akin to dropping a white-hot poker into a snowbank.

Scorio moved forward and bowed over the egg, allowing it to sink into his burning chest, completely covering it with his flames. He remained thus for as long as he could, but his ability to remain in this form was desperately short; unable to hold it, he pulled back and with a ragged gasp at last inhaled all the flames from himself, returning to his human form.

His chest swelled up. He felt the incendiary intensity bottled up within him, demanding release.

So Scorio rose to his feet, hopped down from the boulder, and backed some seven or eight feet from the egg.

When he could hold it no longer, he leaned forward, hands clenched into fists, and blew.

His fireball roared forth, the first five or six feet little more than superheated blue air, only to billow into a great roiling mass of dense black flame. For as long as he could he breathed upon the egg, scorching it with everything he had, until at last he gasped and reeled back, heart pounding, brow drenched in sweat.

Blinking away stars, Scorio stared at the egg. Its stippled surface had lightened to dark gray, though the depressions were still jet black.

“Hmm.” Scorio wiped his forearm across his brow, climbed back onto the boulder, and sat once more. “Looks like this is going to require work.”

It took him some ten minutes to feel ready once more, but then he repeated the process, igniting, assuming his flame form, and embracing the egg. Only once he couldn’t hold it any longer did he inhale, leap down, and unleash his fireball upon the boulder once more.

This time it lightened to ash gray, and it seemed as if the pulsations from within were coming more rapidly.

Another ten minutes, another round. Again and again he breathed flame on it, some eight times all told, until, reeling and with his robes completely soaked through with sweat, he saw that the egg had lightened to a luminous pale yellow, like a small fragment of the sun.

Eyes slitted against its brilliance, Scorio climbed wearily one last time onto the rock. The pulsations were coming so quickly now as to be a staccato blur. Scorio’s head spun. He felt weak and disoriented.

But one more time.

He was so close.

That’s when he heard the rattling sound of hundreds of talons scratching rock.

Twisting about, he saw a royal Tokalauth rising up the side of the mesa. No, not a Tokalauth, at least, not like any he’d seen before. This one was as large as a royal, but its segments weren’t clearly defined; along the top of its serpentine body they fitted together like light gray puzzle pieces, dusty and rock-like, and both sides of its body were flanked by hundreds of bone swords as long as Scorio’s arm. Beneath those its body darkened to slate, with clusters of six pincer-tipped legs appearing every so often down its length.

Except for the first ten or so yards of its body; this reared up like a sinuous cobra, swaying from side to side as its fearsome maw opened wide to reveal a bank of needle-sharp teeth behind an outer rank of huge stone fangs. A flaring shield of bone protected its neck just behind its skull, and twin horns curled, ram-like, from just above its tiny black eyes. A bone spike protruded from its chin, and another ran down the top of its head, forming a fearsome ridge that made its skull look unbreakable.

“You’re kidding me,” rasped Scorio, looking up and up as the fiend rose into view. How big was this thing?

Hundreds of feet long, at least, given the width and scale of that which had come into view.

Scorio’s ignited Heart burned with Bronze. Fear and fury tempted him: he could rise up into his scaled form, extrude his wings, give this thing battle. Fly through its head in his flame form, baffle its assaults with his Shroud and commands.

But he knew himself too weak. That kind of exertion might rupture his reservoir. Even if he switched to the Delightful Secret Marinating technique, he didn’t trust himself to fight such a fiend alone.

The colossal fiend shrieked at him, serrated flanges within its mouth vibrating.

Scorio raised his Shroud before its head and entered his flame form. He didn’t have time to embrace the egg. The moment he immolated he sucked the flames right back in.

The fiend dove forward and immediately hit the Shroud; it hadn’t had enough room to build up speed, but the power behind its huge neck still cracked the Shroud. It drew back, furious, swung down and low, then speared forward, the hundreds of bone swords sticking out of its dorsal ridges flaring as it flew toward Scorio.

Who cursed, kept his fire breath trapped within his chest, and dove aside.

Only to realize the fiend hadn’t been aiming for him, but for the egg.

Almost Scorio screamed “No!” and inadvertently spewed his fireball into the air. Instead, he summoned his Shroud right around the egg and reinforced it with everything he had, so that it formed a huge hemisphere, inches thick and obdurate as Scorio’s will to live.

The fiend smashed into the Shroud, jaws wide, and recoiled with another furious shriek.

Scorio scrambled around the other side of the boulder. The egg blazed before him, burning bright yellow like an ingot drawn from a furnace.

An idea.

Scorio breathed forth his flame even as he drew the Shroud down, shaping it so that it all but cupped the egg and formed a closed mound over it.

And into this space he breathed his fireball.

He’d never done this, and for a second panicked, convinced his own flames would devour his Shroud.

But instead, his curved shield formed a chamber in which his flames grew concentrated, unable to escape, the heat rising, rising, becoming a trapped inferno.

The fiend roared and dove down, clamped its jaws about the Shroud and strained to shatter it.

STOP! Scorio bellowed at it, his head nearly splitting from the pain. The world spun around him, and he had to grasp the boulder to remain steady. The fiend drew back, momentarily nonplussed, and still Scorio breathed, filling the hemisphere with his fury.

Then, the second he could breathe no more, he drew the Shroud down all the way, and trapped his flames completely against the boulder.

They roiled and filled his Shroud with ebon magnificence. The heat in there had to be fearsome, as the trapped bubble became a crucible.

The fiend decided that Scorio was the source of its woes, and flowed around the Shroud, more and more of its coils coming into view at the mesa’s edge.

Scorio gave a cry of panic and flung himself aside. The fiend shot by overhead, but curled around again, its own bulk preventing it from reacting too nimbly. Scorio scrambled to his feet, wanting nothing more than to lie down and close his eyes so that his stomach and head and the world would settle, but he dove aside again as the fiend shot through where he’d been.

But he couldn’t keep going. His reservoir trembled, its walls weak and pliable, and he felt the mana sloshing within like a belly full of Copperfire. Fire gouted up his throat, the taste of bile, and his body clenched as it fought the urge to vomit.

The fiend’s bone swords hissed and rattled as it came back around, maw opening to reveal its inner row of needle teeth. Blinking through his tears Scorio withdrew his Shroud from the boulder and flung it at the fiend.

Which impacted it at full speed and shattered his shield, sending gold fragments everywhere.

Scorio could only topple aside, arms wrapped around his head, and there lie, trying to find the presence of mind to fling a command at the fiend—when he realized that the huge monster had gone still.

Lowering his arms, Scorio peered up at it.

The fiend’s upper body, a dozen yards long, was slowly pulling back, its sword-frill rattling in alarm, its attention wholly fixated on the boulder. A moment later it recoiled altogether, pincer legs scrabbling, and flowed over the edge of the mesa to disappear.

Blinking, dazed, Scorio turned around to peer up at the rock.

A young girl knelt in its center, with skin of the purest ebon, overly large eyes that blazed red, and hair of the brightest orange that flowed past her shoulders, down her back and over her arms, and out across the boulder to run in rivulets of pure lava down the boulder’s sides.

Scorio gaped.

Her lips were a horizontal seam of fire. The tips of her ears poked darkly out through her flowing magma hair. Her expression was blank, her hands on her thighs, and as young as she appeared, perhaps nine years old, Scorio felt himself instantly and overwhelmingly awed.

“Hello,” said the young girl, quirking her head to one side. “I’m Xandera. Who are you?”


Chapter 48

“Hey.” Scorio sat up, heart pounding. “I’m Scorio. A Great Soul.” What should he say? The blazeborn queen stared at him curiously, her hair flowing like thick honey down the boulder and oozing into puddles upon the mesa proper. The heat was starting to grow. “It’s good to meet you again.”

“Again?” Xandera’s voice was light, untroubled. “But I’ve just been born.”

“Yeah. It’s a bit strange to me, but apparently you blazeborn queens give birth to yourselves? Your mother was an older version of you. Queen Xandera of the Fury Spires?”

The young blazeborn blinked, her blazing eyes’ flickerflash growing dark. “I gave birth to myself?”

“How much do you know, exactly? Or remember?” Scorio wrapped his arms around his knees. The nausea was still bubbling just under his ribs, but he fought it down. Puking before the newly born Noumenon queen was probably not the right impression to begin with.

Xandera frowned, considered. “I recall… fire. Streams of endless magma flowing through the veins of existence. Bright colors, bright burning colors, and myself… lost but at peace within those rivers.” Her frown deepened as she considered Scorio. “But this… this doesn’t feel right.” She turned her gaze to study the expanse of the mesa, and the Telurian Band around them. “I’m supposed to be… somewhere else. Amongst my own kind. I feel their absence. Where are they?”

Scorio took a deep breath. “If you were a real kid, I don’t think I’d tell you. It’s not a good story.”

“A kid?” Her frown deepened. “I am Queen Xandera. Young, yes, but I can feel…” She raised her palms and studied them. “I… this isn’t what I’ve felt before. This power. I feel…”

“Maybe a little overwhelmed? Trust me, I understand. Your mother… your mother-self? She told me to infuse your egg with mana. Gold, maybe Emerald if we got lucky. But I was attacked with Noumenon by a True Fiend.” Scorio felt as if he should wince with every revelation, apologize, almost. “And you saved me by absorbing the Noumenon. It’s the most powerful mana out there. I don’t think there’s ever been a blazeborn queen born with that kind of infusion before.”

“Yes.” Her tone was matter-of-fact. “It’s… I’ve never felt a heat like this. I want to scream, but if I begin, I’ll never stop.”

Scorio scrambled to his feet, palms extended. “Easy. You’ve just been born. Maybe it’ll become more manageable the longer you live.”

“I need…” The blazeborn girl rose smoothly to her feet. Her hair slid up the boulder with her, but soon resumed oozing forth once more. “I need to grow. I can’t handle this… this intensity, in this form.”

“Oh.” Scorio didn’t know what to say. “You’re going to grow. I mean, you’re probably growing right now…”

Xandera bowed her head, closed her eyes, and then a wave of power washed out from her, staggering Scorio as if a silent explosion had just detonated. Her hair became bright yellow at her scalp, gradating down to orange at the tips, which cut off at her waist, the rest of the rivulets that had run down the boulder immediately hardening to black stone.

And she grew. Rose several inches in height, her skin lightening with a subtle purple richness, her large, wide-set eyes mellowing out to perfect yellow, her frame becoming that of a twelve-year-old, a dress of perfectly black stone forming around her.

“Wow.” Scorio felt grossly out of his depth. “That’s, yeah. Definitely growing.”

“Better.” Xandera closed her fists and then flexed her fingers, admiring the length of her arms, then smoothed her hand down her black dress. She glanced up at him through her locks of golden hair. “Why did I entrust you with myself?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I would hear it.”

“Yeah.” Scorio sat back down, mindful of the waves of dry heat that were baking off the slender young woman. “Sure. I first met you when I was being given a tour of the Fury Spires by a Great Soul called Bravurn, or the Iron Tyrant…”

Scorio recounted everything. Everything that Xandera had told him of the blazeborns’ past, their origin, their development of the Everqueen ideal, the internecine wars, Bravurn’s coming. How her spires had been conquered, her sister-selves killed, and she alone kept as a prisoner under Bravurn’s control. How he’d come to her and what they’d shared, how she’d agreed to let him delve under the spires, and in doing so revealed to him her evolved Titans. He’d honored this show of trust, and how she’d offered to help him when he dueled Plassus to the death. How her aid had provoked Bravurn to slay her, and how she’d entrusted her sole queen egg to a drudge that had delivered it to him, along with her dying words.

“So I bundled the egg—you—up in my pack and left. My kind has been fighting a True Fiend here in the Telurian Band. Everything went to hell though when he sent his fiends surging as one along the western flank of the Bone Plains to attack the war camp. We escaped, hunted him down, and he tried to kill me with Noumenon, which you absorbed. I ran away with you so that my kind wouldn’t take you and… I don’t know, destroy you, or enslave you. And here we are.”

Xandera had crouched down, arms wrapped around her shins, chin resting on her knees, her gaze unblinking as she watched him, her hair luminous, the air about her shimmering with heat.

For a long while she remained still, only her hair flowing turgidly down to its dips, darkening as it went, and there fading away into the air, or perhaps being reabsorbed into her essence. Finally, she blinked and sat up.

“Why have you helped me?”

“Because… it felt like the right thing to do.”

“So all your kind are wrong?”

“I mean, I think so. In this. Maybe it’s because I was punished when I was born for being a Red Lister.”

She raised a dark eyebrow, and Scorio sighed. “I’ll try to make this one quick.” And he sketched out his own birth, the Archspire, how he was thrown through the Final Door to die, his escape and rise to power.

“You were once treated badly, so now you don’t like to see others abused.”

Scorio scratched the back of his head. “I’d like to think my sense of right and wrong would still be part of me even if I’d been welcomed into the Academy. But seeing how you were kept like a pet by Bravurn, how he toyed with you…”

Scorio froze.

“What?” asked Xandera.

“The Blood Ox. He said I’d broken someone’s toy. That they’d asked him to ruin me. Do something especially nasty.”

“You think it was this Bravurn who asked?”

“I broke his toy. That’s how he would put it. How he’d blame me for ruining his control over you.” Anger and confusion, disgust and horror arose within him. “But that would mean he was in communication with the Blood Ox…”

And several mysteries revealed themselves. It would explain how the Blood Ox knew the attack was coming. Why he’d pull his forces from the eastern Wall and LastRock to hurl them against the war camp, even as he cut and ran with his Gold-tempered fiends, starved as they were…

“By the gods,” whispered Scorio. “His Gold mana. Bravurn’s accumulated a vault of it. I don’t even know how much. If he’s promised it to the Blood Ox…”

“It would explain why the True Fiend would help him,” said Xandera.

“And why he’d strike north at long last. That much Gold mana would revitalize his fiends, allow him to lead them into the Rascor Plains at full strength… but why?” Scorio raked his fingers through his hair. “Why would Bravurn give his Gold to the Blood Ox?”

“I don’t know,” said Xandera. “He sounds like a bad person.”

“No kidding.” Scorio rose and began to pace, his racing emotions forcing him into movement. “We’re, what, almost two days from the Fury Spires by whale ship. But they move much faster than people walk. That’s, well…” He tried to work out the math. How long it had taken them to ride the Manticore’s sloop to the Chasm from Bastion, the distance? “Perhaps eight days’ walk back to the Fury Spires? Say six if the fiends go fast.”

Xandera watched him, curious, silent.

“Should we go warn the Imperators?” Scorio stopped at the edge of the mesa and gazed out over the Telurian Band’s raw landscape. “Or do they already know? Are they chasing him, or did they give it up? That’d mean heading back to where we fought, but by now they’d have started heading to LastRock. Or we could head to the war camp. What’s left of it. Try to find someone who is in contact with Moira…?”

Irresolute he turned back to Xandera. The blazeborn queen had been listening, but now she rose sinuously to her feet, slender and girlish, but somehow with a latent presence that felt fell and imposing.

“I will not go with you to these places.” She said this without rancor. “I will travel to my hive.”

“Which is where the True Fiend is going.”

She shrugged one bare shoulder. “It’s where I belong. I can feel the pull. I am their queen. I want to see it before I decide whether to start anew.”

“We’re six days out. Even if we run, we’ll not get there before the Blood Ox and his army.” Scorio tried to fight down his frustration. “That’s not the kind of reception you want.”

Xandera smiled, delighted. “You think I would run there?”

Which caused Scorio to hesitate. “Can you… fly? I mean, I can, but I don’t think I could carry you. You’d cook me alive.”

Xandera stretched forth an arm again, turned it about as she admired herself. “I wouldn’t run. Blazeborns do not fly. We would swim there.”

Scorio bit back his immediate response. There were countless lakes stretching toward the horizon on the ground below, some connected, others isolated, a few just plain massive so that they reflected the tortured sky with near perfect clarity. “Swim?”

Xandera’s smile grew impish. “Through the veins of Acherzua.” She pointed. “Down there. Where the fireblood of hell flows.”

“Oh. Oh!” Scorio pressed his palm to his brow. “I see. You’d descend to the… there are lava rivers below us?”

“There are. I can sense them.” She extended her hand, palm downward, and the air beneath shimmered. “Deep below us. They flow north. We would descend into them, and swim home.”

“I mean, that’s a great plan. But I, ah, don’t swim in lava.”

“No?” She canted her head to one side, the gesture somehow inhuman. “Because you can’t, or because you refuse?”

“Can’t. Magma, lava, it has a bad effect on me.”

“Then I would protect you. Magma is mine to do with as I wish.” She stepped forward and dropped neatly off the boulder, her hair so heavy that it didn’t flare at all as she fell. “I would fashion an egg for you of black stone. Thick so that the heat wouldn’t cook you alive. Then I would draw you after me as we swam home, faster, much faster than a Great Soul can run.”

“I see.” Scorio wasn’t sure he did. “And, ah, how would we get down to that lava?”

“That is trickier.” She moved up alongside him on the mesa’s edge and gazed out over hell, hands on her hips. “I could summon the magma that lies deep beneath us. Coax it up, parting and melting rock, but that would be… very destructive. It would hurt Acherzua to birth a volcano here.”

Scorio stared at her. “You can birth a volcano?”

Again she extended her hand, and again the column of air beneath her palm shimmered with heat. “Yes. It would be a relief. To release some of this power. I could call up the heartblood of Acherzua, flood this land with fire. But that would be wicked of me. Acherzua must be tended, protected, loved.” She glanced at him, her eyes of solid gold glowing. “That is, after all, why we blazeborns were created.”

“Sure.” Scorio stared at her, mesmerized, then gave himself a shake. “So what’s the alternative.”

“We find a deep place. A ravine. A canyon. As deep as possible, and there I open a passage.” She played her hand back and forth over the superheated currents, puffs of which escaped to waft over Scorio, each one immediately causing his sinuses and eyes to dry out as his skin stung and prickled.

“But even if we get to the Fury Spires before the Blood Ox, Bravurn is still there. He’s followed by the Iron Vanguard. We can’t fight them all. There’s a hundred of them or more.”

“Is that so?” Xandera considered Scorio, her smile enigmatic. “I feel like once that argument might have given me pause, but now…” She inhaled deeply. “Now I’m not so sure.”

And so saying, she stepped off the cliff’s edge.

Scorio reflexively reached out for her, but she dropped too quickly. He stared, part-fascinated, part-horrified, as the young woman fell to the distant ground, her luminous hair rising slowly around her, only to impact the stone at terminal velocity and drop into a crouch.

The puddles that lay amidst the depressions about her instantly evaporated and became steam. The ground itself, out to a radius of several yards, cracked and became a slurry of lava and stone, as if only a thin patina of rock had covered a molten layer beneath the surface all along.

Xandera glanced about herself, then up at Scorio, and smiled.

“Well then.” He ignited his Heart carefully, extruded his wings, and leaped out into the air. “Guess we’ll see where this goes.”

He spiraled down, around and around, to alight a respectful distance from Xandera’s landing spot. She walked toward him, her first dozen steps leaving behind glowing footprints in the naked rock, but by the time she reached him she had returned to only a merely baking heat.

“Do you know what you can do?” he asked.

“Vaguely.” Again she extended an arm to admire its length, then looked down at herself. “This is all so very new, yet strangely familiar, too. I suppose that’s what it feels like to be reborn. Like a Great Soul. Did you know your powers when you awoke in the Gauntlet?”

“No. I had no idea. We all fumbled toward figuring out what our powers were. I guess that’s why the Academy is there, to shorten that process.”

“The same, I imagine, with my hive. But I can sense… potential. Ways that heat and fire and stone can mingle and obey my will. Did my former self ever say anything about her powers?”

“Other than her ability to give birth to new blazeborns? No.”

“A pity.” Xandera turned back to her impact site and stared at the already cooling stone. “But I’m sure I’ll work it out.”

Scorio nodded briskly. “Yeah. I can believe that. So: a canyon?”

Again she smiled brightly, the expression joyous, innocent, and filled with impish charm. “The deeper the better! Did you come across any on the way here?”

“Sure. This whole place is cracked like old mud. Let’s see.” He pointed southeast, the direction from which he’d come. “A few hours that way I came across one particularly massive canyon. I had to walk alongside it for a long time till I came to a natural stone bridge.”

“That sounds perfect.” Xandera rose to the balls of her feet as she stretched, her hair momentarily glowing brighter, then linked her hands behind her back and began skipping forward. “Come on!”

Scorio watched her go, momentarily bemused at her childlike glee, then shook his head and followed.

Xandera had no trouble traversing the broken landscape. She seemed weightless, capable of dancing across sharp rocks and leaping effortlessly over deeper cracks. Scorio fought to keep up, his nausea and essence drain making him lightheaded and occasionally dizzy, but he bit back any urge to complain. Each moment that passed allowed the Blood Ox and his fiends to draw closer to the Fury Spires.

His mind circled that revelation again and again. He couldn’t fathom the Iron Tyrant’s motivation. The man was a cruel bastard, a selfish egocentric and a coldly ambitious monster, but what did he gain from dealing with a True Fiend? The Blood Ox would devour his Gold mana reserves, and give him what in exchange?

Scorio worked at that problem as he went, unable to stop probing but equally unable to furnish an answer. Did it have something to do with what Endergrast denied him? Could the True Fiend give him that coveted goal? But why would the Blood Ox bother? That terrible being seemed above petty deals. What could Bravurn have said that would entice the fiend to parlay? What could he have offered that would cause the Blood Ox to agree to kill Scorio?

A thought struck him: had the Iron Tyrant betrayed them all to get revenge for losing Xandera?

Scorio’s heart pounded as he considered the possibility, but then he reluctantly dismissed it. No. The Blood Ox had called her a “toy”; he’d made it sound like his agreeing to destroy Scorio was incidental to their main deal. A favor thrown in for the hell of it.

Then?

There was too much he didn’t know. For the first time he truly regretted not having allowed Moira to touch him. If he could relay his discovery, she could inform the others, the Imperators…

Anxious, he scanned the horizon.

No sight of them, just a few flocks of winged fiends, and to the north a great hazy swarm of fiendish insects that moved like a fluid cloud, rising and falling and moving away.

Xandera hummed happily, swaying from side to side as if to an unheard song, her feet light and dancing out the steps.

Weary, mouth tasting of bile, Heart battered and worn, Scorio stumbled after the blazeborn queen till suddenly she came to a stop.

“What is it?”

“Up ahead.” She leaped atop a crag and leaned forward, hands still linked at the small of her back, her balance incredible. “A pair like you approaches.”

“What?” He stared ahead, blinking away the sweat. “Two people like me? Or much more powerful?”

“One of your Imperators? No, nothing like that. They are moving quickly. As powerful as you, I think.”

“Walking? Directly toward us?”

Again Xandera focused, then shook her head. “No. They will pass perhaps half a mile to our left.”

Scorio bit his lower lip, pondering, then glanced around. The mesa rose up far behind them, the Dead Ridge mountains providing it with a backdrop. “Wait here. I’ll go take a look.”

“Alright. If you think it best.” And Xandera dropped into a crouch, still perched on the balls of her bare feet atop the crag, arms wrapping around her shins, to lay her temple upon her knees. Her lava-hair began to flow and slide down to form a rich golden waterfall that nearly reached to the ground, its ends a cherry red.

Scorio inhaled deeply, ignited, then pushed forth his wings. It still hurt on a deeply spiritual level, like putting strain on a newly mended bone, but he ignored the pain and broke into a run, leaping up a second later to wing his way with powerful beats up into the darkening sky.

Xandera quickly became a small speck of luminous gold, and then fell behind as he flew into the gloom. Half a mile to the left, which meant mostly straight ahead with a little veering. Unless the Great Souls were hiding, or had powers that made it impossible for him to detect them.

Not Plassus. The man could gather others and increase their speed, but had never been prone to racing forward alone. Charoth, possibly, but no, Xandera had said they were equal to his own strength.

He dared not hope.

Scorio flew low to the ground, perhaps only ten or so yards up, and scanned the environs as he went. He knew he was making himself a target, a dark silhouette against the richly colored sky, but hope made him reckless.

On he flew, curving back and forth, scanning the shadows, but he saw nothing until a cry of joy sounded from beneath a shadowed overhang, and his chest tightened as his heart thrilled at the familiar sound.

The Nightmare Lady bounded into view, racing across the rocks as Scorio wheeled and dove toward her. At the last moment she ran up a tilted monolith, right to its peak, and leaped.

Scorio opened his arms and then they both spun around as she collided with him, their arms holding each other fast, the world spinning, spinning, until with a ragged laugh Scorio fought for balance, beating his wings powerfully, and glided down to land roughly on the broken rocks.

The Nightmare Lady shifted down and became Naomi, and he dismissed his wings so that the pair of them remained thus, tightly embraced, human and breathing hard as they held to each other.

Finally Naomi pulled back, eyes glimmering with tears, and smiled tremulously at him. “I thought you’d died.”

“And you actually did.” Scorio ached and wanted to laugh simultaneously. “Never, ever do that again.”

Naomi laughed huskily. “I’ll work on it. And you never leave me like that, you hear?” She grabbed fistfuls of his robe and shook him lightly. “I nearly died a second time over when I saw you were missing.”

Her forearms rested on his shoulders. His hands had dropped to her waist. Her body was close to his, and he couldn’t have torn his gaze away from her if the Blood Ox had appeared.

“I won’t do that again,” he whispered, hardly aware of what he was saying.

She raised her face to his own. “Promise?”

“Promise,” he whispered, then bent down and kissed her, tentatively at first, but when she returned the kiss he wrapped his arms all the way around her and pulled her close. She tilted her head, mouth opening, and for a moment everything fell away, the True Fiend and the Iron Tyrant, Xandera and the Fury Spires, hell and every Great Soul in it.

Everything was reduced to the immediacy of the moment, this one kiss, Naomi’s body pressed against his own. His hands moved into her thick hair, her fingers dug into his back, and everything felt as if it were sliding deliriously and deliciously out of control till a voice spoke up, curious and amused and almost innocent: “I take it you both have met before?”

Naomi broke free from Scorio and spun to face Xandera, who sat cross-legged atop a nearby boulder, her chin on the base of her palm, hair melting down the length of the faceted copper rock.

“Who the -?”

“Oh. Naomi.” Scorio felt his face flush, his heart still pounding from the kiss. Reaching out, he interlaced his fingers with Naomi’s, and then gestured to the blazeborn with the other hand. “Let me introduce you to Queen Xandera.”

“Queen…?” Understanding dawned on Naomi’s face. “Oh!”

“Nice to meet you,” smiled Xandera. “Hello.”

“How…?” Naomi glanced at Scorio. “When?”

He squeezed her hand. “I’ll tell you everything. But you might want to sit down. Soon as you hear what I’ve got to say, you’re going to want vengeance as badly as we do.”


Chapter 49

Naomi glared at Scorio after he was done recounting what he’d discovered. “Of course. Of course he told the Blood Ox! Because why not? Every one of them is out to screw the rest over.”

Xandera was listening from up high. “You don’t like Great Souls?”

“No.” Naomi all but spat. “I wasn’t born one. I became one. And as a result I’ve seen the reality of who they are.” She began to pace, hands knotted into fists, eyes flashing. “Taught from birth that they’re gods, here to inherit all of hell, that everything and everyone is disposable trash, and that the only goal worth fighting for is power. Power!’ She rounded on Scorio accusingly. “Anything for power. And if they grasp it? All is forgiven, as long as they say they’re willing to fight the good fight against the Pit.”

“The Pit?” asked Xandera.

“The source of all evil and despair, apparently.” Naomi’s upper lip rose in scorn. “Where the Blood Ox comes from. What our ‘kind’ has sought to destroy and seal up for almost a millennia. And failed. Perhaps it’s because of all our betrayals and backstabbing. You’d think someone would have figured out a different way to go about it.”

“I don’t know why you’re glaring at me,” said Scorio.

Naomi all but snarled and turned away. “Damn him. Playing his games. If you’re right… if you’re right, then he’s responsible for hundreds of deaths.” She paused and glared out at nothing. “Why? What does he want? What could drive him to negotiate with a True Fiend?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” said Scorio softly.

“You can do this?” Naomi rounded on Xandera. “Transport us through magma quickly enough to get there first?”

“Oh, yes,” said the blazeborn softly. “And far more than that. I think. I’ve not yet had time to experiment.”

“Then let’s go.” Naomi suddenly became hesitant.

“What?” asked Scorio.

“I… well.” She straightened. “While the Blood Ox was draining us, I fought back against him.”

“I’m sure you did.”

“He was tearing our mana right out of our reservoirs, and I hated him, I hated his power over me. So I did the only thing I could. I used Nox’s Delightful Secret Marinating technique.”

Xandera blinked placidly. “What’s that? Who’s Nox?”

“And?” prompted Scorio, drawing closer.

Naomi smiled, nervous, then bit her lower lip.

“You did?” Scorio felt his breath catch. “You’re…?”

“A Dread Blaze.” She nodded, eyes brimming with tears. “I don’t have trials like you do, so it just… happened.”

“Oh, damn!” Scorio laughed and lunged forward to lift her off the ground and wheel her around. “You did it? Wait!” He set her down. “What can you do?”

“It’s… intense.” Naomi drew her thick hair back, twisted it into a rough knot, then tossed it behind her shoulder. “Want to see?”

“Yeah, of course.” Scorio stepped back. “Anything I need to do?”

“Well.” She eyed him. “Don’t scream.”

“What’s happening?” asked Xandera, glancing from one to the other.

“Here we go. I’ve only done it once, so…” Naomi opened then clenched her hands, inhaled deeply, and ignited her Heart. The whoomph of power was noticeable, like a muffled detonation.

Scorio lowered his chin and watched. Naomi radiated a new sense of power. An aura that seemed to cause the air around her to darken.

Xandera stood up.

“This has always felt easy,” whispered Naomi as she rose into her Nightmare Lady form. She was tall but stood hunched over, as if ready to leap, her body emaciated and black, her skeletal tail rising up with its great triangular blade of bone. Her face truly was nightmarish, the planes of her cheeks upswept bone that melded with her brow to rush back into a mass of ridged horns, her hair falling in a greasy black waterfall down her back. Two cracks in the bone carapace of the upper half of her face revealed her eyes, both burning their fulminous green, bright and noxious and penetrating.

“Easy,” whispered the Nightmare Lady in Naomi’s voice, “but now it’s gone to a completely different level. I feel connected with the shadows. With the very darkness.”

And her black mist began to boil up from the ground, rapidly growing into thick banks of fog that obscured the landscape. Where before they had drifted, isolated and detached, they now flowed and merged with each other, so that soon Scorio was drowned in a world of swirling blackness. The fog whirled and roiled, occasionally parting so that he could see a brief stretch ahead of him, only to close and lock him once more in obscurity.

“And through this darkness I can now drift.” Naomi’s voice came from ahead of him, then a moment later from behind. “Before I could shadow step from one point to another, but always needing to emerge. Now? Now I can… linger.”

“Impressive,” said Scorio, fighting the urge to ignite, to turn in a circle.

A finger traced his cheek and he tensed. “But this isn’t my Dread Blaze power. This is just… a side effect.”

And in a moment the banks of rolling fog disappeared, burning away as if before a blazing sun to reveal the Nightmare Lady. She walked backward, retreating from Scorio, her tail dancing sinuously from side to side, her eyes burning, locked on him.

“Because now I can feel that darkness, and I can call it to me. I can drink it, Scorio. I can draw power from it.”

And the evening shadows that streamed from the rocks and boulders, Scorio’s own shadow, began to undulate and flicker like candle flames, and then as one they detached from their sources and flowed toward the Nightmare Lady, swirling up and into her palms, disappearing inside of her.

And the Nightmare Lady’s presence grew more oppressive, more overwhelming. It felt as if a fist were closing around his throat, as if wet wings of panic were opening in the back of his mouth.

His gaze remained locked on the Nightmare Lady, who’d grown taller and more gaunt, her tail longer, her eyes leaving smears of green light behind them.

“I can’t tell you how this feels, and this is only from sipping from these poor shadows. In the night? In true darkness? Oh Scorio. I can’t imagine.”

And with that she sprang high into the air, rising nearly a dozen yards before somersaulting and landing neatly on a distant boulder. Her tail whip cracked and struck at the rock, causing a third of it to calve off and crash to the ground.

“Impressive,” Scorio called.

“Yes,” agreed Xandera. “You make me want to kill you.”

Scorio glanced at her. “Don’t.”

The blazeborn queen smirked. “I was only partly joking.”

“Well I’m freaking out,” said Alain. “This is absolutely disturbing.”

Scorio leaped aside, igniting and surging up into his scaled form before realizing who stood there. “Damn it, Alain! I nearly killed you!”

“Hmm?” Alain suddenly flinched as he understood the danger he’d been in. “Why the hell would you do that? It’s me!”

“I know it’s - never mind.” Scorio sank back into his human form, the aftereffect of igniting so violently making him stagger. “How long have you been there?”

“He arrived with Naomi,” said Xandera, settling back down onto her rock.

“You saw me?”

“Of course,” said the blazeborn. “Were you trying to hide?”

“Oh.” Alain considered. “No. Not really.”

The Nightmare Lady leaped down and prowled forward. Alain flinched again and drew back, but faster than he could react she was upon him, taloned hand closing about his neck. “What do I have to do to convince you to not follow me, to not spy on me, to not use your powers on me?”

“I, argh, Scorio! Call your girlfriend off!”

“I’m not his hound,” whispered the Nightmare Lady, her tail coming around to point at Alain’s temple. “Insinuate as much again and I’ll remove the upper third of your skull.”

“Sorry, sorry.” His voice was a wheeze. “I misspoke. Don’t kill me.”

The Nightmare Lady tilted her head to one side, considering him, and Scorio was about to interject when she released him and stepped back, sinking into her human form.

“Oh, thank hell,” began Alain, and then Naomi stepped back in and drove her fist deep into his gut just below the sternum.

Alain’s eyes bulged as all the air in his lungs burst out. He staggered forward a few steps, cast a plaintive, wounded look at Naomi, then sank to his knees.

Xandera looked to Scorio. “Is this how your kind always behaves?”

“Yeah,” said Scorio. “Kind of, actually.”

“Fascinating.” Xandera sank back into her crouch and rested her cheek on her knee again. “So strange. Everything out here is so, so strange.”

“Well.” Naomi inhaled sharply, drew her hair back, and glanced at Scorio. “My demonstration was kind of ruined. But I don’t think I could show you the real change without fighting something.”

“You’ll get your chance.” He hesitated, then stepped in close and placed an arm around her shoulders. “But you were incredible. I mean, terrifying, but really impressive. That jump? And you actually cut that rock?”

“You mean it?” She searched his face. “I’m… I mean, I’m not completely at ease with my own powers, and she… I mean, I -”

“I mean it,” he said, squeezing her close and pressing his lips to her hair. He held her for a moment then beamed at her. “You’re amazing.”

Naomi flushed, glanced down, away, curled a lock of hair behind her ear then beamed back.

“I thought…” Alain’s wheeze was barely audible. “I thought… we were…”

“No, Alain.” Naomi glowered at him. “We’ll never be friends for as long as you behave this way.”

“Mis…understood.” Then his chest unlocked and he sucked in a great heave of air. For a moment he panted, then he stared at her reproachfully. “I followed to help out if you got into trouble.”

“Which precludes your telling me you were there how?”

“I…” With effort he stood. “I guess I’m used to people telling me to go away. Not Fyrona, though.” He beamed at Scorio, but his gaze was drawn to Xandera. “Nice to meet you, by the way. I spoke with your mother, some. She tolerated me. Some.”

Xandera waved. “Hello.”

“Good to see you finally hatched. What?”

“You knew about the egg?” Scorio pressed his hand to his eyes. “Of course you did.”

“Oh, come on, man!” Alain’s protest was exasperated. “You didn’t think anyone would notice you carrying that pack around with you everywhere? It was painfully obvious, painfully obvious. So of course I took a peek.” Alain shrugged. “I thought you’d have some of those naked portraits of the Charnel Dukes and Duchesses that Pilarro sketched a few years back, but no, it was a really weird egg. I almost asked you, but that would have been rude, so I figured it out myself.”

“Right,” said Scorio, then chuckled helplessly. “Right, that would have been rude.”

“See? Discretion. I didn’t tell anyone. Not even Moira. By the way, should I tell her about all this? She’s at LastRock.”

“Wait,” said Scorio. “First, what happened with the Imperators?”

“They finally showed up. Something’s happening in the Twilight Cradle that delayed them. Who knows? Also they detoured into the Bone Plains proper to bring some folks to life there. Then they came to us. Imperator Azeran of House Chimera, and Sarana of Kraken.” Alain considered. “Though, I don’t even know what that really means. It’s not as if they really care about the Houses, right? I think it’s more like -”

“Alain.”

“Oh. Right. Well, they showed up and brought us back to life. Incredible. This totally spiritual and awe-inspiring moment.” Alain pursed his lips, considered, then shrugged. “Anyway, Plassus was there, and he spoke with Naomi while I was talking to Fyrona—man, I think she really likes me. Or, well, maybe her idea of me? I think she thinks I’m actually a little more dangerous and amazing than I really am, which I understand, I mean, that punch -”

“Alain.”

“Sorry. So Plassus spoke with Azeran, and then Sarana stepped up and agreed to kill him. Which really upset a lot of folks, because Plassus insisted Azeran do it. But Sarana exerted some kind of privilege, and Azeran didn’t argue, so she flew away with Plassus, and returned a while later by herself.”

“She what?” Scorio stared. “Nobody saw what happened?”

“She’s an Imperator, Scorio.” Naomi’s tone was flat. “But nobody liked it. Plassus was shouting at us to do something, but what could we do? Sarana carried him away, and when she came back she said she’d given him peace. That’s when I decided I wanted nothing more to do with those people, and came to find you. Plassus said that you’d see me at LastRock, but if you think I was going to go sit there and wait you don’t know me at all.”

Scorio smiled lopsidedly, but his mind was on Plassus’ last words. He felt a pang of dismay, but Naomi was right: what could anyone have done?

Alain continued. “So both Imperators flew straight north. Naomi immediately slipped away from camp but went northwest, so I almost, I mean, almost kissed Fyrona goodbye, and ran after her. She moves fast!” He glared at her. “I basically sprinted the whole way here.”

“If I’d known you were following me I’d have gone faster.”

“Well, I guess I’m glad you’re as discerning as a rock.”

Naomi feinted at him, causing Alain to leap back.

“So they went north.” Scorio rubbed at this chin. “They mention anything about dominion?”

Naomi shook her head.

“Huh.” Scorio considered. “Why do I get the sense that there’s more going on here than we know?”

“Smart,” said Alain, pointing at Scorio. “Smart hunch.”

Naomi rolled her eyes.

Scorio glanced at Naomi. “Should we tell Moira?”

“Depends. What are we planning to do, exactly?”

Alain raised his hand. “How about I just tell her part of it? I imagine you want to keep Xandera here secret?”

Xandera smiled.

“Absolutely,” said Scorio. “And… yes. That might be the best approach. Tell her what the Blood Ox said to me, and that we think he’s heading to the Fury Spires for Bravurn’s Gold mana.” Scorio considered. “What about the teleporter working with them? The one who brought Charoth and Aezryna to our aid? Could they bring reinforcements again? Or help us get to the Fury Spires before the Blood Ox?”

“I can ask.” Alain didn’t sound hopeful. “But I remember something about their being limited to traveling within a level of hell. Which really sucks. But speaking of, she’ll say we can’t reach Bravurn in time. And will demand to know what we’re planning when we get there.”

Scorio grinned. “She knows me well enough to believe my saying I’ll improvise. Tell her we have a way of getting there, fast, but don’t want to share what it is.”

“Great. I love saying ‘no’ to Moira. It’s her favorite word.” Alain sighed. “But fine. The next time she taps me, I’ll update her and let you know in turn.”

“Good.” Scorio turned to Xandera. “I guess that means we’re still heading to the Fury Spires.”

“What about the Imperators?” Naomi stepped up alongside Scorio to look up at the blazeborn queen. “What will you do when they come to the Fury Spires?”

The young fiend shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. It’ll depend on what I’ve learned by that point.”

“Fair,” said Naomi. “But don’t expect mercy from them.”

“I expect mercy from nothing and nobody.” Xandera’s tone was friendly. “Just as I never intend to give it, either.”

“I like her.” Naomi turned to Scorio. “She’s definitely a fiend after my own heart.”

“Oh, so suddenly she’s your friend?” Alain stared at Noami in disgust. “That easily? Honestly, you’re one fickle lady.”

“Let’s kill Alain real quick and get going,” said Noami, tone upbeat.

“Well, we can get going, at any rate. Alain, you coming with us? To face Bravurn?”

“Of course! But that sounds like a terrible idea. You know one of Bravurn’s powers is to drop huge cylinders of metal on people? As in, he can literally summon them in the air above people and squash them?” Alain glanced from Naomi to Scorio. “You still want to go?”

“Yeah.” Scorio inhaled deeply and nodded. “It’s a bad character flaw of mine. I keep insisting on going where I’m not wanted.”

“It really is,” agreed Naomi.

“But even if we kill Bravurn, which I don’t think we can do, because he’s a Blood Baron, then what? It’s the four of us against the Iron Vanguard and the Blood Ox’s army? How are we going to fight them?”

“I don’t know.” Scorio took a deep breath. “But we’ll take this one step at a time. If we can assassinate Bravurn, we’ll be one step closer to complete and utter success.”

“Complete and utter success,” scoffed Alain. “You’re mad. But then again, you’re not wrong. So sure. I’m in. If I go, then will you believe we’re best friends?”

“Depends on how you behave,” said Naomi.

“I mean, I’m going to behave like one of your best friends, obviously.” Alain paused, eyes widening suddenly. “Oh, wait! Nobody even knows what that looks like, do they, because you don’t have any!” He tapped his chin. “I wonder why that is?”

Naomi narrowed her eyes and Alain skipped back with a grin.

Xandera hopped off her rock to land neatly and without a sound. Her hair, which had pooled upon the boulder, stretched down, sagged, then split, leaving rapidly darkening ropes of black rock behind, the rest darkening to cherry red at the tips. “I’m eager to go home.”

“Let’s go,” said Scorio. “The huge ravine shouldn’t be too much further.”

“About an hour’s run south,” agreed Naomi.

Scorio winced. “Then let’s get moving.”

“What, now?” Alain groaned. “I’ve been running forever already!”

“Bye then, Alain!” Naomi took off at a jog. “See you at LastRock, maybe.”

Xandera ran after, hands linked behind her back once more, flitting from rock to boulder, leaping lightly over cracks and gulleys. Scorio took off gamely after Naomi, and a moment later Alain caught up, running with obvious reluctance.

“If I’d known becoming best friends would take so much work, I’m not sure I’d have bothered.”

“Alas,” Naomi called back. “If only we could send messages back through time.”

“Ha, ha. Mark my words, Naomi. One day you’ll say I’m the best and you couldn’t imagine living without me! You’ll see!”

“Keep dreaming,” laughed Naomi, and ran faster.

Despite everything, despite the betrayals and pain and heartache, Scorio couldn’t help but grin. His friends were back, and no matter what impossible odds they faced, they were together.

And that filled his heart more than any kind of mana ever could.


Chapter 50

They reached the ravine without incident. It was a ragged gash in the ground, its edges uneven, too wide for Scorio to hurl a rock across, and descended into the darkness in a series of ledges.

“This is perfect!” beamed Xandera, twirling from sheer exuberance, and causing her luminous hair to fan out about her. “I can sense the dead heat rising. Let’s go down to it!”

Alain made a face. “Dead heat? What’s that even mean?”

Xandera peered at him quizzically. “Heat that’s died?”

“You mean, like, cold?”

“No.” Now it was Xandera’s turn to make a face. “Ghost heat? The heat that was and is no more? I don’t know how to say it.”

“Don’t try explaining it to him,” said Naomi. “He has the mind of a small child. Shall we descend?”

“After you, oh mighty Dread Blaze,” said Alain. “Give me a shout when it’s clear.”

Xandera simply hopped down to the first ledge below them, her presence casting a radius of golden light into the gloom as she fell cleanly to the rocky ridge. Naomi rose into the Nightmare Lady and followed suit, leaving Scorio and Alain behind.

“So, ah, Scorio.” Alain grimaced into the depths. “Mind if I, well, hitch a ride?”

“How did I know?” Scorio ignited and assumed his scaled form, looming over Alain as he extended his wings and beat them a few times, raising dust. “Hold on.”

“It’s not as if I don’t want a magical way to get around,” grumbled Alain, wrapping his arms around Scorio’s neck. “Going everywhere on foot is boooaargh!”

Scorio dove forward, wings closing down his back, to fall swiftly past the Nightmare Lady and Xandera. Alain nearly choked him in terror, till Scorio opened his wings and pulled up into an easy glide.

“Bah! You did that on purpose!”

Scorio grinned toothily. “Maybe. I wanted to be sure you were holding on.”

They glided to and fro as Xandera dropped easily from ledge to ledge. The Nightmare Lady would simply fade away only to emerge from a patch of darkness deeper in, her eyes burning ever brighter.

“Hey,” said Alain. “What’s that moving over there?”

Scorio looked at where the Flame Vault was pointing and frowned, baffled: a naked woman was swaying from side to side, her legs hidden behind a rock, her arms swinging with her. Her skin was as pale as milk, but her hands and forearms were painted black, and her hair was a smooth ebon waterfall that ran down her back. Red eyes gleamed, but she was otherwise expressionless.

“Hey,” Scorio called out to the other two. “You see her? Up the ravine.”

The Nightmare Lady paused, green eyes narrowing, while Xandera glanced in the woman’s direction, her golden eyes widening. “Oh, that’s just the tail of a fiend.”

“The what now?” called Alain.

“Watch.” Xandera ran lightly along the ledge, leaped to another slightly below, and coursed along that, heading swiftly toward the swaying woman. Scorio glided along overhead, confused but alert, until the entire side of the ravine animated.

He’d not noticed the serpent for its incredible camouflage. It looked to be made of living rock, as big as the Tokalauth variant that had assaulted Scorio atop the mesa, bigger perhaps. Its head was the size of a cart, thick tendrils hanging from its chin, and its eyes burned crimson as they snapped open.

“Oh, damn,” whispered Scorio, only to realize Xandera was now well within striking distance of the huge snake. “Watch out!”

But the serpent was drawing rapidly away from the blazeborn queen, its coils bunching up till it speared out across the ravine proper to descend to a ridge on the far side and undulate into a great tunnel hidden within the shadows. The woman’s pale body jerked and slid after the snake, clearly affixed to the tip of its tail, lifeless now as the fiend fled.

“See?” Xandera pointed to the last flicker of movement as the snake disappeared entirely into the tunnel. “That fiend.”

“Oh. Right.” Scorio glided past, then wheeled about tightly to return and land beside the queen. “Why, ah…”

“Why did it just run from us?” Alain was staring at Xandera. “That weird woman tail was clearly bait, right? It was meant to draw us in. But then why did it just run - I mean - slither away?”

“Because of me,” said Xandera simply. “It was scared of me.”

“Oh.” Alain blinked. “I guess you’re, ah, pretty scary?”

Xandera cocked her head to one side. “Do you think so?”

“I mean…” Alain glanced at Scorio for help. “No? You look like a twelve-year-old girl. With glowing hair.”

“Shows how much you know,” said Scorio, then smiled at Xandera. “Traveling with you really does make things easier. We’d probably have had to fight that thing otherwise.”

“Probably.” Xandera shrugged. “But let’s get to the bottom. I’m growing impatient. See you there.”

And with an impish smile the blazeborn queen stepped to the edge of the ledge, turned to face them with her arms outstretched, then simply fell backwards into the darkness.

“What?” Alain darted forward to peer down after her. “Hey, you shouldn’t… ah, man. That’s crazy.”

Scorio stepped up alongside him just in time to see Xandera’s lurid glow diminish into a receding spark as she fell ever deeper. A few moments later it stopped falling. She must have reached the floor, and remained still, waiting for them, tiny and impossibly far below them.

“Let’s go,” said Scorio, gesturing toward his back with his thumb, and Alain complied wordlessly. Naomi was already working her way further down, but then she simply stopped and seemed to inhale the darkness. The area around her grew strangely gray, the lines and edges of the rock becoming prominent, as if Scorio were using his darkvision.

So that’s what happened when she drank in the dark.

It must have empowered her to a high degree, because she simply stepped off her promontory to drop into the darkness as well, and was gone.

Scorio descended in an ever tighter spiral, trying to reconcile that image with the Naomi he knew. He’d told Naomi her new powers were impressive and amazing, and they were… but something about seeing her pull in darkness and grow more malevolent, more disturbing as a result…

Nox’s words came back to him: Is Naomi Nightmare Lady, or is Nightmare Lady Naomi?

He wrestled with that question as he flew down into the bottom of the chasm, but was unable to find an answer before alighting beside Xandera and Naomi, who’d thankfully shed her frightening guise.

The bottom of the chasm was choked with fallen rocks and boulders, and narrow enough that Scorio had been forced to glide straight down without being able to turn at the last. Now they stood on a sandy stretch, the air cool and damp, the darkness shifting with hidden life.

Scorio activated his darkvision and saw hundreds of small insect-like fiends withdrawing, their feelers waving in the air.

They reminded him too much of the beetles, so he killed his darkvision and turned gratefully to Xandera. In this darkness her skin was a warm, grayish-brown with subtle purple undertones. Her eyes, larger than a normal human’s, glowed bright yellow, while her hair was even more splendidly effulgent, a beautiful gold at her crown that changed to honey, then warm orange, then darkened to crimson and burgundy just at the tips, making it so that she stood in a halo of her own radiance.

“I’ll summon the fire,” she said, tone hesitant. “It should… you should all get back.”

“Is this safe?” asked Alain. “You know what you’re doing, don’t you?”

“I’ve done this many times before. I feel it. Just never as this me. Or with this much… power.”

“That doesn’t sound reassuring. That’s the opposite of reassuring. Scorio? Naomi? How about we wait outside the volcano radius?”

“Normally I’d argue with you on principle,” said Naomi. “But this time? A little distance might be wise.”

“We’ll wait above,” said Scorio, and in quick order flew his two friends to a higher ledge.

Xandera ignored them, staring instead fixedly at the ground. She extended her arms and walked slowly in a circle, massaging the air as if it were a tangible mass.

“Weird,” noted Alain in a clinical tone. “But I’m reserving judgment.”

“You just said it was weird,” said Naomi distractedly. “You’re not reserving anything.”

“No, the ‘weird’ comment was objective. I’m still open to a subjective, and more accepting, opinion if this doesn’t get us all killed.”

Scorio tuned them out as he studied the blazeborn queen with his Heart’s senses. She was at once manifesting her power as well as evoking something from the depths. It was like nothing he’d ever seen. She had no Great Soul Heart to power her abilities, but rather simply exerted her will. No mana poured forth; she wasn’t tapping a reservoir, but surely she needed mana to empower whatever she was doing. Nox drank Coal mana until he became engorged. Was the difference that she was birthed from Noumenon? Then again, he’d not seen other fiends use mana as Great Souls did, so…?

There was so much he didn’t understand about hell and its denizens. Scorio smirked. If Lianshi had been there, she’d surely have been able to lecture him.

The air beneath Xandera’s hands began to shimmer and glow even as the ground abruptly rumbled. To Scorio’s Heart senses the floor beneath Xandera was growing brighter, not with a visible light but with potential, with power.

A moment later that changed. The stone itself began to smooth out, then glow from deep within, a subtle crimson at first that began to lighten to golden yellow at various points, points which quickly spread out and merged so that several yards’ worth of ground beneath Xandera became fiery.

The heat began to waft up along with an arid breeze that stank of burning rock and sulfur.

“What’s our back-up plan?” whispered Alain. “If lava starts fountaining everywhere? Hmm?”

“Scorio and I get away,” said Naomi.

“Heartless. And rude. I’m right here, you know.”

Xandera’s feet sank into the soft, glowing rock, and she laughed, the sound one of pure exhilaration and delight. The ledge was shivering constantly now, a deep rumble causing rocks up and down the ravine to shift and groan as they adjusted themselves continuously, and cracking sounds broke out above them.

Then, abruptly, the center of the glowing floor dropped, rippled violently as it became lava, and then burst upward explosively in a bright gout of burning rock.

Alain cried out and jerked backward, but Scorio simply gripped the edge of their promontory and stared, wide-eyed, as Xandera stabbed her hand up and froze the gout mid-explosion.

The geyser of burning rock ceased moving and remained still, a dozen yards of explosive fury trapped in time. The heat was tremendous, the lava’s surface so raw as to be without even a thin skin of congealed rock. Xandera laughed again, and moved both arms around, causing the geyser to follow suit. The explosive column bent and curled, swirling about the blazeborn queen and then poured into the molten floor at her feet.

“There!” Her voice was bright with cheerful delight. “I did it! A vein goes from here all the way down into the arteries, and nothing was destroyed!”

“Oh, joy,” said Alain weakly, pushing off the back wall.

“Well done!” Scorio narrowed his eyes against the rising heat. It was surreal to see the young woman standing so boldly upon the molten ground; it shimmered and roiled with different colors, the temperature fluctuating so that swirls of orange and crimson chased beams of gold. The heat was spreading, however. With each passing moment more of the canyon floor began to grow soft and glow.

And, he realized, he found himself drawn to that burning glow. He wanted to leap down and sink into that molten morass. To plunge his arms into the burning marl and drink the wicked heat into his soul.

“I’ll fashion a chamber for you.” Xandera frowned and studied the ground. “This is new. My kind don’t mind heat. But you will char. So…”

Scorio blinked and came back to himself. Where the hell had that desire come from? It lingered still, urging him down, but he fought it off and watched the queen instead.

She moved her hands about in a mystical pattern, and walls of lava rose up, to curve and form a great egg that rapidly cooled to gray and black. Xandera considered it, then drew up more lava to thicken the shell. Then she drew her hand back, as if pulling on reins, and steam suddenly rose from the black egg with a hiss.

“There. Warm, but pleasantly so.” She considered. “At least, for me. Come try.”

“I’ll go.” Scorio couldn’t resist the invitation. So he ignited and rose into his scaled form. “I’ve some heat resistance. Wait here.”

And before anyone could respond, he dropped to the ground beside Xandera. Only to hiss as the ground began to burn the soles of his feet. But instead of wanting to dance and get away, the pain felt like a beacon. It felt right in a way that scared him witless. What did it mean? Fire? Burning? Why should he wish to cinder himself?

Unnerved by his own instincts he stepped inside the blackened egg, and found the concave floor warm but manageable. He shifted down to his human form, and though his feet were tender from just being burned, he knew they’d be able to travel within the egg as it was.

“Will it get hotter? When it, ah, submerges in pure magma?” Did he wish it would?

“Hmm?” Xandera seemed to consider, as if the thought hadn’t occurred to her. “Yes? But I can make it so that it doesn’t. In fact, I can probably…”

She extended her hand and her golden eyes flashed. The ambient heat around them immediately curled and wafted away, leaving the air to rapidly cool.

“Oh.” Scorio wiped his forearm across his sweaty brow. “That’s better.”

Naomi and Alain leaped down the rest of the way and approached gingerly over the glowing floor.

“So, it’s basically lava, but not… hot lava?” asked Alain, lifting his feet to examine the undersides of his boots.

“It’s my lava. My heat.” Something in Xandera’s voice was akin to a flash of steel. “I can do with it as I wish.”

“Right! Good. That’s great. I wholly approve.” Alain edged toward the egg, palms raised. “Just asking.”

“She’s not mad at you,” said Naomi, walking normally alongside him. “Just enjoying discovering what she can do. Right, Queen Xandera?”

“Yes. And this…” She gazed about the glowing floor once more. “This is but a taste.”

“How long till we reach the Fury Spires?” asked Scorio, sitting down gingerly on the whorled black floor.

“How long?” Xandera flashed a bright smile again. “I’ve no idea! I will simply follow the call home and we will go as quickly as I can. Now!”

And the egg sealed over so that they were plunged into darkness.

Scorio activated his darkvision and saw Alain’s wide-eyed stare.

“Hey!” Alain pounded on the wall. “We need air! We can’t stay under magma forever inside a stone egg!”

As if in response, the egg lurched, rocked subtly from side to side, then dropped. Scorio reached out to both sides, but the movement settled into a steady rocking motion.

“Well.” Naomi sat down beside Scorio. “Now I guess we wait.”

“What, to see if we cook to death?” asked Alain.

Naomi glared at him. “Has anybody ever told you how great you are to travel with?”

“No. They usually tell me to be quiet, or I head off so they forget about me again.”

“I was being sarcastic,” snapped Naomi.

“I know,” Alain snapped back. “I was pretending not to understand to annoy you further.”

“Can we enjoy this trip in silence?” Scorio leaned back and interlaced his fingers behind his head. “Just envision us traveling through an artery of pure lava and enjoy the moment, yeah?”

The other two subsided. The egg thrummed as its rocking diminished, and soon it simply vibrated without any other movement. Occasionally it lurched in a random direction, and Scorio tried to imagine the cause; a sudden dodge of a rock, or…?

“Strange to think of Xandera swimming beside us,” said Naomi quietly. “She must look amazing in the magma.”

That was the last anyone spoke for several hours. The temperature mercifully remained cool, but the air slowly grew more stuffy. On and on they flowed, until finally Scorio chose to ignite so as to ease the pressure on his lungs.

Alain sat up. “Hey, Moira’s talking to me. I’m going to tell her what we said.”

Scorio exchanged a glance with Naomi.

“Well, she’s happy we’re alive, and really excited that we’re going to the Fury Spires. She’s not happy that I’m keeping obvious secrets from her, but, well. Nothing she can do about it.”

“Does she have any updates about the Imperators?” asked Scorio.

“Yes.” Alain paused, stared at nothing, then grinned. “Oh, that’s great! They were literally about to head back to the Twilight Cradle. Since the Blood Ox can sense their presence, they can’t draw him out by getting too close, and reinforcements from the Fiery Shoals were going to take several days to arrive. So they’d decided the whole situation was a loss. But now Moira’s asking them to hold on, because she’s telling them we have a plan.”

“A plan,” said Naomi, deadpan.

“Yes. Wait.” A pause. “Oh. She wants to know what our plan is.”

Scorio raked his fingers anxiously through his hair. “Tell her we’re going to kill Bravurn.”

“Alright.” Another pause. “She said that’s a good start, despite it being pretty impossible for a Dread Blaze and two Flame Vaults -”

“Two Dread Blazes,” corrected Naomi.

“Oh, right.” A pause. “She says that doesn’t really change the equation. But anyway, she wants to know what we’re going to do if we manage to kill Bravurn. We still have to draw the Blood Ox out, and there’s over a hundred Gold-ranked fiends to deal with.”

Scorio’s mind raced. He didn’t have an answer.

Alain was watching him intently. “If we don’t convince Moira, she won’t bother convincing the Imperators. They’re itching to go home.”

“Damn it. Alright. Lie to her. Tell her we’re going to take control of the Iron Vanguard, and that…” Scorio hesitated. “What else? Tell her…”

Naomi cut in. “Tell her we’ve managed to trick the Gurlocks into attacking all at once. They’re going to hit the fiends because they think they’re attacking the Iron Weald.”

Scorio and Alain stared at her.

“What?” She stared back. “Nobody understands the Gurlocks. And Scorio’s known to be friends with fiends. She’ll buy it because she wants to believe we can do something. Anything.”

“The Gurlocks. Alright.” Alain sounded bewildered. “I’ll let her know you both are confident, even though I have no idea what’s going on.”

“Good thinking,” whispered Scorio.

“She said… that sounds exactly like something Scorio would do.” Alain grinned. “I don’t think she really believes me, but it sounds like she’s willing to bet on us pulling something off. She’s going to try to convince the Imperators to wait another day or two. Even if she can convince them there’s no way they’ll wait any longer.”

“Great. Awesome. Tell her we’re going to deliver.”

“And… she’s gone.” Alain blinked. “So. Can we actually get the Gurlocks to help?”

“Uh…” Scorio winced. “No.”

“Oh.” Alain blinked. “So… our back-up plan is…?”

“In the works,” said Naomi, tone confident. “First we assassinate Bravurn without rousing the Iron Vanguard. Then we convince them to do as we say, and then…”

“And then we destroy the Blood Ox’s army, somehow,” finished Scorio.

Alain nodded dubiously. “Despite Charoth and Plassus and Aezryna not being able to do that themselves.”

“Right.” Scorio nodded firmly. “We’ll… we’ll figure something out.”

“Absolutely,” said Naomi. “And if we don’t?” She shrugged. “Everyone can just yell at us while we run away into the depths of Acherzua.”

“I can’t do that,” said Alain. “I have to go on a date with Fyrona.”

“All the more reason for you to help us pull this off,” grinned Scorio. “Right?”

“Right,” agreed Alain weakly.

More time passed. Scorio fought for calm, to keep his breathing still, but just as he was about to start exploring ways to contact Xandera the egg shuddered, changed direction and somehow picked up speed. The shivering of the walls caused sections to flake off, the whole of it shivering and vibrating with increased violence until suddenly it peaked, sank back, and began bobbing around calmly.

“I’m going to be sick,” moaned Alain.

Naomi shifted up into the Nightmare Lady form and slammed her tail against the wall. It shattered outward, and dirty red light filtered in, heavily tainted with fumes.

A few more blows from the Nightmare Lady’s tail revealed that they were still underground, the lofty heights of the cavern lost to a miasma of smoke. Their egg floated in the slow oozing of a great magma lake, its surface scorched to darkness that broke where it eddied to reveal the glowing light of the molten rock just beneath. Huge talons of black stone rose all about them, rough and raw. The space felt vast, the heat tremendous, and all around them the magma bubbled and geysered up as if whatever had brought them here was still disgorging the remnants of their transportation stream.

“Whoa,” said Alain, stepping up alongside the Nightmare Lady. “Amazing. Where are we?”

“It looks familiar,” said Scorio. “There were huge caves just like this under the Fury Spires. It’s where we saw the enhanced Titans. Maybe… is this the same cavern?”

“I can’t tell.” The Nightmare Lady looked about. “It might be. The islands of rock are high enough to block my line of sight. Maybe?”

“Where’s Xandera?” Alain looked out over the lake of magma. “She could probably tell us, right?”

The egg was slowly tilting back toward the side that yet retained its wall. Scorio briefly considered knocking that down, too, then simply shifted up into his scaled form and extended his wings. “Come on, Alain. Let’s get to safer ground.”

The Nightmare Lady sprang from the rocking egg to a nearby horn of stone, and from there leaped again to a flat spread of rock that rose only an inch or two above the lake’s molten surface. Scorio leaped up, beat his wings powerfully, then clasped Alain’s upraised arms to carry him toward the Nightmare Lady’s evident goal, a massive outcrop of craggy black rock that rose some twenty yards above the lake.

No fiends. The air was rich with Iron, turgid and heavy. After so much Bronze, it felt like poor fare.

They landed. Scorio moved to stand at the outcrop’s edge and stared out over the lake. Several rivers of glowing magma wound their ways between many islands, but now he could see the cavern’s far walls.

He couldn’t be sure if this was the same place as before.

And again he felt himself drawn to the molten rock. Scorio tried to puzzle out the sensation. Was this the strange instinct Taron had warned him might emerge? An impulse that revealed something about his Pyre Lord self?

And if so, should he… dive into the lava? The thought was absurd, but he couldn’t tear his gaze from the burning rock. To dive in head first, to drink that heat in, to sacrifice himself to the fire…

Why did that feel so right?

The Nightmare Lady stepped up beside him, tail lashing. “Where is she?”

Scorio took a deep and steadying breath and studied the lake and its immediate environs. Xandera had to be close by. This wasn’t the right time to risk experimenting with lava. If it went wrong—which it surely would—he’d remove himself from play just before they attacked Bravurn.

Another day, then. He’d descend here after they were done, and… experiment.

But where was Xandera? He wished he could sense her presence as she’d sensed Naomi and Alain, but his Heart senses weren’t that finely tuned.

“Close. She has to be. She wouldn’t have guided us to this lake if she’d been killed, or…”

They stood in silence, scanning the lake and its tributaries, until the magma close to where the broken shell of their egg yet floated bubbled, rose up into a dome, then burst apart to reveal Xandera.

Who had changed. Grown. Gone was the slender twelve-year-old girl, and in her place rose a young woman of perhaps twenty. She rose from the magma and flung her head back, and her hair, a crown of long fiery tendrils, arced through the smoky air like streaks of crimson, leaving fat droplets and ropes of lava in their wake. The movement was primal, vigorous, and the air hissed and spat as the droplets flew into the darkness.

It was as if the tremendous heat had smelted her form. Gone was the smooth skin. She now appeared formed of recently cooled volcanic ichor, the seams between the plates of rough rock burning bright, her body still feminine and humanoid, but devoid of clothing so that her lithe and powerful frame was resplendent. Her hands burned bright like iron pulled from a forge, and thick rivers of burning orange ran up her shins from where her feet remained buried in the lake.

Breathing deeply, she lifted her face to where Scorio and the others stood. Her hair hung in dark ropes down her back almost to her knees, reversed from before so that it was black at the roots and lightened at the last to bright orange and yellow. This thick mass was held back by black blades of obsidian that grew from her brow like a natural crown, and her throat and jaw and the center of her face yet burned bright, a vivacious orange, her eyes bright gold, her cheeks and brow and the bridge of her nose darkening to black stone.

“Damn,” whispered Alain.

Scorio knew what he referred to. Xandera exuded power. It burned off her in near visible pulses. Gazing back down at her, meeting her eyes, Scorio felt all surety disappear. There was no doubting that this was a fiend, a blazeborn queen, a creature of regal and unearthly might.

A creature of hell.

For a few hours there he’d lulled himself into thinking she might be something akin to a human girl, a mortal youth, but now, seeing her clothed in the thinnest layer of dark rock that did little to hide the truth of her volcanic core, such illusions fell away.

Scorio raised his fist in salutation. “Queen Xandera!”

Her voice was laughter, rich with delight in her own power and newfound maturity. “Scorio! I am home, and my heart is filled with joy. Come! There are many that we must kill.”

And a bridge of magma rose from the lake, cooling impossibly quickly into black stone as it did, so that in moments it extended from the edge of their outcropping to curve down to the far shore.

Scorio couldn’t show doubt. He crossed this bridge with confidence, accepting her courtesy, and descended to the rocky beach.

Xandera watched them, and when she deemed them where she desired, she turned once more to the lake. “My children! I am returned home! Your mother, your queen! Heed my call! Awaken from your stupor, shake off your lethargy, and attend me!”

A pulse of power flooded out, palpable, and a moment later Scorio saw the magma farther out in the lake swell upward, pouring off a giant that floated up into view.

It was one of the enhanced Titans that he’d espied before. This one was easily some thirty feet tall, its figure paunchy, its shoulders rounded, one side of its body an endless series of concentric ripples of bright lava, the other a collection of cooled black plates surrounded by orange. Its head looked like a sculpted bust that had been stomped on, great chunks separated by more magma, its mouth downturned, its eyes blazing like orange eggs.

“My child,” crooned Xandera, floating toward this Titan upon a column of molten rock. “I see you. You are no longer alone. Such strength. Such power. But not as you should be. Not as you could be. Come, let me make you… more.”

Xandera extended her hands, and the Titan’s body shook. It let out a moan that echoed dolorously through the great cavern, and then its body compressed. The paunch, the massive arms, the thick, elephantine legs, they all tightened and darkened as plates of dark stone edged in crimson grew over them. Its form grew narrow-waisted, its shoulders a collection of huge black talons, its head a featureless black mask perforated only by its twin burning eyes which lightened from orange to near white. Its hands became talons similar to Scorio’s, and when its reshaping was finally done it had shrunk from its original thirty feet to a mere fifteen.

Yet it looked infinitely more dangerous, more composed, more aware.

Xandera considered her handiwork and then looked over one charred shoulder at where Scorio and the others stood. “There are two others that I must gather. My absence has sent them into a deep slumber. Wait.”

And she flew forward over the lake, propelled by a great column of burning orange. A deep wake slowly filled in beside her, thick as honey, and a moment later her form was lost amidst the fumes and smoke.

“Hi,” called Alain, waving to the newly reforged Titan. “My name’s Alain. I think we’re supposed to be friends.”

“That won’t work,” sighed Naomi.

“Never hurts to try.”

The Titan considered them, its fiery stare intense, then simply sank back into the lava which rippled and consumed it whole.

Alain cupped his hands to his mouth. “Alright, great meeting you!”

“What’s the plan?” asked Naomi, tone businesslike. “Bravurn and the Iron Vanguard are up there. That’s almost a hundred Great Souls, all of them sworn to him. So how do we do this?”

Scorio frowned at the distant cavern ceiling. He thought of the hive, the curved hallways, of Bravurn’s Pyre Lords, of his Dread Blazes and Flame Vaults.

“Luckily for you both,” said Alain, “you’re in the presence of a supreme lurker who spent months lurking in the hallways above. I think I know how to get us to him.”

“I thought you might,” said Scorio, but then he thought of the Blood Ox draining his friends, draining Naomi, of their blood and power. Thought of Bravurn warning the True Fiend, colluding with him so that hundreds upon hundreds would die. “But if your plan fails and we have to butcher a path to him? That’ll work just fine, too.”
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Xandera returned soon after with two more enhanced Titan blazeborns. Each was a replica of the first, and each exuded a sense of overt menace. Ten to fifteen feet tall, almost exclusively composed of rough obsidian but for where seams of magma betrayed their molten cores, they were remote, elegant, brutal, and silent.

“So close,” said Xandera, pressing one hand to the hip of a flanking Titan. “Here below my hive, amidst these children of mine. These composites. I can feel the layers of my children within them. The hundreds that I sacrificed to make these warriors. It grieves me that I was driven to such extremes. But now has come the time for vengeance.”

“You did what you could with what you had,” said Scorio. “But yes. Time to find Bravurn. Alain here had a suggestion.”

Queen Xandera turned her blazing eyes upon the Flame Vault, who visibly steeled himself. “There are a whole bunch of spires above us, and Bravurn picked the biggest one to live in. The others are empty and abandoned. I thought originally of our going straight up, because you ringed the entrance there with a whole bunch of your regular Titans, but even with them we’d probably have to fight our way through the whole hive, right?”

Xandera crossed her arms. “An alluring prospect.”

“Yeah, maybe, but I’m not sure you have the full measure of what Bravurn and his Pyre Lords can do. Um.” Alain glanced at Scorio for reassurance. “So I thought, let’s go up into one of the side spires. We can climb up as high as we need to go, then cross over to Bravurn’s level and catch him flat-footed.”

“Your previous self could speak with her blazeborns throughout the hive,” said Scorio. “Maybe you can establish contact again and have them revolt when we launch our attack?”

Xandera canted her head to one side, considered, then smiled. “I like your idea. We’ll do that.”

“We will?” Alain looked taken aback, then gave a shaky grin. “Great! I, ah, don’t know how to navigate down here, though.”

“In that area I have no difficulties. Let’s proceed.” Xandera rose upon her column of lava and began to glide across the lake. The twin Titans strode after her as if the rippling surface were stable, while the third rose to join them, great gobbets of magma running down its body like burning tears.

“Let’s go,” said Scorio, and followed along the lake’s edge. His eyes stung from the fumes, and the heat was pervasive. Naomi shifted up into the Nightmare Lady and prowled alongside him, occasionally sidestepping into the shadows so as to appear ahead or above on a ridge. Alain coughed and rubbed his eyes, clearly unhappy but keeping quiet.

They traversed the huge cavern, which bled into another without a clear demarcation; the ceiling lowered, rose. Scorio had to fly Alain over several stretches of slowly flowing magma, until at last they climbed a huge series of broken rocks that acted like steps, lifting them high above the cavern floor and close to a shaft in the ceiling.

Scorio flew first Naomi then Alain up the shaft and into the darkness beyond. This space was devoid of guards, but otherwise familiar. The shaft was a hole at the base of a funnel which leveled out but still rose subtly toward the interlocking patterned walls that led, labyrinth-like, toward the tunnel mouths.

A burning glow filled the base of the funnel, and then magma welled up, filling the depression till it brimmed. From this fiery pool emerged Xandera, not swimming, but simply rising as if upon a submerged pedestal.

She gazed about herself, wide-eyed. “This… I…”

Scorio gestured for Alain to stay quiet.

She walked across the magma as her three Titans emerged. Passed the trio of Great Souls and walked up to one of the broad gaps between the freestanding walls. “This…”

“Yeah, we don’t know what that is,” said Scorio apologetically, following her. “The one in the main spire’s been defaced. People tore out the most valuable parts…”

Xandera was studying the wall as she walked slowly alongside it. The interweaving bands of copper and diamond, the gleaming facets of obsidian. Threads of silver, the great swathes of iron.

Then, her expression dreamlike, she raised her hand, and the air shimmered with violent heat.

Scorio lurched back, his skin smarting. Was she attacking the wall..? But no. The heat sank into the metallic elements, and to his amazement they began to glow. A glow that emanated not just from the exposed parts, but also from within the wall proper, as if the strands and filaments of iron and silver and gold and copper were shining through a veil instead of stone and other substances.

Xandera continued pouring heat and power into the wall, causing more and more of it to light up, the dull surface soon becoming a lattice of shadow and light, each element radiant with its own hue, a world of intersections and overlaps, of blended light and poignant darkness.

“Wow,” whispered Naomi, slipping her hand into Scorio’s. “It’s beautiful.”

“So…” Alain scratched the back of his head. “Like, art?”

“Not art,” said Xandera, tone wondering. “It’s the history of my kind. A history of the blazeborn.” She blinked, returning to herself, and cut a sharp look at them over her blackened shoulder. “I can read this. It speaks to me.” She looked back. “Here I speak of the founding of the third spire, as my second daughter-self entered her breeding phase and exerted her independence from my self-mind.”

Xandera walked on, pouring heat into the wall, causing each new section to light up even as the part she left behind darkened. “So much. I’m seeing…”

Scorio shared a glance with Naomi and followed behind.

Xandera was hurrying now. Pausing, glancing from side to side, then darting away to follow a new wall segment. She wasn’t illuminating entire sections any longer, but rather eliciting enough of a glow that she could sample what was being said and then hurry on. She followed the circle of walls, till at last she reached a segment that faced the funnel in the center, its patterns bold almost to the point of crudeness, but even to Scorio he could mark the striking beauty, the daring simplicity of the weave.

Xandera raised both hands and heated the wall. The elements glowed to life, revealing themselves in relation to each other, creating a tapestry of hues, colors, and shadow.

“Oh,” said the blazeborn queen after a spell. “I see.”

“What?” Alain peered at her. “What’s this part?”

She turned to him, eyes narrowed. “This history belongs to the blazeborn, and the blazeborn alone.” Xandera lowered her hands, and the wall began to dim. “There is much I need to learn down here. But not now. Now we must cleanse my spires of Great Soul filth. Come.”

“Want me to show the way?” asked Alain, skipping up alongside her. “I spent months exploring, I’m pretty sure…”

“This is my home,” said Xandera, tone stony. “I know how to navigate its halls.”

Alain fell back. “Oh. Right.”

Xandera wasted no time. She strode forward, leaving her pool of magma behind, and their small group was followed by the trio of Titans who had to bow their heads to fit inside the large hallway.

“Most of the tunnels above are pretty tight,” said Scorio. “I’m not sure your Titans will fit.”

“They are my tunnels,” replied Xandera.

Scorio shrugged.

They reached one of the peripheral tunnels and Xandera entered it without hesitation. Scorio followed suit and glanced back to see what the Titans would do. The first, the one with the massive crown of thorns around its shoulders, strode forward without fear, and as it approached the ceiling of the tunnel glimmered as it liquefied and receded above it.

Fair enough.

Up they climbed. Around and around, Xandera picking up the pace as she hurried. The tunnel reacted to the queen’s presence; faint traceries glowed within the walls of their own accord, like veins running down the inside of a man’s arm. These dimmed after she passed. Scorio tried to keep track of their relative location, but it was impossible in the endlessly curving halls.

Xandera slowed again. It was strange, watching her. Scorio was using his darkvision, which painted everything in shades of gray, but her burning seams and glowing hair appeared as blank whiteness upon her otherwise mottled form.

“I can sense my children.” She hesitated, reached out, and place her palm on the wall. “They have grown weak and still in my absence. But they sense me in turn, and awaken.”

“Do you still have your Titans?”

“I do.” She narrowed her eyes. “Less than eighty. My drudges are nearly gone, reduced to little more than shadows of their former selves.”

She cut a glance back at them. “When we attack Bravurn I will have my children attack as well. Everyone and anyone within the hive. This will prevent Bravurn calling for help.”

Scorio could only nod mutely.

For a moment Xandera lingered thus, her expression twisted into one of sorrow, and then she drew her hand back and closed it into a fist. “I can also sense the intruders. The most powerful of them is within the royal halls. He is not alone. That will be Bravurn. I will lead us directly to him.”

“We’re with you,” said Naomi. “We’ll help you however we can.”

Xandera considered her in silence, then gave a grudging nod. “Yes. You aren’t to blame for this. I must remember that.”

And she swept on, moving even faster now.

“Ominous,” muttered Alain from behind.

Xandera left the rising spiral for a side tunnel and branched out like a thrown spear away from the spire’s center. A connecting artery. Scorio checked his reservoir: mostly full of Bronze, so he topped it off with Iron.

“Remember,” whispered Alain, pressing in from behind. “Bravurn’s powers are pretty amazing. He can shoot a bolt of iron a foot wide from his palm at high velocity, and when he gets really mad, he can drop entire cylinders on top of people. Also, he’s got this sneaky intimidation power. The more times you meet him, the more intimidating he becomes, and the harder he becomes to resist. But you both only met him once or twice, right?”

“Right,” said Scorio.

“Then you should be fine. Me? I can barely meet his eyes. So, don’t get mad if I don’t help much against him directly. Just thinking of fighting him makes me really upset.”

“I’m shocked,” said Naomi.

“Nice,” said Alain. “Regardless. His last power allows him to see how much people oppose him by the color of their auras. So he’ll know we’re here for blood the moment he sees us.”

“No wonder he got his title,” muttered Scorio.

“His Pyre Lords are pretty intense, too. Valdun -”

“I remember him from our fight against Imogen,” cut in Scorio. “He summons flying horses with warriors riding them, right?”

“Right. But he’s also got a classic damage resistance ability. The more he’s hurt, the tougher he becomes, but the slower he becomes. He’s supposed to be almost immortal because of it, but basically turns into a statue if he’s hurt badly enough.”

“Sounds like Jova,” said Scorio.

“Except she doesn’t slow down,” added Naomi. “Probably why she ended up ruling LastRock and he’s Bravurn’s flunky.”

“Also, he can switch places with one of his summoned warriors,” said Alain. “Gives him a lot of mobility and makes him really hard to pin down.”

“And Amity?” asked Scorio.

“Amity’s rough. I’d rather fight Valdun. His most obvious power once you see it is his ability to convince people he’s their best friend. It’s always on, but when he wants to he can really heighten it, making people side with him or try to protect him no matter what. He’s also surprisingly tough, because any damage he takes he distributes amongst his friends.”

Naomi smirked. “You know, I think I’d actually rather be your friend than his.”

“Really?” Alain perked up, then frowned. “Oh.”

Naomi punched his shoulder lightly. “Keep going, this is good.”

“So his big power is his ability to sacrifice himself. He can do this on a smaller level to just throw bolts of energy at people, but he can also completely explode himself for one big hit. If people are willing, they can feed into that big attack by sacrificing themselves, but for them it’s permanent. He’ll end up reforming a day later, unhurt.”

“He really is the best of friends,” said Scorio.

“Then there’s his other three Dread Blazes,” continued Alain. “Sharess is pretty tough. She has invisible armor, and can change herself into different elements, like iron, or copper, and shape herself how she wants. She can throw herself in that form at people, which can really hurt, and the more desperate she becomes, the more she rallies her allies’ morale. Pretty impressive.”

“I remember her throwing herself at Imogen,” said Scorio quietly. “She was really brave. I hope we don’t have to fight her.”

“Leave her to me if you get squeamish,” said Naomi.

“Then there’s Faridian,” continued Alain.

“We met him on the way in.” Naomi sniffed. “Tried too hard to be nice.”

“No,” cut in Scorio. “He actually was nice.”

“Regardless,” continued Alain. “He can fire a continuous beam of corrosive light. If you hit him, he fractures like glass, spreading his image across a broad area. Makes it hard to know where to hit to hit him again. The more he’s hit, however, the harder he becomes to hit, but the less he can interact with the world. It’s, I don’t know, like he gets pushed into being smoke, or something. I don’t get it. But it allows him to heal like Valdun and come back later. Oh, and he can fly.”

“He can just fly?” asked Scorio. “No need for wings?”

“I think so.” Alain winced. “I’m sorry. But I think there’s some condition to it related to his fracturing power. I never figured it out. Then there’s Jarex.”

“Bravurn’s teleporter,” said Scorio. “Right. He brought the White Queen in.”

“And is probably how Bravurn contacted the Blood Ox,” said Naomi darkly.

“Could be. He’s a good guy. But yes. He can teleport. He’s a Pyre Lord. Actually, we should drop him first,” said Alain, scratching his chin. “Or Bravurn might just teleport himself across hell. He’s hard to hit. He throws these weird beams as his main attack, makes your point of perception shift outside your body so you get all tangled up and confused, and the more he hits you, the harder it becomes for you to see him. Also, he’s got this amazing Dread Blaze ability that automatically sends him to his last place of teleportation if he’s about to take a mortal blow. Which can be great or problematic for him, I guess.”

Scorio took a deep breath. “Xandera, did you catch all that?”

The blazeborn queen didn’t glance back. “I heard but it doesn’t matter. I will simply kill everyone.”

“I like her style,” whispered Naomi.

“Well, this is our rough plan if everybody is present,” said Scorio. “We take down Jarex so Bravurn can’t get away. Ignore Amity so we don’t waste our energy, and try to kill Bravurn as quickly as possible to nullify everyone’s Heart Oath. That’s really the essence of our plan here. The quicker we kill Bravurn, the sooner the others can choose to surrender.”

“Remember he’s a Blood Baron,” said Naomi darkly. “That means he has a Ferula. I don’t think any of us can withstand a direct hit from it.”

“Just a risk we have to take,” said Scorio. “And it sounds like there won’t be much room to run tactics with Xandera, so we’ll just have to adapt as we go.”

“Hey,” said Alain, glancing ahead. “We’re close. It’s lightening up. Hey, um, Xandera? Do you know the layout of the floor ahead?”

“I do,” snapped Xandera.

“I was just asking,” muttered Alain.

“She’s upset, and she’s got reason,” said Scorio quietly. “Don’t take it personally.”

“I mean, I don’t, but you know.” Alain plucked at this robe, shrugged, then sighed. “I guess I’m used to it.”

“Here we go,” whispered Naomi, peering ahead. The light had grown sufficiently bright that darkvision was no longer needed. “No guards, it looks like.”

“Bravurn never expected any real trouble,” whispered Alain back. “Not then, not now.”

“Guess he was wrong. Xandera?” Scorio jogged forward to walk alongside the blazeborn queen. “How about I go first? That way -”

“No.” Xandera raised her burning bright chin, her eyes narrowed, her dark brows lowered. “I need to do this myself.”

Scorio fell back with a nod.

Xandera strode out with regal majesty into the illuminated hallway. It was the same that Scorio had visited two or three times, the main tunnel that connected Bravurn’s suite to the previous queen’s chambers, with other offshoots leading to the caldera and who knew what.

Xandera strode down the brightly lit hall toward Bravurn’s rooms. Great orbs of bright golden light were set high along the walls, illuminating intricately patterned stone that ran along the hallway. Obsidian had been interwoven with iron and ruby to create an ongoing and mesmerizing tapestry of alien artwork.

Nobody was posted outside, but the sound of an argument was distinct, one voice strident and harsh with raw emotion as a man barked a complaint.

Not Bravurn’s measured, icy tone, that was for sure.

Xandera stepped into the broad archway that led to Bravurn’s study, Scorio but a step behind. The same fine furniture, massive desk, and heavy wooden shelving laden with books and scrolls

Bravurn sat in the armchair in the corner, his fingers steepled before his patrician face, his brows lowered, his lips pursed. Amity sprawled in another armchair, as close to horizontal as he could get, a heavy goblet of something in one hand, eyes half-lidded. Jarex sat in the third, saturnine and morose, his heavy, thickly curled sideburns reaching down to his goatee, his wild shock of brown hair unruly, his frown directed at the carpet.

Valdun was the only one standing. He was pointing at the wall, his blond hair draping his muscled shoulders, his whole body leaning toward Bravurn, his back to the door.

Bravurn’s eyes widened and he lunged toward Jarex.

Xandera made no threats. Had no use for bluster. Even as she stepped into view, she raised her palm, and unleashed a hellish torrent of lava at the quartet of Great Souls.
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Scorio ignited and rose into his scaled form, stepping into the room behind the advancing Xandera. Black fog began to boil up from the corners of the room. The temperature was rising, rising, rising.

Jarex yelped as the flood of lava rocketed toward him, but before it could engulf his seated form he disappeared.

Bravurn recovered his balance, raised his hand, and a cylinder of perfectly gleaming iron a foot wide flew from his hand at Xandera, who raked her hand across, hosing the entire corner of the room with lava, its violent spray engulfing the cylinder and drinking it whole.

Valdun roared as he spun, lava spattering across his back, his movements slowing as he burned.

Amity let out a cry of hoarse panic and flung himself under the spray, crashing into a low coffee table and tumbling down and out of sight.

Scorio felt his blood rise. His hate. His need to kill. Bravurn. The man who’d slain Xandera with such callous ease. The bloodless traitor. There was the tiniest flicker of doubt: they’d not confirmed his guilt. But that was washed away by the memory of his murder.

Scorio flung himself forward as the room filled with armored warriors, each clad in shining steel chainmail, a red kite shield in one hand, stabbing spears in the other. They were replicas of Valdun, but as if seen through a heavenly prism, so that their forms were glorious and surrounded by sprays of rainbow light.

The dozen armored men filled the room, shields rising as Xandera brought her lava gouting across them.

A vast cylinder of iron manifested above Xandera, three yards in diameter, appearing just beneath the ceiling and slamming down like a hammer from the gods.

Xandera shouted in rage as she was crushed beneath it. The blow was such that the floor cracked then shattered and collapsed into the hive level below. Scorio yelled and extruded his wings, beating them furiously as carpet and lava and five-foot thick shards of calcified mud all fell apart beneath him, tumbling into a warren of dark rooms.

The Nightmare Lady appeared behind the wall of shield warriors. Scorio caught a flash of her tail, but saw not what she struck.

Gaining height, he grunted as three spears flew at him. He raised his Shroud and they impacted, points digging deep and stabbing through, six inches of steel stopping just shy of his body.

PANIC! he commanded the wall of shield men, dismissing his Shroud so that the spears fell away. Their eyes widened but they didn’t fall back.

Pyre Lords.

Not so easy to push around.

That’s when the enhanced Titans waded into the fight. The first flung himself clear across the pit of shattered flooring that revealed walls and rooms below to blast into the warriors. A fist the size of pony keg slammed into one man, shattering his shield and knocked him flying. The Titan fought for balance as he dropped onto the edge of the ruined floor, then lost it and fell back, arms flailing, to fall a half-dozen yards beside the iron cylinder that had crushed Xandera.

Scorio flung himself at the remaining ten fighters, rage making him reckless. Those that had flung spears had replacements in hand. The warrior that Scorio dove at raised his shield, and Scorio tore it away, only to stare right into Valdun’s blue eyes. The Pyre Lord had swapped in. The man looked tormented, but he swung a great silver blade and Scorio attempted to deflect it with his Shroud, but the blade clove halfway down its thick curvature before Scorio stepped past the attack, dismissed his Shroud once more, then slammed his talons into Valdun’s side.

His claws dug deep, but it was like trying to slash apart ever denser mud.

Had the man’s durability not come at the expense of his speed, the Pyre Lord might have lopped Scorio’s head right off. As it was the blade cruised in at a slow chop, and Scorio tore free, seized the man by the waist, and flung him into the mess below.

The other shield warriors were battling the two other enhanced Titans, who’d leaped deep enough into the room to find purchase on unbroken floor. They ringed them both, shields raised, stabbing futilely with their spears.

Scorio dismissed them.

Bravurn: where was he?

The Blood Baron rose abruptly into view, his expression livid, a vein pulsing in his temple.

He raised a Ferula. It was only two feet long, of polished jet, with a line of crimson spiraling up its length to terminate in ruby. He aimed it directly at Scorio, then grimaced and leaped back as the Nightmare Lady stepped out of darkness and slashed at him with her tail.

Bravurn raised his palm and blasted at a cylinder of iron from his palm at her point blank. It hit her shoulder and spun her around. Scorio roared and lunged, hitting the Blood Baron with his command aura.

The Iron Tyrant, cool and in control, summoned his Shroud and Scorio slammed into it as if into an iron wall. There was absolutely no give.

Bravurn raised his Ferula once more, and that’s when the heat in the broken chambers rose to such an abrupt and absurd degree that the scrolls in their hexagonal shelving, the parchment on the broad table, the paintings on the wall all blackened and then burst into flame.

Xandera rose from the depths, and gone was the darkened layer that had clothed her. She was all naked molten fury, her body resplendent in golds and orange, her hair a writhing fountain of magma behind her, the air shimmering so that she seemed to dance as she ascended on a column of lava.

“Bravurn!” Her cry was a thunder crash. “You have defiled my home long enough!”

Bravurn sneered, raised his Ferula, then shouted in panic as Xandera unleashed a river of magma at him.

She raised both hands and from their base a volcano erupted. It was a veritable torrent, five yards wide, a complete and utter assault.

But the Iron Tyrant raised his Shroud just in time. It encompassed him completely, a globe of power that her lava engulfed.

Amity rose, face pale, and with great reluctance closed his eyes, threw his head back, and his whole body clenched, tendons standing out in his neck.

“Watch out!” Scorio screamed.

Amity took on the ravaged look of a man at the last days of a terminal illness, then he raised his hands, both reduced to little more than claws, and between his palms, a tiny prick of light appeared, so bright it burned Scorio’s eyes to look upon.

The Nightmare Lady appeared behind him and whipped her tail around so that its blade connected with Amity’s neck.

The surviving shield fighters all cried out as lacerations opened on their necks.

Xandera turned her blast upon the Pyre Lord. It washed over the man, the Nightmare Lady leaping away, only for his fleck of light to slip through the torrent and collide with the blazeborn queen.

It detonated like a thunder crash and hurled Xandera across the room, her body torn apart as if by the claws of a giant. She smashed through the room’s far wall, and disappeared as the wall began to collapse.

There was no more sign of Amity.

A shield warrior screamed as the enhanced Titan backhanded him across the air, his head shattering.

“What the hell…?” A blonde woman had appeared in the suite’s doorway, her hair in two thick braids, her face round and tanned. Sharess, Dread Blaze in service to the Iron Vanguard.

“Damn it,” Alain said from somewhere.

Bravurn’s Shroud was still shedding thickening lava, the far end of the room plastered beneath Xandera’s assault, its lines and angles drowned. The heat was terrible. It baked Scorio’s lungs, cindered his throat, caused the edges of his scales to glow.

The shield warriors, conjured as they were, seem immune, but Sharess raised a hand to protect her eyes even as she shifted into a gleaming steel form.

No time.

Scorio summoned his flaming form, and the painful heat immediately abated. If anything it empowered him, and he rose up, ecstatic, feeling terribly alive as he oriented on Bravurn’s Shroud.

Only for Sharess to blast through him in the form of a great spindle, splitting him into a mass of flaming curlicues as she slammed into the far wall, sinking halfway into the clay before pulling out and reforming into her steel self.

Scorio reformed easily, unhurt, and considered simply flying through the remaining four shield warriors.

But they weren’t the threat.

So he inhaled his flames, filled his chest deep, his wings beating powerfully in the superheated air, and then Bravurn’s Shroud split apart to reveal the unharmed Blood Baron.

Who stood, Ferula raised, and loosed a beam of black energy at Scorio, who panicked and exhaled even as he lunged to the side. The beam punched through the ebon fire to slam into Scorio’s shoulder as he sought desperately to dodge.

There was no pain.

It simply incinerated a neat hole just below the clavicle and to the side of the shoulder joint itself. Though the bolt passed clean through, its effect wasn’t so simple; its very energy sought to permeate Scorio, to warp him, and in doing so, slay him.

Scorio screamed as he roared forth his flame, head whipping from side to side as black fire washed over Bravurn and Sharess. His Heart throbbed, his body fought, his very spirit keened as the Blood Baron’s Ferula sought to quench it.

But no.

He would not be undone.

Against the Ferula’s attempt at nullity he asserted himself.

He was Scorio, the Scourer, Lord of Nagaran, Master of the Black Tower.

He slammed into the wall, knocking a bookcase over so that it fell into the ruin below, spilling tomes as it went. His body burned, his spirit was torn at.

“No,” rasped Scorio, his flames extinguishing. His talons tore briefly at the wall and then he crashed to the ground.

Bravurn loomed above him, Ferula trained at Scorio’s head. “How are you still alive? Tenacious. But you cannot survive a direct hit.”

The Nightmare Lady appeared directly behind him, but her tail attack slammed down upon Bravurn’s Shroud. The blow was so tremendous that bright cracks radiated out from the point of impact. Bravurn turned about to glance askance at the Nightmare Lady, one eyebrow raised.

Then Sharess slammed into the Dread Blaze, knocking her clear off her feet so that they both hit the wall and broke through it.

“Honestly,” said Bravurn, turning back to Scorio. “What is it with you two? Ridiculous.”

Scorio’s entire body was clenched, trapped in one deep spasm. He wanted to lunge up, smack away the Ferula, but it was all he could do to gasp, to glare at the Blood Baron.

Who pressed the point of his Ferula against Scorio’s brow and smiled coldly. “Poor, stupid Scorio. Asking your stupid questions and attempting the impossible. You die here. And you thought you’d match yourself against us.”

A scream rent the air. A scream not of pain, but of outrage.

Bravurn flicked a glance toward the broken wall before an ocean of lava burst through it. A veritable wave washed away the remnants of the wall, flooded the suite, and turned everything orange and red.

Bravurn only had time to curse and envelop himself in his Shroud before the lava washed over them both. Scorio screamed as he was engulfed. He tumbled, his scales, his horns, his wings burning, but to Scorio’s shock the pain not only burst him free of the Ferula’s assault, loosening his limbs and returning his control, but it unlocked something else within him.

Awoke a deeper knowledge.

His immediate urge was to embrace his flaming body, to transform himself into something beyond the agony of the lava’s caress.

But he resisted that instinct.

Instead he allowed the lava to slam him against the ceiling, pin him there, then push him through as the ceiling broke into fragments. Up he slammed, molten rock against his scales, his armor plating, hissing where his talons cut through it, flowing into his mouth where he screamed silently.

Fire.

Lava.

Pain.

Terrible, terrific heat.

Why did this feel like home?

It was killing him, immolating him alive.

A moving pyre.

But somehow, against all odds, it was home.

Fire.

He was flame.

This was what he’d been journeying toward ever since he’d awoken in the Gauntlet.

Not lava, exactly, but this heat. Where all that couldn’t withstand it became ash.

But he wasn’t a creature of magma. His weren’t the powers of the blazeborn.

He was something else, something that was kin, but adjacent, above, superior, mightier, infinitely more dangerous.

A creature of black scale and horn. Of burning fire and beating wings. A monster out of legend.

Scorio, Bringer of Ash and Darkness.

To become a Pyre Lord he had to integrate all his elements into one final understanding of what and who he was.

Bringer of Ash and Darkness.

In each of his previous trials he’d seen himself grow. At first emerging as a man driven by his heart, by his passions, then revealing himself to be a leader, one who stepped forward when another might fade into the shadows. He’d seen himself seize bloody justice over chances at pragmatic alliances, and at the last, in that final, harrowing vision, he’d seen himself seated alone, willing to embrace chaos, to be dynamic, reactive, instead of opting for organized, calculated, measured means.

He was a creature of instinct and fire, of passion. Who led by example and by word, not one who skulked and hid.

He was a leader, a monster, a destroyer.

Tumbling, curling up into a ball, the last of his scales disintegrating, Scorio felt a scream rise within him, a scream torn forth by his frustration, his pain, his refusal to ever submit.

What was he?

Who was he?

A destroyer.

But one who destroyed for a cause.

Who burned down worlds in pursuit of justice.

Of the truth.

Lost within currents of fire, Scorio finally understood, opened his eyes, and engaged the Pyre Lord mana technique.


Chapter 53

Scorio flew over the countryside.

Plumes of smoke arose, punctuation marks of violence. The smell of blackened wood, of verdant forest, of ash. His body ached from his wounds, but they were slight, almost pleasurable.

They reminded him he was alive.

His shadow flowed over copses, over fallow fields. It rippled over blackened villages. Over mass graves. Animals fled his approach, but no men.

This was a land for the dead, after all.

The currents buoyed him. His wings cupped and shaped the air, allowed him to glide as if he need never land again. On and on he flew, at peace, watching the countryside unfurl before him.

Three weeks had passed since the grand battle against the king. Three weeks since they’d nearly lost. He’d cut his way through the honor guard and reached the King’s Scepter. Wounded, broken, mutilated in spirit, he’d found himself unable, at the very last, to cut her down.

Weeping, laughing, he’d fallen to his knees before her and bowed his head, admitting defeat.

“Scorio.” Such a world of heartbreak in her voice. “It didn’t have to come to this. There were other paths we could have walked. Other worlds we could have fashioned.”

“So you thought.” Black blood had flown from him, from his many wounds, but he felt no pain. Nothing compared to the agony of his heart. “But there was only this one road for me.”

“And now it ends.” She’d stepped up before him, cupped his chin, and reached back to pull free the slender knife which he’d gifted her from her crown of hair, which tumbled down over one shoulder, dark as the night. “My brave Scorio. My poor hero. My broken man.”

He’d closed his eyes and raised his face, offering his throat. Behind him that brutal sound, the machinery of war breaking thousands upon its wheel. Screams and cries, the hammer of metal on metal, the neigh of terrified horses, the hoarse and endless wail of bellows and shouts.

But it all fell away.

He’d knelt there, ready. For an end. Not the end he’d desired, but the one he deserved. He’d gone too far. Sacrificed too much.

And if he was to die, it was best he die at her hand. Nobody else deserved to claim his life.

She tilted his head to the side, exposing his throat, then bent down and kissed him. The lightest brush of her lips against his own, her hair momentarily brushing against his skin.

Ah, that it should end like this. His life, his wants, his dreams and furies.

Kneeling in the mud and the blood to be cut down like a farm animal.

She straightened, and her fingers on his chin tensed.

“My beloved,” she whispered, her voice cracking with emotion and grief. “My dragon.”

A bell tolled.

The battle fell away. Her touch on his chin. His heart, clamoring for an end, stilled.

A clarion call. His soul rising from the tortured depths. An answer to a question he’d not known he’d been asking all his life:

Not who, but what?

What was he?

A monster, an endless calamity upon the people of this land.

But more.

Her words sounded his pain, and found, in his very depths, a dormant and yet untouched power.

A potential for devastation that dwarfed all that he had done.

And deep within Scorio, at a profundity so extreme that he’d only ever but dimly sensed its potential, that power cracked open its eyes, and answered her call.

The King’s Scepter screamed.

Scorio felt his body shift and stretch. Felt his form grow and change. His arms, his spine, his neck. Strength unlike anything he’d ever felt. Might unlike anything the kingdom had ever witnessed.

Power.

Scorio lashed his tail as he fell onto all fours. His head swept around, his mouth deepening, filling with fangs, his horns elongating.

Bones creaked and grew thick. His scales broadened and became a heavy coat.

Glory. Oh, terrible glory.

Scorio blinked and gazed down upon the King’ Scepter. She’d fallen back, horrified, and could only stare as he rose above her.

The King’s Champion.

The king himself had been absent from the battle, but his champion wore his famous armor, gilt gold like the sun. “Back, fell beast! I’ll rid the kingdom of you myself if I must!”

Words that once might have struck terror into Scorio’s heart, but now?

He couldn’t laugh. But he could breathe fire.

Scorio summoned majesty from his heart, evoked his most primal strength, and from the depths of his being he brought forth a roaring conflagration that brooked no denial.

Black flames flooded forth. The King’s Scepter screamed as she became a living torch. The King’s Champion himself roared and charged forth, his magnificent and legendary armor melting off his frame with every step.

But Scorio’s plume of fire was endless. He concentrated it on the champion, whose roar was drowned by the fire, and then he fell.

With a final burst Scorio cut off his flame, and stared upon the two charred corpses.

Then, exultant, terrified, he’d turned his bulk about and gazed out over the battlefield.

A ripple of terror was washing over it. Interrupting the battle, causing friend and foe to fall back and stare in horror at what Scorio had become.

Hoarse screams sounded from the side, and the remnants of the honor guard charged forth.

Just the provocation he needed. Scorio flung himself upon them, his wings battering them down, his talons tearing men apart, his tail snapping their bones. In moments they were dead, strewn across the grass, and then did Scorio take flight, rushing forward to leap and surge upward, his wings pulling him up, ever up, to curve around and pass over the battlefield.

Where his shadow fell, mortal men recoiled.

But when he began to torch the enemy in great sweeping passes, then did his side give forth halfhearted cheers.

The battle had ended the moment he evolved, but it had taken Scorio hours after to hunt down and destroy the last remnants of the royal army.

Some eight thousand men had died. Most burned, the rest torn asunder.

His own army had melted away. Scorio had met later in his human form with his lieutenants and generals, but none had been able to meet his eyes.

He didn’t blame them.

Nobody should have been forced to witness such wholesale bloodshed.

Scorio had left what remained of his forces in the hands of the White Jester and Garvis. But there was little left for them to command, and Scorio had departed soon after, no longer interested in the aftershocks of their victory.

Instead, he had taken to the skies.

Had hunted deer.

Had destroyed royal garrisons. Most were deserted, but he killed those who’d chosen to remain.

He slept for days on end.

He dreamed, but upon awakening, couldn’t recall what of.

Mostly he simply flew and recalled the past. Moments of glory. Moments of bravery. His childhood upon the deck of his father’s fishing boat. His brother chasing him along the shores. How he’d spent hours during the late afternoons hunched over the tidal pools, watching the wonders that the ocean had left behind.

The King’s Scepter.

Their first meeting, their first fight.

How she’d hunted him for three weeks. How he’d finally trapped her, and for reasons he still couldn’t elucidate, chosen to spare her life.

Their first kiss, three days later.

Those two weeks of sublime wonder, the whole world discarded, everything contracted to their bed, the kitchen counter, the floor, the meadow, everywhere and anywhere around that abandoned country manor.

Her touch on his chin as she’d prepared to slice his throat.

Her final screams.

Scorio knew to where he flew. He was taking his time, but he couldn’t hide it from himself.

The capital.

The king’s palace.

He didn’t know what he’d do when he got there. But he feared the pain that he carried in his heart.

Feared what it would compel him to do.

One evening, curled upon an outcropping of rock, his tail tucked under his chin, the air cooling upon his scales and his belly full of deer, he’d seen a blue portal open on the grassy sward below, and an old man had emerged, white bearded but with an elegant carriage. He’d worn a blue robe stitched with such fine designs in navy thread that it seemed he’d draped the evening skies upon his shoulders. He approached Scorio without fear or hesitation.

“Hail, Scorio! Hail to the Scourer, the Lord of Nagaran, Master of the Black Tower, Bringer of Ash and Darkness, the Shadow of Spurn Harbor, the Abhorred, Quencher of Hope and Unmaker of Joy.”

It was the first time he’d ever heard these titles strung together in such manner. Scorio roused himself. As ever, the purifying promise of flame rumbled in his chest.

But the man met his gaze with fearless amusement. He’d not come here to castigate Scorio. Then why?

“Tales of your deeds have outlasted the centuries. Though I’ll admit, in the legends you are said to have been twice as large as I see you now. No matter. There is no doubting what you actually did.”

Scorio shrank back down to his human form. It had been over a week since he’d inhabited it last. He sat, naked, upon the edge of the outcropping, and stared down at the old man. “Who are you to speak of centuries?”

“A man from your future.” The old man smiled, but in his eyes burned a wisdom, a dire intelligence, an intimation of true power that chilled Scorio to the bone. “An avid fan of your exploits. I have journeyed back through the centuries—four hundred and seventy-two years, to be exact—to invite you to help save the world.”

Scorio snorted. “You obviously didn’t pay sufficient attention to my deeds if you think that would interest me.”

“I beg to differ. All of Eterra stands on the precipice of disaster. It faces such a threat that without the aid of every hero, every villain, it shall surely fall.”

Scorio said nothing.

“I have taken it upon myself to recruit from our storied history all the figures of might and magic that may make a difference in this war. Demons pour forth from hell itself to destroy the innocent, and I know that you began your quest here to help save the common man from oppression.” The old man gazed up at Scorio with compassion. “Now, events here got a little out of hand. I’m not one to judge. But there is no denying your formidable power. Come with me, Scorio. There is nothing left for you here. Come with me to the future, and help save our world. It could be a second chance. A way for you to redeem all that has gone wrong, all that you lost control over. Come with me, and put that awesome power of yours to good use.”

Scorio’s breath caught in his chest. He wanted to laugh at the old man, but something in the elder’s aura, his bearing, made it impossible to do so. “If you’d asked me but three weeks ago, I might have said yes.” Scorio drew himself up. “But I died on that battlefield. I have nothing left to fight for. Even the plight of a million souls a half a millennia from now won’t move me.”

“Are you so sure?” The old man smiled. “What if I told you that my recruitment efforts have been most thorough? That several important figures from this time have already agreed, and stand in my assembly hall as part of the great host that will do battle with the demons?”

Scorio narrowed his eyes. “Who?”

“Oh, I could rattle off a dozen names you’re familiar with. Most, I believe, have already disappeared from your time.”

“So that’s where they went? Gedrick Firehands, Boko the Bear, the Flayer of Men?”

The old man bowed his head. “And many others. Kuragin. Parcival. Several more.”

Scorio stared out past the man at the forest. The sun was setting, dipping toward the canopy. The sky was darkening toward evening beauty. A flock of birds flew across the distant heavens.

Tears brimmed in his eyes before he knew he’d ask his question. “The King’s Scepter?”

The old man shook his head.

“Why not?”

“It was you or her. I deemed your own advancement to your ultimate form more important than what she could bring to the table. So she became a necessary sacrifice for your greatness.”

Scorio’s face twisted with pain as he glared at the man. “Who are you to make such decisions?”

The elder appeared unfazed. “Who are you to have killed her?”

Scorio’s head rocked back as if he’d been kicked in the chin. “I should destroy you for those words.”

“You could try,” agreed the old man, unafraid. “And then I would kill you. I’d much rather you agree to join us in the future. It would be a much grander end to your legend. Either way, you disappear today. It’s your choice how it’s done.”

“Who are you?” Scorio rose shakily to his feet.

“Me?” The old man smiled, and his periwinkle blue eyes glittered. “I’m just a concerned old man. But if you need a name, you can call me the Archmagus.”

Scorio licked his lips. The man spoke with complete sincerity. He’d come so close to agreeing. To fleeing to this far-flung future if she was there.

But she would stay dead, forever dead.

Scorio hung his head.

Perhaps the old man was bluffing. But even if he was, even if Scorio made him dance while wreathed in flames, what then?

The capital city with its tens of thousands of citizens.

And whatever he would do when he reached it.

Scorio had never felt so hollow. How could he have killed her? Tears brimmed and ran down his dirty cheeks. He could have spared her at the last. So what if she was going to cut his throat? If she’d said they could never be together? He shouldn’t have responded with fire.

But it was too late now.

The Archmagus waited patiently.

Scorio sat bonelessly once more and hung his head.

So much death. So much destruction. And for what? The lands he’d sought to save had been destroyed over the course of his war. The villages and towns he’d sought to liberate had been burned to the ground.

His war for justice had destroyed everything he’d fought it for in the first place.

Scorio felt so tired.

“Yours is a black legend, Scorio.” The Archmagus’ tone was soft. “A tale with which to threaten misbehaving children. You are considered by all in my time to have most likely never have lived, to be a metaphor for the thousands of cruel men and women who destroyed the kingdom over the course of the war. But you can redeem yourself. I know that you originally sought to do good. Well, you can do it now. What’s done is done. Leave it behind. Come spend your strength on those who deserve death. The demons. Those who care nothing but for destruction, who never had any principles or morality. Come die for those who cannot defend themselves. Come find a sliver of redemption, and in so doing, give some meaning to your terrible power that has undone so much.”

Scorio pressed his head to his palms and fought back tears. He didn’t sob, but his shoulders shook. He didn’t know for how long he sat there, the land darkening, the Archmagus waiting patiently, till at last he dropped his hands onto his lap and looked upon the man.

“Alright.” His voice was numb, without emotion. “I’ll go with you. I’ll kill these demons.”

“Good man.” The Archmagus beamed up at him. “You’ll not regret this decision. You’ll work wonders, and in time, even your tragedies will fade in comparison to the heroic deeds you’ll accomplish. This is a new beginning. Come. I will take you to my palace, and there you will meet the other Great Souls who will war for the mankind’s right to exist in peace upon this world.”

Scorio nodded numbly.

The Archmagus raised his hand, and a blue light shimmered about his fingers. It swept down to envelop the old man, then flew up to where Scorio sat, and Scorio saw no more.


Chapter 54

Scorio returned to himself.

He was in darkness, lying upon rock, caked in cooling lava, his body human, his Heart burning Bronze at a low ebb, his mind aflame with the memories he’d just relived.

Archmagus? He’d been… a dragon?

A flash of searing red light, and a fountain of lava gouted up into the air, resplendent and powerful, hosing up dozens of yards and cutting the dark like a knife.

Scorio blinked, activated his darkvision, and saw that he lay within that cathedral-like space above the caldera and royal quarters, the hollow area beneath the spires that rose hundreds upon hundreds of yards toward the peaks.

Bravurn dropped to the ground, unhurt by the blast that had knocked him flying within his Shroud. His shoulders rose and fell, his brow creased with anger, his glare pointed at the source of his aggravation.

Xandera.

Who ascended from below like a queen entering her great hall, her body molten and burning bright, lifted upon a pillar of fire, her fiery gaze locked on Bravurn.

“You can’t escape me,” she said, voice smoldering with hatred. “For too long you’ve polluted my halls. Now I will cleanse them.”

“Fiend.” Bravurn dusted off his shoulders. “There’s no worse curse for what you are. Fiend. Base, stupid, gullible, and easily manipulated. You’re angry at me? You should be angry at all those whorish blazeborn queens who sharpened their knives the second I offered an alliance.”

Xandera rose higher so that she could gaze down upon Bravurn. Her smile was a knife wound into hell. “Perhaps. And I’ll visit retribution upon them in time. But you. You ashen worm. You small-minded pervert. You pathetic shadow. I’ll burn your memory from the world and turn your name into a laughingstock.”

“You’ll try, at any rate,” said Bravurn briskly. “And really, I’m impressed. You were never half this powerful before.” He cut a pensive glance at Scorio, then returned his attention to Xandera. “Though I think I can piece how this all came together. How sweet. How obvious. That a blazeborn would need to be saved by a Great Soul.”

“Some of us don’t divide by kind, but rather by friends and foes.” The air in the huge cavern began to shimmer and grow painfully hot. “But that’s something monsters like you will never understand.”

Bravurn shook out his cuffs, then stood tall. “There. I find myself quite restored. Shall we get this over with?”

Xandera’s gaze narrowed. “Yes.”

Violence exploded in the red-lit space. Bravurn manifested his Ferula even as he cut left and loosed cylinder after cylinder of iron from his other palm, so that beams of black energy and huge slugs of metal traced Xandera’s arcing path as she flew about the cavern, carried by her pillar of lava.

Vast blocks of iron dropped from the darkness, each narrowly missing the blazeborn to slam into the ground and punch into the floor below.

Scorio shook his head, dazed and still half-drowned by memories of another world, another time, another self.

But there wasn’t time for any of that.

Bravurn needed killing.

Scorio summoned his Heart.

It arose before him, baleful and huge, impossibly spherical, its surface immaculate and made all the more potent for his having become a Pyre Lord.

Pyre Lord.

The words hit him like fists.

He was a hells-bedamned Pyre Lord.

And he’d seen what he could do.

He reached out to the ambient mana and found his awareness fracturing. Four points of reference flew out blindly from him, causing him to sense the mana from five directions at once. The effect was bewildering, overwhelming, and he nearly keeled over.

His vortices.

But he didn’t have time to focus on them, to figure out how best to wield them. So instead he engaged the Delightful Secret Marinating technique, began drinking the ambient Iron, and ignited. Power flooded into his being.

His scales and form were healed. Scorio rose to his feet, pulling himself free of the sucking lava, still blisteringly hot but cooling now to dull orange. Up he rose, and gone was the pain, the aches, the vestigial exhaustion from the running battles on the Bone Plains. Gone was the leaching effect of the Blood Ox’s assault, that painful rawness that had made using his powers a challenge.

He was reborn, refreshed, and the strength that flooded into him was like nothing he’d felt before. His muscles swelled beneath his scaled hide, the tips of his talons burned so brightly they looked dipped in Noumenon, and his scales felt like armor invincible, a coat of ebon mail that could withstand the greatest attack in all of hell.

But this was but his humanoid form, horned and clawed as it might be. Tall and magisterial, august and terrible, but still limited, still weak, still small.

There was more.

Reaching into himself, he found intertwined with his soul of fire a deeper truth, nascent and ferocious. It promised destruction. It promised death and ruin. It was what had made him the horrific fiend that had garnered those terrible titles.

The Bringer of Ash and Darkness.

Scorio opened himself to that power, embraced it, and evolved.

His bones stretched and thickened, bent and changed. His scales grew. His neck elongated, his head distended, his tail burst forth. He fell to all fours, rising even as he did so, becoming massive, becoming a force beyond anything he’d previously understood.

His fiery core, that spirit he could summon so as to become a silhouette of fire, grew into an inferno. His chest felt like a barrel of Copperfire into which a burning ember had been dropped. The pressure was terrific. He needed only open his beaked maw and it would spill forth to drown the world in crimson and yellow.

Wings. Wings larger than his greatest previous extent, vast like sails on a whale ship, and all of him of the purest ebon, from the crown of horns that now adorned his skull to the bladed tip of his tail. The fiend that had destroyed the king’s army, that had been unstoppable, feared, hated.

Scorio the Scourer.

The monster whose legend had been so terrible it had drawn the Archmagus back nearly five centuries.

All of this took but moments. One second he stood as Scorio, the next he was ten or fifteen-yards long, massive in the chest and tapering to the hindquarters, his neck sinuous and serpentine, his legs panther-like and strong, his white-hot claws digging into the lava and clay.

Turning his head was now a sinuous, fluid movement, calling for a total recurvature of his serpentine neck.

Bravurn was slowly backing away from Xandera’s assaults, his Shroud impenetrable, his Ferula and iron blasts chasing her across the great expanse of the cave, but he sensed the terrible change in power within the cavern, and when he looked over to Scorio his expression blanched.

Xandera herself slowed her flight, her fiery eyes widening in shock.

Scorio picked his way forward, tentative still in this draconian form, shaking out his wings and furling them down his back. His tail was a new extension of his sense of self, but he loved it, how it balanced him out, gave him a sense of fluidity, balancing out the length of his neck, helping him move, and no doubt turn when he flew. The lava sucked fruitlessly at his feet as he prowled forward, looming over Bravurn, whose eyes had widened in horror.

“No.” The Blood Baron shook his head in sharp negation. “You just made Dread Blaze. You can’t be a Pyre Lord yet. You can’t have this form.”

“I beg to differ,” rasped Scorio, his voice magnified and deepened by his new form.

“No! How? This exceeds our expectations!” Bravurn’s face darkened as fury curdled his expression. “But very well! You wish to be ostentatious? Then die! We have other tools at our disposal -”

And he raised his palm and loosed a great cylinder straight at Scorio. Two feet long, made of solid iron, and perhaps a foot in diameter, it blurred through the fire-lit gloom to slam into Scorio’s heavily scaled chest.

And bounces right off.

It felt like a solid thump, the kind Leonis might once have given his shoulder in jest. Noticeable, but little more.

“Try again, Bravurn.” Scorio resumed prowling forward. It was incredible how feline he felt, how lithe and graceful.

Bravurn grimaced, broad upper lip peeling back from his teeth in a silent snarl, and now he clenched his fist and Scorio sensed movement just above him.

Predictable.

As quick as a snake, he slid aside, and the giant cylinder of iron crashed into the ground to shatter its way into the quarters below.

“Very well,” shouted Bravurn. “A Pyre Lord you may be, but I am a Blood Baron, and -”

A wave of lava washed over him, drowning him and his Shroud completely.

“Scorio!” Xandera’s cry was exultant. “You are grown! I love your new form! You are royal, majestic, beautiful!”

Scorio couldn’t smile in this form, but his mouth widened, no doubt revealing scores more fangs. His gaze remained on the great mass of subsiding lava. Two of the enhanced Titans were clambering up from below, unharmed. The sound of fighting had grown; other members of the Iron Vanguard had arrived, and they, too, would soon join the fight.

It was time to end this.

Scorio leaped. His wings beat once, carrying him across the cavern, and he landed upon Bravurn as the top of his Shroud appeared, lava sliding down its curvature.

Landed and brought his front claws crashing upon the Shroud’s spherical perfection.

Pure might. Muscles larger than he’d previously been tall contracted beneath his scales, and he dug his talons into the golden Shroud, their points finding purchase so that he could rend and pull the shield apart.

Bravurn’s face appeared as the lava continued to slide off, panicked, determined, and he pointed his Ferula at Scorio and loosed a beam of black death at point blank range.

Scorio met the assault with a blast of his own. Opening his maw, he released that terrible pressure, that burning ecstasy of destruction. Flames that had incinerated entire regiments screamed down upon the Blood Baron, hotter than any forge, as dark as the deepest night, and utterly immolated the man even as Scorio continued to tear this Shroud apart.

The Ferula’s blast pierced the onslaught to slam into Scorio’s chest. He registered the hit distantly, so caught up was he in giving vent to his fury. There was no end to his fire. He was a portal to an endless realm of burning. Another bolt from the Ferula struck home, then a third.

Bravurn started screaming.

Scorio’s whole body bent to the task. His talons sank deeper, shredded the Shroud, opened great lacerations through which his flames poured and were trapped inside the bubble.

Bravurn, realizing that he was about to be incinerated by the trapped flames, dismissed the Shroud and leaped away as Scorio collapsed into the space where he’d stood.

But he had more weapons at his disposal than just claws and fire. Instinctively, he swiped out with his tail and slammed it across the Blood Baron’s chest, lifting the man off his feet and sending him flying.

Xandera swooped down atop her pillar of lava and blasted the Blood Baron with lava as he tumbled through the air.

Something hit Scorio’s flank, slamming into his shoulder like a sledgehammer hard enough to make him stumble. Snarling in anger, Scorio turned just in time to see Sharess bounce off in her spiked spindle form, spinning around to change back into her humanoid form and land on her feet.

The Iron Vanguard Dread Blaze gaped at him. She’d not pierced his scales. “How?”

But she was a distraction. Scorio thrust himself after Bravurn, who though his robes were torched and his skin burned, was still hale and strong. Being a Blood Baron made one resilient. Scorio fell upon him like a cat upon a mouse, and the Blood Baron barked his fury and blasted Scorio with a dozen iron cylinders, the sheer volume of metal slamming into him enough to blunt his pounce.

When he landed Bravurn was gone, having darted aside, and now an iron cylinder as wide as a cart dropped down, punishingly fast.

But Scorio summoned his spirit of fire and became living flame; the huge cylinder smashed into the floors below, and Scorio flew forward to rush through the Blood Baron, a great deluge of fire that caused Bravurn to scream in agony once more.

The ambient mana was almost all gone; no, that wasn’t quite right—Bravurn was manipulating the Iron so that it avoided Scorio, left him in a void from which he couldn’t draw anymore. But that was fine.

His reservoir felt endless.

An enhanced Titan tackled Bravurn, huge obsidian arms enveloping the man only to be foiled by his Shroud; weakened as it was, it kept the blazeborn from crushing the Blood Baron to its chest, but still it lifted him up, the Shroud tattered and barely keeping its form.

Scorio reversed direction and flowed through the Titan and Bravurn both. Felt portions of himself pour in through the cracks in the Shroud.

Bravurn screamed again, hit the Titan with a blast from his Ferula, and the blazeborn immediately collapsed as it simply fell apart.

But then Scorio reverted to his dragon form and snatched Bravurn up in his jaws. For a moment the Shroud held, then Scorio’s fangs shattered it and sank into Bravurn’s body; the Blood Baron screamed but that was nothing.

He really started screaming when Scorio breathed his fire breath through his partially parted maw.

The black flames streamed out, but most of their fury were blocked by the Blood Baron. Scorio felt the man burn, felt his flesh grow hard and blackened, and with a final chomp he threw Bravurn away.

Bravurn hit the ground, rolled, and fetched up against a mass of cooling lava. Blackened, naked but for his boots, he croaked and somehow still proved himself alive. His Shroud flickered into existence around him, and a winged horse of purest white appeared by his side, Valdun mounted without a saddle, reaching down to snatch up his master even as Xandera screamed out her fury.

Scorio leaped after the pair as the winged horse took to the air. Xandera’s arcs of lava missed, for the horse accelerated faster than seemed possible, and Scorio saw Valdun pour some elixir past Bravurn’s lips.

Gold radiance suffused the Blood Baron.

STOP! Scorio bellowed, his command causing the darkness to shudder, and, seized by impulse, he continued, focusing on Valdun: TOSS BRAVURN TO THE GROUND!

Valdun took the Blood Baron by the scruff of the neck and threw him off the horse.

Bravurn screamed in impotent fury as he fell. Xandera swooped by and hit him with a stream of lava, the incendiary rock searing him and knocking him spinning, even as Scorio dove in and snatched him up in his maw. Bravurn’s arm was thrust straight down Scorio’s throat, and he felt something appear in his hand, a stick, and realized too late what was happening.

With a snap of his neck he tossed the Blood Baron aside, but not before he loosed a blast from his Ferula straight down Scorio’s throat.

In that same second Scorio belched forth flame, and the black lethal energy met ebon fire. But it wasn’t enough. It felt as if a glowing poker had been shoved into his chest; the pain was terrific, and Scorio sagged midair, wings faltering as he fought to resist the killer energy.

He dropped, wheeled before hitting the wall, and saw Bravurn racing across the ruined ground. Scorio angled his descent to intercept. Bravurn summoned his Shroud, but an assault from Xandera caused it to burst apart just before Scorio hit.

He seized the Blood Baron with both claws and fell into a huge roll, wings over tail, slamming through debris and shattered floor, his insides burning in a way that was all death, and with the last of his focus he strained, exerted all his strength, and tore the Blood Baron’s legs off before hurling him away.

Fetching up against another bank of cooling lava, Scorio tried to rise, collapsed, then vomited up blood. The Ferula’s fell magic was eating him up from within. As before, Scorio closed his eyes and fought the potent assault. Willed it to leave him alone, contested its power with his own life force.

Dimly he heard Bravurn’s pained gasps. Opening one eye, he blearily saw the Blood Baron trying to crawl away, only for Xandera to alight beside him.

“You deserve worse,” she said, lowered to one knee, and pressed a hand to his face. It brightened as she summoned a terrible heat.

Bravurn screamed as his face melted off the front of his skull, then his skull blackened and charred away, revealing a pulsing mass of brain that shriveled and blackened and became little more than charred paper.

Xandera dropped the corpse and ran over to Scorio, who found that he couldn’t hold the dragon form and fight the Ferula at the same time. Heart still burning he shrank into his scaled form and curled up, his body shaking and trembling as he fought the death magic.

Xandera raised him so that his head and shoulders rested on her thighs. The heat she radiated was comforting, but he could only barely sense her. Everything was narrowing to a point

Xandera put her hand to his chest and he felt her heat pass into him. Saw her orange light mingle with his black flames, felt a conduit open to her essence. If his reservoir was contained within his Heart, hers went deep into the lakes of magma below, and at their core, beyond the heat, hovered a spark of Noumenon.

This she opened to him, and he took but the tiniest fraction, filtered through her essence, a strength that she’d yet to grow into, and with which he closed his spirit about Bravurn’s black might and snuffed it as one might a candle flame between your fingers.

Scorio’s whole body went limp. The relief was akin to cool waters washing over a febrile brow.

He blinked and looked up, to see Xandera bending over him, her almond-shaped eyes windows to her molten interior, her mouth pulled into a smile.

“We did it,” she whispered, and slid her hand into his. “The monster is dead.”

Scorio couldn’t talk. Instead, he clasped her hand, burning hot but deliciously so, squeezed, and sank into a world of deep and dreamless sleep.


Chapter 55

Scorio awoke in a comfortable bed in a suspiciously familiar cluster room. He wore clean robes and the sheets were freshly washed and a candle burned softly in a bronze sconce. He stared up at the smooth clay ceiling and couldn’t remember how he’d gotten there. The memory just wouldn’t return, and he feared he was back in that tomb of hammered Copper, the one in which he’d first awoken in this current life, and that memory triggered a cascade that brought him right back to being a dragon and tearing Bravurn’s legs off.

“Oh, damn,” he hissed, sitting up in sudden panic.

Naomi, who’d been seated by his bed, head resting on her folded arms, jerked up, eyes wide in panic, but then her shoulders slumped in relief. “Scorio. Scorio, it’s alright. You’re safe.”

Heart pounding, he pressed his hand to his brow. Sweat prickled his brow. “Wait. Bravurn? He’s really dead?”

“I mean, I’ve seen plenty of dead things, and I’d rank him pretty high in terms of being the most dead.” Naomi’s tone remained serious. “You… bit his legs off? And then Xandera melted his head. He’s dead.”

“Oh, thank hell.” Scorio sagged back. “I was afraid…”

“You’re alright. Now. It was pretty close there for a while. Xandera said you were dying from the inside…?”

“Yeah.” Scorio lay back, but turned so that he could face her. “Bravurn. He stuck his Ferula down my throat and loosed one of those death attacks.”

Naomi’s eyes widened. “That’s not the kind of thing living people say.”

Scorio smirked. “You saying I’m dead after all?”

“I’m saying you should be. He loosed a direct attack from his Ferula into your gut? You should be dead.”

“I know. Maybe.” Scorio considered. “He hit me once before, when we were all in his chambers. It really hurt, but it felt like I could fight it off, somehow. Wrestle with its power. And then, above, in the massive cavern? He hit me several times, but my scales, or perhaps… I don’t know. I was able to shrug those off.”

Naomi stared at him. “Bravurn was a Blood Baron, Scorio. You don’t shrug off hits from his Ferula.”

“I did.” He considered. “Maybe he was a weak Blood Baron?”

Her tone grew flat. “He was the Iron Tyrant. I don’t think that’s the explanation.”

“Maybe because I’m Gold-tempered?”

“Maybe,” allowed Naomi unwillingly. “Or… maybe you’re just a freak.”

“Thanks,” said Scorio.

“You know that coming from me that’s a compliment.”

“Even better.”

She made a face. “But wait. Wait, wait, wait. You… I mean, you actually turned into a dragon?”

“Yeah.” It felt like a fever dream. “I’m… I don’t know how to say it. I’m a Pyre Lord now.”

“Mother -” Naomi sat up and stepped away, putting her hands to her temples. “Already?” She whipped around. “You just made Dread Blaze! Like, weeks ago. After being a Flame Vault for two months. Scorio, what the hell? I had to kill myself just to catch up with you, and for - what - one day I got to feel good about being a Dread Blaze, too, and now…?”

Scorio sat up again. “Hey. It’s… I mean, I feel like I should apologize, but…”

Naomi’s eyes filled with tears and she sat abruptly on the edge of his bed, back to him, hunched over and face in her hands.

“Hey,” said Scorio, moving to sit alongside her. “I was drowning in Xandera’s lava, and I was burning up, but something felt right, and I held on… plus I already knew the Pyre Lord mana technique, right? It just came together for me.”

“I know.” Her voice was raw. “And I’m happy for you, I really am. This is amazing.” She sat up with a sniff and turned to him, expression bleak. “Really. You’re amazing. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of anything like this.”

“What is it?” He searched her face, which was rapidly becoming blotchy, red patches stark against the white. “What’s wrong?”

Her chin trembled as fresh tears brimmed in her eyes, but then she dashed them away and stood. “Nothing! Really, this is fantastic. And if we survive the Blood Ox, who’s - what- a day or so away? Then we should celebrate! Get drunk out of our minds and just… and just vomit everywhere.”

Scorio stood. He felt weak, but nothing could have kept him in that bed. “Naomi. What’s wrong?”

Her chin quivered again, then she lowered her face so that her hair slid forward, hiding her features. “Nothing. I’m just an idiot. It’s nothing.”

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in close. “You’re not an idiot.” Then like a much delayed thunderbolt, it hit him. “We’re not going to split up. You and me, we’re a team.”

She pushed free. “You say that now, but Scorio, you’re a Pyre Lord, and at the rate you’re growing, you’ll be an Imperator within a year, and I’ll just be a stupid natural-born Dread Blaze, or maybe I’ll even hit Pyre Lord within a year or two, and…” Her expression was defiant, helpless, terrified. “I’ll just hold you back.”

“No.” He stepped in again and pulled her into a hug. She remained tense, arms crossed over her chest. “You’re you. I’m me. We’re us. You’ll never be anything but my best friend.”

She drew back and now he saw a fresh glimmer in her eyes, uncertainty and new fear. “Just… just your best friend?”

Worlds revolved within his breast. He saw the King’s Scepter, her hair similar to Naomi’s, but her face that of a different woman. He saw Leonis and Lianshi walking away after their discussion post Praximar’s death. He saw Nox working his way deeper into hell. Kelona’s death. Naomi seated on her balcony in the depths of Bastion, waiting for her tower to fall.

His heart was pounding, pounding, like an all-hell consuming drum. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. The air around them was so thick and charged he felt as if he moved through honey. Her body was there, inches from his own, her upturned face, her eyes wide, her expression vulnerable.

Her lips parted.

In that moment Scorio knew that she was at once the most important person in his life, but that he wasn’t sure of what he wanted. But he knew what she needed.

What he could give her.

And since he couldn’t vocalize to himself yet why he hesitated, he leaned down and kissed her.

She kissed him back, gently, imperceptibly at first, then the tension melted out of her frame and she moaned, as if in pain. Gripped the lapels of his robe and pulled him against her, kissing him fiercely.

For a moment they remained thus, arms around each other, mouths parting, Scorio’s own hunger leaping up like a sudden flame, his own need as fierce as her own. He buried his fingers in her thick hair, pulled her closer, and then they half-tripped, half-tumbled back into the bed.

They lay all tangled up, him on his back, her leg over his thigh, and then her hand was at his belt, untying the knot, his own opening her robe, and for a few frenzied seconds they wrestled and fought their own clothing, constrained by the narrowness of the bed, the wall, their own limbs. Their breathing was stark, and broke into laughter as they tangled up again, Scorio lifting his hips so she could pull his pants down, then turning so she could lay down.

They slowed abruptly. He stared into her eyes. He’d never seen her so afraid, so raw, so open. Slowly, carefully, he leaned down and kissed her, gentle after their hunger. Pulled back.

“Are you sure?” he whispered.

She could only nod.

They pulled off the rest of their clothing, and then Naomi slipped out of the bed and puffed out the candle.

“I… do you mind?” she whispered as she got back in next to him.

His response was to find her face and kiss her again.

They moved together for what felt like a terribly short time. Scorio knew he’d no doubt done this many times before, but this was the first. He tried to be considerate, tried to move with her, but the sensations, the intensity was too much. Too soon he cried out and buried his face into her neck, her nails clawing into his back as she thrust up against him, and then they collapsed down together.

For a moment he could only see stars and catch his breath.

He didn’t know what to say. Apologize? But she was caressing his hair, holding him tight, keeping them together, so he just enjoyed the feeling, the intimacy, the incredible sensation, luxuriated in it… until he found himself ready to go again.

Naomi gasped in surprise, then laughed when he pushed himself upright and began to find a slow rhythm.

“Oh,” she whispered. “Being a Pyre Lord… has it’s… benefits.”

He couldn’t speak.

Time ceased to have meaning.

This time took much, much longer, and they took their time, kissing and touching, until at last Naomi cried out, her whole body shaking, shivering, her thighs squeezing him, and then again, till he allowed himself to go all out, which caused her to cry out anew, and then they collapsed together, gasping and laughing and kissing and holding each other close.

Scorio’s heart was racing.

He’d never felt so good, so alive. So close to her. Only then did he realize she was crying.

“Wait,” he whispered, voice husky. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She cupped his cheek, laughed as if in despair at herself, and continued to cry. “It’s nothing.”

He kissed her tears away, but she pulled him into a hug, and so he lay back down, exhausted and blissful and uneasy, and despite his best efforts, he soon fell asleep again, their limbs intertwined, her fingers caressing his hair, her breast under his hand, her smell and presence all around him.

* * *

Scorio awoke in the dark, but Naomi was there, and he could tell she was awake and tense and watching him.

“Hey,” he whispered, stirring around.

“Hi.” She sounded nervous, unlike herself.

So Scorio fumbled in the dark for her, kissed her, and then pulled her in so that her head rested on his chest. She lay tense, unsure, then slowly, slowly relaxed.

“So, um.” Scorio stared up into the swarming darkness. “That was alright.”

She jerked up and slapped his chest. “Alright? Are you - oh.” He could almost hear her blush. “You - stupid - ridiculous -”

He laughed and reached up for her, pulled her down for a kiss, and for a while they lay thus, exploring what it felt like to be together, to kiss, to lie together naked.

That led to deeper, more intimate explorations, slower, with whispered questions, tentative laughter, and moments of explosive bliss. When finally they lay still together again, sweating and breathing deeply, the nervousness was gone, the hesitations.

Nothing Scorio had ever done since awakening for the first time in Bastion had felt as good and right as this moment. He wanted the darkness to last forever. For nobody to come calling for them, warning of impending war.

“Can we stay like this forever?” whispered Naomi.

“I was just thinking that. Or perhaps we could ask the Blood Ox to hold off for a week?”

“Only a week?”

“I mean, even Pyre Lords need to eat eventually.”

“Weak,” she sniffed.

They lay still till he felt her tense. “I just want to be clear,” she began. “This doesn’t have to mean anything if you don’t want -”

“I’m going to pull rank,” he drawled. “And command you, a lowly Dread Blaze, to shut the hell up.”

“Oh, no. It’s gone to your head. I’m going to have to beat you into submission.”

“I thought you just did that.”

Naomi spluttered.

“And I thought,” continued Scorio, “that I did a pretty decent job of submitting as you beat - hey!”

They wrestled but gave up quickly to lie tangled together once more.

“So,” said Naomi, voice hushed. “You had your final memory?”

“Yeah.” It came swimming back, the dread and self-loathing, the screams and flames. “But I saw the man who made all this happen. The Archmagus.”

“Yeah?” Naomi turned to him. “Tell me.”

So he did. Even the parts he’d left out about his Dread Blaze Trial. Right up till his memory of accepting the old man’s offer, and moving to the future.

“That explains it,” said Naomi. “How so many of you all came to be in this together. I never understood that, unless Eterra was just crawling with magical people like a dead dog with lice.”

“Lovely,” said Scorio.

“But if he traveled through time to collect you all… then it’s almost like he was a looter, rifling through your history’s records for the best and the worst.”

Worst.

Naomi caught herself. “You know I meant those best able to fight these demons.”

“About that. Do you think Eterra was attacked by True Fiends? Because I can’t picture Nox or even Xandera pouring through the portal into Eterra, bent on conquest.”

“There’s the Viridian Horde,” said Naomi. “And the tenebrites from the Lustrous Maria.”

“Tenebrites?”

“I don’t know much about them. They were clearly too smart to follow the Blood Ox here. Lianshi could probably talk your ear off about them.”

“But they’re an army?”

“Sort of? From what I’ve heard, they attach to Great Souls and take over them, like parasites. There are thousands of them in the Lustrous Maria, some as powerful as Crimson Earls. They hunt us there, then use our powers against us.”

“Wonderful.”

“But my point is that there’s far more to fiends than Nox and Xandera.” Her tone grew serious. “I’m all for giving fiends a chance, but there are definitely some out there that don’t deserve it.”

“Alright, sure.” Scorio frowned up at nothing. “But yes. The Archmagus collected all the Legendaries from my time. Most of them.” He thought of the King’s Scepter, then banished the thought. “Which I suppose explains why they disappeared before the great battle.”

“So strange.” She traced a pattern on his chest, her tone pensive. “So before he even decided to collect them they’d already disappeared, centuries ago? Did he even have a choice, then, in who he collected?”

“I don’t know. Maybe history changed when he picked them? Or… I’ve no idea.” Scorio pressed his hands to his brow. “It makes my head hurt just thinking about it.”

“Maybe this is all predetermined,” mused Naomi. “And our free will is just an illusion.”

“Alright, it’s definitely time to interrupt this chain of thought with more sex.”

Naomi snorted in amusement, then stilled. “This can’t last.”

“I mean, you’re right. What with the Blood Ox coming and all that. We’ll have to get up eventually.”

“No, I mean this. Us.”

He turned to her in the dark. “What do you mean?”

“I mean…” She searched for the words. “Nothing good lasts. Not in hell. This is too good, so.”

“That’s cynical.”

“I’ve not been wrong yet.”

“Have I let you down yet? I mean, on purpose?”

“Well, there were those two years.”

“That wasn’t my fault.”

“I didn’t say you’d be the one to mess this up.” She sounded almost pleased. “Hell will take care of it. One of us will die, or you’ll be called to go deeper into hell than I can go, or… I don’t know. But this was good while it lasted.”

“I knew you were a romantic, but wow.”

She nuzzled into him. “They don’t call it hell for nothing.”

“Well, I refuse.”

“You can’t refuse.”

“I can. We can set our terms. We can fight this war together.”

“Or die trying.”

“Naomi.”

“Fine, I’ll stop. I just had to say it.”

“So you can tell me ‘I told you so’ later?”

He could hear her smile. “Something like that.”

“Well, I’ll prove you wrong. You’ll see.” He rose up onto one elbow and looked down at her, at where she lay in the dark. “I’ll always prioritize you over everything else.”

She cupped his cheek. “Sweet.”

“Pah.” He lay back down.

“Don’t get mad. The entire Iron Vanguard is waiting to hear from you. Xandera threatened to kill anyone who just left. And remember the Blood Ox?”

“The Iron Vanguard is waiting to hear from me?”

“Yes. Xandera didn’t want to talk to them. She said they’re our responsibility. Amity hasn’t reformed yet, but Valdun is recovered. A few Flame Vaults died at the end…” He could hear her grimace. “That’s what I was doing while you fought Bravurn. Keeping them from complicating the fight. Alain actually helped. I hate to say it but he was actually pretty useful. But Valdun wants to talk to you, and he’s commanded the others to wait.”

“Oh, damn.” Scorio sat up. “Then we need to get moving.”

“I knew it had to end.” She sighed and sat up as well. “What are you going to do with them?”

“I’m only a Pyre Lord like Valdun. I can’t just command them to do what I want.”

“I think you can. But you need to know what you want.”

“Well.” Scorio paused. “I guess for them to fight the Blood Ox and his Gold fiends with us.”

“You trust them?” Her tone grew sharp. “They swore Heart Oaths to Bravurn. They probably knew of his betrayal. They’re traitors, Scorio.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

“Execute the leadership. Valdun and the Dread Blazes. They had to have known of Bravurn’s plans. Then exile the rest.”

“Execute them?” Scorio activated his darkvision so as to find his robes, but paused to stare at Naomi. “Really?”

She quickly gathered her underclothing and set to dressing. “Yes.”

“No.” He recoiled from the idea. “I’m not going to execute anyone.”

“Shocking. You’re too soft, Scorio. If you spare them, they’ll find a way to betray and hurt you.”

“I’m not going to execute them. They swore Heart Oaths. They might not have known what Bravurn intended before it was too late. You don’t even know what their Heart Oaths entailed.” Scorio pulled on his robe. “Probably just fighting the Gurlocks, like Faridian said.”

“Your call.” She cinched her belt tight and then took a comb to her long hair.

Scorio finished dressing in silence. Her surety was disconcerting; she made it seem obvious. But to execute people in cold blood…?

“I’ll talk to them,” he said. “See what Alain thinks.” Panic hit him, and he scrutinized the entirety of the room. “Oh, thank hell, he’s not here.”

“He’s not that dumb.” Naomi finished combing her hair, head tilted to one side, and set to braiding it. “He knows for a stone-cold fact that I’d kill him if he dared.”

“True. Alright. Ready?”

She tied off her braid and straightened. Hesitated.

Scorio stepped in and kissed her.

She kissed him back, then bit her lower lip. “I’m not going to, you know. Act… well. Differently. In public.”

Scorio snorted. “You’re not? I was going to start screaming my devotion every time you walked into a room.”

“I know,” she sighed. “You’re so predictable. Try to control it.” And with a sly glance over her shoulder she left the chamber.

Scorio shook his head ruefully.

For better or worse, everything had changed.

He had to believe it was for the better.


Chapter 56

Alain awaited them in the hallway outside their cluster. He was reading a scroll, brow furrowed in thought, and it was with obvious relief that he threw it away when they emerged to scramble up to his feet.

“Wait! No! Don’t hit me.” He raised both palms. “I never once stepped inside. I heard the most alarming sounds, and almost thought you were both dying. But then I caught myself and stayed out here waiting. So, huge improvement, right?” He grinned. “I’m like a new man.”

Naomi glowered at him. “You just sat here the whole time, listening?”

“I couldn’t hear almost anything! Promise. Anyway, I wanted to catch you when you were done.” He glanced at Scorio. “Which, by the way, well done. You lasted far longer than I thought possible. Also, were you a dragon in the fight up there?” He pointed up and then grinned at Naomi. “Because he sure is a dragon down there, eh?”

“You’re a dead man,” said Naomi, tone flat.

Alain danced back, laughing. “It’s called humor! I’ve heard people like it. But seriously. Can we be serious for a second?”

“You’re the one doing all the talking,” said Scorio.

“We’ve got an entire Iron Vanguard waiting to hear you out,” said Alain. “And Xandera has locked herself away in the royal suite. I mean, literally filled in the door with lava. I can’t reach her, but also because the remaining Titan has placed himself on guard. And he’s not talking. And the Blood Ox has to be close. Which means hundreds of really dangerous fiends, right? So I’m glad you’re done playing hide the monkey because -”

Naomi lunged at him, and Alain took off down the hall, yelling, “Not in the face! Fyrona would kill you!”

Naomi sighed deeply. “I can’t take this any longer. Can we just kill him now?”

Scorio shook his head wearily. “Necessary evil.” Then he couldn’t repress a grin. “But I might actually not be done playing hide the monkey. Shall we pop back inside for another hour?”

Naomi elbowed his with a feigned look of disgust, and they caught up with where Alain was waiting.

“What’s your read on the situation?” asked Scorio. “You know these people, right?”

“My read?” Alain raked his fingers energetically through his mess of spiky black hair. “Most of them just wanted to trade a season of fighting Gurlocks in exchange for mana. But Valdun? Sharess? Faridian? It’s hard to say what they knew. Valdun’s the one leading the group right now. He’s insisting everybody stay put till he speaks with you. He looks and sounds exhausted. My hunch? He came to really resent working for Bravurn, but was trapped by his Heart Oath. So maybe you’re both kind of like saviors right now. Either way, the Blood Ox is coming, and as far as I can tell, it’s us three and Xandera and a score of Titans against an army that almost kicked a Charnel Duke’s rear end. So maybe we need them?”

“Even if the Iron Vanguard joins us,” said Naomi, “how are we going to draw the Blood Ox out? He only emerged last time because enough of his fiends were destroyed.”

“And the Imperators have to hang back,” agreed Alain. “Or their presence will tip him off. So… I don’t know. We could just deny them access to the spires, which would leave them even more starved.”

“Where’s the Gold mana?” Scorio glanced from one to the next. “Bravurn’s horde? Where did he keep it all?”

“Secret,” said Alain. “He used Jarex to teleport him to it. I’ve never seen any sign of his stash.”

“Great.” Scorio palmed his eye. “Well, maybe Valdun knows.”

The Pyre Lord and two Dread Blazes awaited them in what proved to be Moira’s old rooms. The rest of the Iron Vanguard were waiting in their private quarters, scattered across various levels.

It was quiet as Scorio entered the common room. Valdun sat in the sunken rotunda, arms crossed and staring morosely out at nothing. Sharess sat on a rug on the floor, one leg stretched out before her, hands grasping her toes as she bent her head toward her knee. Faridian was pacing, hands linked behind his back, and all three looked up sharply as Scorio led his two friends into the room.

“Scorio.” Valdun rose to his feet and stepped up out of the rotunda. “At last.”

“Valdun. Sharess. Faridian. No sign of Amity or Jarex yet?”

They all shook their heads.

“It’ll take Amity another day to reform,” said Valdun. His expression was grave, his hair freshly washed and bound into a ponytail. “As for Jarex… with his power, it’s always been difficult to keep track of him. He’ll no doubt stay away till he senses it’s safe to return.”

“Is it?” asked Sharess, also standing. “Safe?”

“No.” Scorio laughed darkly. “Not for anyone. The Blood Ox is coming. Did you know?”

“Yes,” said Valdun, though the other two shook their heads. “Bravurn revealed his agreement with the True Fiend just yesterday.”

Scorio crossed his arms. “Yet you remained and fought for him.”

Valdun raised his bearded chin. “I didn’t have a choice. Amity and I agreed to hostile Heart Oath contracts in exchange for deeply important favors from Bravurn. I only realized how… predatory… the contracts were when I started trying to confront him.”

“Really?” Naomi’s tone was as sharp as a knife. “You want us to believe you naively signed your soul away?”

“Not naively. I was cornered. It was either sacrifice myself, or allow someone I cared for to die. Bravurn saved my friend, and I took the penalty upon myself.” Valdun’s expression was cold. “It’s an explanation, not an excuse. I didn’t want to let my friend suffer, so I agreed to what I shouldn’t have.”

“I can understand that,” said Scorio. “As an explanation, not an excuse. Because of Bravurn untold hundreds died. Who knows what havoc’s taking place in deep hell with both Imperators wasting their time tracking the Blood Ox through the Telurian Band and the Iron Weald.”

“Two Imperators?” asked Faridian, brows raising. “Then there is still hope to destroy the fiend?”

“Only if we can draw him out,” continued Scorio. “He’s hidden in his Sanctum, which I was told is tethered to his army, somehow, and is hard for even Imperators to dig him out from. He’ll only emerge if he thinks it safe, which means the Imperators have to remain far enough away, and that we have to hurt his forces enough to force his hand.”

Faridian nodded. “How many fiends is he bringing?”

“Hundreds of Gold-ranked ones. Symmetrons, Nethercoils, and Ixithilions.” Scorio tried not to let his despair enter his voice. “We were able to fight them to a standstill and draw the Blood Ox out, but that was with Plassus, Charoth, and Aezryna’s help, not to mention Plassus’ own Blood Barons and Pyre Lords.”

“Whereas now we have two Pyre Lords, three Dread Blazes, and perhaps sixty Flame Vaults and Tomb Sparks,” said Valdun darkly. “It can’t be done.”

“We need to flee before they arrive,” said Sharess.

“Where did Bravurn keep his Gold mana?” asked Scorio.

Faridian and Sharess looked to Valdun, who stroked his beard. “I’m sorry. I can’t reveal that.”

Naomi smiled. “Careful with your answers, big man. You’re not out of trouble yet.”

“My Heart Oath,” said Valdun simply. “It was comprehensive, and safeguarding the Gold mana was preeminent amongst my responsibilities.”

“Even though Bravurn is dead?” demanded Scorio.

Valdun shrugged. “The Heart Oath was lashed to my Heart. It cares nothing for the outside world. If a higher-ranked Great Soul was present to remove the Heart Oath, then that would be something. But there’s not one here.”

“Damn.” Scorio stared at the wall abstractedly. “So Jarex won’t reveal it, either.”

“It can’t be far,” said Naomi. “Bravurn wouldn’t leave that much Gold mana lying around undefended. He’d want it where he’d know it was safe.”

Alain grimaced. “Unless he had a couple of Pyre Lords just guarding it around the clock in some hidden cave a mile underground.”

Valdun’s expression remained stoic.

“We don’t have the mana,” said Sharess pointedly. “And we don’t have enough forces to fight the fiends. We need to evacuate and make for the Fiery Shoals.”

“Bravurn knew the Blood Ox was coming,” said Naomi stubbornly. “He wouldn’t waste the True Fiend’s time transporting all that mana here from a remote location.”

Sharess raised a brow. “Fine, but even if we find it, so what? Gold mana will give us a boost in a fight, but how will that equalize the numbers? The Tomb Sparks can’t even use it. We’d be slaughtered. You said we need to inflict enough damage to draw the Blood Ox out. We can’t do that.”

Faridian hissed. “And the new queen? Xandera? Can she call on sister queens for help?”

“Not likely,” said Scorio. “Seeing as they were the ones who betrayed her to begin with.”

“Then…” Faridian spread his hands. “I’m as appalled as you are, but I don’t know what else we can do. When do you think the Blood Ox will arrive?”

“Soon,” said Alain darkly. “I mean, we don’t have an exact time, but I’d bet my life on ‘soonish’. As in, really soon.”

“Thanks, Alain,” said Naomi. “But he’s right. We don’t have time to fetch reinforcements from the Telurian Band. Everyone headed to LastRock.”

Scorio rubbed his face. “Valdun. Until I make an official decision about staying or going, I want your help. Will you do everything you can to make good on your mistakes?”

Valdun exhaled, his expression grim. “I will do literally everything I possibly can to help you. Everything within my power.”

“Limited by your Heart Oath,” said Naomi sarcastically.

“Yes.” The Pyre Lord looked truly conflicted. “But I would urge you to listen to Sharess. It’s not safe for you here.”

“For any of us,” agreed Scorio. “But I guess I’m getting used to that. Alright. I’m going to go talk to Xandera. See what she thinks, and then I’ll make a decision. Post some lookouts at the front door, or higher up the spire so that we have a warning of the Blood Ox’s arrival. Alain, let me know when Moira reaches out to you. I’m going to speak with Xandera. Oh. One last thing. Do any of you three know anything about the Herdsmen?”

Valdun grimaced and shook his head. Sharess and Faridian looked mystified.

“Fine. Naomi?”

“Let’s go.” She glared at the three. “And despite what happens here, don’t think anyone will forget who you fought for. There’s no forgiving that kind of betrayal.”

Valdun nodded thoughtfully, even as Sharess glared back and Faridian paled.

“We need to remain focused on survival,” said Scorio. “We can let the higher-ranked folks decide your fate later. Stay where I can find you.”

“Understood,” said Valdun softly.

The three friends left the quarters and made their way to the royal suite.

“We obviously can’t trust them,” spat Naomi. “And I don’t buy Valdun’s penitent act. We should remove them from the equation and only deal with the Flame Vaults and Tomb Sparks.”

“We’re trying to gain forces, not get rid of them,” said Alain.

“We can’t trust them,” hissed Naomi. “Valdun especially. Are you both mad? He knows far more than he’s letting on, and I’m sure he’s hiding behind that Heart Oath.”

“Or just simply constrained by it,” said Scorio. “But he was arguing with Bravurn when we arrived, remember? He sounded really upset. I think he’s genuinely doing his best given his limitations.”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Naomi. “He admitted that he’s still constrained by the Heart Oath. Who knows what Bravurn made him swear?”

“Let’s talk to Xandera,” said Scorio. “We’ll decide what to do from there.”

They soon arrived at the upper level. Much of it had been destroyed by the battle against Bravurn; the iron cylinders had disappeared, but the damage they’d done was tremendous. Entire sections of the ceiling and floor had given way, collapsing to the levels below.

“What a mess,” said Alain, shaking his head in disapproval.

“I want to search Bravurn’s rooms before we go,” said Scorio softly. “What’s left of them. He said some damned suspicious things before he died.”

“Good luck.” Naomi looked down the broken hallway. “Between Xandera’s lava and his own attacks, there’s practically nothing left.”

“Even so.”

The enhanced Titan stood in the hallway, blocking the approach with his ebon bulk. The huge archway behind him was filled in with smooth obsidian.

Scorio stepped up cautiously. “Can I speak with Queen Xandera?”

To his surprise the Titan turned, slammed a fist through the stone wall, then briskly cleared a passage before stepping aside.

“I’d take that as a ‘yes’,” said Alain.

Scorio stepped through gingerly, peering about, but was met with the sight of an empty set of rooms. They were as before; braziers, columns, gorgeously patterned walls. Even the great pool was filled once more with a bed of coals, effulgent and smoldering.

There was no sign of blood or the violence done to the previous Xandera.

“Hello?” He made his way to the pool’s edge. “Queen Xandera?”

Peering back, he saw that Naomi and Alain had remained outside, barred from following by the Titan’s outstretched arm.

The coals stirred, swirled, then parted as Xandera arose from their midst. She was yet again changed, and now wholly herself, appearing as she had the first time he’d seen her.

While her upper torso had remained humanoid, her lower half was now that of a thickly segmented snake, most of which lay hidden beneath the coals. Her head was again crowned by huge, ridged horns, and spikes burst forth in a profusion from her shoulders and elbows.

All of her was now composed of exquisitely crafted plates of black armor, with bright yellow light limning each ridge and burning brightly in faint lines across her body, tracing her musculature. Her hair was resplendent, hanging in a thick, red-tipped mane, and her eyes blazed, now more than ever holes that revealed her molten interior.

“Scorio.” Her voice had deepened, was again exactly the same as that which he’d first heard. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Queen Xandera.” The similarity was disconcerting in the extreme. He had but to squint and it felt as if weeks had been rolled back. “It’s an honor, as always.”

“Why so formal?” She tilted her head to one side, smile playful. “You are close to me like kin.”

“It’s hard to ignore how regal you look. All grown up.” Scorio smiled. “I’m glad to see your home restored to you.”

“Much damage has been done, and I am in need of mates so that I may repopulate my spires. But I must work with what I have, and I have been busy. Look upon my labors.”

And she gestured, so that the coals rippled back to reveal a great gray egg in their midst, just like the one Scorio had carried forth into the Telurian Band—and then another, and then more. There were many of them, perhaps twenty or so, but before Scorio could get an exact number the coals washed back over them and they were gone.

“That’s… you’ve been busy.”

“I have indeed. I am weary. Most weary. Were I not powered by this fantastical mana, this Noumenon, I would have perished after laying the first five. But I have been equal to this task.”

“Because of the Blood Ox?”

“Because this True Fiend comes to lay siege at my door. And I must confess, Scorio, that I am very tired of being besieged.”

“But we need mana,” said Scorio. “You didn’t hatch till you were infused with Noumenon and I breathed on you. What are we going to do? We don’t have time.”

“But we have the mana.”

“We do?”

“Bravurn stored his Gold within my spires. And seeing as they are mine, I can sense all within them. They are locked in a room with no doors far below us, but mere clay and rock is no obstacle. I have ordered my drudges and Titans to gather at the closest point in preparation for my descent. I shall burn a hole to his vault, and then we will bring the Gold here and bathe my eggs till they are ready.”

“How long will that take?”

“Not long, if we hurry. Then we must transport the eggs to my caldera, where I shall summon the furies of the fire lakes below. If we act quickly, we shall have twenty more sister-mines ready to meet the Blood Ox when he appears, each and every one of them Gold-infused. It’s what we’ve traditionally used to awaken queens in the past.”

“Then let’s get to it,” Scorio said, heart racing with sudden newfound hope.

Xandera emerged from the pool. She was huge, her serpentine body easily twelve yards long, thick and heavily armored till it abruptly tapered, and she exuded heat such that his skin stung just from being too close to her.

Without a word she slithered out of the royal suite, the Titan stepping aside, and led their small party down, down the circling corridors to emerge at last far below into the gloom where the denizens of the hive had gathered.

It was an unremarkable stretch of corridor.

Xandera paused before a curve, raised one hand, and the air shimmered as she summoned heat from the heart of a volcano. The clay walls cracked, then ran, and soon melted away as she proceeded into the wall, creating a new tunnel with impressive rapidity.

They speared a good thirty or so yards into nothingness before the wall ahead parted and became a gap. Xandera waved her arm in a slow circle, widening the portal, and the raw aura of Gold mana washed out in a deluge.

Scorio’s heart began to pound. He’d not felt such massive amounts of Gold since the Crucible, and holding his breath, he stepped past the queen’s burning-hot bulk and into Bravurn’s secret vault.

It was massive and dominated by row upon row of wooden crates. These clearly contained the Gold; they radiated such potency that Scorio felt himself overwhelmed.

But his attention was quickly drawn from the crates that receded into the dark to a corner that was well appointed; carpet, desk, a glass cabinet filled with cut crystal decanters, a large iron-bound chest, and several heavy ledgers.

“Here we go,” he whispered, striding forward then slowing, unsure where to begin.

Alain didn’t hesitate. He opened the uppermost ledger to reveal columns of figures. “His financial records. Date, quantities imported, to whom he sent shipments, names… all here.”

The ledgers were bound in green leather, their spines stamped with numericals indicating their order, and their pages were onion-skin thin, the figures and lettering neat and precise.

“These go back decades,” said Scorio. “Do you think they’re worth something?”

Alain shrugged. “Only if you want to know who Bravurn was sending his Gold to. I bet there are some surprises in here.”

“Look,” said Naomi, opening the cabinet. “These elixirs. I don’t recognize half of them.”

Scorio joined her. Not only were there bottles, but also racks of glass and metal vials, along with delicately wrought metal boxes with cleverly hinged lids. Opening one after the next revealed some to contain a mass of pills, others to be lined with velvet with only five, or ten, or even just one pill lying in their centers.

“Wow,” whispered Alain. “These are bona fide treasures. He must have been collecting these forever. What even are they?”

“Potent,” said Scorio, examining a perfectly carved rose made from pink quartz. He closed the rosewood lid and passed his fingers over the tracery of tangled gold lines inlaid into the wood. A symbol he recognized as that of an old compass was delicately carved behind the lines. “And now? Ours. Too bad we can’t store them in a mini-Sanctum like a Charnel Duke.”

“Too bad we’re not just Charnel Dukes and Duchesses to begin with,” said Naomi wryly, but even she couldn’t hide the avarice in her voice. “Look, these are Vitality Pearls. There must be…” She shook her head in amazement. “At least a hundred of them in this jar alone.”

“Let’s take a couple each,” suggested Scorio. “We’ll distribute the rest later when we know what they do.”

“Shouldn’t we take the most expensive-looking stuff regardless?” Alain raised his brows. “In case we’re going to die, and need to just roll the dice?”

“Maybe,” said Scorio. “But they’re probably too powerful for us and would just burst our Hearts.”

“Scorio’s right,” said Naomi reluctantly. “If he never took them, it’s possible they were too powerful even for a Blood Baron. A Flame Vault like you? No chance.”

Alain sighed.

“What else?” Scorio turned back to the desk and began opening drawers. He found a slender silver knife, ink kits, neat piles of parchment, and a signet ring with a curious device on its face: an inverted crown laid over two crossed staffs with curled tops.

“Here,” said Naomi, taking up a solidly bound leather-backed tome. “It’s got dates. Maybe his journal?”

Scorio accepted it and flicked through the pages. “It’s written in code. How paranoid was he?”

“Appropriately paranoid,” said Alain.

“And some correspondence.” Naomi pulled some tiny scrolls from an equally small drawer. Each was no larger than her pinky and had been sealed with crimson wax bearing the same crown and double staves symbol. She opened a couple. “And also in code.”

“So it wasn’t a language of his own making, but something he shared with others.” Scorio opened more drawers. They drew out pouches of gems, a lock of brown hair tied with a crimson ribbon, a pair of emerald dice, a charcoal portrait of a young man with a blithe smile dated 829, and other curios and knickknacks whose importance evaded them.

Alain was studying the journal. “We need to crack this code. Right?” He looked up. “You guys think he was one of these Herdsmen you’re so interested in? I do. I mean, these crossed staves look like shepherd crooks to me.”

“But the crown’s upside down,” said Naomi, turning the ring over.

Alain shrugged. “Maybe they’re anti-monarchy?”

“At the end, he was furious, but he kept talking in terms of ‘we’.” Scorio thought back to their fight. “He made it sound like I was meant to be a tool of ‘theirs’. That I was growing faster than ‘they’ expected. I don’t know. But it’d make sense.” Scorio stared angrily at the desk. “And now we have all this information, and can’t read any of it.”

“Yet,” said Alain. “I’m good at cracking codes. I’ve a lot of experience reading other people’s letters and figuring out their secrets. Just give me a week and I’ll tell you what they were chatting about.”

Naomi rolled her eyes.

Blazeborns were entering the vault. Titans shattered crates and lifted large amphora out which they handed to drudges who stomped out carrying their precious cargo.

“What do you think, Queen Xandera?” Scorio called out. “Enough?”

“Oh, yes,” said the queen, her burning smile viciously content. “More than enough. Now we need but pray the Blood Ox gives us time. For if he does? Then he shall be met by an army unlike any that has ever walked the realms of hell.” Her eyes blazed. “An army composed of pure royalty.”

“And a few misfits,” added Alain. “I mean, I’m too modest to phrase it otherwise.”

“Even so,” allowed the queen. “When you stand with my selves and I, you shall be like kings.”

Scorio inhaled deeply, and a dangerous hope quickened in his chest.


Chapter 57

Each hour before the Blood Ox’s arrival was fraught.

Queen Xandera imbued her eggs with Gold mana in privacy, assisted by her own blazeborns. Naomi reported that Bravurn’s actual quarters were utterly demolished. Lookouts were placed high up the spire with a view of the dismal canyon stretching south.

Scorio summoned the Iron Vanguard to the caldera of a neighboring spire. He gave them little time to gather; at any moment he expected to be called to war.

When the totality of Bravurn’s former forces were gathered, he stood with only Naomi for company to gaze at the ninety or so Great Souls who studied him as intently in return.

“Hello.” Scorio pitched his voice to carry, but otherwise didn’t try for an inspiring or commanding tone. “My name is Scorio. My friends and I killed Bravurn for betraying our cause. He warned the Blood Ox of the Telurian Band assault on LastRock, which led to the Ox sending his fiends to assault our war camp while he fled here.”

Nobody looked surprised, but a few blanched at the facts being stated so baldly.

“Bravurn has you all still bound by your Heart Oaths. But I want to believe that this news came as a shock to the majority of you. That you signed up with the Iron Vanguard to help him fight off the Gurlocks and do guard duty on his whale ship in exchange for Gold mana. Those of you who knew but were constrained by your oaths, well. Wiser men and women than me will determine your fates.”

Valdun and Amity pursed their lips as most of the other Great Souls glanced at them.

“Naomi and I fought the Blood Ox in the Telurian Band. Well. We fought his Gold-ranked fiends, and were immediately defeated when he showed up. We know what’s coming, but the reason we’re not evacuating the Fury Spires for the Fiery Shoals is because there are two Imperators waiting in the wings. Azeran and Sarana. They can’t come too close or the Blood Ox will sense them and remain hidden in his Sanctum. So it’s our job to draw him out by destroying as much of his army as we can.”

Scorio raised his hand to forestall the protests. “It won’t be just us. Queen Xandera is birthing even now an army of queen blazeborns like herself. She’s promised us some twenty queens and a hundred or so Titans to join us. Our job is not to fight the Blood Ox, but to kill enough of his elites to draw him forth so that the Imperators can bring down the hammer. That being said, Tomb Sparks without obvious utility powers won’t be taking part. You’ll board Bravurn’s whale ship and head north to the Fiery Shoals. In this fight, you’ll just be casualties.”

That covered almost two-thirds of those gathered; their expression of relief were obvious.

“I don’t have time to review what the Flame Vaults can do. I’ll let Valdun and Amity decide your battle plan. But soon, perhaps any moment now, the enemy army will ruck up to our door expecting a gift of Gold mana. We’re going to surprise them and inflict as much damage as we can.”

Amity raised his hand. “What if the Blood Ox is there, expecting to parlay with Bravurn?”

“Then we’re dead,” said Scorio simply.

“Oh.” Amity lowered his hand.

“But if he’s hiding out in his Sanctum, we’ll have a chance to spring our trap. Alain—wherever he is—is in constant contact with Moira now. He’ll alert her, and she’ll tell the Imperators that our fight has begun. We need only last long enough to provoke the Blood Ox, then quit the field. The rest of the fight will be the Imperator’s business.”

Scorio made no mention of how quickly the True Fiend could appear. How unlikely it was that they’d all make a clean escape.

“Alright.” Valdun nodded slowly. “We can arrange ourselves to the best of our abilities. But you’re determined to do this? You can leave. The Iron Vanguard has the responsibility here. You’ve done your part.”

“No, I won’t run.” Scorio dismissed the notion with a chop of his hand. “We’ll fight together. Just… figure out how you’re going to fight. Do it now, then be ready for the signal. Clear?”

There was a murmur of agreement, but it didn’t sound enthusiastic.

“Good. Valdun, Amity, if anything comes up, come find me.”

“And I’ll say one thing,” hissed Naomi, her intensity sudden and fierce. “You all here are responsible in some manner for this. Whether through greed or indifference or sheer incompetence, you did nothing to prevent this from happening. If you don’t fight to the best of your abilities, if you do anything underhand, I will hunt you down and cut off your heads. Clear?”

“Damn,” said Amity. “Ease up there, Girl.”

And such was Amity’s power that even Naomi looked mollified. “You know what I’m saying. Don’t make this situation worse.”

“For better or worse, we’ll play our part,” said Valdun solemnly. “Everyone, gather round. We’ve got lots to discuss.”

Scorio and Naomi departed.

“Maybe ease up on the decapitation threats,” Scorio suggested mildly.

“Hardly.” She smirked at him. “They’re lucky I’m only a Dread Blaze and can’t do worse.”

“I’m just saying. They’re ostensibly on our side now. We need to work together. Ruining what little goodwill we have with that kind of language doesn’t help.”

Naomi stopped, forcing Scorio to do the same and turn back.

“Scorio.” She glared at him. “Don’t be a trusting fool.”

“I’m not a fool. I’m a dead man that’s grasping at straws. I know they can’t fully be trusted, but we need them. Remember how long it took Xandera to enter her fully grown form? Odds are we’ll be fighting the Blood Ox’s fiends with a bunch of twelve-year-old blazeborn queens. We need the Iron Vanguard. If they run, if they betray us, we’ll deal with it. But we need to increase the odds of their helping turn this tide. Otherwise we’re dead.”

“You know what’s going to happen. We’ll fight the fiends, the Blood Ox will show up, and then we’ll all die.”

“The Imperators are here this time. There’s a chance they’ll intervene.”

“Not in time.” Her eyes filled with tears and she dashed them away. “Damn. Why did we do this? If I lose you now, I’ll…”

“You won’t lose me.” Scorio stepped in close. “Also, if I die, I’m pretty sure you’ll do something incredibly stupid right after, and then you’ll be dead and happy, too.”

She snorted. “Idiot.”

“That we can agree on. Nothing is certain, not even our defeat. There’s a chance. Which is why we need all the allies we can get.”

“Fine.” She sniffed and wiped her forearm across her eyes. “Just don’t do something incredibly stupid for no reason and get yourself killed.”

“You know I can’t promise that.”

“By the gods, you’re the worst!” But she grinned and fell in with him as they resumed walking back to the main spire. “Why did I have to fall in - I mean, why did I decide to use a complete idiot for his body?”

“Fantastic taste, I guess.” He grinned and slung an arm around her shoulders. She leaned her head into him, and they walked in silence till Alain sprang into being before them.

“Guys! There you are.” He was panting for breath.

“He’s here?” Scorio tensed. “It’s begun?”

“No, no, I’ve finally got Moira. She was getting impatient waiting while I ran around like an idiot trying to find which caldera you all were in.”

“And?” asked Naomi. “Are the Imperators in position?”

Alain raised a finger, asking for a moment, then nodded. “Yes. But. They can’t stay long. Something big and very bad is happening in the Twilight Cradle. They need to return very soon. If the Blood Ox doesn’t show within the next hour or two, they will leave.”

“You’re kidding me!” Naomi bared her teeth. “And just leave us to fight the Blood Ox alone?”

“Twilight Cradle stuff,” said Alain helplessly. “It’s apparently a really big deal? Makes our fight look trivial? I don’t know.”

“Well, fine.” Scorio fought the urge to curse. “Understood. Have you told her everything?”

“Yes. Bravurn, Xandera, the works.”

“Does she know anybody that can read the journals?”

“She said she’d have to see them.”

“Well, I’ve hidden them in an empty royal suite. Tell her to come back and find them in case we’re all killed by the Blood Ox.”

“She says alright. Also, I told her you were a Pyre Lord now.” Alain winced as if in anticipation of a blow. “She shouted for a bit and then ordered you not to die.”

“Ha,” said Scorio. “Fine. Since she insists.”

“Also, she’s fascinated by your relationship with the blazeborns. Especially Queen Xandera. She wants to know if you’ve agreed to any formal treaties or alliances or the like.”

Scorio stared at Alain. “What?”

“Because—and she’s making me say this—you don’t have the authority to act as a signatory on anything binding between her kind and our own. And that you shouldn’t make any official offers or—”

“Alright, I’ve heard enough. Tell her to shove it.”

Alain’s eyes widened. He frowned, glanced away, then back. “I told her you’ve not done any of those things, and won’t.”

“Fine. I don’t care. We’re heading to the caldera to see how Xandera is doing. And maybe—just maybe—I’ll sign an official alliance between her and every Imperator that ever lived while I’m at it.”

Naomi shook her head at Alain as she followed Scorio past him.

“Hey! I was just passing along her words!” Alain hurried to catch up. “I don’t know, it seemed important to her. Anyway, she’s gone now. She said she’ll be back. She didn’t like your idea of just staying present till the Blood Ox shows up.”

“We’d hate to inconvenience her,” sneered Naomi.

“No, more like she said the Imperators can sense what’s going on, or probably can.”

“Fine,” said Scorio. “I’m done arguing with people.”

“Also, I know this might not be the best time, but I was hoping you two could give me some advice.”

“Sure,” said Naomi. “Stop spying on people, stop trying to be funny, take more showers, focus on making Dread Blaze, and leave us alone.”

“Ha. Nice. No, I mean with Fyrona. You see, when I left I promised I’d see her again in LastRock, and I might have promised to take her on a spectacular first date, which she agreed to, but now I have no idea what that should be.” Alain skipped alongside them, expression half-panicked. “What do you do in a war zone? It’s not like back in Bastion with nice restaurants and canal walks, right? Also, it has to be something pretty spectacular so she doesn’t forget I’m there.”

“Really?” Naomi stared at him. “That’s what you’re thinking about right now?”

“Says the lady who just spent who knows how many hours trying to shatter Scorio’s pelvis -”

This time Naomi really did lunge after him, and Alain only escaped by already having taken off at a run. Naomi chased him halfheartedly, then fell back, expression half-furious, half-embarrassed.

“Break my pelvis?” Scorio grinned. “I think we need to explain to Alain what really goes on when a girl likes a boy. Otherwise he may be disappointed in Fyrona’s attempts.”

“No, I think he needs his pelvis broken. And I’m happy to do it. With my tail blade.”

Scorio hesitated. “I’m trying to decide if you’re trying to be erotic with that one.”

“What?” Naomi looked aghast. “No! Ew. Scorio!”

He laughed. “Good. Though I’m surprising myself by actually rooting for him and Fyrona. Maybe they can go for a walk?”

“He’d disappear on her.”

“Maybe they can do some friendly sparring?”

“She’d cut him in half with her eye beams.”

“Maybe they can… hmm. I’m starting to see why he’s concerned.”

“If we get to LastRock, I’ll help him think of something.” Naomi shrugged nonchalantly. “If I haven’t killed him by then.”

“You will?” Scorio glanced at her skeptically. “All you ever do is drive him away with death threats.”

Naomi shrugged. “What can I say? He’s growing on me. While we were fighting below you and Bravurn, he may have actually saved my life at one point.”

“Really?”

“I mean, probably not. But he was definitely trying. So.” Naomi shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe I’ll help him think of some way to impress Fyrona.”

“Wonders never cease,” grinned Scorio. “I guess you two really are becoming best friends.”

To which Naomi could only scowl at him in annoyance .

The caldera was guarded by a mass of Titans; the hallways leading into the great space were choked with the drudges, who, despite being immobile, radiated wary danger. The air was baking hot, and that heat came not just from the blazeborns but from the caldera beyond.

Scorio. Xandera’s voice came from the closest Titan. You have arrived on time. Follow this child of mine. It will lead you to me.

The Titan turned and began marching through its fellows, who edged back, allowing Scorio and Naomi to follow it into an ancillary hallway which curved up around the caldera and let out into a balcony.

The same balcony from which Bravurn had watched the duel.

Queen Xandera took up most of it, her coils curled beneath her, her human torso rising up so that she could gaze out over the caldera.

Scorio and Naomi stepped up to the railing. The many windows and crude balconies that the Great Souls had punched into the walls were gone, smoothed over as if they’d never been. Some twenty eggs had been carefully placed on the floor below, each supported by a cup of clay that had risen from the ground as if of its own accord. The eggs glowed gold, and radiated such power that Scorio had no doubt to their infusion.

“The time has come,” said Xandera quietly. “Never has such a number of queens been born before. Never has so much wealth been available with which to make such a clutching possible. I will multiply like the stars.”

“One step closer to being the Everqueen,” said Scorio wryly.

“I no longer believe in such nonsense. My previous self, the original that you first met, left her musings and records for me to read written in the patterns of her walls. I have learned much from her, and now share her disdain for such blazeborn vanity. No. My queens shall fight the Gold-fiends that encroach upon my spires, and then those that survive shall spread out to found new colonies, raise new armies. Armies that shall fight for the health of Acherzua.”

Scorio studied the queen sidelong. He could hardly credit that the orange-haired waif he’d met only a few days ago had grown into her prodigious majesty. “I’m glad to hear it.”

Xandera looked down at him. “Don’t fear. You will always be a friend of all my selves. I have already woven your name into the fabric of our history. All that spring forth from my eggs shall know that they only live due to your assistance.. My selves shall always consider you an honored guest.”

To which Scorio could only bow.

“Now.” She turned back to the caldera. “We must draw the heat from the depths. My powers shall shield you. This is normally a sacred event. The birthing of a single queen is the culmination of a week of rites and celebration. Today we birth twenty, and do so with no ceremony. Somehow I find that fitting. These queens are born to war; they will know precious little of comforts or the delights of court. So shall it be.”

“So shall it be,” whispered Alain, then blushed and bowed his head.

“It begins,” whispered Xandera, and raised both her hands.

The ground rumbled.

The floor of the caldera began to glow, first a dull burgundy, then a rich red, which lightened in spots to orange, a color that spread as areas of bright yellow began to emerge.

The air shimmered. The runes blazed forth from within the walls. Scorio was sure that if he were to push his hand into the wall of livid currents that stirred before him that it would instantly char to the bone.

Or, perhaps it wouldn’t.

Soon the floor had passed from yellow to pure white, a light that arose to suffuse the air. Scorio narrowed his gaze, raising a hand to shield his eyes, and watched as the caldera became a crucible for the greatest heat he’d yet seen.

It lasted for only a moment.

Soon it faded, the glow flattering and falling into streaks, then dulling so that the contours of the room appeared.

Blinking away afterimages, Scorio peered below.

The ground was darkening, returning to a sullen crimson, but everywhere he saw young queens sitting, knees beneath their chins, their hair, long and lava-orange, flowing down to mingle and form a burning latticework. They were exactly the same as the young nine-year-old Scorio had seen a lifetime ago down in the Telurian Band.

As one, they blinked their burning eyes, then raised their faces to gaze with unerring focus at Queen Xandera.

The sight of twenty identical faces was unnerving. The terrible heat of the caldera had receded, but something just as intense had replaced it; each face possessed the same intelligence and alertness, the same power and personality as the queen.

“Welcome,” cried out Xandera, her voice swelling with pride and emotion. “Welcome, my daughter-selves! Welcome, Queens! Welcome, my royal host. Welcome to Acherzua. Welcome to hell, and to war.”


Chapter 58

Scorio and Naomi found a nook just within the main entrance of the spire and there sat together, backs to the wall, shoulders pressed together, and waited.

Each moment that passed, a calamity unfolded on the far side of hell. Scorio interlaced his fingers with Naomi’s and tried to imagine it. The vastness of this land. The extent of the Telurian Band giving way to the mists of the Silver Unfathom, which in turn bled into the endless Lustrous Maria with its tenebrites. And on the far side of that shifting expanse, the Emerald Reach where the Viridian Heart commanded its Emerald Legions. Then the Scorched Swale where Crimson Earl Endergrast’s Golden Star floated, and beyond that the Azure Expanse, which gave way to the Diamond Veil, and then, only then, so far he couldn’t conceive it, the Twilight Cradle that encircled the Pit.

It made him feel tired. Small. Irrelevant. This battle against the Blood Ox had been haunted by betrayal, blood, and desperation, but what was it when compared to the wars and miracles that lay beyond?

Scorio stared out at nothing. Naomi’s head rested on his shoulder as she slept.

He thought on the Archmagus. The old man who’d orchestrated this entire resistance. How had the Great Souls gone from agreeing to fight demons on Eterra to forever binding their souls to the Archspire? Why had the portal home closed? What would happen if they failed to destroy the Pit?

All of which led him back to the Herdsmen. Praximar had confessed in his journal to being one in a previous life. Bravurn had been one, he was sure of it. But what was their goal? Why this mystery and obfuscation? Were they sided with the Pit? Is that why Bravurn had been able to communicate with the Blood Ox? But Bravurn had been a Great Soul himself, mortal, and tied to the Archspire. Why work for his own destruction?

The answer had to lie in the journals and ledgers they’d collected. Alain hadn’t had time to work on them yet, but when this was done, they’d find Lianshi and see if together they could crack the code.

For what was the point in laboring in hell if they couldn’t even be sure why and for what they sacrificed?

Scorio turned Naomi’s hand about and studied her fingers, her knuckles, the faint tracery of veins just beneath her skin. One good thing had come of this all. Or could come of it. He still felt unsure of how things stood with them. A door had been opened, a new intimacy that often felt right, but why this unease? He rested his cheek on her head and breathed in her scent. Closed his eyes. How could something feel so right yet keep him on edge at once?

Perhaps that was love. Perhaps the very intensity of it made it so you couldn’t relax.

Scorio’s thoughts turned to more intimate moments. Perhaps they should slip away, have a few moments before the Blood Ox arrived…?

But no. He wanted to laugh at himself. What manner of figure would he cut if he came running to the battle while pulling up his pants?

His thoughts slowed, became a mélange of memories and quiet hopes. If they could but survive the next hour or two…

Shouts from within, the sound of pounding feet. Scorio and Naomi jerked awake and leaped to their feet.

Sharess and a handful of the Iron Vanguard came racing into the main hall.

“The Blood Ox’s fiends! We’ve sighted them coming up the valley!”

“Alright.” His fancies and daydreams died away, leaving him cold and certain and ready. “How much time do we have?”

Sharess ran her hand distractedly through her blonde hair. “They’re moving fast. Really fast. Maybe ten minutes?”

Scorio smiled. “Best call the Iron Vanguard. I’m sure Xandera is aware. I’ll meet you all outside.”

Scorio strode out the great archway and out onto the bridge. The moat below was alive with lava, which burped and roiled and flowed turgidly as if to reflect the queen’s perturbation.

The fifty Titans were lined up as before, facing outward, and Scorio passed through their ranks to reach the far end of the small plateau and gaze out over the Iron Weald’s canyon. The Telurian Band’s sun was low against the horizon, so that crimson light flooded north like blood from a wound. The iron cliffs rose to tower above them, rough and imposing, and between them lay the broken valley floor.

In the distance, closing fast, came the Blood Ox’s horde. Scorio narrowed his eyes. They were little more than shadows at this distance, but he thought he could distinguish the larger Symmetrons amidst the shimmering carpet of Nethercoils and Ixithilions. At this distance they didn’t appear a true army; more a great band of fiends, a hundred or more individuals who were closing rapidly with their target.

No sign, obviously, of the Blood Ox.

“They must be near death,” said Naomi.

“Their hunger no doubt drives them on.”

“Maybe when they realize they won’t be getting their feast they’ll lose heart.”

“Or,” said Scorio, “be driven into a murderous fury.”

“Guess we’ll find out.”

Naomi took Scorio’s hand, and together they watched the horde approach. They were moving astonishingly quickly. With each passing moment the individual fiends grew more distinct, the size of their band more imposing.

“We have the high ground,” said Naomi at last. “That’ll count for something.”

“If we can hold the edge. Otherwise they’ll just spill into the plateau.”

“Last chance for us to hole up inside the spire,” said Alain, appearing beside Scorio.

“We’re looking to inflict rapid losses on them,” replied Naomi. “We can do that if we’re just fighting in the main entrance.”

“I’d feel better about it,” said Alain, hugging himself.

Naomi smiled. “You’ll be alright. Has your punch charged up?”

“A little.” Alain considered his fist with despondent frown. “Not enough.”

To Scorio’s surprise, Naomi reached out and gave Alain a friendly shove. “Well, you used it at the right time. I’ve got some ideas for your date with Fyrona. We just have to get through this.”

“You do?” Alain perked up. “I was thinking we should actually do something, you know? Because I tend to talk too much, and when I get nervous I say the exact wrong things, usually the stuff I’m actively trying not to say, it’s like this weird compulsion, so I’d probably tell her how badly I want to see her naked or something like that and then the date would get weird -”

Naomi’s stare checked him.

“What?” Alain rubbed the back of his head. “I mean, it’s true. I really, like, really want things to work out with her. And to see her naked. If possible. And with her permission.”

“You are such a freak,” said Naomi, smiling again despite herself.

Alain’s smile was hopeful. “Maybe Fyrona likes freaky guys?”

Scorio sensed people approaching, and turned to see the Iron Vanguard filtering toward them through the Titans. Amity and Valdun were in the lead, and despite himself Scorio couldn’t help but be cheered by Amity’s rugged smile. The two Pyre Lords stepped up beside them and considered the approaching enemy.

“Now that’s a sight,” said Amity, crossing his arms over his chest. “Looks like it’ll be a fiend per Great Soul. Not the best odds, considering most of us are Flame Vaults.”

The rest of the Iron Vanguard moved to stand along the plateau’s edge. Scorio could sense their nervousness. This was probably the first time most of them had even seen fiends of this caliber.

Not to mention the awareness of who lurked in the background.

“We’re not alone,” said Scorio, and to his relief the queens began to emerge from the archway. They’d grown already from their nine-year-old selves to appear twelve or thirteen; more and more of them filed out and crossed over the bridge, their long hair glowing golden, their large eyes burning brightly, their expressions set in stubborn defiance.

Leading them was Queen Xandera, older in form and clearly in command. She stood preeminent, slithering forward on her great tail, formidable and with her black plating reinforced so that she now seemed encased in true armor. She wielded a trident longer than Scorio was tall, its three tines burning bright, and the air about her shimmered continuously as if pouring off a furnace.

A dozen enhanced Titans followed behind, and the fifty Titans arrayed before the bridge stirred to life. All marched forward, and Valdun gave a curt shout, ordering the Iron Vanguard back.

A few moments later the twenty queens lined the edge of the plateau, slender shoulder to slender shoulder, gazing down with pitiless expressions at the valley and oncoming horde. Queen Xandera joined Scorio and the others at the top of the road that was worn into the steep slope, and planted the butt of her trident upon the hard rock.

“The moment has come,” she said, voice husky.

“Here it is.” Scorio inhaled deeply.

Valdun looked decidedly nervous in the queen’s presence. “If I may, I suggest we array the Iron Vanguard’s long-range combatants along the front here, and do our best to drop as many of the fiends as we can as they climb the rise. Then, once we’ve done what we can, we fall back and turn the plateau into a killing field, with our close fighters holding the fiends back as your queens and yourself throw lava at them -”

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” said Queen Xandera, her tone quiet. She was studying the approaching fiends, who were now perhaps only minutes from reaching the base of the slope. “The way we blazeborns fight is quite different.”

“With all respect,” said Amity, “we’re going up against a mass of Gold-ranked fiends. No blazeborn army has ever faced such a foe.”

Xandera smiled down at the Pyre Lord. “No blazeborn army has ever been composed of so many Gold-infused queens. And no queen has ever wielded a fraction of my power.”

“So what do you suggest?” asked Scorio.

“Have your forces wait and watch. Whomever survives to climb the approach, you may kill. There won’t be many.”

“Mighty generous of you,” groused Amity.

“Ah, question?” Alain had raised his hand. “When do we start this fight? Because I think maybe we should start now.”

Scorio glanced back. The fiends were charging toward the base of the slope. They were only several hundred yards away now, the Ixithilions pulling ahead, their pale forms like phantoms in the gloom, and numbering some forty or fifty strong. Behind them came a wall of Nethercoils, almost as fast, pounding along on their tentacled arms and legs. The thirty or so Symmetrons had fallen behind, but they were the final wave that would crush whatever the first two ranks had failed to destroy.

“We begin now,” said Xandera, and raised her trident.

The queens up and down the length of the edge of the plateau raised their arms in unison, their hair flowing around them as if they were a cresting wave of lava that was about to flood down the slope.

The ground shuddered.

Scorio fought the urge to ignite. All around him Great Souls were drinking in the Iron mana that lay heavy in the air. The ground trembled again, and Queen Xandera began to radiate such a heat that the Great Souls were pushed back by her aura.

The first Ixithilions reached the base of the slope, their spiked legs sending up bursts of shattered clay and rock as they hurled themselves forward.

The slope rose at first gradually from the valley floor only to grow ever more steep until it was nearly a forty-five degree angle just before the edge. Smooth, artificial, part of the spires’ base, its slick and smooth nature would be no impediment to the fiends assaulting the spires.

Except that the slope suddenly shattered into a thousand cracks, like a plate of porcelain dropped upon the floor. And from between those cracks flooded forth lava, at first welling up like an overripe fruit squeezed in a fist, and then bursting forth in great sprays, gouting forth and throwing dollops of burning rock into the air.

The ground shook and trembled, and more than one Great Soul yelled out in surprise and staggered into their fellows. The queens remained eerily silent, arms raised, and when Xandera lowered her trident to point its fearsome head at the approaching horde, all hell break loose.

The base of the slope broke forth before a wave of lava that rushed forth even as the valley floor for hundreds of yards in every direction melted and began to blaze orange and crimson.

The fiends shrieked and leaped and fought the suction of the molten rock. Scorio could only stare, wide-eyed, as the entire valley floor transformed into a lake of fire.

“By the gods,” whispered Valdun hoarsely.

The Ixithilions were the least able to handle the heat and burning rock. They screeched and leaped as nimbly as they could, but their pointed legs sank swiftly into the lava and burned away, so that they quickly fell and tumbled amidst the flows.

The Nethercoils were much more capable of taking the damage; they roared and hurled themselves into huge leaps that carried them over much of the lava, only to land with great splashes that charred their legs and seemed to compel them to leap even further.

The Symmetrons, however, seemed inured to the pain; they waded through the lava with the same twisted expressions upon their golden masks, perhaps protected by some power or ability that reduced the terrible damage that was being dealt to the others.

“Here they come!” shouted Valdun, and a dozen winged horses appeared in the air above him, each mounted by a spear-carrying warrior.

None of the Ixithilions made it more than halfway up the slope, but the Nethercoils came roaring and screaming, badly burned, limbs twisted and blackened, their forms unspooling into a mass of tentacles.

But before the Great Souls could defend themselves, the queens raised their palms and unleashed hundreds of bolts of lava, some wielding the burning rock like great whips, others simply flinging burning rocks from their palms.

The Nethercoils went down before the onslaught, battered out of the air to roll upon the broken rocks and lava, sinking beneath the assault and roaring and fighting the molten liquid that sucked them under.

Scorio could only stare, transfixed, at what the power of all those blazeborn queens could do. The entire valley floor was now orange and yellow, hellish vapors rising to darken the sky and obscure the distant sun, the burning glow dancing along the lower halves of the cliffs and painting them burgundy and crimson.

Not a single queen had taken damage. Not a single Great Soul.

Someone laughed, the sound almost unhinged with delight and disbelief. Naomi had seized hold of Scorio’s arm, her expression slack with awe. The heat was tremendous; Scorio had to squint against the burning winds and raised a hand to shield himself from the drifting sparks and motes of burning ash.

The Symmetrons tackled the slope. Their sheer size gave them an advantage; they struggled against the flowing rocks, each step a splash, their pain now made evident in the way they swung their clubs and rotated their four-sided heads as if searching for a path that didn’t exist.

But though they took terrible damage, the burning slope didn’t stop them.

“Here we go,” shouted Scorio, igniting at last. He grabbed Naomi by the nape of the neck and kissed her, hard. “Stay alive!”

“You, too!”

With a leap, he assumed his scaled form and extended his wings. The updraft was tremendous. He was buffeted from below by the rising winds, so that it was with relief that he grew into his dragon form.

What power. What might! He felt his body grow massive, sinuous, lethal. Ponderous yet at once light upon the winds, a force of destruction, the burning wasteland laid before him mirroring the fire that burned eternally within his chest. His wings grew even more massive and the dark clouds billowed as he powered through them, his tail undulating far behind, his eyes no longer affected by the heat and the fumes.

In this form the terrible fires below didn’t discomfort him; if anything, he felt at home, as if this landscape, this air, this burning world were where he belonged.

Huge and fell he descended upon the first Symmetron. It raised its clubs and waved them at him threateningly, but Scorio could only purr with amusement as he opened his mouth and gave vent to his inner inferno.

Black flames exploded forth, a gout of such virulent ferocity that the Symmetron rocked back as if in the face of a hurricane wind. Its upper torso disappeared within the flames, its clubs smashing at the stream of fire, and then Scorio was past, great wings carrying him to the next foe.

Turning his head back briefly upon his sinuous neck he saw that the Symmetron’s torso had been reduced to a crumbled silhouette; the fiend collapsed sidelong into the lava, and was no more.

One of the remaining Nethercoils leaped out of the furnace to unleash its tentacles as it sought to collide with him. Scorio slammed his Shroud into its path, and was gratified to see that his shield had grown in size commensurate with his new form; the great curved surface was easily ten yards across, and the Nethercoil plastered itself against it, tentacles grasping and seeking to find purchase before sliding back down into the flames.

Another Symmetron was right ahead. This time, Scorio banked at the last second so that all four feet came up just as he crashed into it, talons sinking deep into the huge fiend’s side, his wings beating furiously at the air as he bit its head. Several of its clubs pounded at his side, the blows tremendous, but his scales diffused the strength behind the attack, protecting him from strikes that would have shattered his regular scaled form before.

With a great roar he tore the fiend’s head clear off, crumpling the golden masks in his maw, and twisting about threw the body aside so that it tumbled down the molten slope.

Scorio trumpeted his victory. Fighting for height, tail lashing behind him, he scoured the smoky heavens and saw that other Great Souls had followed him into the air to give battle.

Valdun and his winged host flew just above, Amity seated behind him. The spear-wielding warriors were flinging their weapons at the Symmetrons, again and again, while Amity was shriveling up, rapidly aging and growing desiccated as he prepared his massive attack.

Scorio roared his greeting cautiously. Was this the moment when they turned on him?

Valdun raised his fist in acknowledgement.

But instead of turning away, Scorio kept watching the other Pyre Lord. Waiting. And then he saw it: Valdun wasn’t saluting him.

Instead, the Pyre Lord raised his burning spear, and with all the strength in his body flung it down at Scorio, moments before his dozen other warriors did the same.


Chapter 59

Savage fury fought with bitterness. Scorio’s very size precluded nimble maneuvering; he banked hard but several of the spears slammed into his Shroud. A handful broke through. Pain lanced into his body, but none of the wounds were mortal; it seemed his Gold-tempered body was enough to rebuff the Pyre Lord assault.

Winging around, mind racing, he resummoned his Shroud and poured Iron mana into it, thickening its curvature till it glimmered in the air. The temptation to char the two Pyre Lords was overwhelming, but Valdun’s expression was one of horror.

He was being compelled by his Heart Oath.

Amity was growing more wizened by the moment, so Scorio plunged toward them and blasted out with his aura of command: STOP!

Amity’s eyes opened wide.

DON’T KILL YOURSELF.

His ability to command had grown more nuanced, more insidious. He felt his words latch on to Amity’s spirit, felt the other man’s resistance melt away.

But Valdun’s warriors shouted their defiance and hurled their spears. Scorio veered away, several bouncing off his Shroud, and then fell upon the winged horses, his wings buffeting them and his tail slamming into another. The steeds went flying, their shrill screams unearthly, spilling the warriors into the air so that they fell, clutching at nothing.

Valdun guided his mount around with his knees, raised a burning spear, and hurled it directly at Scorio’s breast.

Again Scorio moved his Shroud between them, and again the spear pierced it, to fly at diminished speed straight into Scorio’s flame form and incinerate midair.

Scorio willed himself forward, dropping his Shroud as he fell upon the Pyre Lords like a burning cloud. Amity screamed, broke free of Scorio’s compulsion, but too late - Scorio became scaled flesh at the last moment, and slapped his tail across the Pyre Lords to knock them free of their steed.

Except that Valdun was gone, having taken the place of a final warrior upon the sole remaining pegasus. Amity took the tail straight to the chest and was knocked free, to fall with a cry toward the plateau below.

“I cry for your mercy!” shouted Valdun, bringing his panicked horse under control as another burning spear appeared in his fist. “Scorio! I did not want this!”

Scorio didn’t waste time trying to talk. The inferno within his chest desired nothing more than to release, to turn Valdun into char and ash. But instead he blew his plume just over the horse’s head, scalding the air and causing it to buck and rear up, wings beating furiously.

Valdun’s throw was ruined; his spear flew wide as he clutched at the horse’s neck, and then Scorio flew past and tore the white stallion’s head clear off with a great sweep of his claws.

Valdun roared as he fell, tumbling free as the horse disappeared, but there were no more riders for him to cast himself into. Down he fell, toward the plateau, to crash down hard beside Amity.

Scorio swooped down, ready to ensure they were both out of this battle, when a soft black rock welled up around them like burning mud. Both Pyre Lords cried out in dazed pain, but it was rapidly became clear that Xandera wasn’t intent on killing them; the rock hardened about their bodies, locking their arms and limbs in place, clicking and ticking as it turned to solid stone.

Scorio glanced back over the plateau, but none of the Flame Vaults or Dread Blazes were rebelling; if anything they were cowed by the blazeborn queens, hanging back and staring, wide-eyed, as the Blood Ox’s army was decimated.

Scorio could feel the spear wounds digging into his muscles as he flew back out over the ruined slope. Painful, but he could put them out of his mind. But it was his rancor that truly affected him; he’d not been surprised by their betrayal, just bitterly disappointed. Bravurn’s doing? It didn’t really matter.

Seeking another Symmetron to attack, Scorio saw that the last of Gold-ranked fiends was succumbing to the lava. The air shimmered with smoky heat, and everything was painted in hues of livid orange and red. The entire valley seemed to have melted and become a lake of molten crimson. Only the plateau rose above it, like a miniature version of the Fiery Shoals.

They’d done it. They’d not only defeated the Blood Ox’s elites, they’d done it without taking any casualties.

Incredulous, Scorio glided over the site of the massacre.

The battle was over.

Which was why he felt not a flicker of surprise when a fleck of crimson light appeared high above the burning waste. Were it not for the fearsome mana signature he’d never have spotted it, one mote of fire amongst thousands of sparks, but its appearance was heralded by a great detonation of power, and when it tore itself open into a burning portal a second or so later, Scorio was already fleeing back to the plateau.

The Blood Ox emerged to gaze upon the inferno that had claimed his hundreds of fiends.

Scorio came around, fighting to remain calm, but the sight of the ragged figure set his heart to pounding, his instinct to screaming. He came in low over the queens and Great Souls and then arrested his forward flight, beating his wings powerful as he hovered, tail lashing below him, the presence of his flames burning brightly within his chest.

The Blood Ox’s eyes were wide, his gaze darting from side to side as he took in the cindered husks of his fiends. Slowly, as if incredulous, awakening from a dream, he lifted his eyes and stared at Scorio and the twenty blazeborn queens arrayed along the plateau.

“What have you done?” There was genuine anguish in his voice. “They were infinitely more worthy than you, a million times more deserving.”

It was Queen Xandera who spoke, the butt of her trident planted in the rock beside her, expression fearless, regal beyond measure. “They sought to assault my domain! So shall I deal with all that threaten my home!”

“But this…” The Blood Ox gestured with a long-fingered hand, then paused. “Bravurn is dead?” Understanding flickered across his features, and he blinked and raised his gaze to Scorio. “You.”

Scorio fought mightily to remain in place; this draconian form was meant for ceaseless forward movement, such that he was forced to powerfully beat his wings without pause so as to hover.

The Blood Ox tilted his head to one side. “You. I severed you from the… ah.” A quick flick of a glance at Xandera, a narrowing of his gaze, then fresh understanding. “So you both rushed here to strangle that which was struggling to be born.”

Scorio’s dragon form would not defend him, so he shrank into his scaled humanoid one. At any moment he could die. He had no defense against this being. None. “I lament your dead. We fought in self-defense. I don’t wish to fight you. What is it you want?”

“What is it I want?” The Blood Ox’s expression curdled into one of such overwhelming hatred and loathing that he suddenly looked as inhuman as any fiend. “Your complete and utter destruction, and then to tear open your portal to Eterra and pass through, me and mine, like a wave of destruction long delayed, and wrap my fingers around Archmagus’ neck and throttle that bastard until my fingers close to fists and his head sails free, trailing blood! Nothing less! Nothing more!”

The air pulsated with his power, wave after wave of such terrible might that Scorio fell back, his gorge rising, his body breaking out into a thick sweat, his head blooming with pain. The mana in the air was orienting around the Blood Ox in great concentric spheres, and pulsing out and shrinking back in like a lung, a field of power that Scorio wasn’t even sure the Blood Ox was aware of.

“Why do you hate the Archmagus -” But Scorio’s cry was drowned out by the rising hum of power, the shriek of wind that was building, flowing from the south to the north with ever greater ferocity by the second. Buffeted, Scorio tumbled back, only to pitch himself down roughly and fall to the plateau.

“Death!” screamed the Blood Ox, and spires of lava were now rising from the field below him, twisting and twining themselves into abstract patterns. For a second Scorio hoped that was an assault planned by all the queens, but a quick glance at their horrified expressions showed that they had no control over what was happening.

The Blood Ox pointed one finger, and a young Xandera exploded into a welter of flesh and molten blood. The Blood Ox swept his hand to the side, and half their number ruptured and died, bursting into a spray of glowing blood and atomized flesh.

“Run!” screamed the Nightmare Lady, lifting Scorio to his feet.

The Blood Ox made a cutting motion, and some fifteen Great Souls beyond them simply exploded as their blood tore itself free and flew in filaments toward the Blood Ox.

Queen Xandera cried out her defiance and hurled her trident at the True Fiend. It was a muscular cast, nearly bowing her over as she released, and the lava field below responded to the thrown weapon, rising up into a great plume of burning rock that hurtled toward the Blood Ox with enough power behind it to crack the canyon wall.

The Blood Ox dashed the assault aside with contempt, causing the entire causeway of elevated lava to smash apart, and then he was upon Xandera, his hand around her neck, lifting her so that her black serpentine body hung and thrashed below.

“Traitor,” he hissed, completely uncaring of her white-hot hands which she wrapped around his wrist. “Traitor!”

“No!” Scorio took three steps and leaped, wings beating powerfully as he threw himself at the True Fiend. He became his flame form a second later, intent on flying clear through the Blood Ox and incinerating him from within, but an unquestionable force seized him and Scorio’s flame body blasted apart.

His mind, his very sense of self was knocked asunder. For a moment he was a million embers of vaguely aware of motes, dispersed through the air, and then slowly he began to coalesce. Moment by moment his thoughts, emotions, his very being became concrete, until he found himself whole.

The violence had stilled. Xandera yet hung from the Blood Ox’s fist, her arms slack by her side, her eyes closed, but the True Fiend was frowning toward the west.

Hope flickered in Scorio’s chest.

The Blood Ox sneered and hurled Xandera away, an effortless flick of his arm that sent the queen spinning through the air, and without another word he sucked all the ambient mana into himself, an instantaneous effect that tore Scorio’s own reserves out of his reservoir again. Scorio fell, human once more, Heart brutally guttered, and hit the rocky plateau hard.

Turning, he looked up, dazed, to see the Blood Ox fly out of the valley so quickly that his form blurred. There was no visible magical effect; the True Fiend simply flew out and up, over the far canyon wall, and was gone.

Vision bleary, his Heart aching once more from the terrible violation, the canyon a mana desert, Scorio fought to sit up, only to freeze as two figures high up crossed the sky. They came and went so quickly that if he’d blinked he’d have missed them. It was the contrails of mana burn that they left behind that marked their passage more than anything else.

And then they were gone.

“Damn,” someone whimpered. Scorio coughed, fought a wave of vertigo, and when it passed he rose, swaying to his feet.

Half the Iron Vanguard was dead. Where they’d stood remained little more than torn ribbons of bloodless flesh and shards of bone. Some of the young queens were racing down the slope to where Queen Xandera lay still.

“Naomi?” Scorio cast about, panic rising within him until he saw her rising from just beyond the edge of the plateau, face smudged with soot. “Naomi!”

“Scorio?”

He ran to her, and she embraced him. For a moment they stood thus, holding each other tight.

“It worked,” he whispered into her hair. “It worked.”

She squeezed him as hard as she could, then drew back. “They betrayed you.”

“Like you said,” laughed Scorio hoarsely. “Wasn’t really a surprise.”

“They betrayed you.” Her fury was mounting. “I had to watch from here. I couldn’t help you. They nearly killed you!”

“A few wounds,” said Scorio, gingerly touching his bloodied side. The pain was a distant thing.

“Amity almost got his detonation off. Valdun would have finished the job.” She shook her head in horrified wonder. “Don’t you care?”

“I care that we defeated the Blood Ox, is what I care about. They’re imprisoned in stone. We’ll have someone higher ranked remove their Blood Oaths -”

“Forget them? They nearly -” She shook her head, lost for words. “Where are they? There!”

Scorio followed her gaze across the plateau to where the great hunks of black stone yet imprisoned Valdun and Amity. The queens had been careful but thorough.

“Hey!” cried Scorio as Naomi shoved him away and took off at a sprint. “Naomi! What are you - damn it!”

He ran after her, but halfway she somehow wrested just enough Iron from the environment to rise into her Nightmare Lady form.

“Naomi!” His shout was lost amidst the cracking of cooling rock and the rumble of deep stone resettling itself. “Noami, stop!”

He sought Iron mana, but there was so little, and what little there was hurt to be coerced into his reservoir. Still he labored with it, feeling faint from nausea as he swirled the fragments about his much-abused Heart.

The Nightmare Lady loped across the plateau on all fours. Scorio finally ignited and extended his wings. It wouldn’t last long. He felt like vomiting just from this effort, but he had to stop her, had to intervene -

He was too late. Valdun and Amity were shouting as she charged them, clearly bereft of power like Scorio. Their voices rose in panic and terror until the Nightmare Lady spun and cut Valdun’s head clean from his shoulders.

Scorio froze, but momentum kept him gliding forth.

The Nightmare Lady whipped about and glared at Amity, who was struggling mightily with the black stone that encased him. Something of his power still had to be in effect, because the Nightmare Lady seemed to wrestle with herself.

“Stop!” Scorio was so close, just a few moments more and he could tackle her. “Naomi! Don’t do this!”

She screamed in fury and frustration and slashed at Scorio with her tail, driving him back to land and stagger. “Don’t do this? The Blood Ox was right, we need to wipe this scum from the face of hell.”

Scorio raised his hands. “Not like this. Please. Not like this. They’re compelled by Heart Oaths. We can remove them.”

“Why should we?” The Nightmare Lady’s every line was one of burning tension. Her eyes blazed green. “Are you so stupid, Scorio? If we don’t kill them now, they’ll be released to fight in the war! This is our one chance for justice, against them, against all of them!”

“I killed Praximar,” he said, trying to keep his tone calm. “I killed Bravurn. But Valdun, Amity, they’re compelled by Heart Oaths. They barely hurt me. Let more powerful Great Souls interrogate them, see what must be done -”

The Nightmare Lady hissed, spun, and moved to strike at Amity with her tail.

“No, stop!” Alain stepped into view as if from nowhere, his hand grasping her shoulder. “Naomi, don’t!”

The Nightmare Lady cracked her tail and its triangular blade slashed through Alain’s neck so that his head went flying. Alain took one more step them fell over, blood pumping.

Everybody froze.

“Damn it, Boy,” rasped Amity, tone one of horror.

The Nightmare Lady stared at the corpse. “Alain?”

Scorio couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.

The Nightmare Lady crouched by the dead Great Soul. “Alain? What did you… why…?”

Scorio heard a great tidal wave rushing through him, filling his ears with a terrible roaring.

“You… you idiot,” stammered the Nightmare Lady, and then she shrank down into her Naomi form and turned to Scorio, face stricken. “It was an accident. He surprised me.”

Scorio dropped his arm. He couldn’t think. Alain’s head lay on its side, eyes wide, dirt encrusted in the right one.

“It was a mistake!” shouted Naomi, her voice near breaking. “Scorio! You believe me, don’t you? He surprised me!”

Scorio’s shoulders sagged.

Faridian came running up, only to fetch short. “What… she did this?”

Naomi leaped to her feet and surged back into the Nightmare Lady. “Come any closer and I’ll kill you!”

Faridian raised both palms. “Calm down, please. The Imperators. If they return, they can undo all this. We can still make this right.”

But Scorio knew that the odds of both Imperators returning to this valley were small. The moment they dealt with the Blood Ox they’d return to the Twilight Cradle as quickly as they could.

“Scorio?” Never had it been so eerie to hear Naomi’s voice come from the Nightmare Lady’s maw. “You believe me, don’t you? That it was an accident.”

Blood was still ebbing from Alain’s neck. “I believe you,” he said woodenly.

The Nightmare Lady took a step back and shrank down into her Naomi form. “She made me do it. I didn’t want to. Scorio, she made me!”

Only to surge back up into her dark, angular Nightmare Lady form. “I wouldn’t have had to if you trusted me!”

“Naomi?” Scorio took a step forward. “Calm down. We can figure this out.”

The Nightmare Lady shrank down to Naomi, who stared at Alain’s corpse. She was breathing fast and shallow, her hands rising up to rake at her scalp. “I didn’t mean to… I didn’t want for him to…”

Faridian still had both hands raised. “The Imperators will fix this. Everything will be fine.”

“No!” She burst back up into the Nightmare Lady and leaped away. “You’re lying! They’re the problem, they’re all part of the problem. If we stay, if I stay…” She fixed her burning green eyes on Scorio. “We need to run. Now.”

He looked back to where Queen Xandera was slowly rising from the marl. At the dead, the damage, the desolation. Back to the Nightmare Lady.

Run.

To flee with her into the Iron Weald.

He looked down at Alain.

“Scorio?” Darkness burst out around her, and then she was before him, having skitter-stepped across the intervening distance. “Scorio? You’ll come with me, won’t you?”

He looked up into her skull-like visage, into her burning green eyes.

She reached for him with her emaciated hand, but when he flinched she snatched it back.

“You don’t trust me,” she whispered.

“I trust you, Naomi,” he said, voice faint. “Just shift down.”

“Why?” She glanced around suspiciously at Faridian, at those gathering behind them. “No! You don’t trust me… and I…” She leaped back again and stared at Alain, then laughed, the sound akin to glass shattering. “This wasn’t… I did this for you!”

Scorio felt his heart breaking, and could only shake his head. “I never wanted you to kill them.”

“Because you’re weak.” Her voice grew low and cruel. “Weak and gullible and stupid.”

“Just… just come with me. Please?”

The Nightmare Lady laughed again, raised her face to scream at the dark sky, then spun, took ten long strides, and dropped into a chasm and was gone.


Chapter 60

Naomi didn’t return.

Events proceeded apace. The valley hardened into shattered black rock. A whale ship arrived from the Fiery Shoals, disgorging a Pyre Lord and small army of Dread Blazes and Flame Vaults. Queen Xandera recovered from her wounds and retreated to her royal suite to confer with her remaining five selves.

The Imperators never returned, either.

Alain’s body was cremated along with the remains of the fallen Great Souls. Scorio attended the ceremony. It was a somber affair, and lasted too long. Scorio slipped away while speeches were being made, and lost himself in the darkness of the valley till at last he fetched up against one cliff face and there sat to await the rising sun.

So many memories flickered through his mind. People he’d known. People he’d seen die. The Blood Ox’s frenzied words. Bravurn’s sneer. His thoughts turned again and again to Fyrona. It felt important to find a way to tell her that Alain was gone, but he couldn’t muster the will to do so.

Scorio stumbled through the following days. He refused food, couldn’t understand when people sought to confer with him, and for the most part simply sat by the main entrance to the Fury Spires, gazing out over the Iron Weald canyon, waiting.

Waiting for Naomi to return.

Queen Xandera invited him to an audience when he was ready, but he never found himself so.

A whale ship finally flew in from the south. Scorio watched it glide through the cloudy skies to alight on the high dock. The distant Telurian Band sun had dipped but half an inch when someone emerged to drop to her knees by his side and hug him tightly.

Lianshi.

Scorio startled, raised a hand to her arms, then felt his eyes prickle with tears as he turned back to gaze out over the valley. She held him tight, then finally settled down to sit beside him.

Her shoulder was warm against his own. Her arms wrapped around her knees, just like him.

Finally her silence drew him out, and he glanced sidelong at her, knowing that doing so would bring nothing but pain.

The compassion in her face was too much. He lowered his brow to his knees and fought back the oceans of grief as she slipped an arm around him once more.

When he was calm, the valley now dark, she helped him rise and guided him to a room somewhere inside the spire. Nobody spoke to him, but he felt their stares. Lianshi settled him in a bed, covered him in blankets, and dimmed the lights.

Scorio slept.

When he awoke, she was reading in a chair she’d dragged in, a tray of food on a side table. The smell was faint, the food cold, but his stomach gurgled and when he sat up she smiled and placed the tray on his lap.

“I was about to get new food,” she said, sitting on the edge of his bed. “The weed salad—I’m sure it has a better name—has practically congealed into a stone. But the soup’s good, and the bread and cheese even better.”

Scorio devoured the food, suddenly as ravenous as four men. He couldn’t tell if the food was good or not. He simply ate it, and when he was done, took a large cup of warm water from Lianshi and downed it in a series of gulps.

“There,” she said, taking the tray away and setting it down. “Turns out the spire’s packed full of provisions. Enough to feed an army. Makes you wonder.” She hesitated. “Or not, I suppose.”

Scorio studied her, mute.

“I’ve heard some of what happened,” she said at last. “The Imperators managed to follow the Blood Ox into his Sanctum. He wasn’t able to close the aperture in time. They killed him. They nearly died, too, but healed each other right after and returned to the Twilight Cradle.”

“So they’re gone.”

“It’s a miracle that they stayed up here as long as they did. Moira’s earned a lot of credit for how she handled the situation. She’s becoming the main authority in LastRock now that Charoth and Aezryna have left for the Emerald Reach.”

“And Jova?”

“She’s in LastRock, but she’s just a Dread Blaze.” Lianshi made a face. “Listen to me. ‘Just’ a Dread Blaze. With the fiend tribes so badly scattered, and the Blood Ox gone, there’s no need for her to reclaim the old pacts. People thought she would, as a means to start reclaiming her authority, but she hasn’t bothered. I’m guessing she’ll be moving deeper into hell soon.”

“I’m surprised she didn’t go with the Blood Barons.”

Lianshi curled a lock of dark hair behind one ear. “They invited her to do so, but she declined. I don’t know why. We’re not exactly close.”

Scorio managed a smile. His first since Alain had died.

“So.” Lianshi smoothed her hands down her lap. “Everybody’s amazed by what happened here. Queen Xandera is refusing to talk to anybody beyond basic courtesies until she speaks with you, but there’s a sense we’ll all be asked to leave soon. The Fury Spires are decidedly not ours any longer.”

“Good.”

“Everybody wants to talk to you.” Her voice softened. “But Moira’s told them to wait.”

“Did she send you?”

“No.” Lianshi’s tone remained gentle. “I came of my own accord, but she knows I’m here, and approves. I… when I heard…”

Scorio felt a twist in his chest and looked down.

Lianshi placed her hand on his shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Scorio. You’ll see her again. I know you will.”

“I…” His throat closed up, and he coughed to clear it. “We… we became a couple, at the end.”

Lianshi nodded, expression heartbroken.

“But…” Trying to draw the words up was like pulling shards of glass up his throat.

“You don’t need to speak of it. Not yet, not ever. But if you want to, I’m here.”

Scorio nodded, shoulders slumping.

“Amity’s been cleared of his Heart Oath,” she continued. “And was able to reveal the extent of what Bravurn made him swear. There was a murder clause in there, that forced him and Valdun to avenge Bravurn as best they could and by any means if he were killed.”

“Why did he agree to that?” asked Scorio softly.

“It wasn’t all at once, he said. It started as a regular Iron Vanguard oath, and then became more over time. He’s revealed that Bravurn was part of that secret organization you were asking about. The Herdsmen.”

Scorio nodded.

“But he doesn’t know much. He wasn’t a member, and it was clear Bravurn didn’t trust him with anything confidential, despite his Heart Oath. He must have known it could be removed.”

“We recovered all kinds of journals and books,” said Scorio softly. “We were planning to take them to Moira. See if she could translate them.”

Lianshi nodded. “She told me about them. Said I should find them right away. That you’d told her they were in an empty royal suite. I haven’t looked.”

Scorio raised his eyes. Her own were brimming with compassion.

“You’re not the Lianshi I knew,” he heard himself say. His pain made him cold. “Why are you here?”

She nodded, as if expecting the question. “Juniper and I have become… close. A couple.” Her smile was quick and just as quickly gone. “She’s told me a lot about what happened in my previous life. In as much detail as she remembers. She thinks very highly of you. It all underscores the impression you gave me. And…” She hesitated. “I don’t know. We became fast friends in my last life, maybe because we’re just… good at being friends? It hasn’t taken much to convince me to help you this go round, either. I admire you a lot. Your integrity, your loyalty to your friends, your courage. You’re a good man, Scorio. And our friendship, I know it’s a mess. But.” She shrugged helplessly. “When I heard what had happened, and how there was nobody else left to come sit with you, well. I felt like I had to come.”

“Congratulations,” he said, finding it within him to smile. “On Juniper.”

“Thanks.” Her smile was quiet, private, but warm. “Our talk really helped.”

“And Leonis?”

Her smile slipped away. “He’s struggling. We’re not talking. He’s at LastRock. I’ve seen him training with Jova. I don’t think there’s anything between them, but her single-minded pursuit of power is appealing to him, right now.”

“I see.”

“You’ll see her again, you know. I’m sure of it.”

Scorio looked down at his hands.

“What happened…” She trailed off. “From what Juniper told me, from what I know of her…”

Scorio wanted her to stop, but he couldn’t find it within him to interrupt her.

“It’s been ruled that Valdun’s death was murder,” said Lianshi softly. “But they’re willing to hear her defense in the matter, given Bravurn’s Heart Oath.”

Anger flowered within Scorio and his lip curled.

“And!” Lianshi hastened to continue. “Moira has been making a strong argument for leniency given Naomi’s service to us all. I gather that it’s more posturing than anything else, this murder charge. Nobody seems to be interested in hunting her down, or anything.”

Scorio had nothing to say.

“Everyone knows that the three of you were heroes.” Lianshi picked at a thread in his blanket. “You, Alain, and her. Moira has invited you to come to LastRock. She wants to thank you in person. She told me that she’s going to try to recruit you, but has no confidence whatsoever that you’ll agree.”

Scorio snorted. “You sure you’re not working for her?”

“I’m not.” Her smile was sad. “But she and Ravenna have been friends to you. They’ve done what they can to help Naomi. If you do go to LastRock, they’d welcome your stopping by to say hello.”

Scorio said nothing.

“Well.” Lianshi sat up straight. “I’m here for you, but understand if you want space and solitude. Queen Xandera is anxious to talk to you, and Blood Baron Exero is here wrapping up Great Soul affairs. He wants a word with you as well. Do you have a sense of what you want to do?”

“No,” he said. “I just… I just feel really tired.”

Lianshi stood. “I understand. I’ve taken the liberty of claiming one of the rooms in this cluster. I’ll be close by if you need anything. But I’ll be in my room. I don’t feel like you need to check in on me if you want to head out.”

Scorio nodded, and she was almost through the door when he spoke. “Lianshi?”

“Hmm?” She leaned back to look at him.

“Thank you.”

“Yeah.” Her smile was sad, but there was a warmth in her eyes that made him feel less alone. “Of course.”

Scorio lay back and interlaced his fingers behind his head. He stared up at the cavern ceiling.

One question and one question alone echoed in his mind: what now?

He’d no interest in talking with Exero or recounting what had happened to some Great Soul tribunal. Just as he’d no interest in receiving praise or reliving the events that had resulted in the Blood Ox’s death.

Naomi.

Where was she, right now? A terrible fear filled him, and he closed his eyes. He hated that she was alone with her pain and horror. She had to be brimming with self-loathing. But she’d killed him, sliced his head off so neatly that Alain hadn’t even realized he’d been dead when he took his last step.

Alain.

Scorio grimaced as fresh remorse washed through him. What a mess of a human being. What a cursed set of powers. But a friend. A good friend.

Scorio turned onto his side and stared at the wall. He was going to miss Alain. More than he’d ever have guessed. A great weight settled on his chest. He had to tell Fyrona. Tell her how much Alain had been looking forward to seeing her. Maybe not the full weird intensity of his hopes, but to tell her she’d no doubt been on his mind during his last moments.

He’d have appreciated that.

His thoughts turned back to Naomi. To the Nightmare Lady. Was it possible to love part of a person? Their better half? Because he now understood too well why he’d been hesitant to take that last step. What he’d feared. What he’d known lurked in her depths.

The Nightmare Lady.

Suddenly restless and not willing to stay still with his thoughts, Scorio rose to his feet and left his room. He slipped through their common room silently, out into the hall, and then quickly navigated his way to a side spire to avoid any random encounters.

Climbed, his pace increasing till he was racing up the slope of the wall, only to slow and stop, panting for breath, when he’d reached the royal level. For a while he stood in the dark, brow against the warm stone, but thoughts of Alain finally drove him on. He navigated his way back to the main spire, and found the queen’s hallways devoid of Great Souls.

Titans and drudges were in evidence, but they made no move to stop him as he passed through the royal archway. A sense of familiarity washed over him as he entered deeper into Xandera’s domain, and when he finally emerged into the main chamber with its wide bed of coals, he stopped, heart pounding.

The remaining five queens lay upon ledges or sat cross-legged upon the floor. They had been sending pulses of heat and light to each other through the stone, but when Scorio appeared they stopped and looked at him, unsurprised.

Queen Xandera herself lay upon the coals, which had risen and shaped themselves into a great divan. She was as dark and majestic as ever, her every line exuding royalty, and as Scorio stepped into view she rose up, burning eyes trained on him with singular intensity.

“Hello, Queen Xandera.” His tone was quiet, his manner simple. “Hello, queens.”

The five young blazeborns bowed their glowing heads, and Queen Xandera flowed forward to reach her pool’s edge. “Scorio. I’m glad you’ve come at last.”

“I’m sorry. I’ve been…” He didn’t know quite how to say it, so he just let the words trail off.

“I understand. I am no stranger to grief.” The queen considered him, her manner frank, open. “I can tell you that Naomi is not within my domain. I don’t sense her in the caverns below, nor in the immediate area around my spires.”

“Oh.” Scorio blinked. “I hadn’t known you could sense that far. Or that finely.”

“I can. I doubt my younger selves have the ability, however. It is the Noumenon within me.”

One of the younger queens smirked. “Luckily for us we all share in our mutual glory.”

“Hush,” said Xandera. “My spire crawls with Great Souls. More have arrived to replace the dead. Soon I will demand that they leave.”

“I understand.”

“You may remain as long as you desire, however.”

“Thank you. But… I’ll be going soon.” He realized it was true even as he said it. “I’ve enemies to find and kill.”

“The Herdsmen,” said Xandera.

“Yes.” It was a purpose he could hew to. “I’m going to take Bravurn’s books to a friend in LastRock and see if she can translate them. Then… then I’ve a mind to try and find this Lost Cube. A fortress or hideout of theirs. I guess… I guess I want answers.”

She smiled. “Then I’ve no doubt you’ll secure them. I have an offer for you, however. Both a gesture of thanks as well as an indulgence to that self of mine.”

“Oh?”

The young queen who’d spoken up before leaped lightly to her feet. “I’ve asked to travel with you. My mother-self says I’ve a duty to populate our empty spires, but I’ve argued that you’re short on allies and I’ve a yearning to see more of hell. Can I come?”

“She is me,” said Xandera wearily, “but a version of myself that has great trouble controlling her natural curiosity. She’s asked about you nonstop since the battle.”

“But!” The young twelve-year-old queen raised a finger. “I am no natterer. I can be silent. You’re grieving. I’ll be a warm shadow, and a source of inalienable loyalty in what’s to come. You’re hunting traitors and spies, aren’t you? You’ll need someone you can trust without reserve.”

Scorio thought of Naomi, and felt a pang through his heart. “I… yes. Thank you. If you like. I’ll not be good company.”

“That’s alright.” The young Xandera twirled on the spot, her orange hair and black dress flaring out. “I’m all the company I need. Royalty is endlessly self-sufficient.”

Scorio considered the young woman, and couldn’t restrain a smile. “Very well.”

“When do you depart?” asked Queen Xandera.

“Soon. Now that I’m…” Again he trailed off. What had he wanted to say? Back? Alive again? “Aware of what my next steps will be, I’ll not wait. I’ll gather the books and the treasures we found in Bravurn’s vault, and leave by whale ship or foot.”

“Very well.” The blazeborn queen smiled sadly at him. “I am and will forever be grateful for the help you have given me. When I was alone, you were my sole ally. When all hope seemed lost, you appeared. My many selves and children will never, ever forget what you have wrought here. My blazeborns will always be at your service.”

The emotion that had swelled in her voice brought tears to Scorio’s eyes. Throat thickened, he simply bowed, and when he straightened, it was to see to Queen Xandera and the five young queens bow to him in turn.

“You are by far the noblest Great Soul I have ever met or learned of,” said Queen Xandera, her tone again forthright. “Do not lose faith in yourself. Trust in your instincts, and you shall surely change all of hell.”

His instincts. Again he saw Naomi, but this time with the Nightmare Lady looming large just behind her. He fought the urge to sneer.

Instead, face composed, he bowed his head. “Thank you. It’s been an honor to help you, and a privilege to become your friend. If ever you have need, don’t hesitate to send for me. I will come.”

Queen Xandera inclined her head in return.

Scorio took a deep breath. The audience had come to an end. Looking to the young queen, he forced a smile. “I’ll send word when I’m ready to leave. Is that alright?”

“Assuredly!” She beamed. “I have no bags to pack, no goodbyes to tender. I am and shall be ready to depart at a moment’s notice.”

“Good. Thanks.” He took a step back, and raised his hand. “Until we all meet again.”

Queen Xandera smiled. “I hope that it will be someday soon.”

Scorio turned and left the royal quarters, and this time each Titan and drudge that he passed bowed to him as he walked by. Startled, he sketched a quick bow to each in turn, and to his surprise, he found himself heartened, his pain if not lightened, then displaced slightly by something new: gratitude and a newfound pride in what he had wrought.


Chapter 61

It took Scorio and Lianshi nine days to reach LastRock. Four by whale ship, one spent at the remnants of the war camp, and then four by dunerunner.

He didn’t talk much during the voyage, which was fine, because Xandera and Lianshi couldn’t seem to stop. The young blazeborn was curious about everything, and Lianshi only too delighted to expound at length about the night and day cycles, the known habits of various fiends, Great Soul politics, meta-mana studies, and just about everything else.

Which was fine.

Scorio didn’t mind the chatter. In fact, he found it kind of comforting. He’d sit close by, a hat made from woven grass shading his face, and half-listen in. Mostly his thoughts wandered, or simply faded away so that he gazed out over the geography of the Telurian Band without thinking much at all.

Just taking it all in.

There’d been so much violence. Okozs bellowing. Angraths hissing and leaping. The swipe of claws. Symmetron’s swinging their huge clubs. People screaming. People dying.

When he closed his eyes he could see ghastly images projected against the darkness. While it’d been happening, he’d been too immersed in his need to survive to think about it. But now, in the stillness as the dunerunner maneuvered across the desert, it was like he could finally exhale.

Not that he felt traumatized. He didn’t think so, at any rate. After so many fights, he was staring to come to terms with the fact that violence didn’t really bother him. Not that he liked killing. But when it was needed, he didn’t flinch.

And it seemed like there was still a host of folks out there across the depth and breadth of hell in need of dying.

Lianshi didn’t press him. The young Xandera had enough innate wisdom to leave him well enough alone, other to beam at him occasionally as if so thrilled to be along for the ride that she couldn’t restrain herself.

Day became dusk. The Telurian Band’s blazing sun dipped and hovered above the horizon. They and the dozen other passengers on the dunerunner would set up camp and gather around a campfire, the wood ported in on the giant insect’s back. A couple of the Great Souls had brought along instruments, and when the conversation around the fire faltered they’d pull them out and play.

Those were Scorio’s favorite moments. He’d lie back, gaze up at the stormy skies, and let the music carry him away.

He was aware of latent Pyre Lord powers that he’d yet to explore. His vortices, more nuanced appreciation of mana in all its hues, and even a different relationship to how to ignite and burn.

But he was too worn out to probe, so for the most part he just let it all lie.

One day followed another, and then the pilot announced over breakfast that they should reach LastRock by late afternoon. Xandera clapped her hands, and earned indulgent looks from the rest of the crew; her natural exuberance and winsome ways had made it easy for everyone to accept her amongst their number. If anybody had any reservations, at any rate, they took one look at Scorio and decided to keep it to themselves.

“It’s a massive fortress,” Lianshi explained to Xandera as they climbed up the ladder to the dunerunner’s palanquin and took their seats. “And though it looks a complete ruin now, it’s only a couple of centuries old. Pretty new, by our standards.”

Xandera pouted. “That’s as long as my kind have even existed.”

“Does that make me your elder?” teased Lianshi.

Xandera squinted at her. “Yes, Grandma.”

To which Lianshi only laughed. “Be nice.”

The two chattered on, Lianshi explaining the why and how of the city’s founding, and how for two centuries it’d been a bulwark against the fiends of the Silver Unfathom. They’d threatened to invade over some romantic liaison between a queen of theirs and a Great Soul who’d broken her heart. Xandera was fascinated, and insisted on Lianshi recounting the whole tale, which took most of the morning. Scorio half-listened, but mostly rested. Even now, so many days after the fighting, his Heart and soul were weary and bruised. The Blood Ox had badly abused him when he’d torn away his mana, but worse, Naomi’s absence ached like a poorly set bone.

The twin walls of the Triangle loomed massive on both flanks, and rapidly drew closer as they progressed south. Scorio wondered if every crack between the cyclopean boulders was as infested with Tokalauths as the part he’d raced through, but couldn’t rouse himself enough to ask.

Nobody wanted to stop for lunch, so they ate on their benches, rocking and swaying as the dunerunner charged on over the sands. Finally Xandera stood and pointed. “Look! Is that it?”

Everybody twisted to look straight south. The walls joined up ahead at the triangular point of the Bone Plains. A singular flat boulder rose like a mesa from the white sands, perhaps three or four hundred feet high. Its sides were smooth and rounded, as if it were the world’s largest river stone, and all of it the same dull, weathered gray. From their vantage point LastRock wasn’t visible, but Scorio thought he saw some vertical scaffolding running up the rock’s northern face.

“We can’t see it from here,” chided Lianshi. “It’s perched on the far side of the mesa. Looking out over the southern cliff at the Silver Unfathom, which lies only some hundred miles beyond.”

“You can see the Silver Unfathom from LastRock?” asked Scorio.

“No.” Lianshi smiled apologetically. “It’s beyond the horizon. You can see some twenty miles out, but not to the mists themselves.”

Scorio nodded and subsided.

A large caravanserai was being repaired at the foot of the cliff. Four dunerunners were being cared for in an improvised corral, and the pilot guided their own toward the enclosure. The passengers leaped down after thanking the Tomb Spark pilot, and most made their way toward the great warehouse-like building that promised shade and refreshments to the weary travelers.

“It’s not bad,” said Lianshi, shouldering her pack. “The food’s decent, and they’ve a dozen rooms for those who don’t want to make the climb.”

“Why would we rest?” asked Xandera, sweeping her glowing orange hair behind one shoulder. “We’ve been sitting all day. Let’s go!”

“How long would it take to reach LastRock?” asked Scorio. He’d packed Bravurn’s ledgers and treasures into a large chest for which he’d brought a small hand-drawn wagon expressly to carry his load. He finished strapping the chest down on the stout frame and looked up to examine the scaffolding that had been bolted to the cliff face. It had once been an elevator, but much of it was now ruined. The only way up for most people would be to scale the four hundred feet by means of a switchbacking ramp.

“It’s only a mile across the top,” said Lianshi. “If you don’t mind the climb, we can be there in an hour.”

“Then let’s go,” he said, and couldn’t repress a smile at Xandera’s relief. He was tempted to shift into his dragon form and simply fly them up, but for reasons he couldn’t explain he felt reluctant to do so. So instead they joined a handful of other travelers who crossed the compact sand to the base of the ramp, and set to climbing.

It was good exercise, but not enough to make his thighs burn. Even with his large pack and pulling the small wagon behind him, he found that it wasn’t even taxing. A memory came to him, and he smirked.

“What?” asked Lianshi.

“Just something from our past.”

“Yes?” prompted Xandera, lightly skipping up the ramp as if it were level ground. “You can’t say that and not tell us what it is.”

“The first time we rode a whale ship out of Bastion. Manticore owned a tiny vessel called The Sloop. We had to climb an endless set of stairs to the top of the wall that surrounds Bastion’s entrance, and I nearly died trying to reach the top.”

“Why’s that funny?” asked Xandera.

“I was just reflecting on how much has changed. Back then I couldn’t keep my Heart ignited for more than a minute or so. Everyone else just charged to the top, burning mana all the way, but I had to wrestle up alone. Now?” He shook his head ruefully. “I don’t even have to ignite. My Gold-tempered body can handle this climb just fine.”

“You’ve come a long way since then,” agreed Lianshi. “And seeing as I don’t have a Gold-tempered body, I’m burning mana as we speak to keep up.”

“You are?” Xandera walked backward up the slope. “You are! I can kind of sense it.”

“Not everyone’s a Gold-infused fiend or a Gold-tempered Great Soul,” smiled Lianshi, sweat beading her brow.

Scorio took the climb slowly. When they finally crested the top he saw a plateau stretching out into the distance. The rock was covered in a thick carpeting of lichen, most of which had feelers extended to catch the passing mana, and here and there small insectile swarms hovered, spinning endlessly like dust devils around heightened concentrations of Bronze.

But his gaze was drawn across the weathered plateau, along the path worn through the lichen, to the massive and blocky fortress that stood in the far distance. It was ponderous and brutally built, its walls obdurate and powerful and without decoration.

Scorio was surprised at how small it was, though that might have been a trick of the distance. He’d expected a small city, but instead it was more of an actual fortress. Time and the Blood Ox hadn’t been kind to it, however. The walls were tumbled and torn down, and the few towers that rose into view beyond the crenellations were equally in ruins.

They set off toward it.

“Jova’s been cajoled into helping rebuild, but her heart’s not in it,” said Lianshi. “Moira’s examining options. A good two-thirds of it is uninhabitable, so it’s fortunate there’s less than a hundred Great Souls there. But in time it will be rebuilt.” She considered. “Maybe? There isn’t much time left.”

“Because your city of Bastion is going to be destroyed and you’ll never be reborn again,” chimed in Xandera helpfully.

“That’s right,” said Lianshi, tone wry.

They crossed the plateau in companionable silence. LastRock grew in size as they drew closer, but it was definitely more of a rambling fortress than a small city. The northern gatehouse was mostly a pile of boulders that had been cleared aside so the road could pass through, but from what little remained standing it had obviously once been an impressive entrance.

A couple of Tomb Sparks were on guard duty, but it was clear their vigil was symbolic. The small group of travelers who’d strung out into a slight column bunched up once more as they reached the pair, one of whom, a dark-skinned man with a warm smile, stepped forward to greet them.

“Hello, and welcome to LastRock! I’m Tomb Spark Adane, and this is Tomb Spark Belladonna. We’re the welcome committee, and here to help answer any questions you may have before going into the city.”

Xandera raised her hand. “Isn’t a city much, much bigger?”

Adane laughed. “Yes. True. But it feels strange to call LastRock a village. And you are…?”

“Me?” Xandera smiled widely. “I’m royalty.”

Belladonna, an olive-skinned woman whose dark curls hid tints of red, chuckled tiredly. “No, he means you rank, maybe even your class.”

“Oh!” Xandera’s eyes widened. “I’m not a Great Soul! I’m Xandera, a blazeborn.”

Both guards froze.

Scorio stepped forward. “It’s alright. She’s with me.”

Adane tore his eyes away to focus on Scorio. “And… you are?”

“Pyre Lord Scorio.” It still felt strange to say it. “Class of 873.”

His introduction had an immediate effect on both Tomb Sparks. “Pyre Lord Scorio?” Adane’s astonishment was almost comical. “Oh, damn! I mean, welcome to LastRock, sir, it’s an honor to be the one to greet you. Pyre Lord Moira has asked to be notified the moment you arrive in case you don’t intend to drop in on her, but she’d -”

His companion, Belladonna, put a hand on his shoulder and Adane took a deep breath.

“Welcome, Pyre Lord.” Belladonna’s tone was far calmer. “Everybody has heard of your deeds. We’re indebted to you for helping finally defeat the True Fiend.”

“That’s what I was going to say,” muttered Adane.

“You’re welcome.” Scorio didn’t want to linger. “Anything I need to know before I head in?”

“No, sir. Pyre Lady Moira has asked that we offer to escort you to her. Blood Barons Charoth and Aezryna left for the Emerald Reach a week ago, so she is the current authority in the city. Would you like an escort now?”

Scorio glanced at Lianshi, who shrugged. “Sure.”

“Very well. Adane, hold the fort?”

“I’ll… yeah. Of course. It’s an honor, Pyre Lord.”

“Thank you,” said Scorio again, catching himself before he insisted the man just call him by his name. Xandera beamed, thrilled at the reception, and Belladonna led them through the shattered walls, leaving the rest of the travelers behind.

“Do you need some help with your bags?” asked the Tomb Spark, glancing back at Scorio.

Who glanced at his heavy pack and the small wagon he was pulling behind him. “No, I’m fine. Thanks.”

The walls were huge. Easily three or four yards thick, but something had ruptured them and sent boulders flying. They picked their way through the ruins, and stepped out at last into LastRock proper.

Everything was either the dull gray of stone or dusty beige. It was as if all color had been leached away. The flat-roofed buildings were blocky and as brutally built as the walls, with the windows narrow and the doorways slender. A main avenue ran from the gatehouse to the center of the city, where a huge pile of rocks intimated at something that might have once been the city center. Most of the houses were tumbled down, their absurdly thick walls shattered, but here and there he saw a few that had escaped the ruination.

Firelight flickered in those windows, and the smell of cooking meat drifted along in the arid air. Awnings and tents were as much in evidence as occupied buildings, and it gave the fortress the air of a refugee camp.

Belladonna led them down the main avenue, greeting people and smiling as they called out to her, but never stopping to engage in conversation or answer curious looks. Scorio thought he saw some familiar faces, but didn’t want to make eye contact so mostly kept his gaze straight ahead and unfocused.

It was a strange place, and not just because it was battered to the point of near complete destruction. Scorio realized that he’d come to associate cities with people, but there were no shops here, no children running and laughing, no elders seated on stoops, no sign of a marketplace or anything else that felt normal.

Everyone here was a Tomb Spark or higher, with most probably being Flame Vaults. Which meant that everyone was roughly the same age, in their very early twenties, and everyone a warrior.

The atmosphere in LastRock thus was one of wary professionalism. Nobody shouted, nobody laughed. People either stood in knots, conversing in low tones, or strode purposefully about some personal business. Here and there work crews were busy repairing the city, with Great Souls using disparate powers to manage the ruins.

And everywhere he looked he saw signs of Jova. Her directness, her manner, her style. Lianshi had explained to Xandera during their voyage that Jova had twice ruled the fortress, and the last time had done so for over a decade, reshaping it with her powers to make it what it now was. And he could believe it. There was no subtlety, no refinement, no architectural follies or concessions to beauty. Everything was, or had once been, purposefully built, with the streets laid out in a grid. The few buildings that had been wholly spared destruction were eminently defensible, and the cumulative effect was to feel as if he’d stepped into Jova’s private domain.

Not that she seemed to want it any longer.

The central building was too badly demolished to be of use, so Moira had claimed a relatively smaller edifice right next to it. High walled, flat-roofed, it alone sported decoration in the form of blue tiles that edged the windows and entrances. Scorio had expected busy traffic to be streaming in and out the main doorway as Moira controlled her new empire, but everything was quiet.

Belladonna led them through the main archway and into the shadowed interior. The ceilings were high, the walls bare, the large square clay tiles underfoot cracked. But all was clean and swept, and what sparse furniture was in evidence was freshly built from wood and canvas.

A large block of smooth stone ran down the center of the main hall and served as the central table. Smooth and polished, it was clearly a recent addition, its surface already covered with tidy piles of papers, neat stacks of books, and with four writing stations set forth at which different Great Souls were at work.

Moira sat at the hall’s far end, sipping from a glass mug that held sepia-colored water. Ravenna sat across from her, perched on the edge of her seat, a scroll unrolled upon her lap.

Everyone ceased their work and conversation as Belladonna led the trio into the room.

“Hello, everyone. Pyre Lord Scorio is here, along with Xandera of the blazeborns. And Lianshi, obviously.”

Lianshi winked at Belladonna, who clearly knew her from before.

“Scorio!” Moira set her cup aside and rose to her feet. “You came.”

“Hello, Moira.” He nodded his thanks to Belladonna, who had taken a step back to leave. “Much appreciated.”

Ravenna also stood, her eyes wide, and the trio of Great Souls who’d been at work at the table glanced back and forth, then rose as one and filed out of the chamber. Scorio reckoned Moira had messaged them privately.

“This place is so interesting,” said Xandera, entering the hall proper and looking around with avid curiosity. “Big and broken and empty. Why are you all here? It doesn’t even seem that safe.”

“Moira, Ravenna, meet Xandera.” Scorio couldn’t help but grin. “One of them, at any rate.”

Xandera shot him an annoyed look, but turned as Moira approached her.

“Be welcome in LastRock, Xandera. I recognize that we Great Souls have a challenging history with the blazeborns, but I hope we can begin a new era of cooperation and mutual assistance.”

Xandera drew herself up, and much of her girlishness seemed to fall away. “It is so. Your kind were content to allow my own to labor as slaves while it suited you. But I appreciate your not trying to hide from that truth. I am friends with Scorio. It seems he is friends with you. Therefor I shall accept your words in the spirit I believe they were intended.”

Moira bowed her head. “Thank you.” She straightened and smiled at Scorio. “And there you stand.”

Scorio didn’t know how to respond to that, so he simply unshouldered his huge pack and set it down. “Nice building you’ve got here.”

“Not that I had much choice. The Blood Ox and his fiends treated LastRock poorly. I managed to cajole Jova into fixing this one up, and now it will have to suit.”

“Scorio.” Ravenna was hesitant, perhaps even reserved, but then she took an impulsive step forward and hugged him tight.

Scorio returned the hug, hesitant in turn.

When she stepped back Ravenna’s lips were pursed. “I heard what happened. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” said Scorio, as that seemed the simplest thing to say.

“Come, let’s sit. We’ve much to discuss. And now that you are a Pyre Lord, I don’t have to stand on ceremony.” Moira smiled, and her malachite green eyes flashed. “At this rate I’ll soon be bowing to you. Are you quite ready to be interrogated?”

“I am.” Scorio had known it was coming, and being here, with Ravenna and Moira both, it somehow felt comforting. Were they friends? Yes, and something more. He wanted to trust them, but he could feel the weight of Naomi’s impatient stare between his shoulder blades.

Still. He wanted to trust them. It was something.

They all sat in canvas and wood chairs, even Xandera, who was perfectly capable of controlling her heat. Ravenna poured tea, and then followed a moment of silence as they studied each other.

“The Blood Ox is dead.” Moira’s words were part-celebratory, part-statement of fact. “By your doing. Had you not given me your assurances, I’d not have lied to the Imperators.”

“Turned out they weren’t lies,” said Ravenna quickly. “Right? Scorio did have a plan.”

“They were lies at the time.” Moira sipped her tea. “Or perhaps better yet an act of faith on my part. A faith that was amply rewarded.”

“Yeah.” Scorio shifted in his seat. “Alain, Naomi and I… we…” He trailed off.

“Nobody’s seen Naomi since,” said Moira. “Not that I’ve heard, and I have an extensive network. It would seem she’s gone to ground. There are some whose powers could help you locate her, however, if you wanted.”

“I…” Did he want that? To track her down and confront her? He looked down at his mug. He felt obligated, but for some reason it felt futile. What would he say? She’d hate having been found. But it wasn’t safe to leave her alone. If she was still… “Thanks. I’ll think on it.”

“And you won’t be surprised that word of your deeds has started to permeate deep into hell.” Moira’s smile was subtle, her gaze as piercing as ever. “As a Pyre Lord you can now descend all the way to the Emerald Reach, if you so desired. The Seamstress has expressed a desire to meet you, which is no small honor.”

“One denied to Bravurn,” added Ravenna.

“Aezryna extended an invitation,” continued Moira. “Before she left. And to show how serious she was, she offered to facilitate your travel, bypassing the Silver Unfathom and Lustrous Maria. Other queries from interested parties have been filtering in.”

Ravenna smirked. “You can’t kill the Chancellor of the Academy, then kill the Iron Tyrant, assist in driving off Imogen the Woe, and then help ambush a True Fiend without drawing notice. And, oh, wait: you’re a Pyre Lord now? Only a few weeks after making Dread Blaze? Honestly, it’s too much.”

Again Scorio shifted his weight in his seat. “I guess I’ve been keeping busy.”

Xandera leaned forward. “He’s also a good friend to the blazeborns. Queen Xandera Prime has promised to help him if he’s ever in need.”

“Queen Xandera Prime,” mused Moira. “And you are?”

Xandera sat back. “Xandera Sextus.”

Moira inclined her head with grave courtesy. “Queen Xandera Sextus.”

“Just Xandera Sextus.” The young blazeborn all but fidgeted. “I cannot be called queen until I rule my own spire. Which could be whenever I so desire.”

“Of course. But Scorio, you are blazing a fast trail into the firmament of Great Soul luminaries. Many are inquiring about your ambitions, and putting their queries to me. What would you have me tell them?”

“You’re in charge now, aren’t you?” asked Scorio softly.

“I am.” Again Moira smiled. “You’ve a remarkable talent for killing off rival authority figures. Praximar and Bravurn would have contested my taking the mantle, but alas. The White Queen is long gone, and the Autocrators in Bastion are nullifying each other. The Fiery Shoals no longer boasts a single powerful leader, and the Fury Spires are now rightfully returned to the blazeborn. I find myself the sole island of calm in a maddened sea.”

Scorio smiled wryly. “Congratulations.”

Moira inclined her head.

“As for my plans.” He stood and crossed to the small cart. Lifted the iron-bound chest from its bed, brought it over, and set it upon the floor between them. Crouched and unlatched it, then opened the lid to reveal the treasures they’d acquired in Bravurn’s vault.

“Here. Have you ever seen language like this?” And he passed Moira one of the ledgers.

The Pyre Lady placed the heavy tome on her lap and turned the pages. “Interesting. I’ve not. But I know someone with a gift for puzzles. Their Dread Blaze power.”

“A gift for puzzles,” mocked Ravenna.

Moira laughed. “Am I wrong?”

“Hardly. But… never mind.”

“Do you mind my sharing this with him? If anybody could crack this code quickly, it would be Krantar.”

“Sure.” Scorio took the book back and placed it in his cart. “I’ll keep them with me for now. If he agrees, he’s welcome to read them in my presence.”

“Wise,” said Moira. “And now we come to it. Bravurn’s betrayal has sent shockwaves through the upper echelons, though not everybody was surprised. His willingness to dicker in the final hour spoke to an either a truly sociopathic personality or alternative motives.”

Ravenna sat forward. “What’s really frightened everyone was his ability to communicate with the Blood Ox. Sure, he offered the True Fiend something he wanted in the form of all that Gold mana, but how did he get word to him in the first place? Did he visit the Blood Ox in his Sanctum? What did he say to get the fiend to take him seriously?”

“Precisely.” Moira crossed her legs and sat back, hands on her lap. The pose was one of studied calm. “That more than the betrayal itself has everyone worried. If there are other traitors in our ranks who can communicate with the True Fiends trapped in the Pit… well. The thought’s not comforting.”

“And sheds new light on the failure of the Cerulean Prophecy,” added Lianshi.

Moira considered the Flame Vault. “Precisely, though nobody’s saying that out loud just yet.”

“Oops,” said Lianshi.

“You can count on there being more of them,” said Scorio. “Bravurn’s books and letters are proof of that.”

“A frightening prospect. But another feather in your cap.” Moira smiled. “We’ll get these books translated and see what we uncover. I assume your next course of action will depend on what we learn?”

“Right. I’m going to rest a little while I’m here, see what’s in these books, then decide. But the Herdsmen have my attention.”

“A pity for them. Regardless, welcome to LastRock. Ravenna can show you a place to rest while I query Krantar. I’ll have an answer to you soon.”

Moira stood, prompting everyone else to do the same, and drew a single black leather glove from inside her robe. “When I learned what you accomplished, and what you lost, I swore that I would shake your hand. Knowing your hesitation, I had this fashioned for me. I’ll swear a Heart Oath that this leather keeps my power from working; it requires skin to skin contact. May I salute you as you deserve?”

Scorio considered the Pyre Lady. Half her face was cast in shadow, an oblique shaft of light raising her harsh cheekbone and the freckles cast across the bridge of her nose into sharp relief. Her long lashes shadowed her green eyes in turn, and he found that she was as inscrutable as ever.

“Sure. If you swear the Heart Oath first.”

“Scorio,” protested Ravenna, but Moira raised her hand.

“I don’t fault your precaution. And you’ve earned the oath. Witness.” And Scorio felt her mana swirl about her, his own Pyre Lord sensitivity making her manipulations readily apparent. He’d never witnessed a Heart Oath being sworn, and thus paid close attention.

“I swear our most ancient oath,” intoned Moira, her voice swelling with power as her Heart ignited with Bronze. It was large, shaped of polished obsidian, and incredibly dense in a way that he couldn’t quite fathom. The more he scrutinized it, the clearer the image became; bright coppery flames danced over its corrugated surface, and he realized that it was a tightly folded mass of rock, not a single lump at all. “I swear a Heart Oath upon my burning Heart, that what I now say is true: my powers only work through skin on skin contact, and are foiled by the wearing of a simple leather glove.”

Her words felt burnished, and seemed to hang in their air between them like some kind of auditory afterimage. Scorio inhaled deeply; he could sense on some profound level that what she spoke was true. True in that her Heart, burning brightly, didn’t immediately shatter.

“There.” Moira allowed her Heart to gutter, and the image and moment of power faded away. “Content?”

“Yes,” he said.

She laughed. “Very good. But I’ll caution you this: don’t grow used to using Heart Oaths as a quick means to establish your credibility. It’s too dangerous to be used lightly, and if people hear that you’re willing to swear so easily, they’ll grow suspicious if you ever refuse. Best used sparingly if at all, or just between friends.”

And with that, she tugged on the glove and extended her hand.

Scorio glanced at it, back up to her malachite eyes, then took her hand and shook.

Moira’s grip was strong, and she didn’t release right away. Her gaze held him locked in place. “All Great Souls suffer. It’s our willingness to endure pain that allows us to accomplish our highest goals. You couldn’t have accomplished all that you’ve done without great sacrifice. If you want to rise higher, you’ll have to continue suffering. I see in you a hunger that will take you all the way. The question you must ask yourself is how much sorrow you’re willing to shoulder to reach where you seek to climb.”

Scorio stared, transfixed, then pulled his hand away.

“Thank you, Scorio. For all that you’ve done.”

“Sure.” His heart was beating hard.

“I can help him get settled,” said Lianshi.

“Very good. I’ll send word as soon as I hear from Krantar.”

“Maybe we can catch up soon?” asked Ravenna, to which Scorio gave a noncommittal nod.

Gathering his belongings, Scorio followed Lianshi back out into the late evening light.

“Phew!” Xandera raked her fingers through her orange hair, which parted thickly like honey only to flow back into a seamless whole again. “That was strangely intense! Are you friends? I couldn’t really tell.”

“I don’t know, either.” Scorio took a deep breath and forced a smile. “I like her. But that doesn’t necessarily mean I trust her completely, either.”

“Interesting.” Xandera considered. “Great Souls are so complicated.”

“I think you’d find blazeborns just as complicated if you got to experience a full court,” said Scorio. “Your original self, the one I first met, described the politics played by the queens and their followers. It sounded just as intricate.”

“One day, perhaps.” Xandera’s smile became bemused. “That does sound like fun.”

“So?” Lianshi turned to face them both. “To your quarters? There are two options: either we can stay at the main barracks, which are a mess of cots lined up next to each other, and mostly just Tomb Sparks and Flame Vaults, or we can try to find a private house that’s not too fallen apart. We’ll probably have to go to the outskirts, right up against the wall, given how most have already been claimed.”

“Not just yet,” said Scorio. “There’s something else I need to do first.”

“Find Fyrona?” asked Lianshi quietly.

“That, too. But no.” Scorio turned to study the hugely demolished central building, then gazed past it at the ruined extent of the fortress. “First I need to find the Lost Library, or what’s left of it.”


Chapter 62

“The Lost Library,” said Lianshi after a moment. “What’s that?”

So Scorio told them both as they drifted away from Moira’s building, slowly trundling around the central ruins in the deepening shadows. Told them of Praximar’s private library, how he’d perused the titles after killing the chancellor and found a book called The Empty Palm: Being a Historical Treatise on the Rise and Fall of Deep Hell Secret Societies.

“That sounds like exactly the right kind of book.” Xandera frowned. “But your books are so fragile. Nothing as durable as weaving stone and metal like we do.”

“True.” Scorio couldn’t help but smile. “But your arts are beyond us. Much easier, I guess, to simply write with ink and paper.”

“Alright, so there might be a copy of this book in the Lost Library. But… I’ve not heard anyone mention finding such a place. Aaand I’m guessing you don’t want to ask Moira?”

“Not yet, at any rate.”

Lianshi tapped her lips. “So. A Lost Library. Odds are it’s been destroyed along with everything else. Do you have any sense of where it was? Underground, or hidden inside a large building, or…?”

Scorio shook his head. “That’s all I know. Which isn’t much, but… Xandera?”

“Hmm?” The twelve-year-old had crouched down to examine a fiery beetle that was pushing a nugget of condensed mana along with its hind legs. “Yes?”

“Queen Xandera was able to find Bravurn’s vault. Do you think you could do the same here? Find a hidden room underground, perhaps?”

“Hmm.” Xandera considered. “Just a random room?”

“My guess is it’s small, secure, and has a good chance of containing treasures. But I know. It’s a long shot.” Scorio frowned at the ruined city around them, then turned to study the massive pile of broken rocks that had been the fortress’ center. Its main keep, perhaps. “But maybe under all that? Jova refused to let Praximar look at the library, which indicates she knew about it, and perhaps kept it close to her center of operations.”

“Under all that?” Xandera stood and skipped across the road to stop at the base of a particularly massive boulder. The keep had fallen in upon itself, such that its outer shell of huge walls yet stood, but was filled with detritus, rubble, and broken rocks. “Hmm.”

Scorio crossed his arms and watched.

Xandera placed her palm on the boulder, then skipped to another spot and crouched to peer in through a crack. Then placed her hand on the floor. Stayed still for a spell, then resumed skipping around the building. Scorio and Lianshi followed at a distance, watching as the blazeborn paused to examine the ruins here and there. She gave no indication of whether she was having success or not, till at last they’d completed a circuit and she returned to them.

“It’s a mess. But luckily it’s a rock I can work with. The fire inside it is as old as time, but it’s there.” She turned to consider the ruins, then all of LastRock. “This was all birthed deep inside Acherzua. I can taste the tiniest flecks of rich mana still within its heart.”

“Which means?” asked Scorio.

“Which means we can probe a little deeper. Come!” And with a grin she darted to a gap between the collapsed rocks and wriggled in.

“You go ahead,” said Lianshi. “I’ll watch our belongings.”

Scorio nodded his thanks and crawled after Xandera. She’d charted an approach, and he was hard pressed to follow her through the collapsed walls and boulders. Occasionally she simply stopped to extend her hand, and then the rocks would glow brightly and melt away in great rivulets of molten stone. The heat would briefly become tremendous, forcing Scorio to ignite and hang back, but soon enough she’d scamper on, leading him ever deeper into the heart of the ruins.

They finally emerged into part of a shattered hall. There was just enough space to stand up if he stooped, and a great plane of stone descended at a sharp angle to bury itself in the floor. Narrow cracks descended into the depths, and Scorio saw nothing of particular interest with his darkvision.

“I don’t think this is it,” he said at last.

Xandera had placed both palms on the floor and had her eyes closed. “Shh.”

So Scorio crouched and waited.

“It’s tricky… in our spires, we have a sense of the walls, the life within it. The mana. They’re ours, and thus can’t hide from us. But here… the rock is old and stubborn. Strong rock. Granite. It doesn’t wish to speak, but I have authority, and my senses… trickle down… hmm.”

Scorio watched her. The darkness was lit by her ruddy glow. Her burning gaze was fixed on the broken floor. Seeing her like this, hair oozing across the floor like lava, he felt again that mute wonder to be in her presence. A fiend. But like Nox, completely different from anything he’d been taught at the Academy.

“Ah… now that’s interesting.” She frowned, cast around, then scampered to another spot. “Deep down. Very safe. A small series of rooms.”

“Can we get to them?”

“The original way is all broken up. But… if it’s important to you?” She looked askance at him.

“It is.”

She beamed. “Then of course we can! Just give me time. I’ll have to melt a path down. As well as make sure everything doesn’t collapse upon us. Hmm. Maybe a day or two?”

“Alright.” Scorio tried to suppress his hope. Most likely they were just a series of root cellars. “Shall I leave you to it?”

“Sure. I’ll be pretty focused. Come check on me every so often. I’ll let you know how it’s going.”

“Thank you, Queen Xandera.”

“Tssk.” She glared at him. “Just Xandera Sextus.”

“True royalty needs no throne.” He winked at her and wormed his way back out.

“Success?” asked Lianshi, who’d been seated on the cart.

“Possibly. She’s working her way down to some deeper rooms. Might take a day or two. She told me to come back later.”

“Then!” Lianshi stretched. “Let’s get you settled. Juniper will make me pay if I make her wait for too long after returning.”

Scorio grinned. “Then let’s get going.”

Lianshi found him a room in a battered house close to LastRock’s southern wall. The rest of the house was collapsed, but this chamber still sported some old furniture, enough that he could at least use the stone bed.

“I’ll send someone over with blankets, water, basic necessities,” said Lianshi. “Hmm. Let me show you how the city’s laid out. Just key points so you can orient yourself.”

And she drew a map on a dusty stone table, pointing out the main barracks, Moira’s hall, Juniper’s residence, the quartermaster’s depot, and a few other spots.

“Thanks,” said Scorio. “But I don’t think I’ll be exploring much.”

“Word will be spreading of your arrival. Just so you know. There are some folks who’ll probably want to talk to you. Want me to keep your location here secret?”

Scorio considered, then sighed and shook his head. “Hiding would only draw more attention to me. If anybody asks, I’ll let you decide if they’re worth pointing my way or fobbing off.”

“Sure thing.” Lianshi hesitated in the doorway. “How about we meet with Xandera tomorrow after breakfast?”

“Sounds good.”

Lianshi smiled, turned to go, then turned back when he called. “Lianshi? Thank you. I mean it. I… I don’t think you know how much your help has meant to me. It’s… yeah. Thanks.”

“Of course.” She beamed, shrugged, then bounced once on the balls of her feet. “It’s a big hell out there. We all need to stick together.”

Then she gave a little wave and left.

Scorio sighed and sat on the stone bed. He didn’t feel tired, but knew that he’d knock out the moment he lay down, even with just the dusty blankets and old sheets.

Still, he sat for a spell, thinking about nothing much, and it took some time for him to feel ready to rest. Time, he realized, to simply adapting to being here. In LastRock, Jova’s old redoubt. The broken fortress that no longer had any obvious purpose or enemies.

Finally he sighed, laid back, draped an arm over his eyes, and slept.

* * *

Lianshi had been right. Scorio wasn’t left alone for long. He awoke to the sound of conversation approaching, and sat up, palming one eye, as a number of folks stepped tentatively into his doorway.

He recognized them immediately. Taron was in the lead, with Nyrix, Fyrona, and Merideva right behind. Kelona was there, looking nervous, and Rharvyn at the rear with Penaela.

Scorio stood. “Wesanin? Himiko? The others?”

Taron stopped in the center of the room, the others unsure behind him. Only he wore the same customary smirk, that look of indolent amusement. “The Imperators did their best, I suppose, but not everybody made it.”

Merideva hopped up to sit on the window sill. “Though Himiko’s alive. She left LastRock shortly after we got here. Didn’t say where she was going.”

Kelona was hugging herself, still in the doorway. “Wesyd and Juna didn’t make it.”

Scorio inhaled deeply as that truth settled in his soul. Everybody watched as he made his peace with the deaths. Ursan. Galvon. Wesanin. For some reason, Juna and Wesyd hit him hardest of all.

“That’s life in hell,” said Taron. “You win some, you go back to the Archspire when you lose the rest. With a little luck they’ll still come back before Bastion crumbles to dust.”

“We’ve heard the wildest stories,” said Merideva, lightly drumming her heels against the wall. “Blazeborn queens and your killing Bravurn. That you drew the Blood Ox into the open just in time for the Imperators to drive him away and kill him.”

“All true, I guess.” Scorio sat down as a wave of weariness washed over him. He didn’t want to recount what had happened, but he also felt obligated to these people. Not his friends, precisely, but he’d fought with them. Almost died with them.

“I don’t understand.” Penaela’s brows were low over her gimlet eyes. “How did you not die when the Blood Ox killed everyone? Even the Blood Barons were slaughtered.”

“Luck, really.” So Scorio told them. Nothing fancy, no exciting descriptions. Just a bare bones recounting of the facts.

“Incredible,” said Merideva, her smile admiring. “The way you tell it, any of us could have done the same.”

“You could have,” said Scorio. “But for one thing.”

“Is this where we ask what that thing is?” Taron grinned. “We’re all ears.”

“You’re like all the other Great Souls I’ve met. You think of fiends as slaves or enemies and nothing more.”

“Oh,” said Taron, his smile slipping. “I thought you were going to comment on your good looks.”

“But we’re in hell,” said Fyrona carefully, as if testing the obvious nature of that statement. “And the fiends that live in hell are our foes. We’ve been fighting them for a millennia, just about.”

“Queen Xandera isn’t my enemy. I brought Xandera Sextus with me. You can meet her if you’re polite. Nox the Imperial Ghost Toad has been my truest friend so far. He’s a giant frog.”

“This is where I make a cynical remark about your needing to get out more,” said Taron.

“No.” Scorio’s tone grew harsh. “This is where I tell all of you to open your damned eyes and really look at the hell you live in. The fiends we fought on the Bone Plains—were they really our enemies, the Okozs, the Angraths, or were they commanded by the Blood Ox? Just as they were commanded before by Jova?”

Taron’s lips pursed.

“How many of you have actually tried talking to some of the creatures we share hell with? Hmm?” Scorio’s fury was dull and powerful, and he realized it was misplaced; these people weren’t the cause of all the ills he’d seen, but they were complicit. “How many of you just accept everything you’re told like good little soldiers and kill what you’re told to kill? Did you pass through the Fury Spires? If so, did you just tell yourself it was fine for Bravurn to keep Queen Xandera as his slave? That it was fine for him to murder her entire people?”

“Whoa,” said Merideva, raising both palms. “We didn’t mean to upset you, Scorio. We just came to say hello.”

“And I’m doing you the favor of telling you to wake up.” His pulse pounded in his temple. “Bravurn betrayed all of us. He was a Herdsmen. He manipulated and murdered and did who knew what else. Yet how many signed up to be his Iron Vanguard? I had no chance of drawing the Blood Ox into the open without Xandera’s help, yet how many of you ignored her plight? Gave it any thought at all?”

Nobody spoke.

“Look.” Scorio tried to control his tone. “We’ve precious few years left till all is lost. So you want to know how I did what I did? How I made Pyre Lord, how I killed Bravurn, forced a True Fiend out of hiding, and all the rest of it? For one, I’ve stopped trusting my superiors. Just because a Blood Baron or Crimson Earl says it doesn’t mean a thing. They could be a Herdsmen, and probably are. Two, I’m throwing out all the established wisdom about hell. I’m making decisions for myself. I want to close the Pit, sure, but not if it means accepting lies and killing fiends who don’t deserve it. As far as I’ve seen, we’re the monsters out here. We’re the ones who kill and oppress, enslave and slaughter.”

“The Blood Ox wants a word with you,” said Taron quietly.

“Oh yeah, that’s right. What did the Blood Ox remind me of? Another Great Soul.”

Several of those present narrowed their eyes at this.

“Easy,” said Taron. “True Fiends are our enemies. That’s not accepted wisdom, that’s historical fact. What do you think the Blood Ox wanted to do in Bastion?”

“I’m not saying they’re our friends. I’m saying he looked like no fiend I’ve ever seen. He looked like one of us. He had more in common with Imogen the Woe than Xandera or Nox.”

Taron’s mocking expression was gone. “And you’ve seen all there is to hell?”

“I’ve seen enough to call it as I see it. My point is this: if you want to make a difference, ask questions. Trust your senses over what people tell you. Wake the hell up. Don’t assume fiends are your enemies just because that’s what you’ve been told.”

“Got it,” said Taron, then inhaled sharply and looked around at the others. “Well! That was a salutary lesson! I think we’ve all benefited from Scorio’s wisdom. Time for lunch.”

Taron pushed through the sparse crowd. Penaela and Rharvyn followed.

Merideva hopped off the window sill. “I hear what you’re saying. And I’m not saying you’re wrong. It’s just… a big ask. To change my entire view of how hell works. Not trust Imperators? Side with fiends instead?” She grimaced. “But you’re the proof of your own argument. I’ll consider your words. Regardless, it’s good to see you again. Look me up while you’re in town. Let’s get that drink.” And she stepped in, gave him a light hug, and then departed.

Fyrona remained by the doorway, a crease between her brows. “Don’t mind Taron. He’s always seen himself as the hero of this entire saga of ours. He finds it hard to accept that someone else could have figured stuff out that he’s missed.”

“Fyrona.” Scorio took a deep breath. “Before he died, Alain… well. He was really excited to take you out on that date. He spoke a lot about you. You were always on his mind.”

Fyrona nodded sharply and hugged herself tighter. “I’m sorry for your loss. He was your friend, wasn’t he?”

Scorio hesitated for only a moment. “Yeah. One of my best friends.”

“I wish I could have gotten to know him better. He seemed like a good guy.” She considered. “A little strange. But in a way that made me want to know more.”

“He’d have been happy to hear that.”

Nyrix spoke up for the first time. “What are you doing from here?”

“Depends on what I find.” Scorio ran his hand tiredly through his hair. “I’m doing a little research on those Herdsmen. If I find something good, I might use it to hunt them down.”

“Bravurn was a Blood Baron,” said Nyrix softly. “What if the others are higher ranked?”

Scorio forced a smile. “Hasn’t stopped me yet.”

“And you think…” Nyrix tried to find the right words. “That they’re in control of everything? Even the Imperators?”

“I don’t know. But it’s what I aim to find out. I’m never going to do what I’m told without knowing the why of it all. And right now, that means rooting out this evil and seeing what’s left.”

Kelona spoke up. “So you don’t trust anybody?”

“No, there are a few people I trust.” Scorio considered. “Naomi, Lianshi, Nox, Xandera, the White Queen, probably. I want to trust Moira and Ravenna. I think I trusted Plassus, by the end of it.”

Kelona’s distress was obvious. “So if we’re to take your advice, then… what? We should refuse to do what people say?”

“You need to figure that out,” said Scorio softly. “You need to find your own goals, and then pursue them with all the integrity and effort you can muster.”

Nyrix scoffed. “How are we supposed to pick a goal when everything could be tainted by these Herdsmen?”

Scorio had no answer to that.

Fyrona raked her white hair back. “Well, I’m going to take your words to heart. Doesn’t mean I’m about to run off into the desert seeking fiends for friends, but I’m no fool. I’ll work on Taron. Once his pride subsides, I think he’ll also agree. I’ll see you around?”

“Sure,” said Scorio. He stood and accepted her quick embrace, then sat again as she left.

“I don’t know,” said Nyrix, scuffing the toe of his boot against the floor. “I’ve never asked the kind of questions you’ve been asking, but I guess it was because I didn’t even think they needed asking. I thought the House Autocrators and the higher ranks were telling the truth. That we’re all working together to close the Pit and get back to Eterra. Now…?”

Kelona nodded, her eyes large. “I think it was dying that did it to me.” She gave an abrupt laugh. “What a ridiculous thing to say, right? But in that moment, just before… well. I wanted nothing more than to live. It was like this… scream from my soul. Of denial. Refusal. And when I awoke, the Imperator already flying off, I felt this… need. To make the most of this second chance.” Her emotion was such that her eyes had become glassy with tears. “It has to mean something, being brought back. I want it to mean something. I can’t just go back to doing what I was doing before. Trying to become a Dread Blaze. I want to… by the ten hells, I don’t even know what I’m trying to say.”

“I think I know,” said Nyrix. “It’s what I’m feeling. I’m not a very outspoken person, but when I get a strong feeling, I act on it.” He stared at Scorio. “And right now, I’m feeling drawn to your hunt for these Herdsmen. It feels important. We don’t know each other very well, but if you’re open to a traveling companion -”

“Or two,” said Kelona impulsively.

“Or two,” allowed Nyrix with a smile, “then I think we’d like to help.”

Scorio studied them both. “I don’t need to warn you about how dangerous this will be.”

Nyrix smiled. “I think we’re all well aware.”

Kelona nodded mutely.

“That being said, I’ve grown pretty paranoid over the last couple of years. If you want to help, then I’d ask you first swear a Heart Oath attesting to your not being Herdsmen, in their employ, or seeking to help them in any way.”

Nyrix laughed, and his laughter seemed to reassure Kelona. “That sounds pretty logical to me. No problem.”

“Agreed,” said Kelona, tone intense.

“I’ll figure out the wording,” said Scorio, and to his surprise a fluttering sensation of relief filled his chest, and he smiled his first genuine smile in what felt like a long time. “It’ll be good to have you both along. We recovered some coded texts from Bravurn’s office, and Xandera is digging a way to a hidden library here in LastRock that’s supposed to contain some other useful texts. Soon as we’ve got that squared, we’ll decide what comes next, and go from there.”

“Sounds good.” Nyrix stepped forward and extended his hand. “You can count on me for whatever needs doing.”

Scorio rose and shook.

Kelona stepped up as well and extended her hand. “You’re a good person, Scorio, far as I can tell. I’ll help you as best I can as well.”

Her grip was firm.

“I’ll introduce you both to Xandera soon. See to your business here in LastRock; I mean to head out if possible within a day or two.”

“Yes, sir,” said Kelona.

“Just Scorio,” he admonished.

“Yes, Scorio, sir,” she grinned.

“Meet me at the central ruin tomorrow at dawn,” said Scorio. “We’ll get you both sworn in and go from there.”

“See you then,” agreed Nyrix, and moved to the doorway. “I’m glad I met you, Scorio.”

Scorio waved, and then they, too, were gone.

Bemused, he moved to the window and watched them walk away. Kelona was turned toward Nyrix and talking animatedly. Scorio smiled and shook his head. It was strange how things worked out. Naomi wouldn’t have wanted them along, but then, that was Naomi’s downfall.

Trust had to begin somewhere. “I tried to go it alone. I failed. Don’t make my mistake. You can’t do this by yourself. Damn the odds. Do whatever must be done,” he’d written to himself via Jova’s journal. So he’d find ways to trust, even if it was tempting not to.

As always, his thoughts turned to Naomi. Where was she? Was she alright? Was she even still alive?

His moment of cautious elation crumpled and he sighed.

All he could do was hope.


Chapter 63

The next afternoon Scorio joined Moira and Krantar in a private study. Xandera was making slow but steady progress into the depths beneath the ruins, but other than smiling grimly from the bottom of a freshly melted well, had nothing yet to report.

Pulling his cart into the starkly decorated chamber, Scorio sized up Moira’s friend with a deliberately neutral expression. The man was slightly older, perhaps in his early thirties, but rose with an air of dignity befitting a man twice his age.

Moira remained seated. “Scorio, please meet Krantar, a Dread Blaze and adherent of House Chimera’s exploratory policies.”

Krantar was a stolid man, square-shouldered and deep of chest, his jaw heavy and shaved, his lips pursed as if in perpetual expectation of disappointment. His golden-brown skin was roughened as if by a life lived in harsh weather, and his gaze was shrewd to the point of skepticism.

“Scorio. I’ve heard your name repeated endlessly on everyone’s lips. It seems we have much to thank you for.”

“Krantar.” Scorio pulled out a chair and sat. “Moira says one of your gifts gives you a facility with puzzles.”

Krantar sat, his back stiff. “Puzzles, yes. Enough to realize that I have gone as far as I shall in this cycle. I’ve been a Dread Blaze going on twelve years now. I’ve no complaints. You have some cryptic messages that need decoding?”

“Yes.” Scorio twisted, hefted the first ledger, then slid it over to the older man. “I found these in the private study of a traitor to our kind. A Herdsmen, I believe.”

“Hmm. A Herdsmen. Sounds innocuous enough.” Krantar ran his fingers over the leather cover, then opened it with an air of delicacy. Peering down, he pursed his lips and began to turn the pages.

Scorio glanced at Moira. She sat indolently in her chair, eyes half-lidded, and raised a dark brow in response as if saying, what can you do?

For a while there was nothing but the sound of gently turning pages. Krantar’s expression remained focused. He scanned each page carefully but without pausing to actually read; after some five minutes he reached the back cover and looked up. “You have more?”

It felt like feeding logs into a fire. Scorio placed ledger after ledger before him, and Krantar repeated the process patiently. He glanced up and down each page then turned to the next, never changing his expression from one of polite curiosity.

Finally he pushed the last book aside, settled back, and interlaced his fingers over his stomach. “A moment,” he said, “while I consider what I’ve seen.”

And then he closed his eyes.

Scorio settled in to wait.

Time passed. Moira remained at ease, and Krantar didn’t move a muscle, until, abruptly, he opened his eyes and frowned. “I see. A subtle code, but simple, really. I suppose it had to be, if used extensively.”

And he opened the last ledger he’d looked at and frowned at it with a whole new level of scrutiny.

“You can read it?” asked Scorio, leaning forward.

“Yes. The difficulty lay not in the code itself, but the code within the code. All manner of substitute words are used that must have had meaning to the author. That delayed my own understanding. But this…” He turned the page and ran his finger down the columns of figures. “This is all trade information. Shipments of all manner of goods, prices paid, and how they’re to be divided. Hmm. Let me see.”

And again he moved through the ledgers, turning pages, skimming, and setting books aside until he nodded. “Nothing earth-shattering here. Bravurn was a very meticulous merchant. Everything is recorded in exacting detail. He was sending and receiving goods across most of hell, it seems, and much of it by covert means. The recipients, however, are coded; the Clam-Digger, the Broken Rampart, the Unfaithful Hound. Shipments of mana, of treasure, of blazeborns’ spire materials. Hmm. But now this one.”

And upon this he turned to what Naomi had thought was a journal. “This is much more interesting.”

Moira sat forward. “Stop being dramatic and just tell us what it is.”

“A personal account. Much of it in riddles. This passage here, for example: Received word from the Red Castle that the cog has turned three teeth counterclockwise. Unexpected, but seasonal migrations are in flux. Glints of green seen on the horizon presage a tumultuous return. The Red Knight assures us that his duties have been executed faithfully, but we all know how seriously to take his claims. Independent verification will be needed, and I shall advise the council of such.”

Scorio frowned. “I see what you mean.”

“And on and on,” said Krantar, turning the pages.

Scorio’s shoulders sank. “So it’s of no use?”

“Not necessarily,” said Krantar. “This is but a second layer of code. A more subtle and imprecise kind, but one that I can work on. This will take more time, however. If you left me the books, I could work on them… no?”

“No,” said Scorio. “The books don’t leave my sight.”

“Hmm. Well, then I suppose I can tackle it here and now.”

Scorio smiled grimly. “I’ve nowhere to go.”

Krantar huffed. He looked like a bird fluffing out its feathers. “Fine, fine. Moira? By the gods, at least serve me some tea?”

They settled in. More time passed. Krantar turned pages, went to one book, went back to another. Read some of the missives, took notes, and then, finally, smiled.

“Ah! Well, this is an elementary breakthrough.”

Scorio roused himself from the stupor that had almost become a nap. “Yes?”

“I believe that Bravurn refers to himself as the ‘Red Knight’.”

“Alain told me that he had three games going against himself at all times,” said Scorio. “But still. That’s a first step, I guess.”

Krantar scowled. “I wasn’t finished. From the tone of the language, several different ‘Red Castles’ reported to him in a subservient manner. He in turn communicated here and here -” Krantar tapped two different scrolls, “to a Red Bishop. There’s mention in several places of other titles that could be substitutes for a Red Queen, and above her, a Red King. These titles seem to refer not to specific individuals, per se, but rather their ranks.”

Moira sat up. “Bravurn was a Blood Baron. A castle, then, might have been a Pyre Lord.”

“Which would mean a bishop would be a Charnel Duke,” nodded Krantar. “A queen might be a Crimson Countess, and a king, well.”

“An Imperator?” Moira’s eyes opened wide. “That’s… I find it hard to believe.”

Scorio all but sneered.

“That is if our corollary is correct.” Krantar pushed the books away. “This could as easily relate to some interior hierarchy of theirs. But it’s the feeling I get from the text.”

“Worrisome.” Moira tapped her chin. “If that is correct, then we’re stirring up a nest of truly dangerous foes.”

“I warned you,” said Scorio.

Moira ignored him. “Anything else?”

“One more thing, but it’s hard to credit.” Krantar rubbed at his eyes, then turned to a page in the journal. “There are oblique mentions to a central object of reverence. It’s referred to in very flowery language, often metaphorical, but seems to be key to what feels like Bravurn’s religion. My power has allowed me to group these references, then cross-check them for a central term that fits all the descriptors. And…”

“And?” sighed Moira irritatedly.

“And the term that suggests itself…” Krantar looked so uneasy that he shifted in his seat. “The best I can come up with is ‘Archspire.’”

“Oh.” Moira blinked. “That’s… hardly unusual.”

Scorio tried not to feel a pang of disappointment.

“Yes, well. The Archspire he’s referring to exists within a place he refers to as the ‘Deep Square’ in some places, and the ‘Fortress of Symmetry’ in others. He, ah, plainly refers to Bastion as the ‘Ewe’s Chamber’.”

“What are you saying?” asked Scorio, unable to restrain himself from rising to his feet. “There’s a second Archspire?”

“Nonsense,” laughed Moira, but her tone was uncertain.

Krantar shrugged. “I am personally of no fixed opinion. But what I’m gathering from these texts, what my power is inferring, is the existence of a second Archspire in the Fortress of Symmetry. Make of that what you will.”

Scorio stared at Moira, who seemed stunned. “The Lost Cube? That’s what Aezryna said her friend referred to their factory as. A place where they manufactured all the wonders that are now beyond our ken. What was his name? Mazrel?”

Moira stared out at nothing. “A second Archspire. To what end? All souls are reborn in Bastion. That’s our most central tenet. If Bravurn was reborn in… we’ll have to check the records. See what mention there is of his class. His locker. See which of his classmates remember his being part of their cohort.” Her gaze sharpened. “Something this huge couldn’t be so easily hidden.”

Scorio ran his hands through his hair. “By all means, find out. But if that’s what his personal journal states…?”

“If Krantar has understood the allusions correctly.”

“Please,” said Krantar scornfully. “I’m sitting right here.”

Moira jumped to her feet and began pacing. “This is… Scorio, your paranoia and conspiracy theories were…” She trailed off. “But an Imperator? Which? Are we now to suspect our greatest heroes? And a second Archspire? The implications are staggering.”

Scorio closed his eyes and exhaled. “This must be the kind of information my previous self discovered during my past life. That got me put on the Red List and killed.”

Krantar’s eyes widened. “Then we can’t tell anyone that we’ve discovered this. I know I’ve been a Dread Blaze for a decade, but I’m in no hurry to return to the Archspire—our Archspire, that is.”

“The one in the Ewe’s Chamber,” said Scorio bitterly.

Moira nodded uncertainly. “We have to keep this secret for now. The three of us. Krantar, how much more is there to learn from these ledgers?”

“Much more,” said Krantar. “Each discovery leads to a deeper understanding of the whole. But I can’t continue for now. I’m exhausted. Sustained concentration like this wears me out. We’re not all spry Pyre Lords, you know.”

“Then we need to meet again, and soon,” said Scorio. “I’ll keep the books with me for now. Moira? Send for me when you’re ready?”

Moira sank back down into her seat, biting on her thumbnail distractedly. “Yes, of course. I’ve much to think on. Events and facts and rumors to correlate. This… this changes so much. And yet… now I can’t reach out for guidance. Far from it. I…” She blinked and looked sharply at Scorio. “Yes. Tomorrow. Krantar?”

“Very well.” He rubbed at his eyes. “I’ll do nothing but sleep and eat till then.”

“Good.” Scorio began placing the books back in his cart, and smiled fiercely at them both. “This is how their destruction begins. By shining a light on their secrets. And when the time comes, Moira? You’ll tell everyone you’re in contact with so that they can’t silence us like they did me, last time.”

Moira nodded. “When we’re ready. When we have enough evidence that we can’t be written off as mad.”

“Till tomorrow, then.” Krantar stood up. “And I personally hope that we’ve already sounded the most alarming of the truths hidden in these tomes.”

“Till tomorrow,” agreed Scorio, a fierce joy burning in his heart. “And there’s only one way to find out.”

* * *

Krantar was murdered that night.

Lianshi awoke Scorio with the news. He grabbed his pack, and together they raced through the ruins of LastRock to the low-ceilinged dormitory where Krantar had slept along with six others.

Scorio slowed at the sight of Jova. It was the first time he’d seen her since arriving, and she wore a set of plain black robes tied off at the waist with a white belt. Arms crossed, expression stony, she stared at the pair of them as they drew close, a crowd having gathered but wisely chosen to keep its distance.

“Jova,” said Scorio as he stepped up. “Ravenna? What’s happened?”

It was Ravenna who answered, her complexion pale. “Just what Lianshi told you. Moira’s interrogating those within. Nobody saw anything, though. It looks like Krantar just died in his sleep.”

“If it was so quiet,” said Lianshi, “then how did they discover he was dead in the middle of the night?”

“He was half out of his bed,” said Jova, tone severe. “One of them got up to piss and thought that odd.”

“How do we handle this?” asked Scorio. “A murder? Is it just up to Moira…?”

“Normally we’d have called Krantar in to help figure out what had happened,” said Ravenna. “But now…”

Scorio turned slowly to scrutinize the crowd. Most of them were unfamiliar faces, but he saw Merideva whispering with Fyrona to one side. Was the killer here, now, watching from the crowd? Long gone? Already asleep in their LastRock home, knowing they’d get away with it?

“Damn,” said Scorio. “Anything I can do to help?”

“No,” said Jova. “Unless you’ve developed some new powers I’m not aware of.”

“Nothing that’d help here,” said Scorio.

“Then go home. I’m sure Moira will call for you when she’s ready.”

Scorio peered through the doorway, but the angle was wrong. All he could see was part of the unlit interior and one empty bed. “Fine. I’ll be waiting.”

He ignored Merideva’s wave, and began walking back home with Lianshi.

“It has to be the Herdsmen,” said Lianshi, hugging herself tightly. “Which means they’re here, right? They found out?”

“They must have heard I killed Bravurn. Either it’s an agent placed here in LastRock, or someone who came here to intercept me.” Scorio glanced into the darkness around them, his darkvision turning everything into contours of gray. “I’d bet they sent an assassin. But who knows?”

“Then you shouldn’t be sleeping alone,” said Lianshi. “It might just be luck they killed Krantar first. Come stay with Juniper and me. We’ll be safer in numbers.”

“Thank you. First I’m going to collect Xandera. I don’t want her alone anymore. Then we’ll collect my books and—”

Scorio shucked his pack, shoved it into Lianshi’s arms, and took off at a run.

“Scorio!” Lianshi raced after him, but couldn’t keep up.

His window and doorway were lit by the leaping light of a small fire. Slowing, Scorio looked all around. He’d been stupid enough already, but refused to compound his mistakes by running into an ambush. Extending his senses, he rose into his dragon form. It was his first time doing so since fighting the Blood Ox, but he took savage satisfaction from the fell power that suffused his body. Nearly filling the narrow street, he ambled forward, wings furled down the length of his massive back, and sighted along the rooftops and down the side streets.

Nothing.

One glance through his window told him everything he needed to know: the cart was ablaze, the ledgers and hempen sack burning brightly, cinders floating up into the air.

Backing up, he reared onto his rear legs. Whomever had killed Krantar had come here next, and had to be in the immediate vicinity. But where?

Scorio leaped up into the night air, beating his wings powerfully, tail lashing. These first few moments were always his most ungainly; he looked around as he fought for height, Shroud summoned, but no assault came.

Rising above the rooftops, everything lit a dull crimson by the Telurian Band’s near-setting sun, he searched for some sign of his prey.

SHOW YOURSELF! he commanded, blasting the area with his aura of command. It was a desperate attempt, but to his surprise a shadow detached from a dark wall atop a building close by.

Ruddy light gleamed on her skull-like visage, her thick hair hanging in twin ropes from her temples, her body emaciated and wrapped in strips of white linen. She held a curved blade in each fist, and was made bulky by her massive pauldrons.

Himiko the Shadow Petal.

Fury coruscated in Scorio’s heart, and instinctively he unleashed a torrent of flame in her direction, filling the air with a plume of his dragon fire.

The Shadow Petal leaped away, breaking free from his compulsion, and dropped out of sight into an alley.

Scorio coursed forward, powering fluidly through the air, cutting off his flames as he flew over the alley and searched its cluttered depths.

There was no sign of Himiko.

SHOW YOURSELF! he tried again, but this time to no avail.

Furious, actively thinking of her, he flew overhead and then returned. Had she gone into a building? Furious, he simply filled the alley with flame, filling the air with his roaring fire so that the rocks blackened and the desiccated detritus of the city’s previous occupation blazed brightly and then ashed.

No sign of her.

Should he go fetch help? Circle?

Again he threw forth his command, and again it failed to provoke her into stepping into sight. Scorio flew in a wide circle, probing at the ground with his darkvision, but the place was a warren of shattered buildings.

Furious, wanting to rend something apart, he landed atop the building on which she’d initially been hidden and lowered his long head into the alley, peering to and fro, his Shroud at the ready, but still he saw no sign of her.

Uneasy, he flew back up, knowing how craftily she could steal up on him. One blow through his neck with her mana blade would incapacitate him, dragon formed or not, so he gained some height, ready to snap or deflect her should she appear midair beside him.

But she never did reveal herself.

Lianshi arrived a few moments later, only to stare in wonder and horror as Scorio landed atop a nearby building to glower at her.

Oh.

That was right.

She’d never seen him in this form before.

Still furious, he shifted down into his scaled form. “It was the Shadow Petal. She’s burned our ledgers and was waiting for me. Idiot that I am, I nearly ran right into her trap.”

Lianshi was hugging his heavy pack to her chest. “The books? They’re all gone?”

Scorio swept the environs with his darkvision, but again saw nothing. “I kept Bravurn’s journal in my pack. But his business ledgers and scrolls are gone.”

“Damn it.” An expression of horror swept across her face. “It was because I summoned you. I played right into her hands.”

Had she? Scorio stared intently down at Lianshi. Had she been tricked as well, or had she been complicit?

Scorio banished the thought. He trusted Lianshi. But should he make her swear a Heart Oath? But no, doing so would ruin their friendship, would tell her he didn’t trust her on a most base and profound level. But still, was that the right thing to do, regardless?

Don’t trust her, the Nightmare Lady whispered in his ear. They’re all traitors.

Don’t make my mistake, he’d written. You can’t do this by yourself.

“Don’t blame yourself,” Scorio called down. “How did you find out?”

“Moira’s got a connection to Juniper. She woke her up, and told her to tell me to fetch you.”

Was it Moira, then? Was she part of this?

Scorio whipped around in a circle, but there was still no sign of Himiko.

After searching the night for a few fruitless moments longer, he leaped down to land beside Lianshi, his powerful scaled form taking the drop with ease. “What’s done is done.”

“But the books—Krantar. Without them…?”

“We still learned some things, and I kept the most precious treasures in my pack. And our search isn’t over. I doubt Himiko knows about Xandera. But regardless. We need to get to her just in case.”

Lianshi’s eyes widened. “Right!”

“I’ll see you there!” And Scorio leaped into the air, his wings bursting forth. He flew as swiftly as he could, beating his wings with urgent strength, LastRock passing by beneath him. The huge ruined mound drew close, and then he dove down to land beside the gap that Xandera had chosen as her means of entry.

There was no sign of the Shadow Petal.

Shrinking into his human form, Scorio wormed his way into the ruins. Xandera had taken to her task with diligent focus; she’d not let up her assault on the fallen rocks since their arrival. Crawling forward, he called out to her: “Xandera?”

There was no response.

“No,” he cursed. “No, no, no.” Had Himiko gotten to her first? Slain Xandera, then taken out Krantar, leaving Scorio for last? It would be neat, so awfully clean, but how would she have known about Xandera’s location, he’d not even told Moira -

He reached the central chamber, that near-collapsed room, and scrambled to the edge of the natural well that the blazeborn had melted into the ground. Peered down into its depths, and saw for the first time only darkness. Each and every time he’d been greeted before by the burning glow of Xandera’s bright machinations, the fumes of rock turning molten, the incandescent signs of her power.

Now?

Darkness.

“Xandera!”

His voice echoed down.

Nothing.

He twisted about, convinced that the Shadow Petal was about to emerge from the shadows.

Stillness.

Scorio rested his brow on the dusty ground. His thoughts roiled. How had things been ruined so quickly? Fury and grief coursed through him. Moira. Had she -

“Scorio!”

Relief flared in Scorio’s chest, caused his heart to leap. Moving to the well’s rim once more, he peered down and saw Xandera’s burning face looking up at him from far below.

“How did you know?” She gave a cheerful wave. “I broke through just a short while ago. It’s fascinating down here! So much that I could burn, but I’ve been really careful.”

“Thank the ten hells,” Scorio whispered, then summoned his voice. “Hold on! There’s an assassin out. Lianshi’s almost here. We’ll come down to you.”

“An assassin?” Xandera’s confusion was clear, but Scorio crawled back outside, intent on finding Lianshi and escorting her the rest of the way. But he emerged to see his friend running up, panting from having carried his massive pack all the way.

“She’s fine,” Scorio called out, rising to his feet. Relief made him almost weak. “And you’re here, too.” And in a surfeit of emotion, he took his pack from her and hugged her close.

Lianshi hugged him tightly, then pulled back. “Thank the gods. I’m so sorry, Scorio, when Moira asked me to fetch you -”

“It’s done,” he said. “And you had no idea Himiko was working against us. Come on. Let’s find out what Xandera’s discovered.”

Lianshi’s face lit up. “She’s found something?”

“The question is: what?” Scorio crouched and inveigled his way back into the ruins, looping his pack’s strap around his ankle and dragging it awkwardly behind him. They finally emerged into the cramped room again, and Scorio waited for Lianshi before swinging his legs into the well.

“The drop looks like it goes down about twenty-five or thirty yards. I’ll go first. Then if you want, I can catch you -”

Lianshi gave him a look. “Did you forget that I can become completely invulnerable? And now for fifteen seconds straight. I can drop down just fine.”

“I did, actually.” Scorio smiled ruefully. “Then go ahead. I’ll feel better watching your back.”

Lianshi nodded and dropped without fanfare into the well. A moment later Scorio dropped after her, pack balanced atop his head. Heart burning bright, he fell into a dark room far below, bursting up into his scaled form at the last moment to hit the ground and sink into a deep crouch.

“See?” Xandera was purposefully glowing with a deep orange light, her hair alone casting a murky glow around her. “I found it!”


Chapter 64

Scorio couldn’t tell if they stood in a series of interconnected chambers or a single labyrinthine one divided by massive supporting columns. As massive as ancient trees, these rose up to spread into surprisingly delicate vaulted ceilings. The air was cool, dry, and still. The columns were incised with shelving, as were the walls that bounded the space.

“Looks like we’ve found it,” whispered Lianshi, drifting forward to the closest column. For the shelves were laden with scrolls and bound tomes. All were dusty, but Scorio couldn’t distinguish much between them with his darkvision.

“Can you, ah, light up the place, Xandera?” He glanced nervously at her. “Without burning the books?”

“But of course,” smiled the blazeborn, and her hair grew brighter, so that when Scorio dropped his darkvision he saw everything lit by its golden glow.

“What was the title we’re looking for?” asked Lianshi, running her finger past the spines.

“The Empty Palm: Being a Historical Treatise on the Rise and Fall of Deep Hell Secret Societies.”

“Quite a mouthful.”

Together they slowly walked around the columns. Most of the books were without titles, but Scorio recounted what the first copy had looked like, and searched for its brother.

“These are fascinating,” whispered Lianshi. “I’ve not heard of half of them. I could stay down here forever.”

Scorio smiled but continued scanning.

The space was smaller than he’d originally imagined; only six huge columns held up the curving ceiling. One corner was a jumble of collapsed rock. It had to have been the original entrance, demolished from when the building above imploded.

A single armchair was set beside a dusty lantern. A side table bore a book of its own, and when Scorio opened it he saw Jova’s handwriting, faded but legible.

A journal.

For a moment he hesitated, torn by a desire to read what her previous self might have written, but then he closed the book and slid it inside his robes. He’d deliver it to her before he left.

“Here!” Lianshi pulled out a small book and hurried over. “The Empty Palm. Is this it?”

“It is.” And despite everything that had transpired, he couldn’t suppress a momentary thrill. On some level he’d never quite believed he’d get this far. “The entry was under ‘The Shepherds of Goodwill.’”

Lianshi scanned the table of contents, then carefully turned the pages. None had been torn out.

“Here we go. Xandera, could you step a little closer? I’ll read it out loud. Let’s see. Hmm.” Lianshi glanced up, suddenly apprehensive. “It’s only a page?”

“We’ll take what we can get.”

“Very well. So. The Shepherds of Goodwill. It begins with some bullet points: active during the third and fourth centuries; membership less than fifty; famous suspected members were Charnel Duke Thraxin the Slender; Blood Baron Ambrose Firemouth; and Imperator Sarana”

Lianshi raised her gaze, eyes wide.

“Sarana. Plassus warned me against her. And if she’s an Imperator now, that means she remembers her past lives.”

“This… no wonder this text is hidden.”

“Read on.”

Lianshi did so. “Let’s see. Of the many apocryphal organizations whose existence is questioned by skeptics, the Shepherds of Goodwill have caused the most acrimony. No notable figures have ever openly claimed membership; they published no creed nor philosophical tracts; and no rituals have ever been observed. Their inclusion in this tome is done more for the sake of completeness than due to verifiable fact. That disclaimer being put forth, it cannot be denied that rumors of this organization’s existence has percolated across the centuries with remarkable persistence; Cariph the Follower mentions them in his Rituals of the Order of the Sacred Questors; Xin Li transcribed the confessions of Thraxin the Slender when he was put to the question, wherein the Charnel Duke described a ‘Fortress of Symmetry’ that served as their base of operations; and Lianshi the Nun of the Red…” Lianshi’s eyes widened again, ‘wrote in her public memoir from the third century of meeting a man who called himself the Red Bishop in the Vale of Regrets, and who sought to recruit her to this clandestine order’.”

“Oh, wow,” whispered Scorio. “You met one of them before?”

“I must have.” She shook her head, bewildered. “But I’ve written so many diaries that I’ve only managed to read the latest dozen. From the third century?” She stared off at nothing, thinking. “I don’t even… but perhaps if I returned to Bastion…?”

“Maybe keep reading?” prompted Xandera, leaning in a little closer.

“From these and other sources have been gathered what little is known about this order, which is also, possibly, the same as that other which is called ‘The Artificers’. They are said to retain knowledge of how our treasures and mechanical wonders were once created, and to be able to create them still. Their duty is a sacred one, namely being to guide the uninitiated Great Souls toward their proper destiny, which, confusingly, is said to be the closure of the Pit, but not for the reasons commonly accepted amongst our sages and texts. The followers of this organization are divided into two groups, “aspirants” and “self-sacrificers.” The first may be recruited from the public, and if they prove themselves worthy, removed from the common cycle of rebirth so as to be blessed as future “self-sacrificers”, whereupon they shall be instructed with the core tenets of the faith. Only through a righteous death may an aspirant ascend to the higher order, though how such a rebirth might effect a qualification is unknown and unexplained.”

“They have their own Archspire,” said Scorio, heart hammering. “Maybe that means that aspirants have their souls tied to this second spire, if they qualify?”

Lianshi nodded slowly, awed and horrified both. “Which would remove them from the ‘common cycle of rebirth’. Yes. But why is the core group called ‘self-sacrificers’? And what does it mean, that we’re supposed to close the Pit but not for reasons we understand?”

“Is there anything else?”

Lianshi continued. “From Xin Li’s transcription we learn that the roving Fortress of Symmetry may only be found by self-sacrificers, who can transport themselves to it with but a wish. Aspirants must approach it on foot, a daunting task for the Fortress of Symmetry follows ancient patterns of power laid across the breadth of the Silver Unfathom and Lustrous Maria. Thraxin the Slender claimed that it is cloaked and hidden by ancient magics, and only with the aid of a compass rose may an aspirant track it down.”

“Compass rose,” said Scorio. “Why does that…?” Then a jolt rushed through him, and he hurried to his pack. He dug around inside it, then pulled out the small rosewood box. Slid open the lid, and pulled free the rose quartz carving of the heavily petalled flower. “This?”

Lianshi took the box from him instead and studied the lid. “This pattern. The one laid over the compass design. Maybe it correlates to the one the Fortress of Symmetry follows?”

Scorio bent his head in beside hers and studied the pattern anew. The twisting lines curved and tangled, but if one assumed it was a continuous path, then - “Look. The ends on either side would match up.”

“Making it a continuous circuit,” said Lianshi excitedly. And she dexterously traced the path, picking a point at random, her finger leaping from one side of the lid to the other to continue the broken tracks. “It’s convoluted, but it’s one looping path.”

Xandera bent her head in beside theirs, the illumination brightening. “But what are those other marks?”

Scorio frowned at the red dots that lay alongside different parts of the path. “Maybe… landmarks?”

“That would make sense,” said Lianshi. “Though we’d need a map of the Silver Unfathom and the Lustrous Maria to match them up.”

“But if we did,” said Scorio, his own excitement rising, “then we could find the Fortress of Symmetry’s path, and use the compass rose to track it down.”

Lianshi and Xandera looked up at him, and for a moment they simply grinned at each other.

“But,” said Lianshi. “What happens if you find it? You can’t storm an entire… wait, never mind. I forgot who I was talking to.”

“What else does the book say?” asked Scorio.

Lianshi lifted it to Xandera’s light. “Let’s see. There was a period in the fifth century when successive worthies in deep hell sought to extinguish this sect and all mentions of others like it. Imperator Sarana was the most assiduous in hunting down all traces of it, and in the year 576 declared that the Fortress of Symmetry was a hoax, and that it should rather be called the Lost Cube, for all who sought it were doomed to failure. In the century since then, no fresh mentions of this organization have been made to this author’s knowledge. And that’s where it ends.”

“Sarana,” said Scorio.

“Either she’s a member, and hid it,” said Lianshi, “or she never was, and simply never found it.”

“It’s too suspicious,” said Scorio. “Though perhaps we can search for records of her being born in Bastion. If she’s actually a member of the Herdsmen, or the Shepherds, then she’d have been born in the Fortress of Symmetry, right?”

“I guess so.”

Scorio turned the quartz rose over in his palm, then reached out for mana and swept some Bronze into its center like he might have done with his old rod or ladder. The rose accepted the mana, but nothing happened.

Scorio closed his fist around the treasure. “Well, we’ve got a lead. Between the box cover and this treasure, we can try to pick up the Fortress of Symmetry’s trail.”

“And,” added Xandera, “that means we get to explore deeper reaches of hell. That’s great!”

“Right,” said Scorio. “The Silver Unfathom and the Lustrous Maria. Somewhere out there the Herdsmen’s base is floating through those layers of hell.”

Lianshi grimaced. “We’re talking two of the largest layers. It’s over two thousand miles to cross them both if you head straight south.”

“First we match these dots to landmarks.” Scorio tapped the box’s lid. “And then we get to the closest path line, and see what the rose does.”

“You make it sound so simple,” sighed Lianshi.

Xandera glanced between them both. “Because it is?”

Scorio laughed. “There might be a few unexpected challenges along the way. But nothing’s stopped us yet. I’m going to do everything I can to tear that Fortress of Symmetry apart.”

“Imperator Sarana might like a word,” said Lianshi.

“Let’s take it one step at a time,” grinned Scorio. “You guys ready?”

“Absolutely!” said Xandera.

“Yes. I think so? I mean, sure.” Lianshi paused, took a deep breath, then smiled as her cheeks flushed. “I mean, absolutely. Let’s go destroy this secret society once and for all.”


Epilogue

There was no running from herself. No outpacing the Nightmare Lady. But she tried. Sobbing, gasping for breath, the gods knew she tried.

She’d grown strong. Dread Blaze. Always one step behind him, but this last leap, this evolution, had infused her with a stamina and strength that nobody yet understood.

Perhaps not even herself.

Because she kept trying to find her limit, the point beyond which she’d collapse. She’d dropped into that chasm and run, sought to outrace her horror and the cracking of her mind. Through darkness she’d squirmed and dropped and climbed and crawled. Through wormholes and across natural caverns, leaping over lakes of lava and clawing her way up claustrophobic chimneys, until at last she’d burst out into the gloaming of the valley, and taken to racing down its broken length.

Her mind was a shattered mirror. Images slid across the fragments even as she sprinted, hunched over, tail whipping back and forth, claws occasionally grasping at rocks to pull herself along.

Images of Scorio. Of his eyes closed tight as they’d formed their union. Of how foolish and delightful he looked when he cracked up. Images of the places they’d visited together. The quiet moments.

But always another moment erased those. When she’d spun, her tail lashing out of its own accord, Alain’s eyes wide with shock -

No. She couldn’t think about it.

So she ran.

There was a purity to seeking an impossible escape.

Fiends fled from her. Ferric Drakes swooped down only to bank in alarm at the last moment as they tasted her aura and sped away. Predators foolish enough to attack were slaughtered without her even breaking her pace.

On and on she ran. Her muscles burned. Her Heart felt like it would split. The Delightful Secret Marinating technique kept her fueled. Day become dusk became day, and then the light changed, the heavens themselves, and she burst out into the Telurian Band.

She’d hoped this would allow her to stop. That somehow it would be an answer.

But it wasn’t.

Spittle frothed at her jaws. Her throat and lungs were raw. Her vision narrowed to a tunnel, and still she ran, reeling, as if through a fever dream. Across the cracked land, splashing through Bronze-watered lakes. Vaulting ridges, scrambling up broken slopes, sometimes simply shadow-stepping across chasms that were too wide.

And each moment in which she surrendered herself to the shadows became ever more seductive than the last.

Like a cool towel upon her burning brow.

Embrace it, whispered the Nightmare Lady. It’s what you are.

Each time she traveled further. Each time she remained a little longer in that eternal night.

But never did she fully relinquish the will to emerge.

Finally she could run no more.

Weaving drunkenly, her feet bloodied, she collapsed sidelong onto a slope of scoria. Lay there retching for who knew how long, then, summoning the last of her instincts to survive, crawled like a wounded beast into the shadowed lee of a boulder, and there closed her eyes.

Sleep brought no reprieve. Instead it unleashed memories she wished would die forever. Memories of her brutal childhood under the lash, forced to train and drink elixirs so as to awaken her spark. Nights spent weeping in her broken tower. The smirks and insults at the Academy. Those two wretched years she’d persisted in the Chasm, refusing to die even if the best she could do was become a beast.

Was that her destiny?

Now that she had ruined everything for ever and ever?

After tasting such delight, after feeling such giddy, impossible joy? She’d been an idiot, a cursed and pathetic idiot to think such a gift could last. That she wouldn’t ruin it.

Wouldn’t betray her true self.

Wouldn’t show Scorio what she really was.

Not Naomi.

The Nightmare Lady.

Shuddering, she opened her eyes. Days had passed, but nothing had disturbed her fitful sleep. Famished, numb, aching, delirious, she stared at her black talons. Somehow she’d remained in her dread form. Her Heart still drinking of the ambient mana.

It felt fitting.

It felt right.

It was what she was, after all.

A creature of nightmare.

A monster.

A deluded fool.

The Nightmare Lady lowered her horrific visage into her clawed hands, and wept.

Finally something dared approach. Something powerful. She felt it emerge from a cave entrance a half-mile away and cross the badlands toward her. Sensed it in a way she’d never quite sensed another being. Like a lantern lit at night, crossing a dark field toward where she stood.

Whatever it was, she’d slaughter it like she’d killed everything else.

Hissing in fury, she hauled herself up. She was a reed, hollowed out, so weak she could barely stand. But still she made her way around her protective boulder, just in time to confront the creature that dared disturb her.

“Favorite friend Naomi.”

She could only stare.

Nox had changed. He was larger, somehow more august, with silver-gray streaks splashing back from his empty eye sockets across his skull and over his back and flanks. His broad body was otherwise darker than even her own form, and terrible power burned off him like heat shimmering off the surface of a lava lake.

But it was still Nox. The sight of him, somehow, undid her. She dropped to her knees, and at long last relinquished her Nightmare Lady form. Doing so lost her the last of her febrile strength.

“Favorite friend Naomi.” Nox took a step closer so as to loom protectively over her. “Do not fear. Nox is here. Nox will help clutchmate. Nox will bring you home.”

THE END
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Special Announcement: Dawn of the Void Omnibus Edition Kickstarter

Mark your calendars for February 15th! I'm thrilled to announce an upcoming Kickstarter to bring the Dawn of the Void trilogy together in a deluxe omnibus hardcover edition. This isn't just any collection; we're crafting a collector's item that will stand out on any bookshelf, featuring:

	Exclusive brand new cover art
	Bespoke interior illustrations
	High-quality premium paper
	Vibrant full-color end sheets
	Elegant gilded page edges
	Durable Smyth-sewn binding for a lasting treasure
	A brand new Epilogue, expanding the universe
	Plus, exciting stretch goals that promise even more enhancements!


This Kickstarter is your gateway to owning a piece of the Void like never before. For a glimpse into what's coming and to ensure you don't miss out on early bird specials, follow the project today.

Thank you for your support and enthusiasm. It's because of readers like you that projects like this are possible.

Cheers!


Thank you! Please Read.

Thank you for accompanying me to LastRock. I hope your journey through its pages was as thrilling as mine in creating them. Crafting these worlds is a journey made real by your support. If you have a moment, please consider leaving a review. Your thoughts can guide new friends and readers to our shared adventure.

Interested in updates about The Immortal Great Souls #4? Join my mailing list for the latest news.

Keen to dive deeper? Visit my subreddit for discussions with fellow readers, concept art, discarded chapters, bloopers, and much more.

Your engagement is the heartbeat of this adventure. Thank you for being a pivotal part of it.

Warmly,

Phil Tucker


Want to connect with other LitRPG readers? Check out these groups on FB:

	The GameLit Society
	LitRPG Books 
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