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The Great Soul Ranks & Corresponding Mana Type

 

 

 

Imperator | Noumenon 

 

Crimson Earl | 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

 

Power Sets at end of Book 1

 

 

Scorio:

 

	Emberling: Can cover his body in durable black scales, grow horns, and grow lethal white-hot talons.

	Tomb Spark: Manifests an aura of crude command that can cow others.


 

Naomi:

 

	Emberling: Can transform into the Nightmare Lady form, gaunt, terrifying, and with a wicked tail.


 

Lianshi:

 

	Emberling: Can become completely invulnerable for a short span of seconds.


 

Leonis:

 

	Emberling: Can summon Nezzar, a great black stone club of immense power and durability.


 

Jova:

 

	Emberling: The more injured she becomes, the more immune to damage she becomes.

	Tomb Spark: Manifests an aura that terrifies those who see her.


 

Juniper:

 

	Emberling: Her punches leave behind fields of light that move with her foes, blinding them.


 

Zala:

 

	Emberling: Can unleash butterflies that settle on her target, forcing them to return to their natural human form.



The Story So Far

 

 

 

Scorio awoke with three others within an extended trial he later discovered was called the Gauntlet; he died within, and awoke again inside the Academy. Having lost all his prior memories, he there learned that he was a Great Soul, destined to die and be reborn forever so as to wage war in deepest Hell. But more, he alone in his class was a Red Lister, and thus was thrown through the Final Door by Chancellor Praximar to die.

Instead, with the aid of other Red Listers, amongst whom was a woman named Nissa, he escaped into the city of Bastion, which proved to be wrapped around the inside of a cylinder around a great burning wire whose slow pulses of light mimicked day and night. This city was buried in the plains of Hell like a vast well, where it had existed for almost a millennia.

Furious and bitter, Scorio haunted the Ruins—a growing part of the city that was being consumed by a mysterious rot—and convinced another outcast, Naomi (known as the Nightmare Lady), to train him. Under her tutelage he arose from a mere Char to a Cinder, discovering his Heart and the source of his power. He reconnected with two of his companions from his original run in The Gauntlet—Leonis and Lianshi—and together they trained in the long abandoned Old Gauntlet. In doing so, however, they drew the attention of a fallen Imperator, Imogen the Woe, who nearly destroyed the city before Scorio was able to help a second Imperator, Sol the Just, drive her away.

With Sol’s blessing, Scorio and Naomi were reinstated into the Academy, and there he sought the patronage of House Chimera. For a few weeks, all was bliss, but then Chancellor Praximar discovered Scorio’s criminal activities while banished and sought to blackmail him into performing terribly during the final Gauntlet Run. Scorio refused and confessed his crimes to Chimera, who withdrew their offer of patronage and Scorio’s hopes of mending his Heart.

For his desperate attempts to wrest every advantage and catch up with his Academy cohort had fractured and weakened the source of his power. With Chimera’s promised healing withdrawn, he instead turned to a fiendish Imperial Ghost Toad he’d met in the ruins—Nox—and negotiated with it so that the fiend would help him ascend to the next tier of power.

Submerged in Nox’s imperial gel bath and employing his Delightful Secret Marinating Technique, Scorio broke through to Emberling. Defying the odds, he and his friends entered the end-of-year Gauntlet Run, only for Scorio to release his bitterness and anger when he was about to be defeated and ascend to Tomb Spark. With his new powers he managed to penetrate deepest into the Gauntlet, and shocked Praximar and the whole Academy by defeating the vaunted Jova Spark and coming in first out of his entire class.

Praximar, humiliated and furious, praised Scorio before all and sundry and offered him House patronage; Scorio refused, having gleaned from his own lost past that he couldn’t trust anyone or any institution, and chose to leave the Academy altogether. Worse, Jova Spark followed his example, further humiliating Praximar.

At the end of the novel Scorio, Lianshi, the Nightmare Lady (Naomi), and Leonis all resolved to leave the Academy in search of the truth, a quest in which they were joined by Jova Spark and her two roommates, Juniper and Zala. 

With the city of Bastion nearing open revolt due to a failed prophecy that promised the conquest of the Pit, and with Praximar and all of House Hydra furious with them, Scorio and his friends resolved to quest deeper into Hell in order to learn the truth behind the nefarious “Herdsmen” and discover just how much of what they’d been told was a lie.

 


Chapter 1

 

 

 

“We need to go.” Leonis was tense, his sack of belongings tossed over one broad shoulder. “We’ve taken too long already.”

It was Lianshi who lingered. She bit her lower lip as she cast a final look about their Academy suite: the dining table strewn with scrolls and tomes, the cushioned study corner, the ferns that obscured the azure pool in which they had spent so many evenings debating, laughing, scheming, relaxing.

“I’m sorry. It all feels so abrupt. Unreal. We’re never coming back.” She smiled helplessly at where they waited for her by the door. “I—yes. I’m ready.”

Scorio wanted to hug her tight. She was leaving all this because of him. Hurling herself into an uncertain and dangerous future at his behest. 

But they were out of time.

Naomi cracked open their front door and peered outside. “Voices coming this way. In the distance, but a lot of them. Too many.”

Scorio pulled the door open wider. The Aureate Hall that ran past all the student suite entrances was normally subdued, but voices filtered in, raucous and indistinct like the roar of surf heard past the last few dunes. “Praximar must have cut the ceremony short.”

“No surprise there.” Leonis stepped past them both. “Given how you humiliated him? The last thing he’d want is to remain on that stage.”

“Then we’d best move fast.” Naomi carried nothing. She took a few steps toward the base of the stairs that led up to the main residential corridor. “This way?”

“Too busy,” said Lianshi. “Let’s take the servants’ quarters. This way.”

They ran in a tight-knit group. Down the hall, into a central hub, down a side corridor, then through a broad doorway into a pocket atrium that was open to the sky. The high walls rang with their footsteps as Lianshi led them across and through an open archway into a broad service hall.

The servants glanced at them in surprise as they rushed by. The air was muggy with steam and the scent of lavender, and they ran past a dozen laundry rooms filled with huge stone vats and massive hampers.

The sound of excited voices had faded away.

Their small group fled the laundry complex into another hexagonal hub, the servants backing toward the walls to give them space, and then out into a main corridor that led to the Western Gate.

Guards eyed them warily, couriers cursed and leaped aside, and countless servants parted with their packs and trays and pushcarts. 

Finally, they emerged into the Western Vestibule. It was a great circular chamber; the walls striated into great bands of marble, pale cream, rich umber, patterned gray, and stained glass was set in high windows above. It was thickly colonnaded, but through this forest of smooth trunks, Scorio saw the Gate itself, gleaming gold and ornately decorated, double doored and wide enough for a carriage to pass through.

Lianshi slowed, eyes wide as she searched the crowd. “Where are they?”

Scorio forced back doubt, fear. Had Jova and her companions been waylaid?

“There,” said Naomi and cut off to the left, rounding columns and cutting through groups of visitors who balked in surprise and annoyance. 

Jova stood hard by the Gate’s left, arms crossed. Zala was bouncing up on the balls of her feet to peer over the crowd, her thick black braid dancing about her shoulders. At the sight of them, she waved and sank back down.

“Took you long enough,” said Jova.

“My fault.” Lianshi smiled nervously. “Had trouble saying goodbye.”

Juniper gave her a warm smile of sympathy.

“We can chat later,” said Leonis. “We heard a crowd making for our rooms. They’ll check the exits once they find us gone.”

“Agreed,” said Scorio, then stiffened. His legs had tensed up of their own accord, an invisible power having coiled around them and locked his feet in place. He grimaced and tried to wrench himself free, but his legs might as well have turned to stone. 

Naomi noticed first. “Scorio?”

Inexorable authority like a finger turning his chin caused him to look over his shoulder at the far entrance to the Western Vestibule. The crowd there was parting before a figure with awe and obsequious respect. 

A woman strode toward them, chin raised, broad lips cast into a subtle smile, her tawny skin glowing with health, her blonde hair falling in glorious waves past her shoulders. Dark brows arched over burning green eyes, and her beauty was at once stern and leonine.

Scorio had only seen her a handful of times, and most of those were when she stood beside Praximar atop the stage. She was known throughout all of Bastion, feared and admired in equal measure, the political counterweight to House Hydra and object of endless speculation and rumor: 

Octavia, Pyre Lady and Autocrator of the impossibly wealthy House Kraken.

“Damn,” hissed Jova. “How’d she know we were here?”

The lock on Scorio’s limbs released as the Autocrator drew up before them. She’d shed the massively jeweled and no doubt cumbersome outer robe she’d worn on stage, and now wore an elegant golden shift that cut off mid-thigh. Such was her intrinsic charisma that she made even this simple garment appear royal.

“Scorio. Students.” Her voice was lazy with amusement. “I’m glad I caught you.”

“Autocrator.” Scorio sensed his friends stir nervously behind him. “This is an honor. But we’ve a pressing need to leave the Academy.”

“You’ve no idea. Praximar has guaranteed a place in the Academy next year to any student who captures one of your company. The reaction was, shall we say, enthused.”

“You’re joking,” croaked Lianshi.

Leonis’s voice was just as strangled. “That’s—what—two hundred and fifty Great Souls after us?”

“Just about.” Octavia glanced over their company. “You could of course accept my invitation and join House Kraken. My patronage would safeguard you from what’s to come.”

Scorio and Jova spoke at the same time, their response immediate. “No thank you.”

Scorio coughed, shared an embarrassed glance with the other Tomb Spark, and tried again. “Our thanks, Autocrator, but we stand by our decision to remain independent.”

“I thought as much.” Octavia didn’t seem surprised. “But I wished to plant a seed. Right now you are flushed with the heady joys of youthful independence. But one day you might stand in need of a House’s support. It is a cruel Hell out there. When that moment comes, remember that House Kraken is your ally. We are no friends of House Hydra, and Praximar’s policies do not reflect our own. Am I clear?”

Scorio bowed his head. “Very, Autocrator. Thank you.”

The shouts were growing louder. 

Octavia’s smile quirked a bit wider. “You’d best hurry. Praximar placed no time limit on his offer. Bastion is about to become a most interesting place for you all.”

Jova grabbed Scorio’s arm and pulled him away. “Thanks. Be seeing you, Autocrator.”

They ran toward the golden gate. The bevy of guards glanced uncertainly at Octavia, but receiving no guidance, they simply stepped aside. 

Scorio led the way out into the dull ocher light of Second Bronze. They spilled into a paved forecourt sandwiched between the Academy and an octagonal brick building. Down three steps to race around a small garden, then out into the western periphery of the Academy grounds, circumscribed by a low ceremonial wall. Other freestanding buildings of ancient purpose rose about them. 

Sharp shouts came from behind.

They’d been spotted.

“Make way!” bellowed Leonis, charging to the fore. The crowd scattered. They sprinted toward the western entrance, rushing past more guards and foot traffic, and out into an ornamental public plaza dominated by a bronze statue of some ancient Great Soul. 

“Damn her for holding us up!” snarled Jova, matching Scorio stride for stride. 

There was no time to respond. People drew back with shock, raising arms as if expecting to be struck. Their party rounded the large pedestal, sprinted across the rest of the plaza, and then dove into a narrow alley choked by the tables arrayed along the left side, diners drawing back in surprise as Jova led them past.

It curved immediately to the left; one restaurant followed another, a fiddler ceased his playing as they barreled past, and Scorio caught glimpses of luxurious dining rooms filled with patrons, the scent of grilled meat steeped in honey and other spices filling the air. The buildings loomed high above on both sides, awnings blocking the sight of the sun-wire. Leonis roared as he shoved his way through the crowd, spilling people into tables, ignoring the curses that immediately cut off when people saw the cut of their Academy robes.

“Too slow,” hissed Naomi, looking back over her shoulder. “This way!”

She cut abruptly into an even narrower alley, this one devoid of tables and waiters, and Scorio called to Leonis who turned back in confusion. 

A shadow passed overhead.

“They’re on the roofs!” shouted Juniper.

“Go go go!” Jova shoved Scorio after Naomi. “No time!”

Like every inch of Bastion, even this alley was alive with purpose; each shop was sunken three steps below street level, with dark windows and open doorways revealing antiques, scrolls, and people perusing goods. But the foot traffic was less, and vendors saw them coming in time to shrink out of the way.

“We need to go to ground!” Leonis shouted from the rear of their group. “Get off the streets!”

Naomi was a dark-haired ghost up ahead, lithe and nimble. She led them out into a triangular courtyard, a dead, multi-leveled fountain in its center, tables scattered before the broad, faded blue awning of a solitary quiet restaurant. Ancient bricks crumbled underfoot, and the buildings rose three stories on each side, sporting balconies and clotheslines from which hung brilliantly dyed sheets. 

Naomi paused by the fountain, peering down each of the three alleys that led deeper into the warren of the city. Scorio slowed, the others pressing up behind him, and then a great shimmering orb the size of a cart flew down from above, distorting the air like a self-contained heatwave, and hit the fountain square on.

The orb didn’t dissipate, but rather glommed onto the fountain’s irregular architecture and immediately exerted a terrible gravitational pull. Naomi cried out in rage as she was sucked off the ground and yanked into the globe’s center, her arms flailing uselessly, and Scorio felt himself pulled forward, lifting off his feet.

He Ignited his Heart, wrenched about, and Jova’s hand was there, outflung. He caught her by the wrist and she hauled him back even as Zala beside him cried out and flew forward, her slight frame betraying her so that she sank into the bubbled fountain beside Naomi.

Movement from above, an intimidation of danger. Scorio recoiled and raised his talons as a young man dropped past clotheslines and swelled in shape as he fell. He grew massive so rapidly that when he hit the ground with a crunch of bricks being pulverized, he was a giant nearly twice as tall as Scorio, utterly inhuman and made of rough, craggy sandstone. Twice as broad as Leonis, he rose from his crouch, the damage done to his frame by the fall instantly healing over as cracks sealed up. He stared at them without emotion, his eyes startlingly blue and human in the rough rock of his broad, brutal visage. 

“It’s Javok.” Leonis stretched out his arm and Nezzar appeared in his grip, brutal and hexagonal, glowing runes running down three of its faces. “There’s no stopping him. He reforms no matter how hard he gets hit.”

“Javok!” The thin cry came from above. The sandstone giant looked up, then reached out to catch a slender woman who fell neatly into his arms. Scorio had seen her in the Academy hallways, tiny and delicate looking, her eyes liquid black, her lips naturally upturned into a constant smile, her skin as pale as soap. Ymissa? Clarissa? He couldn’t recall.

“Don’t let her touch you!” shouted Jova, moving out wide.

Naomi had assumed her Nightmare Lady form but remained stuck within the shimmering sphere. Beside her Zala extended her hand so that glowing butterflies began to stream toward Javok, who set the pixie-like woman down and then strode toward them, cracking his fists together.

“I’ve got the giant,” growled Leonis. “Find Agon and disrupt that bubble!”

Agon. Scorio had studied every Great Soul that had progressed in the tournament, but they were dealing with the lower half of their class, the ones who’d barely made Emberling, who’d washed out in one way or another.

Students desperate to earn a second year at the Academy.

Agon didn’t ring any bells.

“He’ll be up top,” shouted Lianshi, moving to flank the sandstone giant.

No wonder he’d taken out Naomi. Of all of them, she was the best at climbing. 

Scorio reached out belatedly for more mana but the courtyard was already depleted, the Copper having been drained by all the hungry Igneous Hearts. He’d have to rely on what little he’d already saturated his Heart.

Jova strode to confront Ymissa, who ran at her, hand outstretched, only to stagger and scream and cover her face in terror. Leonis charged Javok, who swung a fist as massive as a barrel at the big man, but it exploded into shards of rock when Leonis smashed Nezzar right into it.

Scorio embraced his scaled form. What sweet release, what glorious power. White-hot talons burst out of his fingertips as glossy black scales erupted over his arms, down his back, across his chest and thighs. Horns burst from this brow, and he felt himself grow taller, leaner, and so much stronger and faster in every way.

Feeling like a predator amongst sheep he ran to the closest balcony. Restaurant patrons were scrambling up from their tables to flee into the depths of the restaurant. A dark-skinned stranger broke free of this sparse crowd to sprint right at him, arms extended wide.

Scorio twisted mid-stride. One slash would have killed the youth, but at the last moment he refrained, balking from outright murdering his assailant.

The tackle was expert. Thin arms wrapped around him his chest and both arms, and then, impossibly, the stranger’s body turned to stone, dense and heavy, knocking Scorio to the ground. 

With a cry, Scorio crashed to the cobblestones. The stranger’s entire body had turned into obsidian, gleaming and faceted, lifeless and as ponderous as an anchor.

But the stranger himself, an emaciated youth with large, haunted eyes and jug ears, staggered back, as if he’d shucked the stone form or ejected himself from it at the last moment. 

“Damn it!” roared Scorio, and drank deep of his reserves. He strained, muscles bulging, scales rippling but the stone statue that clasped him tight refused to break and his hands were locked by his sides. 

Leonis was demolishing Javok but to little effect, roaring with each great swing of his club, but with every second more and more luminous butterflies were affixing themselves to the sandstone giant. The gravity bubble yet held the Nightmare Lady and Zala in place. Jova loomed over Ymissa, who was cradling her head, while Juniper was trying to climb to the rooftop with little skill.

The young black man raced at Jova.

“Watch out!” shouted Scorio. 

Jova turned. Her black-rimmed eyes widened and she thrust out her hand at the last moment. Her attacker leaped into his tackle, arms wide, but bounced off a shimmering shield that appeared a yard before her to crash to the ground, twinned, a stone copy rocking in place beside his actual self. 

Jova took a long stride and kicked the young man clean across the jaw. Scorio heard the man’s teeth click, and then the obsidian statue that held him dissolved into Coal mana.

Scorio bounced to his feet and drew forth a small artifact from his robes. He propped it against the floor just right and swirled mana into its core. The bridge exploded upward, reaching past balconies to land heavily against the side of the building. Lithe and quick, Scorio clambered up the steep incline, reached the top,  surged, grabbed the roof’s edge, and vaulted onto the great clay tiles. 

There. A handsome youth, black hair tousled, eyes wide in alarm. He backed away and stumbled up toward the roof’s spine, only to trip and fall onto his rear. Scorio raced toward him, tiles cracking under his scaled feet.

Agon hurled a sphere of roiling air at Scorio’s feet, who leaped high into the air with his sinuous athleticism, surging right over it, arms outflung to fall upon the man—

—only to feel himself yanked back by the bubble’s pull, sucked into its center where he hung, flailing uselessly, and with no way to get purchase on the tiles.

Agon’s shoulders sagged in relief. “Damn. That was close. Give it up, Scorio. No offense, but you’re my ticket to a second year.”

“This bubble’s not going to last long,” snarled Scorio. “The second you run out of mana—”

But then his own Heart guttered and died. The loss of his strength felt like a curse, weakness stealing through him, his scales, talons, his monstrous form melting away in an instant.

Agon grinned. “What was that? Louder for the people in the back, if you will.”

A black tail made up of ebon vertebrae rose into view, its end tipped with a great triangular blade. It whipped through the air so that its side smacked against Agon’s head, knocking the kid sprawling.

The gravity sphere dissipated.

The Nightmare Lady hopped up onto the rooftop, lethal and poised, her tail undulating behind her.

“Damn.” Scorio picked himself up. “You almost killed the guy.”

The Nightmare Lady sneered. “If I wanted him dead he’d be in two pieces right now. Now get over here. We have to go.”

Agon lay bonelessly across the tiles. If he moved wrong he’d roll right off the roof. “We can’t leave him here.”

The Nightmare Lady hissed. “Since when did I become a mode of public transportation?”

Scorio hauled Agon up and over one shoulder then stepped to the edge of the roof. The Nightmare Lady’s tail wound around his chest, segmented and hard-edged.

“You’ll have to drop first. I can’t lift you both.”

Far, far below, Javok lay in his human form. He was smothered in glowing butterflies who rhythmically fanned their wings, Leonis crouched by his side, fingers to the brutish man’s throat. There was no sign of Ymissa or the stone-body man.

He took a deep breath and stepped out into the void.

The Nightmare Lady’s tail squeezed about him, the knobs of bone pressing cruelly into his flesh, but his fall was immediately arrested. For a second he and Agon hung there, then the Nightmare Lady dropped to the third floor balcony, and in fits and starts they descended, broken tiles and twisted metal marking their passage.

When his boots touched the cobblestones Scorio laid Agon out beside Javok and then fetched his miniaturized bridge. “The others?”

“Decided attacking us was a bad idea,” said Jova primly. “Took you long enough.”

“Yeah, well, somebody hogged up all the mana.” Better than admitting he couldn’t burn his Heart for very long, regardless.

“We need to get off the streets.” Leonis rose to his feet, Nezzar disappearing. “These may not be the toughest Great Souls in our class, but sooner or later we’ll run into some heavy hitters.”

Zala gestured and her butterflies all rose into the air to disintegrate into thousands of glowing specks. “Where are we going? You said something about a group called Manticore?”

“Ward 11,” said Scorio. “Where my friends have their business, The Flame. They can put us in touch with Manticore, who’ll get us out of Bastion.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Lianshi, binding her raven black hair back. “But we’d best hurry.”

Scorio looked around the triangular courtyard. Nothing but overturned chairs and abandoned tables. The windows were shuttered, and the alleys that ran off it were empty.

But he could hear coordinated shouts drawing closer.

More Great Souls.

“Right. I think Ward 11 is this way. You guys ready to run?”

Jova smirked. “I don’t recall your ever running faster than me.”

“I’ve learned a few tricks since our last race. See if you can keep up.”

Naomi scowled and stalked past them both. “If you two are done flirting?”

“What?” protested Scorio.

“We weren’t—” began Jova.

“Guys?” Leonis backed away from the alley that led to the Academy. “I think that’s Bronwen approaching.”

“Damn it,” hissed Jova. “Run.”

 


Chapter 2

 

 

 

 They raced across the triangular courtyard. Scorio set to drawing wisps of mana into his Heart, wishing he were more adept at shepherding the Copper. Naomi led the way, leaping over a fallen chair, around a potted tree, and into the far alley.

It was so narrow Scorio’s shoulders brushed each wall. Shuttered windows and closed doorways flashed by. The sun-wire’s burning radiance barely reached them.

“Who’s Bronwen?” shouted Scorio.

“She’d have made the top ranks if she’d wanted to,” Lianshi shouted back, but there wasn’t time for more.

They emerged into a broad avenue. A large patrol of House Hydra guards marched down the center, pikes over their shoulders. They startled, began to fall into a combat formation but checked themselves at the sight of their Academy robes.

Naomi ignored them, tearing off to the left. 

“Why didn’t she want to?” Scorio yelled to Lianshi.

It was Leonis who answered, powering along behind them. “Because she turns into a mindless killer when she goes all out.”

Scorio looked back over his shoulder. No sign of pursuit. “That bad?” 

Leonis grimaced. “Worse.”

Naomi turned into a side street and raced up a flight of heavily eroded stone steps. 

“No!” Scorio skidded to a stop. “Ward 11! This way.”

Naomi turned back to him. “It’s this way, you idiot!”

Scorio looked around, nonplussed, then realized he was arguing with a local. “Right, sorry!”

A handsome young woman with terracotta-colored skin stepped into view at the top of the steps, her black hair twisted up into a pile above her head, strands hanging down about her face. She’d discarded her outer Academy robe so that she wore only a black wrap over her chest.

“Found you.”

Their whole group froze, Naomi drawing back from the topmost step. 

“Aisha,” hissed Lianshi. “Chains.”

Leonis’s Heart incandesced and Nezzar appeared in his fist. “Which means Normal’s around here somewhere.”

“Normal?” Even Scorio had heard of her. “Damn it.”

Aisha showed them her palms from which twin chains extruded themselves, links gleaming, each ending in an inch-wide sphere. 

Naomi rose into her Nightmare Lady form and cracked her tail like a whip. “Don’t make me cut your pretty chains apart, Aisha. Get.”

Aisha smirked. “Come try, ugly.”

“Behind us,” said Juniper, tone terse, and Scorio glanced back to see two pale-skinned people approaching. One was a short, waif-like guy, his mousey brown hair rakishly cut, eyes narrowed as he inhaled on a rolled-up cheroot. The other was his complete opposite, a powerfully athletic woman almost six feet tall, her rich burgundy hair bound into a thick ponytail that flowed down her back, her nose prominent, her eyes a porcelain blue. 

“Which way?” asked Leonis. 

A second woman stepped up beside Aisha. Not Normal, thank the gods, but a girl Scorio knew from his history class, skin like wheat and lips a gentle pink, pert-nosed and lightly freckled, hair like liquid gold, and at whom he’d stolen countless covert glances over the semester. Gwyneth, whose telekinesis power would have put her safely into the upper half of their class if she hadn’t run into Kuragin in the first round of the tournament.

“Which way?” asked Gwyneth with obvious amusement. “Back to the Academy.”

“Bronwen and Smoke coming up behind us,” said Zala, voice tight with alarm.

Scorio had been filling his Heart to bursting all this while, and now he smiled. “Looks like it’s time for a scrap. Go!”

And he burst down the steps to race at the approaching pair. Smoke squinted at him, drew his cheroot away, and clenched his free fist as if breaking a tiny glass ornament within it.

The air before Scorio shattered like a dropped mirror. Both Great Souls fractured into disparate shards. It had to be an illusion. Scorio ran through the kaleidoscopic space, Igniting his Heart and rising into his scaled form as he went.

But the air before him remained shattered, disjointed; it felt like gazing at the world through a fragmented prism, both foes scattered and flitting from one shard to another. Scorio snarled. He’d ignore what he saw, continue running straight, barrel right into them—and then a massive force like an invisible hand plucked him off the cobblestones and hurled him bodily across the street.

Scorio flailed as he flew into the storefront of a lantern shop. Wooden framing and glass shattered around him as he smashed into display lanterns which exploded into a thousand fragments of colored glass. He crashed to the ground within the dark shop and rolled into a table.

For a moment Scorio just lay there, eyes wide and staring at the thick carpet, then he leaped to his feet with a growl. Marched to the front door, yanked it open, and emerged into the street.

The Nightmare Lady was battling Aisha, chains and tail whipping at each other while Gwyneth seized Leonis with her telekinesis and hurled him powerfully into a stone wall. Lianshi ran up to help the Nightmare Lady, her body glimmering with her momentary invincibility, while Jova, Juniper, and Zala fanned out to intercept Bronwen.

Where was Smoke?

“Hey,” whispered someone to the left. Scorio glanced sidelong and saw Normal. Slender, plain, unremarkable in every way, she wore her dirty blonde hair under a kerchief and her expression was almost sad. The moment they made eye contact however pain jolted through Scorio causing his every muscle to spasm. With a cry, he toppled over onto his side and lay there, jerking and grunting.

Footsteps. 

Normal squatted over him. “Shh, don’t fight it. Just go to sleep.” She reached down to caress his brow. Her touch caused the pain to double. “It’ll stop hurting if you just let go.”

Scorio felt as if he’d been dipped into a mind-blanking white light. Every part of him trembled. His talons tore up the street. He strained as if held by the world’s mightiest chains.

“Shh.” She ran her fingers over his cheek, her touch cool. “Rest.”

Scorio reached for his Tomb Spark power, the mysterious aura that had allowed him to go deeper than Jova into the Gauntlet. He’d no idea what it really did, but he hit Normal with every ounce of his power, willing her to just go the hell away.

Normal’s gray eyes widened and she spilled onto her ass in shock. The pain vanished.

Not bothering to get up, Scorio lunged desperately over to where she lay and punched her in the side of the head with his huge, scaled knuckles.

Her head snapped to the side and she collapsed.

The memory of the pain left him dazed, but there was no time to rest. With a grunt, he heaved himself to his feet, only for Gwyneth to seize him again and hurl him back through the lantern shop’s door, shattering the wood and as he tumbled backward into the darkness anew.

“Damn it!” he roared, leaping to his feet. She had to know his reserves were low, that his Heart was weak. If she could just keep him out of the fight long enough he’d be defeated by his own fissured Heart.

This time he exploded out of the shop at an all-out sprint. Juniper was clawing at the air, expression one of confusion, while Zala was directing her butterflies at Bronwen.

Zala had grown to seven feet in height, her frame statuesque; her red mane of hair had come unbound and flowed down her back like a waterfall of blood. She had Jova by the neck and was rapidly and repeatedly smashing her fist into the Tomb Spark’s face, again and again, trying to overwhelm her defensive powers.

Where was Smoke? 

There, leaning against the wall, looking disinterested and puffing on his cheroot.

Up until he saw Scorio coming.

“Damn it!” He turned to run but then Scorio was on him. He rode the small man to the ground and cracked his head against the cobblestones. 

Quick as a cat he leaped off Smoke and turned to see Juniper and Zala’s expressions clear.

His Heart was guttering. 

Scorio took a deep breath, flexed his white-hot talons, and strode toward Bronwen.

She still held Jova aloft but was growling as she resisted the Tomb Spark’s fear aura. And she’d continued to grow: she was easily eight feet tall now, her robes torn, her athleticism having turned into panther-like musculature, her eyes burning bright. With a grunt, she hurled Jova away as if she were a ragdoll and rounded on him.

Scorio slowed. Hesitated. Bronwen had no weapons, but everything about her caused his instincts to warn him away. The giantess moved with liquid grace and perfectly controlled poise, and the maniacal gleam in her eyes was devoid of any thought, any desire but to destroy him. Muscles rippled under her skin, her lips curved into a savage smile, and her hair shimmered and flowed as if alive.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he managed to say but then she was upon him.

Scorio swung, but his blow felt clumsy compared to her quicksilver agility. He missed as she swayed to the side and then punched him so hard she buried her fist in his gut. The sheer force lifted him off the ground as his breath exploded from his lungs. His body folded her arm as she continued her punch up into the air as if trying to hit the sun-wire, lifting him off the ground and sending him flying.

The world spun, blood sputtered up the back of his throat, and Scorio came down on the far side of the street with a crunch. He landed on his left shoulder, rolled, and collapsed onto his side.

He refused to stay down. Ornery stubbornness more than anything else helped him up to his hands and knees as spat out a mouthful of blood.

“Bronwen!” someone shouted. “Stop!”

Scorio looked up. Bronwen marched toward him, luminous butterflies alighting on her shoulders but not enough to slow her. Her eyes smoldered with murderous intent, her hair writhed, and he saw the promise of death in her avid expression.

“What the hell,” he croaked. With that one punch, she’d nearly undone him. “You’re just an Emberling.”

She burst forward, covered the last few yards in a blur, and before he could react she scooped him up by the neck and slammed him into the wall so hard Scorio heard it crack. 

He couldn’t summon his Shroud. He was running on Coal fumes. All that was saving him right now was his scaled form’s heightened strength and stamina. 

She pinned him to the wall two feet above the ground, her grip crushing his throat. He swung his talons feebly at her wrist but she released him just in time only to spear her other arm forward and catch him again by the neck.

Grinning all the while, she pulled him away from the wall and slammed him back against it with bone-breaking force. 

Scorio’s vision turned black.

“Bronwen!” someone was screaming.

Scorio flailed weakly with his talons but found no purchase. She was too fast, too nimble. 

Then she released him and he fell to his knees. 

Hands to his throat he looked up. 

Juniper was going toe to toe with Bronwen, unleashing her power. Each punch caused the air to fill with startling radiance, a lightning burst of yellow fire that refused to disappear and instead moved with Bronwen, blinding her, overwhelming her.

In theory.

Bronwen let out a scream and plunged through the shifting kaleidoscope of crackling radiance to punch Juniper right in the face.

Juniper’s body lifted right off the ground as her head snapped back. 

Scorio gave a raspy roar and tried to surge forward, but Bronwen snap side kicked him in the chest, the blow flowing out from the hip.

It felt like falling from a very great height onto a fence post.

Scorio felt his sternum crack as he bounced off the wall once more and hit the ground hard.

Bronwen stood over them both. In her stark, ravenously beautiful face he saw no hint of compassion, no mercy, just a yearning, an endless hunger for violence.

She reached for him.

Scorio’s Heart guttered and died.

Just before her large hand closed about his neck once more she tensed and froze. For a second she struggled, her muscles and sinews standing out in sharp relief, then with a cry of fury she flew up into the air, arms windmilling, and disappeared over the lantern shop’s roof.

Scorio could only stare, wide-eyed. What the hell?

Gwyneth stood at the base of the steps, her hand extended. She’d tossed Bronwen with her telekinesis. 

The Nightmare Lady had Aisha down, who had a chain wrapped around Nezzar, and the second was grasped by Lianshi in her glimmering invincible form. Naomi’s bladed tail was at the other Great Soul’s neck. Jova stood beside Gwyneth, her features badly bruised and battered, making no move to attack.

“You better run.” Gwyneth’s eyes were wide with fear. “I haven’t seen her lose control like that in ages. I’ll hold Bronwen back as long as I can.”

Scorio coughed blood and rose shakily to his feet. His head rung, his body ached, and he felt as if he’d been beaten like an old carpet for a week. “Thanks.”

The Nightmare Lady released Aisha and stepped back. 

“Good luck,” said Jova.

“Don’t get me wrong, I want that spot,” said Gwyneth, “but Praximar said we have to bring you back alive.”

A scream of curdled rage sounded from the far side of the shops. 

Leonis pounded down the steps and ducked under Scorio’s arm. “You going to die on us?”

“Not today,” rasped Scorio, then pretended to consider. “I don’t think.”

“This way,” called the Nightmare Lady, waving at them to climb to the top of the steps. Aisha glowered and reluctantly moved aside.

Jova touched Gwyneth’s arm. “Thanks.” Then she ran to help Juniper stand as well. 

Everybody limped up the stairs and hurried along the street that curved up smoothly before them, rising with Bastion’s curvature to Ward 11.

“What the hell?” coughed Scorio. “I thought you guys said Bronwen didn’t do full crazy.”

“She doesn’t.” Jova looked back at him, her expression guilty. “That was my fault.”

Scorio tried to ignore the pain. It reminded him of the many times he’d awoken from the Old Gauntlet, body racked by the injuries that had killed him. Except this time it wasn’t getting better. 

“What did you do?” asked Leonis.

“I panicked and hit her with my fear aura. She reacted by ramping up her power.” Jova looked ahead, shoulders hunched. “I think it was a reflexive reaction on her part, and she quickly lost control.”

“Terrifying,” said Scorio, then spat blood. “She hit harder than Kuragin. How come she’s in the bottom half of the class?”

“The more powerful she allows herself to become, the more she just wants to kill people.” Lianshi was completely unharmed and looked vaguely guilty about it. “She was originally in our sparring group, before you joined. Feng had to stop her. It was terrifying. She becomes immune to mind effects and becomes nearly impossible to hurt.”

“I originally thought she’d win the whole Gauntlet,” said Leonis. “But she forgets everything when she goes full crazy.”

“Nobody wanted to join her team,” said Jova. “Powerful as she is, everyone figured she’d either turn on them or forget the whole purpose of the test. It’s why she washed out. She refused to tap her power more than just a little.”

“She’s really nice,” said Zala from up ahead. “Very reserved. I feel bad for her. I tried to become her friend but it didn’t work out.”

The pain and exhaustion were overwhelming. Scorio hung his head.

Naomi dropped back to his side. “Saturate your Heart. You need to Ignite so your healing powers kick in.”

He knew better than to complain. He ceased paying attention to where they went, and instead focused on the Coal mana that filled the air. Never had he felt so grateful for all the months of running and pulling on mana while ostracized to the ruins.

Slowly, painfully, he drew Coal into his Heart, and then, with supreme effort, Ignited.

The relief was immediate. Pain receded, his breath deepened, and he felt himself straighten.

“Look up there,” called Zala, slowing to stop and pointing to Bastion’s far side.

“That Ward 4?” asked Lianshi, but nobody answered.

Scorio peered at the distant streets far overhead. Everything was in miniature, almost too small to make out, but he thought he could see a large crowd carrying hundreds of bright pinpricks—torches—marching down one of the main avenues. Smoke wreathed the buildings behind them, and a few flying Great Souls hovered in the air above.

“That doesn’t look good,” said Leonis. 

Lianshi curled a lock of black hair behind one ear. “Praximar said how stirred up the city was, remember? Maybe it’s worse than he knew.”

“It’s been building for some time,” said Naomi tensely, still looking up. “Though it’s utter madness. What can they hope to achieve?”

“There are historical precedents,” said Lianshi. “Remember the Garannil uprising?”

“Yes,” said Naomi sourly. “And I also recall how that ended. With hundreds killed, thousands arrested, and several years of martial law.”

“Perhaps there’s room for real negotiation this time.” Lianshi sounded skeptical. “With the failure of the Empyreal Prophecy—”

Naomi just snorted and shook her head.

Jova had pulled ahead. “More walking, less talking.”

“Yes ma’am,” said Leonis with mock seriousness, and set to hauling Scorio down the street. “You feeling better?”

“Yeah. Some.” He disengaged from Leonis’s arm and tried for a few steps. “Getting better by the moment.”

And it was true. He’d not recovered nearly this fast from bang-ups as an Emberling. Perhaps it was his Tomb Spark nature? He tried to conserve his mana, to burn the Coal as slowly as possible, and felt his Ignited strength shoring up his weakness. 

Even as Scorio picked up speed, the pain fading away, he began to sense the atmosphere in the streets changing around them. Gone was the restrained tension from around the Academy proper; now the energy felt raw and panicked. Pedestrians cast frantic glances at them as they rushed by. Here and there they saw signs of chaos: an overturned cart with spilled vegetables, a knot of elderly people shouting at each other on a corner, shutters slamming closed. The air smelt of smoke.

Hoarse shouting came from down the next intersection and Scorio and his friends staggered to a stop as they rounded it.

A large crowd of men in rough clothing filled the street; at a glance, they seemed to be tradesmen, their features coarsened by a life of hard work, their robes reinforced and utilitarian. They held improvised weapons ranging from clubs to hammers to even a few spears.

The whole mass of them, perhaps fifty strong, faced a Great Soul who floated in the air with his back to Scorio and his friends. This man had luxuriously long black hair, was well built, and clad in clean House Hydra robes with a sash that trailed in the air behind him.

“This is your last warning,” said the Great Soul, his tone somewhere between irate and bored. “Disperse now or suffer the consequences.”

“We should leave,” whispered Zala.

The leader of the crowd stepped forward. Square jawed, hair gray, he had the build of a smith and propped a large hammer over one shoulder. “Out of our way! We’ve a right to speak to the Autocrators! This has gone far enough—we’ll be heard, one way or the other!”

“You have no such right,” said the Great Soul, tone growing hard. “All your kind have are obligations. You live to serve, and if you don’t serve, then you lose the right to live. I’m getting tired of this temper tantrum. Disperse now and return to your homes.”

Someone clutched Scorio’s elbow and tried to draw him away, but Scorio resisted. In this Great Soul’s arrogant voice, he heard echoes of Praximar sentencing him to death beyond the Final Door. That same lazy, utterly confidence that brooked no denial.

“We ain’t gonna disperse! You lot failed at your own prophecy, then you failed to protect us from that crazed Imperator, and now the Ruins are eating our homes and what are you doing about it? Nothing!”

The crowd behind the smith cried out their agreement, though their fear was obvious.

“We need to speak with the Autocrators,” said the smith, raising his large hammer and shaking it at the Great Soul. “Things need to change!”

“They do indeed,” said the Great Soul with a sigh. “Looks like you all need a reminder as to why we rule without question.”

“Wait,” croaked Scorio, shaking the memories of the Final Door and the darkness beyond it from his mind. “Wait!”

The Great Soul looked back at their group. He was handsome, his cheekbones raised, his manner refined. But a quick appraisal was all it took for him to dismiss them out of hand.

The smith snarled and drew back when the Great Soul raised his hand, then screamed in agony as a blast of flame poured down to immolate him where he stood.
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 Scorio stared in horror as the smith became a black silhouette within the column of crimson flame. The stench of burning flesh filled the air and his compatriots fell back with cries of horror.

The Great Soul cut off his attack. The flames died away. The smith had become a charred statue, his flesh cracked like old coal, the bone of his skull showing through the remains of his features, the head of his hammer partially melted and gleaming bright. 

The corpse collapsed forward onto the cobblestones.

“There,” said the Great One primly. “That gave me no satisfaction, but I pray it proved educational. This rebellion of yours is an asinine disruption of Bastion’s sacred hierarchies. The four Houses stand united against this ingratitude and will escalate retribution the longer it persists. Return to your homes, friends, or suffer the same fate.”

“By the ten hells,” croaked Leonis.

“You bastard.” A lean, hard-faced man with a balding head was glaring at the dead man. “You’re just like the rest of them. You’re no Great Soul. You’re a demon. You’re all—”

The Great Soul extended his hand and flames burst forth once more, enveloping the tall man. His scream rose then cut short, and a second later he, too, collapsed to the cobbles.

“Manners,” said the Great Soul. 

“Hey!” Scorio stepped forth, his whole body shaking with outrage. Waves of nausea and fury washed over him and his voice trembled. “You!”

The Great Soul looked back at him once more, eyes narrowing. “The streets aren’t safe for students. I’d advise you to return to the Academy immediately.”

“Or what?” Scorio couldn’t get the stink of burned flesh out of his nose. “You’ll burn me alive, too?”

A look of utter confusion crossed the man’s face. “What? Why would I do that?”

Naomi stepped up alongside Scorio, her face pale, her eyes shining with hatred. “That man was right. You’re scum.”

Confusion gave way instantly to anger. “You try my patience. I don’t have time to deal with you children. Go back to the Academy. Now.”

“Guys?” Zala’s tone was nervous. “Maybe we should…?”

Scorio felt wild, barely in control of himself. The crowd of protestors was staring at him in hope and confusion. What could he do? What should he do? This murderer was a House Enforcer, and the only way to stop him was to—what—fight him? Kill him? 

But to do would declare war on the four Houses.

A chant became audible and a second, larger crowd marched around the far corner, banners raised and weapons in hand. The original protestors hurried back to them, melting into their ranks even as the new group slowed and took stock of the situation, faces reflecting shock and then fury at the sight of the twin torched corpses.

The Great Soul sighed. “This day truly taxes my patience. I am Flame Vault Xiang Xi, an Enforcer for House Hydra acting under the full authority of Autocrator Praximar and the Council. Martial law has been declared and all assemblies and protests are now illegal. Disperse and return home or suffer the full consequences of rebellion.”

A slender, raw-boned woman pushed her way to the fore, her crimson hair cut close to the scalp, her watery blue eyes burning bright.

Scorio had seen her before. On the streets, and recently. She’d been haranguing a crowd with incendiary language, urging them to turn against the Great Souls, whipping up their anger and discontent. Her passion had been fervent, her conviction total, her fury incandescent.

He’d not recognized her then.

This time, with his thoughts on the Final Door and the horrors beyond it fresh in his mind, he recognized her instantly.

Nissa.

A Red Lister like him, and part of Sal’s crew who’d yearned to escape their prison. She’d abandoned him and the others to flee into the depths, leaving him to try and save Halvert and Hestia. 

Nissa. Once known as the Flayer of Men.

He’d only ever seen her by the blue glow of the chthonic moss. Her hair had been longer and green in its light, her features sallow and gaunt.

Now she glared up at Xiang with fearless disgust, clad in threadbare robes and vibrating with pent-up fury. “The change is here! You Great Souls have promised over and over again but always failed to deliver. Your prophecy failed. Your Academy is a black hole and your Houses are overflowing with corruption and injustice. Bastion rises! If you Great Souls can’t save us, then we shall save ourselves!”

These words drew a raucous cheer from the nearly two hundred people gathered tightly behind her.

“How tedious,” said Xiang, raising both hands. “Very well. Your fates will be a lesson and a warning both to the rest of the city.”

“No,” whispered Naomi. “He can’t.”

“Scorio,” hissed Leonis. “What do we do?”

Scorio reached back, grabbed Jova by the arm, and hauled her up beside him. “Shrouds,” he said quickly, Igniting his Heart. “We place them right in front of him, block his attack. It’s our only chance to—”

The crowd cringed and fell back as the Great Soul poured forth flames from his palms—all but Nissa, who raised her face, eyes closing, and extended her arms. Where before he’d cast out a narrow stream, now he unleashed a great wave of crimson. Desperate, Scorio summoned his Shroud and tried to fling it forth, to place it before the attack and block it.

But his invisible shield merely manifested before him, hovering a few feet away, glimmering and ethereal.

Jova’s did the same.

Which meant they could only watch in horror as the fiery deluge washed over the front ranks of the crowd, killing a third of those gathered, the flames whipping around them and growing into a white-hot inferno that caused screams to rise to shrieks and then snuff out as the bodies collapsed.

Nissa stood tall amidst the flames as if receiving a blessing, arms extended as she blackened and burned.

She was a Red Lister. She’d never received Academy training. For all Scorio knew she was a Char still and had yet to Ignite her Heart.

“No!” he screamed, his cry lost in the wailing and hoarse shouting of the crowd as it broke and began to flee.

“There,” said Xiang, his satisfaction obvious. He blew on his fingertips as he waggled them then clasped his hands behind his back. “Class is over. Go home.”

No thought, no calculation. A rage as fierce and hot as the flames that had just killed scores roared through Scorio, and with a cry, he embraced his scaled form. He took four long strides and leaped.

Xiang sensed the attack, wheeled about in obvious shock, and then flew aside just as Scorio passed through the space he’d inhabited, white-hot claws slashing at the air.

“Grow up, you stupid fool—”

But the Nightmare Lady came right behind Scorio, leaping high and clawing at the Great Soul, who again swerved away, but not far enough to avoid her tail. Its great triangular blade slashed across his thigh, opening a deep gash that immediately turned crimson against his white robes.

Scorio landed, spun about, and saw the rest of his companions get involved.

Zala raised her arms, unleashing a flurry of pastel butterflies. Leonis summoned Nezzar. Jova took six quick steps forward, placing herself before Xiang, and hit him with her horror power, causing the man to startle and recoil. Lianshi hesitated, unable to contribute, while Juniper moved out wide, aiming to circle behind their flying foe.

“Children,” growled the Great Soul. “I don’t know what madness has seized you, but I will—”

Nezzar came hurtling toward the man, a hexagonal meteor flung by Leonis with all his might. It flew like a spear right at the Great Soul, who let out a squawk and tried to dodge once more, but Jova’s fear power made him slow, or perhaps Nezzar simply came too fast, for the club smashed into the man’s stomach, doubling him over, and causing him to drop from the sky.

Scorio pounced on him the second he hit the cobblestones, only to bounce off the man’s Shroud. Naomi came in low and fast, dodging in from the side, but the Great Soul moved his Shroud before her too, foiling her attack.

But then Juniper was there, closing in from behind, and she unleashed a flurry of punches, each leaving behind her trademark flashing brilliance which hung suspended in the air, blinding the man so that he raised a forearm to shield his eyes.

Butterflies settled on his shoulders. Lianshi tackled him, knocking him onto his back, and with a snarl, the Great Soul let loose a torrent of flame directly into her chest. But Lianshi’s form glimmered, becoming invulnerable so that the flames simply curled ineffectively around her, and then Scorio leaped and brought his claws down on the man’s neck.

His talons sheared through skin and flesh and slashed the Great Soul’s throat wide open.

Xiang let out a gasping gurgle, the flames disappearing, and clasped his hands to the wound. Bright blood flooded out between his fingers as he stared at Scorio, still on some level confused by what had happened.

Scorio reared back, releasing his scaled form, stunned by what he’d just done. The other Great Souls gathered in a circle about the man and simply watched as the blood ceased pumping from the wound.

A few moments later he let his hands fall away, blinked, and died.

Jova looked to Scorio, her face ashen. “What did you do?”

Panic blossomed in his gut. “What I had to. He just killed a bunch of innocent people.”

“Innocent? They were rebelling. They knew what they were risking.” Jova’s voice was venomous. “This Flame Vault was just obeying his orders.”

Naomi spat. “If you obey heinous orders, you’re no better than a criminal.”

Zala had her hand to her mouth. “What do we do now?”

Scorio grimaced. “I was the one who killed him. You’re not involved with this.”

“Like hell,” said Leonis. “We helped bring him down. And I’m glad. I’ll take the punishment, same as you.”

A new voice intruded into their panicked conversation. “That might not be necessary. Hello, Scorio.”

Nissa stood just beyond their group, hairless and mostly naked, her clothing burned away, her form charred and blackened, her eyes a shocking white against her cindered skin. She should be dead, burned as she was, but somehow she stood confident and tense, shoulders squared, chin raised.

“Nissa?”

“So you recognize me this time.” Her smile was grim, her teeth bright against her split, raw lips. “I thought you might have forgotten, given where you’ve been living.”

“The Academy? You knew?”

“Of course. I saw you in the streets several times, doing the Academy’s work. And who could have missed the role you played in defeating Imogen the Woe?”

“This is nice and all,” said Leonis, “but we don’t have time to stand around chatting. We’ve still got hundreds of Great Souls searching for us.”

“No,” agreed Nissa. “This death will stir up the Houses like a hornet’s nest. They react poorly to having their members killed. All four of them will come after you now.”

“Damn it,” whispered Scorio, raking a hand through his hair. “We need to get to The Flame. We need to speak with Manticore and get out of the city now.”

Nissa laughed. It was so eerie to see her charred corpse do so. “You think you have time to negotiate an exit?”

Jova stepped forward. “You’re a Great Soul?”

“Technically.”

Jova frowned at Scorio, a dozen questions no doubt on her lips, then hewed to the essential. “You obviously have an offer.”

“Sure.” Nissa looked Jova up and down. “For Scorio, mainly, seeing as we go back and how he’s the one who killed this bastard.” And she kicked Xiang’s corpse. “But the rest of you can tag along if he vouches for you.”

“Tag along where?” asked Scorio.

“We have safe houses around the city.” Nissa’s eyes narrowed. “A few places deep below ground where Great Souls don’t think to look. I can take you to one.”

Naomi glowered. “In exchange for what?”

“I actually don’t know.” Nissa shrugged. “Mostly because I owe Scorio one, and he’s gladdened my heart by killing this Enforcer. But there’s a rebellion going on, in case you didn’t notice.” She turned and gestured at the scores of burned bodies. “A righteous one. Maybe you all can play a role in that. We could use the help.”

“We’ve bigger concerns,” said Jova immediately. “And rebelling against the Houses is an idiot’s cause.”

Nissa raised a scorched brow. “What would you call killing a House Enforcer, then?”

Jova glared at Scorio. “An idiot’s doing.”

Scorio raised both palms. “The sooner we get off the streets the better. As soon as word reaches Praximar he’ll be only too happy to send the real heavy hitters after us.” Scorio inhaled deeply, trying to marshal his thoughts. “You all don’t need to come with me. In fact, it’s probably better if you don’t. Head to The Flame, tell Feiyan I sent you, and ask her to connect you with Manticore.”

“You really are a fool if you think we’re splitting up,” said Lianshi.

Leonis crossed his arms. “Agreed.”

Naomi nodded, and Scorio looked to Jova, who grimaced and studied the street. “I left the Academy because I believed you could lead me to greater truths. Without you, this quest collapses immediately. So no, I’m not going to cut and run at the first challenge. We’ll follow you to this safe house and see what options present themselves. Right?”

Zala and Juniper nodded, but their uncertainty was clear.

“Great.” Nissa’s satisfaction was evident. “Then let’s get going.” She strode toward the milling crowd of protestors. “Garrax, lead everyone back to Ward 4. This area’s grown too dangerous. Regroup there, and we’ll send word as to what’s coming next.”

Garrax, a heavyset young man with half his face covered in a wine stain-like birthmark, nodded vigorously and began leading the crowd away.

“Let’s go,” said Nissa and broke into a run. Scorio pounded after her, feeling worn out, weary, and exhausted from using so much manna in such a short time. They’d not even had time to recover from the Gauntlet. Had that only been an hour ago? His head spun, his limbs were leaden, and he felt raw on the inside. Still, he surprised himself at being able to keep a good pace; being a Tomb Spark had given him new reserves of energy and strength, and he kept up with Nissa without difficulty. She ran toward the ruins, leaving the Academy’s Ward behind as she led him through a maze of backstreets and alleys.

There was no time for conversation. Occasionally they heard the tramp of feet, shouts, or chanting coming from a block over, from the main avenues. Overhead, smoke wreathed the streets, and the occasional fire flickered and danced as piles of trash were burned at intersections. 

Finally, Nissa turned into a blind courtyard. Old buildings enclosed it on all sides, windows shuttered, and the place had an air of abandonment to it. Nissa didn’t hesitate. She crossed to a dead tree whose bleached roots yet clutched at powdery dirt and gray rock, and lifted what looked to be a large rock but which proved to be a cunningly crafted cover. Behind it was a narrow chute leading straight down.

“Just like home,” she said, grinning at Scorio. “Remember? Follow me down. It’s a good drop, so don’t fall. Last one through better do a good job of putting the cover back in place.”

“I’ll go last,” said Leonis. 

Nissa nodded, took one last glance around the courtyard, then shimmied into the small hole till she was resting on her stomach. Scorio winced as he imagined her badly burnt skin and flesh rasping on the raw rock. She bit her cracked lower lip, found what she was looking for, then disappeared into the darkness altogether.

“You sure about this?” asked Jova softly.

“I know Nissa.” Scorio himself didn’t know if that meant he trusted her. He’d have to tell her about his adventures beyond the Final Door when they had a moment. “And this will get us off the streets for now.”

Jova nodded, inserted herself into the tiny hole, then disappeared.

One by one they followed suit till only Scorio and Leonis remained. The large man clapped Scorio on the shoulder and grinned. “At least things are exciting, hey? Go ahead. I’ll be right behind you. If I fit.”

“Thanks,” said Scorio. “I’ll wait and yank on your boots in case you have trouble.”

“A true friend,” grinned Leonis, and his steadfast cheer helped settle Scorio’s nerves. He sat, slid his legs into the hole, flipped onto his stomach, then kicked around till he felt a metal rung. He took a deep breath, a final look up at the sun-wire, then slid into the darkness altogether and left the streets of Bastion behind.

 

 

 


Chapter 4

 

 

 

They descended into the depths. The handholds were rusted and poorly fabricated. Iron, no doubt, and hammered into the raw rock wall. Scorio activated his dark vision and scanned the environs. A natural fault in the bedrock, a crack just wide to admit them one at a time. 

The sound of their breathing echoed around him. Nobody spoke. Nobody wanted to miss a handhold and drop onto their friends. 

It was nearly impossible to tell after a certain point how much distance they covered. Finally, Scorio heard a change in sound below; splashes as people stepped off onto level ground. He looked down, gauged the drop, and leaped.

And landed in ankle-deep water. A broad, shallow stream flowed past, bone-bitingly cold, only to disappear into a fissure. Upstream a tunnel had been widened along its course, just broad enough for them to march single file.

Nissa led the way. They walked in silence. There was no point in debating this course of action. They were committed now. It was strange not having to hold aloft a torch. Everyone present could pierce the darkness to some extent, and that clearly included Nissa.

Which meant she’d Ignited. Obviously, for she’d survived the flame attack as well. Where and when had she trained? She had to be at least an Emberling. What had she been doing all these months? Connecting with folk on the street, obviously, but whom had she found to teach her about her Heart? Could she have intuited those ancient lessons? Surely not.

The tunnel followed the stream, subtly climbing all the while, and finally opened into a natural cavern. Stalactites hung from the high ceiling, a few joining with the stalagmites below; it felt as if Nissa led them through a toothy maw.

“We’re almost there,” said Nissa, breaking the silence. “We’ve crossed under Ward 4. Just need to climb a bit to get to one of the safe houses.”

“Who built all this?” asked Lianshi, tone one of wonder.

“Oh, you know. Regular folks with time on their hands.”

At the back of the cavern, another set of iron rungs led up a chute that had clearly been enlarged with chisels, a mound of rock chips and stone scraps at the base. This time Scorio moved to follow Nissa first. Her skin had already begun to heal, the charred blackness fading away leaving her badly burned and scabbed, as if a month had passed instead of half a cycle. 

Nissa leaped, grabbed the lowest rung, and began to climb.

Scorio followed easily. “Nissa.”

She kept climbing. “Hmm?”

“How’d you get involved with all this?”

“Later.”

Scorio bit back his response. They climbed for perhaps half the time they’d descended. The chute ended in a heavy wooden trapdoor. Nissa knocked a complex code and Scorio heard a great metal bar being dragged back. The trapdoor rose up and over, revealing steady yellow lanternlight and two figures staring down in wary curiosity.

Everybody climbed out into a broad, low-ceilinged chamber. They were still deep underground; something about the ponderous, rough-hewn ceiling and the intangible sense of weight in the air made Scorio certain of that.

But this chamber was being put to good use. Lanterns were affixed to the walls so that the air was filled with a cheery glow. A central table, rough and with uneven legs, bore a tattered map of Bastion, the Wards clearly demarcated, some parts refreshed with new ink. A host of pins and small models were placed about the streets. Five men and women stood around the table, their expressions ranging from merely suspicious to outright truculent.

“Relax,” said Nissa, moving forward with confidence. “A little, at least. Yes, these are Great Souls, but their leader is an old friend of mine. Plus they just killed an Enforcer to protect us.”

Their leader was a hard-faced older woman. She was tall, rail thin, and her pale hair was yellowed like old ivory. She scrutinized Scorio, lips pursed. “Killed an Enforcer, you say.”

“That’s right. I met him under the Academy. He’s a Red Lister like me. Name’s Scorio. The same one who helped turn away Imogen the Woe.”

A broad-shouldered older man with a bristling mustache glowered. “And you trust him enough to bring him here? I’ve heard of him. He’s an Academy student. The Imperator himself vouchsafed his return.”

Scorio sensed the need to speak up. “Yes. He did. And for a few weeks, I thought my troubles were behind me. But Praximar didn’t want me there and did his best to get rid of me. You’d better believe the scales fell from my eyes pretty quickly. When I came first in the final Gauntlet run I chose to leave the Academy and not enter any House.”

The five strangers muttered and glanced at each other.

“Why?” asked the older woman.

“Because I don’t trust Praximar,” said Scorio with quiet certitude. “Nor do I trust anything that we’ve been taught. I don’t know what the truth is, but I know it’s not what was spoon-fed to us at the Academy.”

“Nor what we’ll be told by the Houses,” added Jova firmly.

Nissa turned to the five strangers. “See? He’s not one of them.”

“Nor are my friends,” said Scorio. “They all chose to leave with me. Our plan was to head out to the Rascor Plains and learn more about this world we’ve been reborn in. We’d hoped to join a minor House called Manticore. A friend said they could get us out. But when we saw the Enforcer murdering people in the street… well. Plans changed.”

“Abentha.” Nissa stared directly at the older woman. “I vouch for him.”

“Very well.” Abentha smoothed down her skirt testily. “Very well. And do you aim to help us in our revolt, Scorio? If you’re as committed to our cause as Nissa, it could make a real difference in our fight.”

Scorio’s mind blanked. “I, ah—I hadn’t intended to, exactly.”

Abentha raised an eyebrow. “No? Then why did you come here?”

“To get off the streets, mostly. But…” He trailed off, trying to put his inclination into words, and realized he was rapidly losing what goodwill they’d just earned.

Naomi spoke for him. “To learn more about what you all intend, and how you intend to pull it off. I was born in Bastion, same as you all. My father was a high-ranking official in House Kraken. I know how this world works, the streets, the Houses, our people. And as far as I can tell? You all are courting a hundred more massacres like the one we just saw.”

A third figure, a wiry younger man with glossy black hair, snorted. “Yet you wear Academy robes. What a delicious conflict of interest. And how typical of Great Souls. You march in here like you own the place and demand instant obedience. Do you really think we’ll reveal our plans just because you asked nicely?”

“No,” said Scorio. “Because as far as I can tell, you really are all screwed. Don’t get me wrong. I lived in the ruins for a good long while. I ate from the gruel fountains and wore rags. I’ve no illusions about how hard life is in the wards. But what are you hoping to achieve? Do you think Praximar and the other Autocrators will really sit down with you and listen to your demands? Your people are armed with clubs and spears. You might as well wield spoons for all the good they’ll do you.”

Abentha drew herself up with immense dignity. “Sometimes a fight needs fighting, regardless of the outcome.”

“Easy to say,” said Jova from the side, “while you hide down here.”

Abentha glared at Jova, but Scorio raised a hand. “Listen. None of us here are sympathetic to the way things have been. We all chose to walk away from the Houses. We all know the Empyreal Prophecy was a sham. We know the ruins are encroaching ever faster on the wards. That we have at best ten years before all is consumed. For crying out loud, we just killed a House Enforcer. But how does marching in the streets change anything? There’s never, in almost a thousand years, been a successful revolution.”

“No,” said the older man with the huge mustache. “But we are the lifeblood of the city. We servants, we tradesmen, we merchants, we guards, we families and citizens. If we speak with one voice they can’t just kill us all. They might give the commands, but we’re the ones who actually run Bastion. They must listen to our demands, or rule over ashes.”

Scorio shook his head. “Then you’re more naïve than I thought. Praximar would rather starve than give you a seat at his table, and would happily slaughter people for daring to ask for more.”

“This time will be different,” said Abentha. “We have no choice. If the streets must run red with the blood of innocents, then they shall. This is our battle. We will fight it, for what remains to us if we don’t?”

The other four strangers nodded in agreement.

“You’re willing to die just to prove your point?” asked Jova, her skepticism plain.

“No,” said Abentha. “We’re willing to die in the hopes of opening the Great Soul’s eyes. Otherwise, their blindness will doom us all, regardless.”

“And what exactly do you want?” demanded Jova. “For the Imperators to attack the Pit with renewed vigor? I’m pretty sure they’d already doing their best.”

“We’ll leave the Pit to the Imperators,” agreed Abentha stiffly. “But matters in Bastion can be much improved. Poverty is on the rise, and the Houses tax us into perdition. We’re expected to fulfill traditional obligations that hearken to centuries past with the meager resources available to us today. The ruins are squeezing our poor into ever tighter living quarters, but the rich won’t open their Wards to us. We live like rats while there are empty manors in the fanciest areas. We want changes in the law code, we want reduced taxes, we do want a seat at the Council Table, and we want to help improve Bastion’s odds of survival at any cost. That’s what we fight for.”

Jova glanced at Scorio and shook her head.

“That’s a tall order,” said Naomi softly. “Like I said, I was born in Bastion, just like you. If I thought there was a chance of convincing the Autocrators to listen, I’d fight eagerly by your side. But they won’t. They’re greed and stupidity personified.”

“Then we’ll die,” said Abentha simply. “We’ll die regardless. Might as well do it with dignity.”

Scorio shook his head. “There has to be a better way.”

Nissa was slowly peeling a long scab off her forearm, revealing pink, tender skin beneath. “Oh? We’re all ears.”

Scorio bit his lower lip and stared out into the middle distance. 

They wanted to change how the city was run. 

But the people running the city would never agree to a change. 

There the matter should rest, deadlocked, but… 

“What if we appealed to someone outside the city? The Autocrators are just Pyre Lords. Anybody ranked higher could overrule them.”

“And to whom would we appeal?” asked Abentha archly. “And how? And why would a Blood Baron or Charnel Duke even care about our plight?”

“I…” Scorio trailed off. Sol the Imperator could set matters straight with but a word, but he was impossible to reach. Whom else?

The name came unbidden to his lips. “The White Queen. Of course! She’s the authority on call in case Bastion is ever attacked, right? She could order the Autocrators to listen.”

“That answers the ‘whom,’” said Abentha reluctantly. “But how would you reach her? The beacon that alerts the Fiery Shoals is carefully guarded by the Council.”

“She lives close by, doesn’t she?” Scorio tried to recall. “How far away are the Fiery Shoals?”

Lianshi snorted. “I mean, relative to the tenth layer of Hell, yes, she’s close. The Fiery Shoals are on the outskirts of the Rascor Plains. It would take…”

“At least ten days on foot to reach,” said the mustachioed older man. “If you ran into no trouble and had a guide.”

“Ten days isn’t bad.” Scorio warmed to the idea. “And we want to get out onto the Rascor Plains regardless.”

Abentha’s smile was cold, her tone wintry and supercilious. “And the White Queen would listen to you?”

“She might.” Scorio raised his chin defiantly. “She knows who I am. Knows I helped save Bastion and that Sol spoke for me. She’s the one who personally ordered Praximar to let me into the Academy. If I could get to the Fiery Shoals, I’m sure I could get an audience and explain what’s happening here.”

For the first time, Abentha looked uncertain. “And you believe the White Queen would side with us?”

“Not completely. But she seemed…” Scorio pictured her. A woman defined by her sense of calm confidence and ineffable control. Her hair a blonde so pale it was nearly ivory, her skin alabaster and flawless, her gaze a washed-out blue. Recalled her poise and consideration, her thoughtful, regal nature. “I think she might be willing to listen to both sides, however, and come up with a compromise.”

“Not good enough,” said the young man with glossy hair.

Naomi laughed bitterly. “Better than thousands dying in order to become a historical footnote.”

Nissa hissed as she peeled another long scab off her arm. “Ssssss. The Fiery Shoals is a good ten days away. Whatever’s happening here will be over by then.”

“Not if you agree to stop,” said Scorio, then raised both hands. “Look, it’s your best bet. The White Queen is a Charnel Duchess, and she’s in charge of everything in Bastion and the Rascor Plains, right?”

Everybody nodded.

“If I can reach her, talk to her, convince her that this rebellion is as big a threat to the city as Imogen’s attack was, I’m sure she’ll come. And I’ll be able to present the situation to her first, frame it just right.”

“That’s assuming she doesn’t already know and simply doesn’t care,” said Abentha.

“True,” said Scorio reluctantly. “It’s a bit of a gamble. But fighting in the streets is worse than a gamble. That’s plain suicide. This way you have hope. You have the hope of far greater power than the Autocrators giving you a chance to speak your piece. Ten days. We’ve got ten years till Bastion dies. You can give me ten days.”

“Why?” Abentha’s eyes glittered with fierce emotion. Curiosity? Disbelief? Anger? Resentment? Scorio couldn’t tell. “Why would you do this? You don’t know us. You may have lived in the ruins but the first chance you got you ran to the Academy. Why risk your life for what your kind calls the rabble?”

Scorio smiled tiredly. “It’s like Nissa said. I was cast into beyond the Final Door for being a Red Lister. I’m not good at doing what I’m told, and I’ve already made a true enemy out of Praximar. We killed the Enforcer because it doesn’t sit right with us that regular folks should be made to suffer for asking for peace and justice. So why? Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“The right thing to do.” Abentha tried the words on for size. “You all agree with your spokesman?”

“Yes,” said Naomi immediately.

“We do,” rumbled Leonis. “I was once known as the Golden King. I would never have ruled as the Houses here do, and would work against them to make things right.”

“Same,” said Lianshi. “Though I was no queen.”

“I mean…” Jova trailed off and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Why not? While I can’t claim to be entirely sympathetic to this brand of idiocy, I’m also not in favor of how the Houses run the city. Yes. If it gets us out to the Fiery Shoals and an audience with the White Queen, sure. We can learn more from her while we’re about your business.”

“Yes,” said Juniper with conviction. “This whole situation needs to be resolved.”

“Agreed,” said Zala with greater uncertainty.

“Then… we shall confer.” Abentha drew herself up. “I can’t make this decision by myself. I’ll meet with the other leaders of our movement and see if we can reach a consensus. In the meantime, you can wait here.”

“Great.” Scorio forced a smile. “Thanks. Oh. Question: have you heard of a group called the Herdsmen?”

The five rebel leaders hesitated and then glanced at each other in confusion. They shook their heads.

“No,” said Abentha. “Who are they?”

“We don’t know either. Never mind.”

“Then wait here. Our uprising has reached a boiling point. If we are to call it off, it is now or never.” Abentha moved to a rough door set in the back wall. “For all your offer’s merit, it may already be too late.”

“Then you’d best hurry.” Scorio held Abentha’s gaze. “Or the streets of Bastion will run red with blood, and your movement will be added to the bottom of a long and already plenty tragic list.”

 

 

 


Chapter 5

 

 

 

They settled down once Abentha and her companions quit the chamber. The lantern light was mellow and easy on the eyes, and while there weren’t any chairs or cushions on which to lounge, nobody complained about finally getting to sit, kick out their legs, and rest.

Nissa sat cross-legged before Scorio but her attention remained fixed on her burns. Slowly, methodically, she peeled scabs off her pink skin, hissing and grimacing as she did so.

“That’s just wrong,” said Leonis. He’d been watching with morbid curiosity. “Why do you have to pick at it?”

“Speeds up the healing,” said Nissa softly. “At least, that’s what I tell myself. I’ve never been the kind who could leave a scab alone.”

“So…” Scorio also could peel his eyes away. “Your power is… resisting flame?”

“Damage in general.” Nissa didn’t look up. “The more intense the damage, the more I charge up a battery of sorts that fuels my attack.”

“Ow,” said Lianshi in horrified sympathy.

“Oh, it doesn’t hurt.” Nissa glanced up sharply at her, expression intent. “Which makes everything feel… floaty and unreal. Nothing from stab wounds to stubbed toes registers. It slows me down, but I bounce back.”

“What’s your attack?” asked Scorio.

“A mixture of what did that damage to me.” Nissa’s lips drew back from her teeth as she levered a scab the size of her palm off her upper arm. “Ah, that tickles.”

Leonis frowned. “So… you’ll have a fire attack?”

“Right now?” Nissa fixed him with her watery blue stare. “A mixture of flame—mostly flame along with a dozen stab wounds and a nasty fall.”

“Ew,” said Lianshi. “That sounds awful.”

Nissa shrugged one shoulder. “I didn’t ask for it. But I’ll work with what I got.”

“You stabbed yourself, didn’t you?” asked Naomi.

“’Course I did.” Nissa chuckled. “I have to remember not to do it around other people. Makes them upset. But it’s an easy way to ensure I’m always packing a punch. Funny thing, though.” She ran her fingertips lightly over her shoulder, seeking a new ridge to work on. “I’m starting to become more resistant to stabs. It’s taking more work. Maybe I’m building a resistance.”

They sat in silence for a spell. Lianshi got up and joined Juniper against the far wall. They engaged in low, halting conversation. Naomi sighed, lay down, and draped an arm over her eyes. Leonis leaned his head back against the wall and relaxed. Jova and Zala sat shoulder to shoulder, heads resting against each other.

Scorio fought off sleep. He was exhausted, and healing from Bronwen’s assault had massively depleted him, but he felt feverish, restless, too aware of this quiet moment with Nissa.

Who had sat before him for a reason.

“Why’d you run?” he asked at last, voice low. “Back underground with Hestia and Halvert. Why’d you ditch us?”

Nissa froze, then glanced up at him from under her brows. “I was wondering when you’d ask me.”

Scorio held her gaze and said nothing.

“Why?” She sat up straighter. “I’ve asked myself that same question. Replayed that moment again and again in my mind. And you know? I’ve decided I made the right call. A callous one, to be sure, but it’s why I was so glad to see you’d survived.”

“I don’t follow.”

“We’re Red Listers, Scorio. Death means eventual rebirth which means being tossed back into those tunnels. I’d spent four years in the dark with Sal. There was no way I was going to risk dying and repeating that jail time. I couldn’t do that to myself. So I ran. Simple. I felt terrible for everyone else, but I couldn’t risk it.”

“And now you’re a martyr for the people? Doesn’t add up.”

“Now,” said Nissa with a smile, “I get to do all kinds of lovely things for the right reasons and the right people. Sort of. I’m no longer as fragile as an eggshell. I can take a beating. And lo and behold, there’s an entire city of innocents mad for revenge against the very people who’ve locked me up time and time again. Why wouldn’t I help them get justice? And my own pound of flesh in the meantime?”

Scorio studied her. “So your just being opportunistic.”

“Aren’t we all?” She ghosted fingertips over her clavicles. “You said yourself you’d not thought twice about this rebellion till you ran right into it. And I’ve seen you in the streets over the past few months. In your nice Academy robes, well fed, with your happy friends. This rebellion is an opportunity for you, too. But I don’t judge you for it. We’re the same, you and I. Red Listers. Survivors. We do what we have to in order to survive, and if we can dole out a little vengeance along the way? All the better.”

Scorio frowned. “That’s not what I’m about.”

“Sure, sure.” She smiled at him, her lips still split and raw. “Either way, it’s good to see you doing well.”

“Thanks. You too.”

“So tell me. How did you go from lost little lamb in the dark to saving Bastion beside Imperator Sol? I’ve been dying to ask you ever since you drove off Imogen.”

Scorio recounted his adventures, but kept it brief and revealed nothing of Naomi’s secrets nor their discovery that the old Gauntlet was yet operational. Nissa listened intently, and when he disrupted Imogen’s concentration for but a fraction of a second, she shook her head in wonder.

“Incredible. And from there they rolled out the red carpet and gifted you with everything the Academy had to offer?”

Scorio smiled wryly. “Something like that. But what of you? How’d you Ignite your Heart? It took me forever to meet up with Naomi here out in the ruins. She taught me the basics, but without her, I’d still be lost.”

“Nosy, aren’t you.” Nissa leaned back on her outstretched arms. 

“Is it a secret?”

“Might be. Let’s say it all depends on how this plays out. If you play your cards right, I might not just tell you, but make you an offer.”

“An offer?” Scorio leaned forward. “You’ve joined a group of some kind. Manticore?”

Nissa laughed huskily. “Not Manticore. But rest, Scorio. You’re swaying. I’d feel terrible if you fumbled what’s to come because I didn’t let you catch your beauty sleep.”

Scorio hid his frustration behind a smile. “You’re too kind.”

Nissa rose smoothly to her feet. “Am I? I guess we’ll find out. Rest. I’ll let you all know when Abentha returns.”

Scorio watched her depart; the twin guards at the door nodded respectfully at her as she let herself out.

“She’s hiding almost as much as I was when I met you,” said Naomi quietly, her eyes remaining shut.

“No kidding. I can’t figure her out. She’s vouching for us and yet…” Scorio trailed off, frowning. “I get the feeling she’s genuinely happy to see me, but I still don’t trust her.”

Naomi opened one eye. “Oh, good. You’re not a complete fool, then.”

To which Scorio could only grin. “What can I say? You’ve been a wholesome influence on me.”

Naomi close her eye and smirked. “You were a painfully slow student, Scorio, but I knew that with enough encouragement you’d get there eventually.”

“Encouragement? That what we’re calling those beatings you gave me?”

“Look at you now. Tell me they weren’t effective.”

Scorio sighed and closed his eyes. “No, I guess they worked.”

“Exactly.”

They sat in silence. Eventually, Scorio cracked open an eye and studied Naomi. She appeared to be asleep. He watched her for a bit, then sighed and tried to get more comfortable. 

Despite his aches, despite how raw and abused his Heart felt, he soon sank into darkness, and slept.

 

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 

“Scorio, it’s time.”

He’d been dreaming. Head lowered between his knees, back against the wall, he’d been lost in a miasma of distorted memories and half-remembered past lives. With a blink he sat up, clearing away the phantasms, and looked up at Nissa.

She crouched before him, hand on his knee, an enigmatic half-smile on her lips. Which had healed. Her whole body was rejuvenated, the skin glowing with health, her hair a crimson fuzz over the sharp angles of her skull. Freckles dusted the bridge of her nose, and in her watery blue eyes, he saw an inexplicable fondness, a warmth that he couldn’t place.

“Time?”

“Abentha’s sent word. You’re to talk to a gathering of important people. They’re willing to hear you out.”

Scorio rubbed briskly at his face. “More than I already said?”

“They want to hear it from you.” Nissa sat back on her heels. “These people are ready to march against the Great Souls. You think they’d back off this rebellion because an unseen youth told them to?”

“Fine, yeah.” Scorio climbed to his feet. He felt groggy, worn out. Too much had happened too quickly. The Gauntlet run, the fights with the other students on the streets, the killing of the Enforcer. His Heart felt ragged and worn, his spirit depleted. 

But it was what it was. He inhaled deeply and looked to where the others were rousing themselves. Lianshi lay with her head on Juniper’s lap. Leonis was yawning mightily. Naomi was up, listening intently. 

“This way. We’ll need to take to the streets. It’ll be dangerous, but we’ll move fast.”

“How bad are things?”

Nissa moved to the door. The guards were gone. “We’re on the brink. A fever is sweeping Bastion. People are taking heart from those who have already taken to the streets. Soon we’ll reach a point of no return. We have to hurry.”

The others rose, and together they followed Nissa up into a basement, then into a nondescript home, and out onto the streets of Ward 4.

The sun-wire bathed everything in a virulent crimson glow. Second Bronze. Across the street, a home had vomited its rooms and staircases onto the sidewalk, like a thumbed-open orange, a victim of Imogen’s malefic manipulations.

“Smoke,” said Leonis, sniffing audibly. “Thick, too.”

“It’s the easiest way to protest,” said Nissa. “Set your own homes on fire and the Great Souls can’t help but take you seriously. Now, we run.”

And they did. Fast and lithe, a tightly bunched group whose robes drew eyes and shouts. But nobody moved to stop them. They passed barricades whose very size made Scorio feel pangs over their futility. Groups on street corners, young men with fire in their eyes and cleavers in their hands. Street preachers yelling about injustice and oppression to clamoring crowds.

The sky was choked with plumes of black smoke. The atmosphere was fraught. Columns marched toward the wealthier Wards, people pumping their fists into the air as they sang a chant whose lyrics Scorio only caught a snatch:

 

“…set us free

Of tyranny!

Set us free

Of immortality!”

 

Scorio gazed in wonder at the faces of the men and women who marched by. Fervent desire and wild determination. The faces of men and women with nothing to lose.

They ran toward the ruins, and soon entered a warren of tangled alleys and dirty little courtyards. The Narrows, Scorio realized, and then they emerged into a larger square, its center dominated by a broken gruel fountain, a hundred people with burning brands standing in rough groups, arguing, shouting with each other, clearly not of one mind.

Nissa’s arrival was noted and the arguments broke off. Folks turned to glare, to study those who followed her. Anger soured the air. Scorio followed after, staring straight ahead, till Nissa came to a stop before a knot of men and women before the fountain proper. 

They were clearly the leaders, each a solid and dominating presence, their brows furrowed, their lips pursed. Abentha was there, tall and prim, but Scorio ignored her.

He knew one of the women present. Older, powerfully built with sloping shoulders and a trim waist, she was as soft as an anvil and as gentle as a battle-ax. Her skin was near-black, her ivory hair shorn all the way around except the very top, from which slender braids flowed back and down about her shoulders, nearly to her waist. Painted lips, slender, arching brows, and strong, striking features all made her appear to have twice the personality of anyone else present, four times the presence, and infinitely more command.

Dola.

“Well, well, well.” Her words were rich with contempt and amusement. “If it isn’t Scorio. Abentha tells us you’ve come with fine words and even sweeter promises. Just like the first time you darkened my door and then betrayed me.”

Damn.

“Dola.” Scorio made a point of nodding to the other men and women present, but it was clear who the biggest challenge was. “Don’t tell me you’re still sore about my showing a little initiative.”

“Initiative?” Her eyes widened and then she gave a bark of laughter. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

“Yes. But that’s behind us. What matters now is the next few hours.” Scorio raised his voice to carry. “The reason I’m here is because I know better than anyone what the Great Souls can do. And not just because I’ve studied the thousand years of our city’s past. The many, many failed rebellions. But because I went up against Imogen the Woe. Saw what Charnel Dukes and Pyre Lords can do when they put their mind to a task. And I tell you now: you will be massacred if you press this issue.”

“Boy, your contempt is thicker than blood.” Dola’s voice carried as easily as his. “You think we don’t know this? We, who were born on these streets and have had to bow our heads to the Great Souls our whole lives? Tell us something we don’t know.”

“Then know this: I’ll go to the White Queen. She knows my face, my name, and that I’m favored by Sol the Just. I’ll go to her myself and tell her what’s happening here. I’ll make a case. I’ll get her involved. She’s not like Praximar or the others. My hope is she’ll listen and return here to bring justice.”

“So Abentha said.” Dola crossed her beefy forearms over her chest. “But you’re assuming the White Queen gives a damn about us, and that she’ll remember who you are.”

Scorio grinned. “Better odds than what you’ll be facing. And if I’m wrong?” He looked around the listening crowd. “Then go march to your deaths. Yell and sing songs to your heart’s content. Get yourselves that glorious footnote in the history of our city. But if you wait. If you give me just ten days, I’ll speak with a Charnel Duchess and tell her what’s happening here. And if I can rouse her interest, her pity, her sense of justice? You’ll see me standing by her side as the Autocrators all bend knee and listen to her judgment.”

Leonis leaned down to Lianshi, hand covering his mouth. “He’s good.”

Dola frowned. 

Scorio leaped past her onto the lip of the fountain and turned to face the crowd. “Why should you listen to me? I’m wearing the robes of a Great Soul, aren’t I? I’ve eaten my fill each day in the Academy, been spoon-fed the finest elixirs, and not known a day of hardship in my life. Right?”

Grumbles, nods, narrowed eyes.

“Wrong. I was cast out on my first day and forced to survive with Nissa. Who vouches for me. Then I trained with the Nightmare Lady. Heard of her? She’s one of you, and she’s for me as well. Only after I saved Bastion with Sol did I gain readmittance to the Academy, and right away Praximar started scheming my downfall. But even with Dola’s help he didn’t manage. I came first in the Gauntlet run, and you better believe every Autocrator wanted me then. But damn them. I don’t want their lies. I don’t want their way of living. So my friends and I turned them down and took to the streets, where we killed an Enforcer for slaughtering people just like you. Just like me. And now here I am. Hunted and hounded, but willing to fight with you, for you, to make a change.”

Eyes had widened. Everybody stared, fascinated, rapt, even bemused.

Scorio slowly peeled off his white robe and held it up. “This is not who I am.” He dropped it on the ground, then reached for the Coal mana that suffused the air, thick and cloying and familiar as an old friend. Shoved it into his weary Heart, Ignited, and rose into his scaled form.

Power flooded his being. Wild energy, a sense of false invulnerability. He grew taller, his shoulders broadened, his waist whip-thin. Inhuman, scaled, with talons of burning white.

“This is who I am.” His voice echoed over the square as everyone shrank back. “I am no boy, no fledgling student. I am Scorio, once known as The Scourer, Lord of Nagaran, Master of the Black Tower, The Bringer of Ash and Darkness, the Shadow of Spurn Harbor, the Abhorred, Quencher of Hope, and Unmaker of Joy. I am Proscribed, I belong on the Red List, and am hated by the Academy. But more importantly, I denounce the lies told to us. And I tell you here and now that I’ll find my way to the White Queen’s side and make her listen to our case.”

He raised his hands and closed his burning talons into a fist. His words hovered in the air, then he allowed his Heart to burn out and released his scaled form, shrinking back to normal.

“If you let me. If you give me this chance.” He dropped his fist to his side. “It’s your choice.”

A stunned silence followed, a silence which was only broken by Dola’s lazy clapping.

“Pretty speech.” She grimaced and turned to her fellows. “I think the boy actually means what he says. So why not? We can give him ten days.”

“Revolutions are not hounds that can be whistled to heel,” said a balding man in crimson and black. “Or let loose from its kennel ten days hence.”

“Sure,” said Dola. “But we’ve enough clout to blunt it. We pull back our immediate people and the rest will follow. Everyone here knows I’m not afraid of a scrap. But if there’s a chance we can avoid going toe to toe with the Great Souls, well.” She smiled lazily. “Why not?”

Nissa gave a curt nod. “You all know who I am and what I’ve already done for our movement. You know who I represent and bring to the table. I’ve spoken with them and they approve of this course of action. It’s wiser and safer and has a higher chance of success. Like Scorio said, I vouch for him. If he says he can convince the White Queen, I say we give him ten days.”

Abentha grimaced. “Very well. It is a far-fetched plan, but it speaks volumes about our rebellion’s chances that it stands a greater chance of success. I agree.”

The others reluctantly signed on, and just like that Scorio realized he’d headed off the rebellion. 

Tens of thousands of people now had a chance to avoid being massacred.

Dola stared up at where he yet stood on the fountain’s lip. “You’ve ten days, Scorio. Ten days to reach the White Queen, and if we don’t hear from you both by then we’ll take to the streets and bring the whole city down with us.”

“Agreed,” said Scorio. “I’ll be back before then.”

“Then it’s decided.” Abentha clapped her hands. “Send runners. Pull the barricades down. Disperse the columns. Get the word out. We wait. The Houses will know ten more days of peace.”

Orders were given and messengers raced forth, moving in all directions. The feverish tension that had gripped the square abated, and slowly those present began to trickle away.

“Not bad,” said Jova as Scorio leaped down from the fountain. “You even got my heart beating. But how exactly are we getting to the Fiery Shoals? We haven’t even spoken with Manticore.”

“Good question,” said Lianshi. “We can neither afford nor risk the whale ships. Which means traveling overland.”

“First we need to get out of Bastion,” said Naomi. “And don’t forget that half our class is still hunting us. We can’t just stroll out of here.”

“Problem?” asked Dola, stepping up beside them.

“No problem,” said Scorio with a false smile. “Just figuring out how best to execute our plan.”

“Hmm.” Dola studied him. “You do have a plan, however?”

“Of course,” said Scorio, and forced a laugh. “You think I’d make that kind of promise without knowing how I’d pull it off? We’re all set. No worries.”

“Good.” Dola clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to almost buckle his knees. “Then you’d best get to it.”

“Right,” said Scorio, and inhaled deeply. “Fiery Shoals, here we come.”

 

 

 


Interlude - The White Queen

 

 

 

Nova gazed out over the black iron balcony at the lava field below. Noxious fumes rose from its turgid surface, dark patterns oozing and stretching over the dull orange glow. Even from this height she could feel the heat, the air warping constantly, making the surrounding obsidian cliffs shimmer. 

There was a beauty to it, one that had taken her years to appreciate. A stark, dangerous allure to the luminous plumes of lava that fell from the great spouts set across the breadth of the castle. To the brutal architecture of the Fiery Shoals itself, black iron, geometric lines, impregnable force.

“Alexander is pressing for an answer,” said Desiree from the council table that ran the length of the echoing room. “He doesn’t appreciate uncertainty.”

Nova raised her gaze to the trees that grew along the rough tops of the cliffs, their roots sinking into the black rock, their pink petals glowing with a bewitching luminescence. 

She heard Desiree shifting through papers. “Grunsch sent word that the retreat from LastRock is going poorly. We are fortunate the Blood Ox chose to consolidate his control of the citadel instead of outright pursuit, but the Great Souls are divided and consumed by political infighting. He demands—politely—that you come to establish order.”

Deep below, almost half a mile underground, she could sense the ruptured font gouting its precious Gold.

“And it seems that others have become aware of your… new openness to alternatives.” More sheaves of paper were moved. “Crimson Earl Endergrast has renewed his invitation that you join the Golden Star. The Circle of Blades would appreciate your support in monitoring the Emerald Host’s advance… Maulven the Yellow has sent a marriage offer.”

Nova snorted in amusement and glanced back at Desiree.

The pale-haired lady shrugged helplessly and set that scroll aside. “We have numerous offers from every House but for Basilisk—they clearly know better—but you have your pick of any advance station under their control. Blood Baroness Shikibu insinuates that Imperator Enflorixio would welcome you into his host.” Desiree tossed the rest of the letters onto the mound before her. “The list of invitations goes on and on. What are you going to do?”

Nova turned back to the lava fields. 

The silence drew out. Desiree knew better than to press again. Finally, Nova sighed. “It’s been but half a year since Imogen attacked. Had I not been here, the consequences would have been disastrous.”

“For whom, exactly?”

“Bastion, obviously. The Academy. The Archspire.”

“True. But we have less than a decade before they are destroyed regardless. And as Shikibu said, and Endergrast, and many more, there is no longer time for the next class of graduates to rise to sufficient power so as to be of noticeable benefit in the war. A handful more Blood Barons a decade from now won’t tip the balance in our favor.”

Nova stared down at the lava field. “And yet our mustered might failed to bring the Empyreal Prophecy to fruition. What has changed now other than having three fewer Imperators?”

Desiree rose and strode to stand beside her. “I can read between the lines. Hear that which is unspoken, a common thread that runs through all these missives. It is time we abandoned Bastion and focused all of our resources on conquering the Pit. That we should no longer funnel resources and treasures home to help raise up the next generation, but instead move everything to the front.”

“Including me.”

“You are a symbol, Nova.” Desiree’s certainty was, as always, absolute. “A symbol of how we as a society are willing to sacrifice ourselves for those who shall be reborn. If you were to move to the front and avail yourself of Ruby mana, you could immediately ascend to Crimson Earl. Everyone knows it.”

“A symbol.” Nova linked her hands behind her back. “Perhaps. There would be consequences to my leaving.”

“Of course,” Desiree spoke rapidly. “Pyre Lords and Dread Blazes would quit the Rascor Plains and their guard duty to follow you deeper into Hell, resulting in more attacks upon the Farmlands and consequent downturn in productivity. The Houses would vie with each other to gain control of the Font. Civil war is a distinct possibility, along with their inability to fend off any serious threats. We would deprive future classes of the resources they need to realize their fullest potential. But most importantly, we would signal to all of Hell that the time has come to utilize our full resources and every ability to win this war. We’re simply out of time. Every Great Soul must know that the White Queen has chosen to advance.”

Nova inhaled deeply and closed her eyes. Desiree’s Heart hung beside her, dense and brilliant, saturated with rare Gold mana. She expanded her awareness, sensed the Great Souls further within the complex, felt the Iron mana flowing through the lava, the Copper in the air, the roiling font far below. Felt her domain, her center of power these past five years, the echoing hallways and audience chambers, the bedrooms and mess halls, every corner and inch of it under her preeminence. 

To withdraw her protection, to leave the Fiery Shoals… to allow everything to fall to chaos…

“If I am to delve deeper into Hell, I will not leave matters to the Houses. We shall summon the Autocrators and have them agree to a pact. To form a consortium that sends the Gold mana deeper into Hell as before. They shall divide a small amount equally amongst themselves, and organize the running of the Fiery Shoals and the defense of the Rascor Plains equitably. We shall have them make Heart Oaths to obey this accord, and to carry on as best they can in my absence.”

To many, Desiree’s features would have remained expressionless. But Nova knew the Dread Blaze too well. This was as close to pity as Desiree ever came. But the pallid woman bowed her head politely. “If you will it, Charnel Duchess, it shall be done. I shall endeavor to construct as tight an accord as I can.”

“Do so.” Nova turned back to the lava field, to the delicate, shifting canopies of the distant trees. 

“Do you wish me to respond to any invitation in particular?”

“No. I have maintained my independence this long. I shall not throw in with another just yet.”

“Very well. I’ll draft an agreement and present it for your review within the week.”

Nova felt no need to answer. Desiree walked to the table, gathered her papers, then left the echoing chamber.

Sadness suffused the White Queen. Even Desiree couldn’t predict all the consequences of such a decision. To be quit of the Rascor Plains, to move deeper into Hell, amongst her peers, where she might be a Charnel Duchess amongst Crimson Earls and Imperators. 

A sere wind blew in, reeking of sulfur and other noxious gases. Nova’s white hair stirred. She reached up and pulled a strand from where it had blown across her lips. 

It was all coming to an end. She could intuit how it would proceed. Slowly at first. Changes like her own departure, notable for being isolated. And then the consequences would cascade, triggering ever more changes, until the last few years were upon them, and nothing would be as it was, a great roar of violence and death and one last assault on the Pit.

Nova raised her chin. She would play her part. She had bided her time long enough, banked her light, and reserved her strength.

No longer. For Desiree had made one grave miscalculation. If the White Queen was to advance, it would not be to become a mere Crimson Earl. No. She would move to the vanguard, and there unleash her full might and become an Imperator at last.

Nova ran a finger over the balcony. Smiled as she thought of all the long years she had stood here, and then turned from the lava and fumes and walked away.

 

Chapter 7

 

 

 

 

Nissa led them through the city, her crimson hair now shoulder-length, her manner wary but focused. She knew of The Flame. Seemed to know everything about Bastion, and had offered to lead them there through back roads that would avoid trouble.

The rest followed in a strung-out group. For the first time since emerging from the Gauntlet, they had a moment to collect themselves without the overwhelming need to rest.

Scorio moved up alongside Nissa. “You openly said you represent a group that’s in favor of all this. They the ones that trained you? I think it’s time you showed your cards.”

Nissa gave him a sidelong smile that did nothing to reassure him. “Now that the plan’s in motion, I’m happy to. It might even make your mission easier. I’m working with House Basilisk.”

Scorio nearly tripped on the cobblestones. “You’re what? Working with a House? But—?”

Nissa laughed. “Oh, Scorio. You’ve spent all your time either running around in the ruins or cooped up in the Academy listening to House Hydra propaganda. You don’t know nearly as much as you think you do about how Bastion works. The politics, its power players.”

“And you do?”

“Some. A little. Enough to know that Hydra and Kraken run the show while only Basilisk is intent on shaking things up.”

“And Chimera?”

“Chimera pretends they’re above it all and only interested in delving deeper into Hell. But that’s a front. They’d not remain a powerful House if they didn’t guard their interests. But they’re defensive and the least involved in what’s going on.”

“House Basilisk steals and cheats the other Houses for profit. How can you work with them?”

“The truth is that they’re weak. You’ve heard about how all the Houses banded together to try and fulfill the Empyreal Prophecy?”

“Didn’t work out so well.”

“No. Especially for House Basilisk. They lost both their Imperators in the attack, Zellair and Joranvyn. House Hydra lost Imogen, but retained three others, one of them being your Sol the Just.”

“He’s not mine.”

Nissa smirked. “That loss made House Basilisk easy pickings for Hydra and Kraken. They’ve lost much of their wealth and power, and recruitment rates from top graduates from the Academy have plummeted.”

“How do you know all this?”

“My mentor. But weakness breeds desperation. Basilisk will do anything for power, including, as you said, shady dealings. But more importantly, no House is so invested in shaking up the current power structure. Which is why I was embedded in the rebellion and told to assist in whichever way I could.”

Scorio scowled. “Wait. You’re just a Basilisk operative?”

“Between you and me?” She slung a lean arm around his shoulders. “I couldn’t care less about Basilisk’s future. But everything is a means to an end. I needed training, elixirs, and support to survive out here. They provide all of that if I agree to mouth certain oaths and throw in with their efforts. So here I am, happy to work for one House against the others, aiding the rebellion, and getting my vengeance regardless of what takes place.”

“I see.” Scorio diplomatically disengaged himself from her arm. “Can’t fault you for that. So Basilisk approves of my going to the White Queen?”

“Oh yes.” Nissa waved her hand airily. “Eira was—how did my mentor put it?—wroth that she didn’t get to speak with either the White Queen or Sol when they were here last. A wasted opportunity. If you speak with the White Queen now and bring her to Bastion, she’ll have a chance to influence events. Or so she hopes.”

“Eira? The Autocrator of House Basilisk?”

“The very same.”

Scorio stared at Nissa. “You chat with the Autocrator of House Basilisk?”

“Well, not in person, exactly. But my mentor is quite candid about how things stand.”

“As long as she supports change in favor of the people of Bastion…”

Nissa shrugged. “She says she does. But you know she just supports change in favor of House Basilisk. In this case, though, it may be the same thing. Depriving Hydra and Kraken of power would suit Eira just fine.”

“Hey, Scorio!” Leonis’s call rang clear. “Get back here, we have a question for you.”

“Excuse me?” Scorio smiled, relieved for an excuse to drop back. 

Nissa’s gaze was knowing. “Of course.”

Leonis gazed around the group as if checking on interest the moment Scorio joined them. “I can’t control my curiosity any longer. Is nobody interested in asking this madman how he came first? Are we all just accepting it as another example of how the odds are as nothing to him?”

Naomi looked strangely hesitant. “How did you all fare? I’m still furious that I didn’t get past the tenth room.” 

“I got sucked into a funnel trap,” said Lianshi bitterly. “Turns out being invulnerable isn’t the answer to every threat.”

“Whereas I was killed by those little bastards again.” Leonis raised his eyebrows. “I’m not kidding. Scorio and I were swarmed by them. There were—what—hundreds of them, Scorio? Am I wrong in remembering thousands?”

“Doesn’t matter how many there were, they weren’t a match for the Golden King.” Scorio felt a knot of emotion arise within him, and heard again his friend’s final rasping words before he died. “Your sacrifice, my friend. It made all the difference. It was after you fell that I made Tomb Spark.”

Leonis frowned, considered these words, then nodded sharply. “Well, good. If I had to throw my life away to save your sorry ass, it’s only fitting that it resulted in your latest miracle.”

“I still can’t believe you’re a Tomb Spark,” said Lianshi. “That’s insane. You have a Shroud? What’s your new power?”

Everyone stared at him with open curiosity, and Scorio laughed shakily and rubbed the back of his head. The moment felt intensely surreal; since being reborn, he’d felt so far behind his friends in every way that to have them gaze admiringly at him was… bizarre.

“I have a Shroud. Just like Jova. It’s, ah, well. A floating shield I can summon. But it drains my mana faster than you’d believe. Strictly for emergencies, I guess.”

“It’s like your dark vision,” cut in Lianshi. “The higher you advance, the bigger and better it becomes. When you make Pyre Lord it becomes a perfect sphere that protects you from all sides.”

“Could have used that in the Gauntlet. Reaching Tomb Spark made a world of a difference. The second trial…” Scorio trailed off, enjoying everybody’s eager anticipation. “Well, you know what they say. Best if you don’t know about it till you reach it yourself.”

“No!” shouted Lianshi.

Leonis scowled and shoved Scorio’s shoulder, making him stagger. “That’s just cruel. Can’t you tell us anything?”

“I guess I haven’t even had time to process what happened yet. But I healed up and tore through the next handful of rooms. Tomb Spark lets me sense hidden traps or invisible forces, things that would have killed me in seconds.”

“And your new power?” prompted Lianshi.

Jova and her friends had crowded in behind, and even Nissa had fallen back a bit to listen in.

“I don’t have a good grasp of it yet.” Scorio tried not to flush. “It’s a mental or emotional effect, throws people off. I’m still figuring out the nuances.”

They all slowed and came to a stop as Nissa paused at the alley exit to look up and down a broad avenue. The smell of smoke was thicker in the air, and all the shutters were closed along this block.

“Pretty eerie for things to be this deserted,” said Leonis.

“Word’s gotten out,” said Nissa quietly. “I’m sure the Autocrators are confused. I think we can risk crossing here to get to the canal.”

“Scorio, you’re sure your friends can get us in touch with Manticore?” asked Jova. 

“Feiyan made the offer. She’s… tough. Real tough, and reliable. She’d not have mentioned the possibility if it weren’t real.”

While Jova looked as fierce and focused as ever, Juniper and Zala were clearly growing more unsettled by the moment.

“You don’t have to do this,” said Scorio softly. “I know you didn’t sign up for a trek across the Rascor Plains to meet with the White Queen. You heard Octavia’s offer. You can still change your mind.”

“We’re good,” said Jova firmly.

Juniper nodded, and Zala hitched her pack up on her bony shoulder. Scorio waited to see if anybody would comment but then nodded to Nissa, who loped out across the avenue. 

They followed, feeling painfully exposed, but soon ducked into another side street.

A couple of blocks later, Nissa led them down the broad steps to the canal, and then turned to where the entrance to The Flame stood.

There was no crowd. The copper light was unlit, and no doorman stood at attention. The front door was solidly shut, and the whole canal street had the distinct air of abandon.

“This the place?” asked Jova, her skepticism clear.

“Early hours.” Scorio moved past Nissa to the entrance. “Plus, I’m willing to bet people aren’t feeling that festive these days.”

He hammered his fist on the door. The echoes rang down the street. No answer. They waited. His friends, too nervous to chat, turned about to investigate the environs.

Again Scorio hammered his fist on the door, hard enough to make it shake on its hinges. He could picture Feiyan scowling inside, looking up from a table covered in paperwork, perhaps, willing him to go away.

Scorio knocked again.

“Maybe they’re home,” said Leonis. “Doing the smart thing by staying off the streets. You know where they live?”

Scorio resisted the urge to scowl. “No. They never trusted me enough to—”

“We’re closed!” The man’s voice was older, querulous, annoyed. “And not opening any time soon!”

“Memek?” Scorio stepped up close. “It’s Scorio—can you open up?”

A heavy bolt slid back, and then Old Memek was there, dressed in a frumpy robe with an off-kilter cap with outrageous fringes upon his gray hair. “Scorio? What are you doing here?”

The sight of the old oud player filled Scorio with relief. “Long story. You remember some of my friends? We’re looking for Feiyan. She was going to connect us with some people.”

Old Memek glanced at the crowd behind Scorio, hesitated, then stepped aside and ushered them in. “Hurry. I don’t like to keep this unlocked these days.”

They all filed inside but Nissa. “This is as far as I go. Good luck, Scorio. Do what you promised.”

Scorio turned back. “Thank you. I will.”

For a long moment, Nissa scrutinized him, then she gave a curt nod and walked away.

Memek barred the door behind them and followed into the main hall. It looked starkly different from the other times Scorio had seen it, lit by a couple of lanterns along the bar and one in a booth, devoid of animation, mana-light, music, movement. Where before it had been a place of enchantment and mystery, delirious dancing and laughter, now it appeared barren and shabby, the stage scuffed and empty, the air redolent of old smoke, sweat, and alcohol.

Old Memek slid behind the bar and reflexively began to pour cups of some fizzy silver drink. “Feiyan said she’d be coming by later this evening. Things aren’t looking good, my young friend. You’d be wise to stay off the streets.”

“People would be wise to leave us alone,” said Jova, taking a seat stiffly.

“That is as may be, but just because you can defend yourself against angry citizens, doesn’t mean you should.” Old Memek finished pouring the last cup and stoppered the bottle. “Unless you welcome spilling blood for no reason?”

“We’re not going to shed any innocent blood,” Scorio said. “In fact, we mean to do the opposite.”

“You do?” Memek’s confusion was clear. “I don’t understand.”

How much to share? “We want to help broker peace. To help the Great Souls and the regular people reach an understanding.”

Old Memek sighed and stared at his drink. “Ah, a beautiful dream, but this world is not governed by rational thought. Would that it were! All of Bastion is gripped as if by a fever. Anger and outrage, resentment and hunger, fear and a loss of hope. The poor are being forced by the ruins to live in ever tighter quarters, for the rich wards won’t allow them to move in, and the pressure, ay, the pressure, it builds and builds.”

Scorio frowned. “We’re going to connect with Manticore so as to speak with the White Queen. It’s my hope she’ll help folks see reason.”

“The White Queen, eh? A grand idea, but I can’t say I have much hope of it working. The Great Souls have only one demand, and that is that we ordinary people suffer in noble silence and wait.” Memek’s eyes gleamed. “But we know what that really means: that we aren’t important to be concerned over, and should just quietly die while the Great Souls go about their business. Alas! It’s not a satisfying argument.”

“The White Queen is different. She’ll listen, she’ll understand.” Scorio felt painfully naïve as he said those words. Was he right? Or was his merely a fatuous hope? 

“I’ll drink to that,” said Memek, raising his cup. “And your sudden sense of civic duty.”

Scorio tried to think of a response but felt only chagrin. He clinked his cup against Memek’s and took a sip. All this time, all these long months he’d thought of nothing but his own goals, his own advancement and ambitions. And all that time the city had been simmering, its discontent growing. He recalled now the demonstrations he’d seen while traveling to and from the ruins. The marches. The protests. 

The truth was that he hadn’t concerned himself with it at all. Just like the other Great Souls. Not until he no longer stood to benefit from the Academy.

“Thank you for letting us wait in here. I know it can’t be safe for the Flame or you to be associated with us.”

“Too late for that.” Memek passed a wrinkled hand over the bar. “Feiyan and Helena made it clear that they weren’t going to pick sides, and that Great Souls were welcome. Which to many meant they were firmly on the side of the Academy. There’s little room for nuance, these days. The Flame’s been vandalized several times, and Feiyan finally closed it down last week. It was that or start hiring doormen by the dozens.”

“So you’re taking care of it now?” asked Lianshi softly.

Memek’s grin was bleak. “Old Memek used to live on the streets. Feiyan pretends that I’m keeping the place in order, but… yes.”

Scorio didn’t know what to say. They all stood in silence for a spell, and then Memek snatched up his drink and beamed at them. “Regardless. Wait here if you will! I will leave you alone. Feiyan will be delighted to see you.”

“Ha,” said Scorio. “Right. Thank you.”

The old man returned to the booth where he resumed leafing through a large book, and everybody else drew their stools into a rough circle.

“I feel so out of my depth,” said Juniper softly. “So sheltered. Naïve.”

“Of course we do. How could we not?” Zala frowned down at her drink. “The Academy already feels like a dream that we’ve awoken from.”

“I don’t mean to be cold, but we didn’t leave the Academy to help negotiate new terms,” said Jova. “If that had been our goal, we’d have served the people better by remaining in the Houses and working to help them from within the system.” She turned to stare at Scorio. “Let’s not lose track of our true goal. We can speak with the White Queen about what’s happening here, but I want to ask her about the Herdsmen. If she can even be trusted to answer us honestly.”

Someone knocked peremptorily on the front door, a staccato signal, and Memek leaped to his feet. “Feiyan!”

A moment later the Flame’s owners strode into the main hall. Helena, tall and rangy, her brown hair tied into a thick braid, her mobile lips and eyelids unpainted for once. Feiyan, stocky in comparison, square-shouldered and with her black hair worn in a pompadour. Both looked tired, but Helena smiled at the sight of them.

“Scorio! So sweet of you to patronize us when everyone else has turned away. You’re not choosing to pay for your drinks with sunfire gems, are you?”

“I would if I had them.” Scorio stood. “Are you two all right?”

Feiyan crossed her arms and sneered. “Nobody’s all right these days. What are you doing here? Who are all these people?”

Scorio introduced his new companions. “We’ve quit the Academy and refused to join the Houses. On our way out we killed an Enforcer for killing protestors. That led us to speak with Abentha, Dola, and other rebellion leaders.”

Feiyan’s eyebrows kept rising higher. “And what did you say?”

“That if we can get to the Fiery Shoals I’ll convince the White Queen to intervene in our favor. So, ah, you still have that connection to Manticore, Feiyan?”

Who looked to Helena. “Tell me he’s joking.”

“He’s not joking!” Helena clapped her hands together. “That’s fantastic! Just like in the tales, a desperate ride to fetch a savior in our final hour.”

Feiyan scowled. “Just like the tales. Regardless, I’ll have to double-check if they’re still in town. Manticore doesn’t just sit around waiting to be called on. Are you just looking for an escort, or do you still want to join them?”

“An escort for sure,” said Scorio. “As for joining them… maybe? Once—and if—we figure out the situation here in Bastion, we’ll need a plan, and we don’t have one yet. Manticore could be what we’re looking for.”

“Won’t that make them feel special,” said Feiyan.

“Thank you for helping us,” said Lianshi, hesitant. “And apologies for any trouble we might have caused you.”

“Wish I could monetize that,” began Feiyan, but Helena elbowed her.

“That’s very sweet of you. But we decided from the get-go to welcome anybody and everybody to the Flame. It’s a matter of principle.” Her smile became pained. “We spent too many years being ignored and forced to live in the ruins to just turn around and do that to anyone else now. And look! We might play a part in helping bring the White Queen back to Bastion. Marvelous!”

“You’re going to the Rascor Plains,” said Feiyan. “But only if I connect you. And on the plains, you won’t have any need for octs.”

“I like your style.” Leonis set his coin pouch on the bar. “And you’re right. It’s only fair we pay you for this service.”

Feiyan didn’t even count the coins. She called Memek over, who collected the pouch, then rested her hand on her hammer. “Very well. I’ll go see if they’re still in town and arrange a meeting. Stay here and don’t cause any trouble.”

“Thank you,” said Scorio. 

“This is just like the first time we met.” Feiyan’s stare was flinty. “No need to thank me. We’re just doing business.”

“She really is a sweetheart,” said Helena as her companion turned to stride away. “She’s just really, really, really good at hiding it.”

“No kidding,” said Leonis.

“So!” Helena forced a broad smile. “Sounds like you’ve had a fascinating afternoon. Will you tell me what happened if I ply you with drinks?”

Scorio sat back down. “Not sure you’d believe me.”

“Oh, the more outrageous the better.” Helena walked behind the bar. “Let me guess. You won the Gauntlet run?”

Everybody stared at her and she froze, eyes widening in delight. “You did? Get out of here! That’s amazing! All right, now you really have to tell me everything. This could be my lucky break!”

“I wouldn’t mind hearing it myself,” said Leonis. “You’ve been pretty tight about the details.”

“Haven’t had much of a chance to get into it,” said Scorio.

“Now you do.” Helena leaned forward to prop her chin on the base of her palm. “Spill.”

“Yes,” said Jova with wry amusement. “I still don’t quite believe it myself.”

“Same,” said Juniper. “I’ve been dying to ask.”

Scorio looked around at all the curious faces and felt his face burn. “Well.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “It, ah, I guess it all started with my good friend Nox, and his Delightful Secret Marinating Technique…”

 

 


Chapter 8

 

 

 

The sun-wire had dimmed and darkened, dumping dusk’s furious rainstorm upon Bastion. For a while the companions sat at the Flame’s bar, listening to the falling rain, their conversation growing subdued. Exhaustion crept in. The nap at Nissa’s had been enough to keep them going, but no substitute for a good night’s rest. One by one they slipped off their stools to find nooks and booths in which to rest. Jova and her two roommates retreated to one corner to speak quietly amongst themselves, while Leonis and Lianshi sat against the wall together to doze. Helena excused herself and retreated to a backroom, so that only Naomi and Scorio remained, glasses in hand, considering each other as the night deepened.

They sat in companionable silence for a spell, toying with their drinks. Scorio felt no urge to speak; just sitting with Naomi felt right. But the moment ended with a hammering on the front door, the same pattern as before, and Memek roused himself from his slumber to rush forth and let Feiyan in.

She wasn’t alone.

A petite, tawny-skinned woman was with her, face round and radiant, cheekbones broad, her lips quirked into an expectant smile, her long caramel hair falling to her waist. Her eyes were large, framed by extravagantly dark lashes, and she gazed at the rousing Great Souls with amused interest.

“Wake up, everyone,” said Feiyan unnecessarily. “Manticore’s in the house.”

Scorio slipped off his stool, heart hammering. “Hey. I mean, hi there. You’re from… Manticore?”

The small woman beamed warmly at him. “That’s right. Dread Blaze Evelyn. You’re Scorio?”

Dread Blaze? Scorio’s eyes widened. The others also registered this fact with alarm, most of them glancing his way before forming a semi-circle before Evelyn.

“That’s right. Tomb Spark Scorio at your service.” How odd to own that title. “I… thanks for coming so quickly.”

Evelyn waved away his words. “It’s fine. I’m on a tight schedule. I leave for the Plains tomorrow, so if we were going to meet, it had to be now.” She took a moment to study them all. “Quite a group.”

One by one the others introduced themselves. Evelyn smiled at each in turn, her hands linked behind her back, her manner attentive, curious, warm. 

Not what he’d expected. Not at all.

“Feiyan tells me you’re interested in traveling across the Rascor Plains and possibly joining Manticore if things work out. That right?”

“That’s right. We need to get to the Fiery Shoals as quickly as possible.”

“That’s quite the journey. I’m assuming we’d be taking it on foot. But that in turn would give us a chance to assess each other, see if we’re a good fit.”

Scorio flushed. “Would you require payment up front? I’m not sure we can afford you. What would you charge?”

Evelyn looked him up and down, her gaze turning calculating, then glanced at his companions. “Something tells me you might be right on that front. But let’s put payment aside for now. Wasn’t the graduation ceremony this morning?” Her expression turned innocent. “Did you all flunk out of the Academy or something?”

Scorio exchanged a look with Jova. “Not quite.”

“He won,” said Leonis with a wry grin. “The whole thing. Came in first, and Jova came in second. They both turned down the Houses, though, and another year at the Academy.” He raised his eyebrows as Lianshi made a face at him. “What? Might as well cut to the chase.”

Evelyn blinked. “That so?”

Scorio straightened. “Yeah. Praximar wasn’t too pleased.”

“I’ll say.” The Dread Blaze grinned. “Praxy must have been pissed. Wow. All right, this has gotten a lot more interesting. But why did you turn him down?”

“Why?” Scorio glanced again at Jova.

Who spoke with calm assurance. “Everything we’ve been told doesn’t add up. We’ve a mind to learn the truth about Hell from a more independent point of view.”

“Interesting.” Evelyn nodded in appreciation. “So we have an elite crop of Academy students who’ve chosen independence over servitude. My, but that does ring a bell. Manticore prides itself on working outside the established framework of the four main Houses. We’re a collective of rising powers intent on doing whatever it takes to help cleanse the Pit, and as far as we can tell, the best means to do so does not involve following the orders of the Autocrators.”

Scorio blinked. “Feiyan told us you were an independent outfit. Originally that’s why we wanted to reach out to you, to learn more about how you operate…?”

Evelyn shucked her heavy blue outer robe and draped it over a stool. “Well, before we explore possibilities, I’d like to learn more about you.” 

“We’re happy to answer any questions,” said Lianshi brightly. “We were all near the top of our class.”

“Oh, questions can come later.” Evelyn pulled the sleeves of her powder blue underrobe up to her elbows and smiled radiantly. “First, I want to see what you can do. All of you. Come at me.”

Scorio blanched. “All of us?”

Evelyn’s dark eyes glimmered with amusement. “Oh, don’t worry about me.”

Scorio hesitated and glanced at the others. They were equally caught off guard. There were seven of them. Scorio wanted to protest, argue that it wasn’t fair, but then grinned.

“As you wish, Dread Blaze.”

The main room in the Flame was large enough for over a hundred people to dance and crowd around the bar. With Evelyn standing in the center there was ample space for them to radiate out around her.

Scorio reached out with his senses and felt the turgid Coal mana that filled the air, shot through here and there with slivers of Copper. The others were already drinking deep, rapidly depleting the room’s reserves. Scorio did the same, envisioning his great paddle and swirling the Coal about the chamber and into his Heart.

They Ignited almost at the same time: the great hexagonal club appeared in Leonis’s fist; Naomi shifted smoothly into her horrific Nightmare Lady form; Zala extended both palms so that glowing butterflies began to stream forth, radiant in the gloom. Jova, Lianshi, and Juniper had no overt changes. They entered combat stances and began to approach.

Scorio suffused his Heart as best he could and then willed it to Ignite. After months as an Emberling he’d grown used to straining to Ignite, but his Tomb Spark Heart lit up easily, dense with power, and with it came a flood of might and change.

Scorio felt the black scales erupt across his hands, down the length of his arms, across his shoulders, down his back and the front of his thighs. Horns speared out from his brow, two larger ones flanked by two smaller spikes, and his fingers distended and became wicked claws, massive and glowing bright yellow-white at the talons. He grew some six inches even as his body became even more ripped, his muscles swelling as the fat melted away.

Feiyan dragged Helena out through a side door, and a second later Memek hurried out after them.

Evelyn stood with her hands on her hips, slowly taking them in, nodding to herself as she took note of their powers. 

There were so many of them that they hesitated, but then the Nightmare Lady cracked her bladed tail and bounded forward, lithe and inhumanly quick, and with a snarl, Scorio threw himself right after.

Leonis let out a shout and charged, Nezzar raised, while Jova closed in from the far side, fists raised, eyes narrowed.

Scorio knew Evelyn was a Dread Blaze. Even so, he couldn’t imagine how she’d handle them all. He’d have to be ready to call out for them to stop when she grew overwhelmed.

But then Evelyn changed. 

Or, more accurately, her mane of caramel hair came to life, growing so rapidly it flowed down to the ground in moments, lifting her up off the ground, a hundred locks bursting out in every direction. 

One moment the Dread Blaze stood waiting, expectant, the next she’d risen to hover at the center of a great web made of her own hair, a three-dimensional mass of tendrils and gleaming ropes that swept out at them without end.

Scorio snarled and slashed his talons through the thickest ropes that came swimming toward him, and the locks singed and slashed apart easily, but there was no end to them; hair wrapped around his ankles, coiled about his waist, snarled about his neck, each tendril impossibly fine but with the tensile strength of steel.

And everybody was attacked at once.

Scorio’s arms blurred as he raked his claws over his own body, severing the hair so that he could plunge closer to Evelyn. The chamber had rapidly filled with hair, not lying about in luxurious locks but stretching from the floor to the walls to the ceiling like a million strands of webbing. He slashed his way through it all, straining against the hairs that endlessly caught against him, slowing him till he severed them again.

The others were having just as much if not more difficulty. Everybody but for the Nightmare Lady was caught by ever more ropes of hair, sweet-smelling and corded into thick ropes, braided into living chains that lifted them off the ground so that they wrestled and struggled without being able to break free.

The Nightmare Lady, however, was made for this.

Her tail slashed and swept about her as she fought closer to Evelyn, her claws raking through the caramel webbing.

Then Scorio sensed a wave of power come from Jova. Evelyn stiffened in the center of her web, made an expression of distaste, and then simply turned her back to where the Tomb Spark struggled. “Nasty,” she said. “But… yes. Sight based. I’m not looking at you again, honey.”

Jova strained, furious, then let out a cry of rage as she failed to break free.

Zala’s butterflies continued to pour forth from her palms, glowing in radiant pastel pinks and yellows, sky blues and soft green. They flitted erratically toward Evelyn, negotiating the maze of hair with bumbling innocence. 

Scorio felt his mana venting out of his Heart at a terrible rate. Furious, he fought on, slashing and lunging. But the Nightmare Lady reached Evelyn first, each sweep of her tail cutting through entire swathes of the hair-webbing, and with a cry, she leaped and struck at the Dread Blaze. 

Who didn’t even flinch. She raised an eyebrow, and at the last second, the Nightmare Lady withheld her attack so that she crashed down past her having missed her opportunity.

What the hell?

Scorio heaved forward, his brute strength causing hairs to snap about his ankles and waist, and got in range of Evelyn. He didn’t know why the Nightmare Lady had chosen not to strike, but following his ascension to Tomb Spark, he now had other options.

With a flexion of his will, he activated his new and mysterious power field. It swelled to encase everything within five yards, washing over Evelyn, and he exerted his will upon her.

Again Evelyn stiffened, her body growing taut, but instead of resisting she changed. Her caramel hair cocooned her with terrible speed, bundling her up in a tight wrapping of golden strands, and then the bundle she’d become shrank and fled along the ropes of hair to unravel at the far end of the room to reveal Evelyn anew, now a good ten yards away and high up by the ceiling.

“What by the ten hells…?” asked Leonis, who had ceased to struggle. 

The Nightmare Lady was panting and slashing at the hair that sought to enmesh her. “Got a plan?”

“You’re all doing quite well,” Evelyn called down. “Don’t lose heart. Unless you want to give up?”

Scorio dropped his field and jerked to one side to slash a rope of hair apart. “Why didn’t you hit her?”

“I couldn’t. Mental block. My hand refused to swing.” The Nightmare Lady leaped and tore through a curtain of caramel hair that had been about to drape over her.

Jova had also ceased to struggle, but now she called out to them. “Zala’s butterflies will get her. Give her time!”

And indeed, the glowing butterflies had continued to pour out of Zala’s palms, an unending stream that now oriented on Evelyn’s new location, fluttering and dipping as they flew toward her.

“What do they do?” Scorio called back. “Never mind, don’t answer!”

“Let’s flank her,” hissed the Nightmare Lady. “We have to hurry. My mana reserves are running out.”

Scorio didn’t waste his breath replying. Instead, he led the charge, wading through the hair like a man powering through knee-deep water, slashing all about him and occasionally running his talons down his body to sever whatever had snagged him. He had moments left before he ran out.

Zala’s butterflies were starting to coalesce around Evelyn, who frowned at them, curious. She blinked, her eyelids growing heavy, then again formed into a gleaming cocoon and flowed along her own webbing, as quickly as a hurled stone to appear behind the bar.

“Damn it,” hissed Scorio as his Heart guttered out. His scaled form disappeared, and in moments he was trapped by countless ropes of hair.

The butterflies began to stream toward Evelyn, but they were slow, steady, inexorable. The Nightmare Lady cut a swathe toward the bar, straining with all her might, but when she reached Evelyn she found herself unable to strike, reduced to whipping her bladed tail at the other woman again and again only to deflect her own attack at the last second.

Then her mana ran out, she reverted to her Naomi self, and was ensnared.

“There,” said Evelyn, and as fast as mana barnacle retracting its cilia all her hair withdrew from the room, flooding back and reducing itself to her natural mane, so that everyone simultaneously dropped to the ground. “Well done, everybody.”

Scorio straightened. Frustration and anger battled with amazement. He’d seen the White Queen battle Imogen the Woe, had witnessed all manner of insane, destructive power leveled during that battle for Bastion, but it had all felt theoretical, abstract, operating on a level he couldn’t comprehend. 

This, however, had felt tangible. Bitterly so. Evelyn had been just within reach. A little more effort, a little luck—but no. Scorio scowled. What was he thinking? They’d never come close.

“Oh, cheer up, all of you.” Evelyn moved around the bar to fish around for a bottle. “You did great! But you’re just Emberlings and Tomb Sparks. Consider this some useful calibration.”

They exchanged rueful glances and clustered before the bar. Jova was fuming. Scorio could imagine why: she’d barely impacted the fight at all.

“Talk about a humbling experience.” Leonis was clearly trying to laugh it off. “I never even got close.”

Evelyn refilled all the cups with what was clearly a much more expensive bottle. The contents glowed a subtle gold. “That’s a nice mace you have, though. Got any special properties?”

Leonis frowned into his cup. “It knocks things down and they tend to stay down.”

“When you can reach them,” said Lianshi. “Hey, don’t get upset at me. I was helpless as well.”

“Your ability?” Evelyn considered what remained in the bottle and then raised it to her lips and gulped the rest down.

They all watched as her throat worked, and then Leonis grinned. “Now that’s my kind of Dread Blaze.”

“Um. I can become completely invulnerable for a short while.”

“Oh yeah?” Evelyn set the bottle down and wiped the back of her hand across her lips and grinned. “Enjoy this, kids. You’re not going to find it’s like out on the plains.”

“What was it you did?” asked Naomi, voice taut with resentment. “Why couldn’t I hit you?”

“That would be telling.” Evelyn winked at her, completely immune to her glower. “But those butterflies. Your name again?”

“Zala.”

“Nice butterflies. Subtle. And so pretty! Not an obvious threat. But you bothered me the most. Forced me to travel twice. Very impressive.”

Leonis looked dubiously at Zala. “What do they do, exactly?”

Zala raised both eyebrows. “That would be telling.” But she couldn’t keep a straight face. “Sorry. They enervate whomever they touch and cause them to return to their true form. The longer I can generate them, the more quickly they emerge from my palms.”

“Hence my need to get out of their way. And you, angry girl? A defensive power, right?”

“Angry girl?” mouthed Lianshi to Scorio.

Jova clearly didn’t like it either. She crossed her arms and stared flatly at Evelyn. “Yes.”

“Well, I’m sure it’s great. Who else. You?”

Juniper flushed. “Close-quarters ability. My punches leave fields of static light behind, blinding my foes.”

Evelyn pursed her lips appreciatively. “Also nice. And you two.” She turned to Naomi and Scorio. “Very frightening. Can’t imagine how dangerous you’ll be in time.”

Scorio took a deep breath, her words smoothing down some of his frustration. “Thanks. Any advice on what we could have done differently?”

Evelyn laughed and took up her cup. “You’re not in school anymore, and I’m definitely not your teacher. Maybe if you make Manticore, but right now, you’re just probationary.”

“Meaning what?” demanded Jova.

“Meaning I’ll escort you to the Fiery Shoals.”

Scorio felt a thrill. “So you’ll take us with you?”

Evelyn leaned forward, lazy, languid, amused. “Oh come on. Manticore’s a small operation. How often do you think we get the cream of the Academy crop throwing themselves at us? Of course I’m taking you.”

Lianshi clapped her hands and then clutched them under her chin. “Fantastic!”

Leonis grinned and raised his cup. “I’ll drink to that.”

Zala and Juniper raised their cups as well, and when Scorio glanced at Naomi she rolled her eyes and raised hers, too.

“Jova?” prompted Juniper.

“Oh fine.” Jova raised her cup and they all clinked them together.

“Question,” said Evelyn after drinking nearly half her cup. “What’s got you all so worked up about getting to the Shoals? You think it’ll be safer than Bastion or something?”

“Two things.” Scorio sipped his golden drink. It was infused with Gold mana, and washed over his Heart like a warm glow, refreshing and easing its raw and abused state. “We need to speak with the White Queen about what’s happening here. It’s our hope she can intercede and bring peace. The rebellion leaders have agreed to call off the fighting for ten days, but if we don’t convince the White Queen before then they’ll pick up where they left off.”

Evelyn looked impressed. “You’re involved in some serious matters. Ten days? The White Queen can teleport to Bastion once you reach her, but getting to the Fiery Shoals in such a short time… well, it means I’ll have to push you. But very well. I can appreciate your desire to orchestrate peace. Strife in Bastion serves nobody but the Pit. But you said there was a second reason?”

“Right. Like we said, we want to learn the truth about, well, just about everything. And seeing as the Academy and the main Houses will never be honest with us, we’re hoping we can get some insight at the Fiery Shoals and from the White Queen herself.”

“I can respect that.” Evelyn rocked her cup back and forth. “Moreover, I’m glad to hear it. We formed Manticore for some pretty high-minded ideals. Even after our losses we try to stick to them.”

“We heard you lost an Imperator. I’m sorry,” said Lianshi.

Evelyn pursed her lips and considered her cup. “It happens. But her ideals guide us still. To do whatever’s necessary to empower ourselves so that the greatest number can challenge the Pit and find a way back to Eterra.”

Scorio hesitated. “That’s what the other Houses claim.”

“Sure. But not what they practice.” Evelyn looked up at him from under her thick lashes. “Their problem is that they’ve been around for too long. Become ossified. Caught up with tradition and maintaining the status quo, since it benefits them so much.”

Scorio felt his pulse quicken. “Yes, exactly.”

Evelyn continued. “Now they dedicate only, oh, I don’t know, half or less of their energy to actually destroying the Pit. The rest? It’s used to maintain their wealth, their privileges, to funnel resources back to Bastion, to train new Great Souls. You guys know that the higher up the ranks you go, the more Great Souls have left the Houses?”

Everybody nodded grimly.

“Last I heard only four of the thirty-seven Crimson Earls are House affiliated. And only eight of the Charnel Dukes out of… sixty? Seventy? The rest have all gone independent or formed their own Deep Hell societies. Which is what we hope to become.”

Scorio felt himself come alive. “That’s perfect. That’s exactly what we were hoping to achieve ourselves.”

“That so? Looks like we’re all about to get lucky then.” She canted her head to one side. “Of course, Manticore’s not powerful enough to cut ties with Bastion just yet. Our leadership’s made up of me and four other Dread Blazes. As soon as one of us makes Pyre Lord, we’re going to head deeper.”

“So what is it you’re doing on the Plains?” asked Leonis. “Farm duty?”

“Farm duty?” Evelyn raised an eyebrow. “Do I look like a farm girl?”

“No,” mumbled Leonis.

“We do a variety of things. Escort duty, hunt down fiends that the Houses don’t want to chase for one reason or another, but mostly we explore the ruins that ring the Plain. They’ve been picked over a hundred times over the centuries, but fiends are drawn to them. So we clean them out, harvest their mana Hearts, gain strength, and help keep the Plains safe. Right now though? We’re all camped up on the edge of the Chasm.”

And she paused deliberately, waiting for someone to prompt her.

“We’ve studied that,” said Lianshi. “It’s a huge ravine that’s larger than Bastion, right? People theorize that it was once some kind of city or outpost that was destroyed right at the beginning of our tenure in Hell, and it’s supposed to go down so far nobody’s reached the depths.”

“Nobody?” asked Leonis in surprise.

Evelyn stole back the attention with a lazy shrug. “Those who could plumb the depths are too busy with greater mysteries deeper in Hell. But yes. When Imogen the Woe attacked a few months back, it caused really strange mana fluctuations in the depths of the Chasm. We’ve been investigating it since.”

“Great,” said Scorio.

“What manner of fluctuations?” pressed Lianshi.

“That,” said Evelyn, pushing herself upright, “we’ll tell you if you join Manticore. But for now, I have other matters to attend. I’ll swing by here at First Clay tomorrow. Be ready to go, because I move fast and we’ve a lot of land to cover. Clear?”

“Clear,” they all said.

“Great!” She beamed at them. “What a wonderful turn of events. I can’t wait to learn more about you all. We’ll have plenty of time as we travel. I’ll see you soon.”

“There’s one more thing we should mention,” said Scorio. “We killed a House Enforcer earlier today. He was massacring a crowd of protestors and wouldn’t stop.”

Evelyn froze.

Lianshi grimaced apologetically. “And Praximar offered readmittance to any student who washed out this year if they brought us back to the Academy. We’ve been fighting them off since.”

“I see.” Evelyn lowered herself back onto the stool. “Important details.”

“Yes.” Scorio stood up straighter. “We don’t want to hide anything from you, but now you can appreciate why we really need to get out.”

“Sure, sure.” Evelyn tapped her chin. “Well, that’s fine. Accidents happen. I can deal with any students that come after you, and if higher authorities demand you be brought to account, I’ll plead ignorance of your crime and let them take you. Fair?”

Scorio blinked. “Um, yes. Sure. That sounds… fair.”

“Great!” Evelyn bounced back up. “Then be ready at First Clay. I really think this is the beginning of something special.” She smiled warmly at them all, and they escorted her to the front door and then waved as she disappeared into the gloom of Bastion’s night.

“That was… not what I was expecting,” mused Leonis as they returned to the main chamber.

“What?” Lianshi sounded exasperated. “You thought she’d be a strong man?”

“I mean, no… maybe, but I didn’t expect her to be so… small? And…” Leonis struggled to find the right word.

“Attractive?” prompted Juniper with a grin.

“No! I mean, sure, she’s… but she’s a Dread Blaze, and what was up with her hair?”

“Her Dread Blaze power,” said Naomi darkly, moving back to her bar stool. “Each new power builds upon the last. I bet she could only move her hair a little as an Emberling, and it’s only grown more versatile as she’s progressed.”

“Infuriating.” Jova stopped in the center of the room and glared out into the middle distance. “I’m not used to being so…helpless in battle.”

“Same,” said Lianshi, and several of the others nodded.

“That’s because you’ve grown used to fighting other Emberlings,” said Naomi moodily. “And it’s also a question of context. Evelyn offered to fight us all because she knew she could dominate the room. Out in the open, without walls and ceilings to attach to, she’d be much less versatile.”

“Right.” Scorio tried to imagine it. “This was probably her optimum environment.”

“Still.” Jova sighed and shook her head. “We’ve too many close-quarter combatants in this group. It would have been best if we had a couple of long-range attacks.”

“I tried,” said Zala.

“You did. But Ravenna’s ability to hurl stones would have made this fight far more interesting.” Jova grimaced, then looked over to Zala. “Still, you did really well. She said you were the only one that inconvenienced her.”

“That’s true,” said Zala, brightening up.

“She didn’t seem too bothered by our killing the Enforcer,” said Lianshi quietly. 

“Maybe such things stop being a big deal by the time you become a Dread Blaze?” Leonis shrugged. “I’m sure she’s seen a lot already.”

“Regardless, we’d better finish getting our rest,” said Scorio, though it was the last thing he wanted to do. “Things are looking up, and that means a long voyage starts tomorrow.”

“Leaving Bastion.” Lianshi’s tone turned dreamy. “I know I’ve done it almost a hundred times in my past lives, but the idea still gives me the shivers.”

“I know,” said Juniper sympathetically. “Our world’s been the Academy since we were reborn, with a little exploration of the markets every eighth day. It’s…” She paused, seeking the right word. “Surreal. To imagine leaving. Not having Bastion curving overhead, to not have our days and nights ruled by the sun-wire.”

Scorio felt his own frisson of excitement, though he couldn’t help but share a wry glance with Naomi. They, at least, hadn’t been cooped up in the Academy all along.

“Oh good,” said Helena, who’d cracked open the door and stuck her head in. “You all didn’t destroy the place.”

“Didn’t come close,” said Scorio apologetically.

She opened the door all the way. She had a mound of blankets and pillows in her arms. “This is all we’ve got.” She waggled her eyebrows. “You guys might have to share.”

“Thanks. We’ll be gone at First Clay.”

Helena’s expression brightened. “She agreed to take you?”

“Sure did.”

“Yay! Congrats. I’m so excited for you all.”

They shared the blankets and cushions, though Naomi and Jova both eschewed any comfort in favor of claiming benches inside different booths. Scorio took a worn-out cushion and lay on the floor. After spending most of this life in his bare room in the ruins, lying on the hard ground felt almost normal.

Helena doused two of the lanterns and turned down the third. “Goodnight, Great Souls. Memek’s going to get up early to spend some of your octs on breakfast. The least we can do is send you off with full stomachs.”

“Thanks, Helena.” Scorio twisted around so he could smile at where she stood, lanky and tall, her smile shadowed, her eyes gleaming in the lamplight. “I’ll never forget what you’ve done for us.”

Helena laughed. “Oh, that probably won’t be possible. I’ve been working on a new song that features a Red Lister as its hero. If it does half as well as I hope, you’ll be hearing it all the way to the Pit.”

Leonis snorted in amusement. “Does it feature a handsome friend who possesses impossibly good looks and a commanding air?”

Helena laughed. “It does! I’ve given Lianshi a starring role.” And with that, she stepped out of the main chamber.

“It’s a conspiracy,” muttered Leonis. “You’re all working against me.”

“Poor Leonis,” said Lianshi sleepily. “Poor little Golden King.”

Scorio smiled up at the dark rafters. Come morning they’d be leaving the city. He still couldn’t believe it. The world was opening before them, expanding from just the city of Bastion to all of Hell. With a little luck, they’d reach the Fiery Shoals without mishap, speak with the White Queen, set matters to rights within Bastion, and begin learning the truth about their world.

He couldn’t wait.

 

 

 


Chapter 9

 

 

 

Evelyn arrived late but with a basket of “Delight of Heaven” buns. Scorio had been pacing, convinced that the Dread Blaze had changed her mind, so when her light knock sounded he nearly ran to the door.

“Good morning!” Evelyn wore sturdy traveling robes of a pale pink hue, the elbows and knees reinforced, with a massive pack slung over one shoulder. She shoved the basket into Scorio’s arms. “Have you all eaten yet?”

After bidding their goodbyes they emerged into the street. Scorio snagged a bun and passed the basket. “Thank you, Dread Blaze. You didn’t need to buy this for us.”

“Oh, I didn’t buy it.” She beamed brightly up at him. “The stall was unattended, so.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Ready? We’ll swing by the market and see what traveling gear we can scrounge up for you all. Though with all the unrest, that might be tricky.”

They set off along the canal.

“Unrest?” prompted Scorio. “Are people still fighting?”

“Sure. Up there, Ward 4.” And she pointed overhead. Smoke descended from the ward to form a haze around the sun-wire. He thought he could see a heavy crowd choking one of the avenues, its ragged front facing a thin line of House guards. At this distance, he couldn’t be sure.

“But not as much as I’d anticipated. Looks like the rebels really are trying to give you those ten days. Just a few groups here and there who refuse to settle down. Some people just can’t say no to a chance at violence.” Evelyn hitched her pack and picked up her pace. “But we need to hurry. It normally takes twelve or more days to reach the Shoals. Every second we waste here is one we’ll need to make up on the Plains.”

Scorio glanced up at the distant ward. Smoke descended from several burning buildings, and the tiny crowd surged back and forth. How much control had Dola and Abentha managed to exert? Would today’s violence be met by more atrocities at the hands of the Enforcers, which would in turn provoke another outrage?

It took an hour to acquire backpacks, blankets, supplies, waterskins, and other basic necessities, all of which Evelyn either paid for or graciously accepted as gifts from the vendors. “It’s a great custom. Though one that’s being largely neglected in these final days. Dread Blazes and up are afforded all manner of perks. Makes coming back to Bastion a nice vacation. Oh, don’t scowl at me, Naomi. What’s wrong with allowing folks to express their appreciation for what we do?”

A key purchase for each of them was a large, hooded cloak. They wrapped these about themselves, hiding their Great Soul robes, and followed behind Evelyn, looking like a line of penitent monks.

Life was trying to continue with its routines in Ward 11. Guards were everywhere, alert and nervous, while people hurried to their destinations, casting worried glances overhead. Evelyn cut through these sparse crowds with sublime indifference and led them ever closer to the city’s terminus. Wedges of blue sky shone through the gaps between the ivory anchor bridges that rose from around the city’s rim to hold the central hub in place, the anchor point to one end of the sun-wire.

Blue skies.

The buildings grew grander, the avenue broader, and even now caravans laden with goods made their way toward House warehouses. This close to the end of Bastion the unrest seemed a distant dream; Scorio had to turn and look back to catch signs of the revolt.

Evelyn took a left only a few blocks from the very end of Bastion, away from the promise of the blue skies. 

“Aren’t we going to one of the sky crane yards?” Scorio asked. 

“Hmm?” She looked at him in confusion. “Are you expecting a package?”

“I—no.”

“Then why would we go there? The actual rim is only for commerce. We’re taking a pedestrian tunnel out. Come on, you’ll love it.”

The sun-wire was brightening toward First Rust, its ruddy light bathing everything in a maroon ambiance. They turned onto a broad avenue that was oddly dominated by a small building whose front façade was an impressive archway. A queue had formed in front of the arch, with guards meticulously checking each person's credentials before allowing them to pass into the structure one at a time.

Others emerged from the arch’s far side, adjusting their packs or hitching their bags, pausing to glance around the interior of Bastion before striding off down the avenue.

Scorio eyed the guards nervously. Would they recognize him and the others? Had someone identified them as the killers of the Enforcer? What would they do if they tried to arrest them?

“It’s simple,” Evelyn was saying, turning to walk backwards as they walked down the length of the line to the front. “Bastion is actually a large hole in the center of the Rascor Plains. So what we consider ‘down’ in here is actually ‘sideways’ out there. That’s why our exit tunnel leads out of Bastion at a steep angle. Once it leaves Bastion’s sphere of influence our ‘down’ will become the Plain’s horizontal. Once you cross that point you’ll simply climb the steps till you emerge outside. You’ll see. It’s fun!”

They’d all studied this at the Academy, but even with diagrams Scorio had had trouble internalizing this truth. No matter. He’d soon experience it firsthand.

“What happens if the guards recognize us?” asked Lianshi quietly.

“Hmm?” Evelyn glanced back at her. “You’re just Emberlings and Tomb Sparks. Your faces aren’t well known. And oh, I had official Manticore passes issued for each of you under false names. Trust me. We’ll get through without a problem.”

“Oh,” said Lianshi. “That’s… that, then.”

“Relax. You’re new Manticore recruits. Also, I’m a Dread Blaze. I’ve yet to meet a commoner who’ll accuse me of lying to my face.” 

They cut to the very front of the line, but nobody protested. Those who’d been about to show their passes to the guards simply waited, their expressions carefully neutral. Evelyn stepped up to the guards, her smile cheerful, and held out a golden oct with a black center. “Dread Blaze Evelyn. These seven are with me.” She poured another seven gold octs with jade centers into her palm.

The gruff lady in House Kraken garb took the chit, gave it a cursory glance, then studied the seven of them. Evelyn kept smiling until the guard returned the chit and stepped aside, upon which Evelyn led them through the archway.

“That was it?” whispered Scorio to Naomi. 

“I’m surprised they even bothered to look at her chit. Why?”

“It’s just that we had to plot and scheme for so long that I thought… I don’t know, that there’d be more to leaving the city.”

“You get a Dread Blaze on your side and all doors open.”

The compact structure contained wide steps that descended into a well-lit stairwell. The steps were broad enough for ten people to walk down side by side, but there was a rope dividing it into two lanes which went through stanchions all the way down. Weary travelers climbed the steps in the far lane, eager and travel-worn, faces raised to the ruddy light of Bastion.

“Look,” whispered Lianshi excitedly. She was examining the badly worn mosaic set in the tunnel wall. “I think that’s the Viridian Heart!”

Scorio turned his gaze to behold the artwork once more, but alas, it had already receded from view and all that remained was a fleeting glimpse of a radiant diamond with a dark, fiery heart.

The descent into the stairwell seemed endless. Far below, a small crowd had formed.

“There a problem?” Scorio asked Evelyn, nodding toward the traffic below.

“No. People like to take the transition slowly.”

A few minutes later they reached the rear of the crowd which slowly shuffled forward. Finally, Scorio saw the man ahead of them walk down the steps, one hand gripping the rope, and then…

Scorio’s eyes widened in surprise—the man stopped walking and floated upward. With skill and poise, the man moved along the rope as if he were underwater. At first, it was easy, but then he began to struggle, his body rising behind him so that his feet pointed back at Scorio. He reached out, placed a foot on the riser of the next step, and then caught his balance and let go.

He now stood perpendicular to them. 

The steps beyond the transition were dangerously short, with steep risers, so that from Scorio’s frame of reference they seemed to fall away in a precipitous cliff.

But they weren’t. They were simply the inversion of normal steps.

The man dusted himself off and continued into the depths.

“That’s just not right,” said Leonis, putting his hand to his stomach.

“Watch,” said Evelyn, and repeated the process. When she reached the mid-point, she grasped the rope with exaggerated deliberation, hauled herself across the gap with no gravity, and neatly stepped out onto the riser and turned to look… down at them? 

Language felt inadequate.

“Looks simple enough.” Jova squared her shoulders and descended with confidence to the crossing rope. She grasped it and hauled herself into the weightless zone, her body rising up to float behind her only to droop as she pulled herself further down. She shifted her body, swung out, and stepped down beside Evelyn, who winked at her.

Jova scowled and looked away.

Juniper and Zala managed the same feat albeit less adroitly, and then they all looked down at the rest of them.

“You can do it, Lianshi!” called Juniper, exhilarated.

Scorio nodded grimly and descended with his three companions. He went first, and all was normal till his stomach began to lighten, his weight decreased, and then with another step, he floated up. He snagged the thick rope and barely restrained a whoop of surprised amusement. 

It was fun. 

He pulled himself toward the others, and for several yards simply swam through the air. Then his body began to grow heavy, but in the direction of the wall; his legs sank, his body straightened out, and his entire frame of reference shifted. Down became sideways, and he stepped out as if onto a ledge, tottered, then caught his balance and turned to help Leonis navigate the same transition.

He looked down the way they’d just come.

Fascinating. 

“All right, feeling queasy,” said Leonis. “Shall we continue?”

Evelyn laughed. “If this makes you queasy, you’re in for a rough time in Hell. But let’s.”

Where before they’d been going down, now they began to climb toward the surface. The air was rich with Copper mana, but Scorio didn’t feel the need to Ignite; his Tomb Spark body had endless reserves of energy, and he climbed the steps with gusto, hands gripping his shoulder straps, eyes fixed on the bright portal at the head of the stairs.

It grew gradually larger, ever brighter, and then it seemed to rush toward them as the whole group picked up its pace in eagerness, till at last, they emerged into Hell.

 


Chapter 10

 

 

 

They fanned out and gaped.

Bastion yawned beside them, a massive pit nearly a mile in diameter. The central hub to whose underside the sun-wire was attached hovered in the pit’s center, an island easily three hundred yards across that rose into an abstract mound of aged and pitted ivory, its design long eroded past any legibility. The four huge causeways that held the hub over the pit were broad avenues of steel and white marble, each fifty yards in breadth and about a third of a mile long. Between them, Scorio could see the curved streets of the city below: hundreds of small buildings extending down the inside of the buried cylinder, minute and detailed, distant and as surreal now as the blue skies had been but moments ago.

Which caused Scorio to yank his head back and stare at the sky—then feel a moment of vertigo as the great blue expanse seemed to swallow him, endless and without depth.

Scorio staggered, his knees going weak. Ever since he’d been reborn he’d been confined in some way: by the Gauntlet, by the caves, by the city itself, or the endless halls and classrooms of the Academy. Always his world had been limited and defined. 

But this?

For a second he felt as if he might fall up into the sky. 

Naomi clutched at his arm, her grip brutally strong, and they simply leaned against each other, staring up at that cerulean expanse.

It took all his will to tear his gaze free. He lowered it and realized that they stood within a vast walled compound. The walls were monumental, lead gray and ruinous. They encircled all of Bastion, an ancient defensive measure that he’d studied in passing but whose scale he’d utterly failed to appreciate. 

The wall’s base was broad, easily some hundred yards wide, but rapidly tapering as it rose several hundred yards into that carnivorous blue sky. Its top was ragged, some sections rising to what might have been their original height, other segments having collapsed, leaving fissures or entire chunks missing, and there its height was reduced to a mere hundred or so yards. Huge mounds of rubble had been stacked along the inner wall or left where boulders too large to be easily moved had buried themselves in the ashen dirt. 

Four gates allowed access to the Rascor Plains beyond, each set diametrically across from the other. Compared to the wall’s dizzying height the gates appeared minuscule, but they were easily forty yards tall. Roads ran through each, bringing an endless stream of carts and wagons to the crane yards that clustered around Bastion’s rim. Thousands of workers bustled to unload goods and coordinate their delivery into the city below, their industry reduced to the labor of ants by the scale of the wall and the expanse of the enclosure.

“Look up there,” whispered Lianshi, hand moving to her mouth. “The whale ships.”

Overwhelmed, Scorio turned to see a massive air dock mounted atop a hale section of the wall. A column of ragged scaffolding was bolted into the wall’s face, supporting a staircase that wound back and forth as it climbed to the top. Elevator platforms rose and fell, affixed far above to huge wooden wheels in which companies of men slowly walked. 

But it was the ships that held his gaze. There were six of them, each fashioned from the massive skeleton of a great whale whose bones were lashed together and upon whose back a great deck was built, complete with an aftercastle at the rear. Most boasted three masts, and four of them were House affiliated, two for House Kraken, one for Hydra, the last for Chimera. The other two were independent ships and Scorio couldn’t decipher their colors.

“I read about those,” whispered Lianshi, eyes filling with tears. “I once rode one to the Fiery Shoals many centuries ago.”

“They look kind of morbid to me,” grumbled Leonis. “Why not use living whales?”

It was Evelyn who answered, tone sober. “The last air whale was killed five centuries ago. They couldn’t be domesticated, but their aerite bones could be harnessed for safe travel. When that was discovered, their fate was sealed.”

“Oh,” said Leonis.

Scorio studied the closest ship. He frowned at the empty cradle of its lower jaw, the great smooth bone palette above, and empty eye sockets large enough for him to stand inside. A wave of sadness washed through him. What would they have looked like while they lived? What a wonder it would have been, to see them sporting in the sky.

“Done gawking?” Evelyn’s smile was tolerant. “Good. We’ve a long way to go.”

“Amazing,” whispered Juniper, turning in a circle. “What would happen if we walked out onto one of the four causeways and then leaped inside…?” 

Evelyn eyed her. “That’s a weird question. You’d drop ten or so feet then be pulled toward the closest side where you’d splatter across a roof or some cobblestones. Can’t say I advise it unless you can fly. Let’s go.”

They followed her onto a dusty road that led to their target gate. Nothing grew here, he realized. The dirt was as fine as smoke, a soft gray dust that rose in puffs with their every step. There was no green anywhere, just a ponderous and weighty sense of age.

“Which direction are we going?” he called out. 

“South,” replied Evelyn without looking back.

“And if we left through that gate there?”

“Also south.”

Scorio frowned. “They’re both south?”

Lianshi hip-checked him. “Somebody spent too much time harvesting black star plants. Every direction from Bastion is south, remember? We’re at the top of Hell.”

“The top of Hell,” mused Scorio. “Oh. Right.”

Lianshi looked pitying at him. “Imagine a sphere. We’re at its very top.”

“And at the bottom is the Pit?”

Lianshi grinned. “I knew there was hope for you.”

They approached the archway. It loomed hugely above them, opening to a tunnel that was cast deep in shadow by its sheer length. Enigmatic windows were placed high up within the tunnel’s walls, and Scorio thought he saw movement within them, shadowed figures watching as they passed.

“The walls are hollow?” 

“Parts of them, at any rate,” said Naomi quietly.

They emerged on the far side, and again their little group instinctively stopped. Evelyn walked on cheerfully for a moment before glancing back at them.

“Oh come on. What are you stopping for? This is the most boring view in all of Hell.”

The ground fell away from the base of the wall in a gentle slope to mild rolling hills that extended in subtle swells toward the horizon. The land was barren, the same fine, silty gray ash that he’d seen within the walls. Looking out over the hills, he saw that the ash wasn’t truly uniform in color; swathes of lighter ivory lay across the dark, with certain swales gradating to a subtle metallic green or dusky lavender. The effect was eerie, beautiful, alien. 

“Why does nothing grow here?” asked Zala, her tone hushed.

“Hmm?” Evelyn turned as if seeing the land for the first time. “Why? Because it doesn’t. Nothing grows close to Bastion. Doesn’t rain, and even the Copper mana is sparse. It’s always been that way. Now come on, we need to get going. This part of the trip always depresses me.”

A broad road of compacted ash led down the great slope and then rose beyond it to climb the first of the rolling hills.

Scorio hitched up his pack and set to following Evelyn. The sky stretched all above them, endless and blue, though serried ranks of gray clouds hung over the horizon. His heart felt light, his mood buoyant. He couldn’t stop scanning the landscape, trying to encompass how huge it felt. The horizon was flung so far away that it seemed impossible they’d ever reach it. He could make out the passage of wind in the distance by how it blew the ash in continuous waves, leaving great rippled marks across the smooth land, occasional dunes rising as tall as he was, their lines sinuous and undulating in parallel rows. 

“Not what I’d imagined,” said Lianshi, moving up alongside him. “You look pleased, though.”

“I love it.” Scorio grinned at her. “We’re outside, Lianshi. We’re finally here. On the Plains.”

“We sure are.” She wasn’t able to restrain a smile in return. “Though if you get this excited in the Ash Belt, you’re going to lose your mind deeper in.”

Evelyn set a punishing pace. She seemed indefatigable. They walked for countless miles, and soon the walls of Bastion began to sink behind the horizon, hidden at times by lines of hills or rising into prominence again each time they reached a crest. Scorio’s mouth grew silty from the ambient dust that hung in the air, but it wasn’t actual ash, he soon discovered; its consistency was more like fine sand, and the taste was not unpleasant. At one point he scooped up a handful and studied it in the light of the solitary sun, tilting his palm from side to side so that the dust glittered.

“Look at that,” he said, extending his hand to Leonis.

“What do you mean? It’s all there is to look at.”

“But it’s not uniform in color. See? Mostly black, yes, but there are flecks of metal mixed in, silver, copper, even some hints of green.”

Lianshi nodded eagerly. “Study it with your Great Soul’s senses.”

Scorio did so, reaching out as he would for mana. The air was thin, wisps of Copper floating like zephyrs about them, but the ash in his palm was inert. Though—Scorio frowned and focused more intently. He brought his whole mind to bear, and realized that the ash was actually infused with mana. The black was Coal, the metallic specks a mixture of Copper, Iron, Bronze, even Silver. Trace amounts of Emerald and Sapphire were also present.

He looked up in shock. “All of this? We’re walking on mana?”

“Sure are.” Lianshi did a skipping step then turned to walk backwards before him, looking incredibly pleased. “When I read about it, I thought it would look more… interesting? I guess it’s predominantly Coal, though.”

“But why?” Scorio allowed the ash to sift through his fingers. “This is all mana? How—I mean, why is it just lying here like this?”

“Nobody knows.” Lianshi seemed to love that idea. “It’s always been here, since before the first records, apparently. More mana than we could use in a lifetime, but granulated and inert. Supposedly Crimson Earls and Imperators can salvage it, but why would they bother?”

Scorio gazed at the miles and miles of rolling hills that surrounded them. “This is all mana?” he repeated. “Then why is there so little Copper in the air?”

Lianshi’s grin became wry. “You’re going to have to get used to not getting answers. Hell’s too strange. We’ve been studying it for almost a millennia but for the most part, folks have learned to simply shrug and say: that’s just the way Hell is. And I’m glad.” She took a deep breath and gazed about them. “My soul just thrills at all this mystery. There have to be reasons. Why was so much mana locked away like this? Why only around Bastion? Why for a radius of some fifty miles? And for that matter, who built the walls that surround Bastion?”

Leonis stared at her. “We don’t know?”

She laughed. “Probably because most Great Souls are like you two, intent only on getting stronger and punching harder. Punch punch punch!” She sounded giddy. “No, we don’t know. The records aren’t perfect, of course, seeing as much was lost or is locked away for only the higher ranks to read, but as far as we know, the walls have always been there.”

“Before Bastion was built?” asked Scorio.

“Maybe they’re why Bastion was built there,” said Juniper from behind them. “To take advantage of their protection. The fighting was especially fierce during the first century.”

“Maybe,” agreed Lianshi amiably. “But nobody knows for sure.”

“Or everybody knows except Great Souls of our rank,” said Naomi dourly.

“Or that,” agreed Lianshi. “Either way, I love it. Imagine how boring it would be if everything was understood and already explained. If there was no mystery left. Maybe in this lifetime I’ll uncover some secrets of my own and contribute to our understanding of Hell?”

“Why bother?” Evelyn called back cheerfully. “It’s all going to end in ten years or so, right?”

Lianshi’s shoulders slumped. “Oh. Yeah. Right.”

“I think you should still try to find out,” said Scorio, bumping her with his shoulder. “Who knows? Maybe answering these kinds of mysteries will help us all reach the Pit.”

Lianshi considered, and then smiled. “Right.”

They walked all day, though ‘day’ proved to be only a few hours long. Their source of light was a tiny sun, a dot of brilliant light that slid across the sky and then descended rapidly toward the horizon, causing the sky to darken and the long clouds to turn lavender, then gray, then black.

“Quick water break,” said Evelyn, turning to shuck her pack and drop into a crouch before it. “Little Sun will rise again in a couple of hours but we can continue through the dark. We’ll probably hike for four cycles before we get some sleep.”

Scorio wanted to ask why the day was so short, but his general ignorance was starting to make him feel embarrassed. How many classes had he missed? Almost as many as he’d ignored, sunk too deep into his own problems to do more than show up. If it hadn’t dealt with mana manipulation or combat he’d simply not been interested.

Lianshi was watching him pityingly.

“What?” he protested.

She smirked. “Nothing.”

Scorio took a swig from his large waterskin and grinned ruefully. “I, ah, might have missed some stuff in school, I guess. And the entire first couple of months.”

Jova was working through a series of stretches but paused to glance over at him. “What’s got you confused?”

Now everybody was staring at him. Scorio flushed and sat up straighter. “Uh, today felt… short?”

“Because it was,” said Jova, resuming her stretch. “A day on the Rascor Plain is only as long as a single light cycle in Bastion. Think of it as day for First Clay, night for First Rust, day for First Bronze, and so on. Forever.”

Scorio hated having Jova explain anything to him, so he simply nodded and refused to ask the dozen follow-up questions that immediately sprang to mind.

“You get used to it,” said Evelyn. “I remember it being very strange at first, but you just learn to sleep with an eye mask. Water break’s over. Everybody ready?”

The sky only truly turned black for a brief spell; otherwise, it was a dusk-like illumination that was either darkening or brightening. Evelyn called true darkness “midnight” and warned that was when the Plains were at their most dangerous, but refused to elaborate. 

They strode on. The hills were continuous, the path broad and smooth, and eventually they simply walked in silence. The sun rose, sailed overhead, a tiny fleck of light, then dipped below the horizon again and plunged them into gloom. This happened four times before Evelyn called it a day.

Or night. Scorio wasn’t sure what to call things yet.

“The ash will get into everything if you’re not careful,” Evelyn warned as she stretched out a thin sheet upon which she lay out her sleeping bag. “There being eight of us, we’ll take turns keeping watch with teams of two. Each team will watch for either an entire day or night cycle. We’ll sleep for six cycles all told, breakfast, and then keep going. Clear?”

Everyone nodded. The mood was subdued. The endless waste of gray ash had a morose effect on them, even if the sunsets and sunrises caused the iridescent flecks on the ground to gleam beautifully for a short while.

Still, as Scorio lay atop his sleeping bag, hands interlaced behind his head, he couldn’t help but smile at a uniform gray sky that was devoid of a sun-wire. To inhale the strange metallic scent and listen to the whispering echo of the wind that seemed to reach them from a million miles away. 

They were out of Bastion. They’d begun their journey into Hell, and he couldn’t wait to see what new wonders the next day would bring.

 


Chapter 11

 

 

 

But the following day simply featured more of the Ash Belt. Bastion and its towering walls disappeared completely from sight and soon it felt as if they wandered through an endless desert, the rolling hills finally giving way to a plain covered in sinuous dunes whose peaks were coppery green and whose troughs were compact black. They extended toward the horizon, mesmerizing in their repetitive nature, and their path disappeared beneath shifting sands so that Evelyn marched on with what seemed like dubious confidence.

Although the landscape was alien and possessed a subtle beauty, it soon became monotonous, so Scorio fell back to where Jova was bringing up the rear. 

“Hey there.” It still felt strange to address her casually.

She arched a dark brow but made no answer.

“So, we’re both Tomb Sparks, right? Do you know what we have to do to reach Flame Vault?”

She wasn’t able to resist a wry smile. “Haven’t you been a Tomb Spark for all of two days?”

“Yeah, old news.” He grinned. “Time to set my sights on the next ordeal. Problem is, I don’t know what to work on.”

“It’s simple in theory, hard in practice. Just like everything else.” She stared ahead. “Thus far we’ve focused on our Heart’s ability to hold mana. To increase the depth of its reservoir, and then condense it back to its original size, making the mana as dense as possible.”

“Sure. Along with figuring out some truths about ourselves along the way.” He eyed her. “You did that while fighting Ravenna, right? Accept something about yourself? When you made Tomb Spark?”

She nodded but didn’t elaborate. “To make Flame Vault it’s no longer a question of volume or density, but one of reactivity. All Hearts are born with a natural reactive set point. Some find it easier to Ignite than others. But to make Flame Vault you have to heighten that reactive point till Ignition becomes reflexive.”

“Reflexive?” Scorio tried not to let his mood sour. “Great. I’m still venting almost half of what I draw.”

“I noticed. You didn’t hold your fighting form for very long against Evelyn.”

He wanted to protest, to argue that there hadn’t been much mana to go around, but it was true. “Yeah.” He looked down as they walked on. “I had to take some shortcuts in order to make it here. They hurt my heart. Chimera was going to help me with that, but…”

“So they did make an offer. People saw you leave your first tournament round with Principal Recruiter Selena, but nothing came of it. Mind my asking what happened?”

Her asking felt special, as if the mere act of showing curiosity about him was a vote of confidence. Scorio resisted the urge to sigh. “When I was out in the ruins, before I met Naomi, I did some work for a criminal organization that served the Houses. I was… angry. Bitter. It felt like a way to get back at the Academy. Either way. We stole some sapphire vials from House Chimera. Praximar found out, and threatened to tell Selena if I didn’t swear a Heart Oath to throw the next round of the tournament and fail to pass the sixth room of the Gauntlet.” 

Speaking those words summoned that weight, the oppression he’d felt under the injustice of Praximar’s blackmail, and brought his anger snarling back. But with some effort he let it go. “Rather than remain under his boot, I told Chimera myself. We agreed to part ways.”

Jova slowed her pace, and when he looked back at her she hurried to catch up. “Praximar blackmailed you?”

Juniper and Zala glanced back, eyes wide, and Scorio fought the urge to duck his head. “He tried to, at any rate.”

Jova bit her lower lip and shook her head. “The bastard.”

“Yeah. Made telling him to get lost after winning the Gauntlet extra sweet, however.”

The corners of her lips quirked up. “I’ll say. I didn’t mind it too much myself.”

“Heh.” They walked on in companionable silence for a while, the others chatting up front. Seized by impulse, he glanced at her again. “I’m glad this worked out. All of it. Not just for the greater truths, but…” She watched him, expression inscrutable, and he suddenly regretted opening his big mouth. But it was too late now. “But I also admired your success, your, I don’t know. Dominance.” He flushed and looked straight ahead. “I wanted to invite you to train with us a dozen times, but you seemed so self-contained, so…”

“Disdainful of you?” Was that amusement in her voice? “I was. And…” Now it was her turn to trail off, to search for words. “I don’t find talking to people… easy. I’m… not good at making friends.”

“You’re friends with those two.”

“They didn’t give me much of a choice. And I was lucky to be placed in the same suite as them. Most other people, they want to…” She paused, looking for the right words. “Talk about nothing. They don’t say what they mean. It’s exhausting trying to parse endless amounts of small talk to understand what people truly want from you.”

“Huh. And what do you think people wanted?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “My approval. My protection. To impress me indirectly by boasting about stuff they thought I cared about. Most people don’t seem to even know what they want themselves. They just make empty statements about whatever comes to mind and then just stand there, looking at you helplessly, as if it’s your responsibility to help them out.”

Scorio mulled this over. “I guess… sure. You’re not the easiest person to talk to. And that’s coming from someone who befriended the Nightmare Lady.”

Jova glared at him.

“I mean, you aren’t. Weren’t. Due mostly to your wanting to kill me or get me cast out of the Academy. Now? Now you’re great.” He forced a grin. “Feels like we’ve known each other forever.”

“Ha.” Her stare softened. “I know I’m not easy to get along with. I know I’m different from other people. I’m not interested in… friends. Hanging out. Gossiping. I want to work. Get things done. Achieve my goals. If people want to work toward those, then great. If not? I don’t have the time.”

“Well, luckily for me you’re stuck walking through a desert.”

“Nah, things are different now between us. You beat me at the Gauntlet. You figured in my past, and I know you will feature in my future. You’re perhaps the only person I’ve met with the same personal drive as I have to succeed. I can respect that.”

“Good. I mean, great. Seeing as we’re both set on figuring out what this huge lie is and all.”

“Right.”

They walked on in silence again, struggled up the slow and yielding side of a dune whose sand lightened from copper to gray to gold dusted with green at its peak, then half slid, half strode down its far side. When they finally stepped out onto the compact black sand once more he turned to her again.

“So we need to increase the reactivity of our Hearts. Any advice on how to do that?”

“Nothing concrete.” Her dissatisfaction showed. “That would have been covered next year. But I believe we have to integrate our powers into our sense of self, grow confident in their usage, and then marry that confidence into the act of Ignition.”

Scorio worked his way through her words. “So reactivity is tied to our level of confidence.”

“So it seems. The act of Igniting requires our willing it to take place. Do you recall how hard it was to Ignite as an Emberling? When our reservoir was huge?”

“Sure. Felt like trying to push a boulder up a hill.”

“But if we kept at it, our Hearts would Ignite. That was a question of willpower. The same is true now. It’s not a question of desire. Even when I wished my Heart to Ignite with all my…” She trailed off and frowned. “With all my heart, it wouldn’t. So it’s desire plus will. And your will is bolstered by your confidence, your trust in your own strength and integrity, your faith in your ability to accomplish your goals. Integrating our powers into our sense of self bolsters that. When we reach an optimal state of reactivity, when Ignition is wholly subservient to our will, then we ascend to Flame Vault.”

“So the first step is to master our Tomb Vault powers. Makes sense. Especially as I don’t yet fully understand my latest.”

“The outcome of your Tomb Spark trial is determined by your nature. Those who are outgoing, willing to direct events, who are comfortable in a crowd develop abilities that allow them to control others, summon and control minions, those kinds of powers. Those who prefer to work from the shadows, who relish solitude, who prefer to depend only on themselves develop powers of obfuscation, misdirection, confusion.”

Nobody had ever put it so baldly to him before. “So Evelyn…?”

“Controls in some manner those who try to strike her. She’s outgoing, social, and enjoys being with people.”

“But she traveled through her hair away from attacks. Doesn’t that make hers an obfuscation power?”

Jova shook her head with quiet certitude. “Naomi never lost track of where she was. Instead, she was unable to strike despite wanting to. She was influenced, controlled. That and Evelyn’s clearly the outgoing type.”

Scorio thought back to his own Tomb Spark trial. How he’d wrested leadership from his brother, resisting the urge to remain quiet and operate from the shadows any longer. “So my power controls others as well.”

“What does it do?” asked Jova. “I saw you hit Evelyn with it, but she simply retreated.”

“That’s what I don’t know. It caused the butcher guys in that last room to hesitate, grow uncertain. I used that to get past them.”

Jova stopped walking and turned to face him. “Hit me with your power.”

Scorio took a few more steps, then also stopped. “What. Here? Now?”

Jova unslung her pack and dropped it on the ashen ground. “Yes.”

The others noticed what was going on and stopped as well, till Evelyn at last turned and stared down the line at them. “What’s going on?” she called.

“Research,” Jova shouted back without taking her eyes off Scorio. “Won’t take long.”

Scorio knew better than to check if she was really sure. He didn’t bother shucking his pack. Instead, he swept agile wisps of Copper mana into his Heart, collecting everything available, and willed his Heart to Ignite.

This time he paid special attention to the very act of willing. Noticed how there was a minute delay between his desiring Ignition and it happening, as if he were forcing a stuck door open.

Jova squared her shoulders, pursed her lips, then gave him a curt nod.

Scorio activated his Tomb Spark power. He felt the field radiate out around him, a perfect hemisphere that extended five yards in every direction. It washed over Jova, whose eyes widened as she swayed back, as if buffeted by a wave.

“And?” he asked.

“You’re… you’re very prominent all of a sudden.” Her voice had grown taut with effort. “I can’t take my attention off of you. It feels like… it feels like whatever you want is… really important to me.”

“Huh. But I don’t want anything.”

“I can tell. It’s why… it’s why I’m watching you, but not … trying to do anything.”

Scorio frowned, and then willed her to back out of his sphere of influence. Jova took a step back, scowled, and then leaned toward him as if into a headwind.

“You all can play around when we make camp,” Evelyn called. “We need to keep going.”

Scorio dropped the field and Jova exhaled. A fine sheen of sweat had broken out across her brow. 

“You all right?” he asked.

“Fine. Just… yeah. Intense.”

The others had spread out to watch. “What did it feel like?” asked Lianshi.

“We’re moving,” called Evelyn, and resumed walking.

The others gathered around Jova and Scorio as they walked.

“It’s a control power for sure.” Jova wiped her sleeve across her forehead. “But it felt undirected. Unfocused. As if… someone had grabbed me by the nape of the neck, but then stopped and done nothing more.”

“Makes sense,” said Scorio, feeling a spike of excitement. “I was just curious about my power. I didn’t want you to do anything in particular until the end, when I willed you to walk back.”

“I felt that.” Jova gave a sharp nod. “A pressure to move away from you.”

“Like mind control?” asked Zala.

“Not quite. My body was still my own. More…” Jova frowned. “A deep awareness for what you desired, and a compulsion to obey.”

Scorio tongued the inside of his cheek. “That’s… weird.”

“Powerful,” said Naomi curtly from ahead. “Think on how you can weaponize that in hand-to-hand combat.”

The whole group pondered Scorio’s sudden edge.

“Now that doesn’t seem fair,” said Leonis.

“He’s a Tomb Spark,” laughed Lianshi. “What’s fair got to do with it?”

“What about your power?” asked Scorio. “We saw the effect it had on Ravenna, but couldn’t tell what was going on.”

Jova smirked. “Want me to try it on you?”

“Honestly? Not really.”

“Then I guess you’re not really curious.”

Scorio dropped back a few steps. “Wait. What? You can’t describe it?”

Jova didn’t slow down. “I can.”

“But she won’t,” said Zala, turning to walk backwards for a bit. “Not her style.”

“You both experienced it, then?”

Zala nodded grimly. 

“And?”

“And you actually think I’ll tell you with her right there? You’re not as sharp as I thought, Scorio.”

“Pah.” He hurried to catch up with Jova. “Fine. Tonight, at camp.”

“Not a good idea,” Juniper called back. “Before you try to sleep? Terrible idea.”

“Let him find out,” said Jova. “And sure. If you don’t change your mind.”

“Great. But no. I won’t.”

The sun wheeled overhead and plunged behind the eastern horizon, they rested for the brief midnight, then resumed their travels. Scorio practiced saturating his Heart and walking with it filled to the brink; it was far easier than when he’d tried it as a Cinder back in the ruins, but perhaps that was because he was still venting almost half of his mana; it felt like trying to walk with a full cup of water while most of it poured out a crack in the bottom. The fact that it was Copper seemed to only exacerbate the problem.

Juniper and Lianshi walked alongside each other, talking quietly and occasionally smiling or laughing. They’d shared their past, had featured in each other’s trials. Juniper had loved Lianshi, Scorio recalled. Had confessed her crush almost a thousand years ago. Was she still enamored? He thought to ask Jova quietly, and then immediately changed his mind. Jova was where gossip went to die a brutal death.

Day became night became day, and still they strode across the ash dunes, their large waterskins rapidly growing light. Scorio felt a twinge of concern as he drained his of its last drops. The Ash Belt yet extended to the horizon in every direction. But Evelyn’s blithe unconcern made him hold his tongue.

“Here’s as good a place as any,” said Evelyn at last, looking around the trough between two smaller sand dunes as the sun dipped below the horizon. “We should hit the Rain Wall tomorrow morning, and then you’re in for something special.”

“A feast?” asked Leonis, unshouldering his pack. “One to put the Academy’s mess hall to shame?”

Evelyn considered him with obvious pity. “Who thought it was a good idea for you to come with us?”

Lianshi put her hands rapidly behind her back. “Not me.”

Zala laughed.

They spread their sheets, unrolled their sleeping bags in a star shape, and then as one set about pulling off their boots to tip the ash out.

“Blech,” said Evelyn, her hair winding up behind her head of its own accord to tie itself into a towering knot. “Some say the Ash Belt grows on you. That there’s a weird beauty to it. Not. Me.”

“You should have hired us a whale ship,” said Leonis. “Traveled in style.”

Evelyn lay down on her side and propped her head on one palm. “We actually own a little whale ship. We call it The Sloop.’ But Simeon’s got it right now, and he’s somewhere between here and the Chasm, so you’re out of luck. But if you wanted a whale ship on this trip, maybe you should have signed up with House Kraken?”

Leonis sighed. “I guess they have their perks.”

“What’s Manticore like?” asked Juniper, setting both her boots neatly beside her sheet. “How many of you are there?”

“Five of us Dread Blazes. We’re the original crew, though we never thought we’d end up being the leadership. Came up together, Class of 867.”

“867,” said Juniper. “Wait. You’ve only been reborn for six years?”

“Time does fly.” Evelyn smiled lazily. “Feels much longer than that. But yes.”

“Six years and you all made Dread Blaze.” Lianshi sounded pensive. “Is that normal?”

“About average, I guess. The quickest I’ve ever heard someone do it is three years, but that was Mikoto, so it doesn’t really count.”

“Doesn’t count why?” asked Scorio.

Evelyn leveled a flat stare at him. “If you ever meet Mikoto, you’ll understand why. They’re a Blood Baron now.”

“Blood Baron?” Scorio leaned forward. “She was in your class?”

“They were in my class, yes. Blood Baron in five years. And yes, that’s unheard of. Makes the rest of us look like idlers.”

“That’s…” Scorio shook his head and looked to Naomi, who also looked impressed. Which made him feel a bit better.

“So there’s us, then we’ve got twenty-six Flame Vaults, five Tomb Sparks, and three Emberlings. Thirty-nine in all.”

“Thirty-nine,” said Juniper quietly. “How many Great Souls are in, say, House Hydra?”

“Pshh,” said Evelyn waving her hand dismissively. “Hydra’s huge. Something like a thousand Great Souls, last I heard. But Manticore’s much more discriminating.”

“Discriminating how?” asked Scorio. 

“We’re not looking for raw talent nor do we care how far you got in the Gauntlet.” She smiled at him. “Though it helps. No, we’re more interested in intangibles. What’s going on up here.” She tapped her brow. “And in here.” And she tapped her chest over her heart. “When we lost our Imperator, Manticore almost fell apart. There was a lot of talk about just joining the other Houses. But we decided to stay together. Chimera is closest when it comes to ideals, but even they’re more into the extraction game than going all out to get to the Pit. But if we were going to remain as Manticore, we needed to only recruit Great Souls with the same vision. We want brothers and sisters in arms who’ll go the distance with us, and who’ll be there when we reach the Pit.”

Evelyn said all this in such a matter-of-fact tone that it didn’t quite feel like a motivational speech or an attempt to get their blood fired up. But strangely, after hearing so many of Praximar’s purple speeches, Evelyn’s dry delivery felt more real, more credible.

Juniper pursed her lips. “So your guiding principle is to do whatever it takes to reach the Pit?”

“Right.” A lock of her hair strayed forth to start drawing interweaving patterns in the ash of its own accord. “No hoarding treasures. No withholding secrets. No dangling incentives before the lower ranks to get them to do the drudge work. We’ll do whatever it takes to advance as long as we advance together.”

Everybody nodded slowly.

For a while, nobody spoke. They sat in comfortable silence, and then Evelyn sighed and lay back, a thick braid of hair curling over her eyes. “Wake me up for last watch. Get some rest. Tomorrow’s a big day.”

People began to settle down, but Scorio caught Jova watching him and grimaced. “Fine,” he said quietly. “Let’s do it.”

They rose and walked a hundred yards away down the trough. To Scorio’s surprise, everybody else followed. 

“What?” asked Naomi. “Did you think we were going to miss this?”

“We’ve complete faith in you, my friend,” said Leonis heartily. “I’m sure this isn’t anything Scorio the Quencher of Fun and Good Times can’t handle.”

Scorio went to retort, but then simply sighed and shook his head. “All right.” He met Jova’s pitiless stare. “Hit me.”

He felt her Heart Ignite, and then her power blasted over him. 

And she changed. Her form began to melt and stretch, her insides and organs welling up and out through her yawning mouth, glistening and red, bunches of teeth and bristly hair erupting from her skin, her jaw splitting in half, her height doubled, tripled, and then she bent in half under her own weight, lesions scored her skin and then burst open to reveal glistening duplicates of her own face, eyes closed, little mouths vomiting pus. 

It didn’t stop. It kept mutating, growing, looming, excavating itself, moist and bleeding, and a high-pitched screeching filled the air, almost beyond the range of hearing, like a thousand nails scratching down a slate wall, nails splintering and fracturing to the quick, leaving red trails behind—

And then it was over and Jova stood there frowning at him, tiny in comparison to the monstrosity she’d erupted into, her form strangely compact, her clothing untorn.

Scorio realized he’d reeled back and raised a hand before his face, his gorge rising and swamping his mouth with the taste of bile.

Everybody was staring at him in shock. 

“That…” He lowered his arm and caught his breath. “That was unexpected.”

“By the ten hells,” said Leonis. “That bad? I was going to ask to go next, but maybe not.”

He could still see it. Her flesh billowing forth, clusters of small fingers pressed out through her skin like budding flowers, lips parting—

Scorio shuddered and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“See how it’s the opposite of a controlling power?” Jova’s voice was chill, clinical. “I don’t compel you. I don’t push you away. You do that yourself. My power hides me, makes it hard to look at me, to fight me.”

“No kidding. Have you seen it? What you become?”

“No.” Her tone was firm, forbidding. “And I’ve asked my friends to not describe it. I’d rather not know.”

“Fair enough.” Scorio took a deep breath and tugged on his clothing. “Wow.”

They stood in an awkward silence that Scorio felt partially responsible for. Jova’s expression could have been carved from stone. It had hurt her to show him, he realized, even though she’d pushed him to see.

A knot he’d try to untangle later.

“Well, there’s a definite silver lining.” He forced a lopsided grin. “Jova can finally fend off all the lovesick suitors who won’t take no for an answer.”

There were snorts and chuckles of disbelief, and though Jova didn’t smile, Scorio could tell it was because she was actively restraining herself from doing so.

“Because I have so many lovesick suitors,” she said, striding past him toward the camp.

“And as if she’d need that power in the first place,” said Zala, and then fell in with her friend.

Scorio’s heart was still pounding. Each time he blinked he saw that monstrous form projected against the insides of his eyelids. He frowned, blinked, blinked again, and realized that it kept happening. A persistent effect.

Juniper smiled apologetically. “I tried to warn you. The vision fades after a few hours.”

“You’re serious?” He closed his eyes and rapidly felt himself become nauseous. “Guess I’m taking first watch.”

Juniper turned to leave. “And second, most like.”

“You all right, Scorio?” asked Leonis quietly.

“Yeah, fine. Just… not going to eat anything for a while.”

“You’re not missing much. I’ve grave news. Apparently, there’s no buffet awaiting us.”

They returned to camp. The twilight gloom was deepening rapidly. Midnight was only a quarter cycle away, as Bastion reckoned time. 

“Want company on first watch?” asked Lianshi.

“Sure. And twigs with which to keep my eyelids open.”

“That bad?”

“Worse.” He shuddered. What did that power mean? Did it reveal some truth about Jova? Some hidden facet to her past or personality?

The others lay down, and for a while he and Lianshi just did slow circuits of the camp, talking softly about everything that had happened, sharing impressions, hopes.

Finally, they sat high atop the winding crest of the closest dune as midnight descended upon them. For a short span, everything was pitch dark, and both he and Lianshi listened intently, casting about with their dark vision, scouring the landscape for threats. But all too soon the darkness began to abate.

Lianshi leaned her shoulder against his, and together they watched the western horizon begin to lighten.

And all the while, Scorio did his damned best to not think about Jova and the horror she carried deep within her.

 

 

 


Chapter 12

 

 

 

They saw the Rain Wall early the next day.

At first, it only appeared when they crested the largest dunes, a dark line in the distance, but gradually, inexorably, it grew larger, rising into the sky, a charcoal smudge that wrapped across the southern horizon. The winds began to change, gusting with mineral dampness every which way, and soon the dunes themselves began to break up, no longer forming endless waves but now star dunes around which they wended their way.

“Finally!” Evelyn grinned back at them. As always she took the lead, pulling them on, never slowing. “I feel myself coming back to life. If the world must be gray, at least give it some violence, some energy, you know?”

Nobody spoke much. Instead, they walked with their gazes fixed on the storm. Occasionally wagon trains passed them by, beds heaped with produce or treasures from deeper in Hell, the oilcloths that covered the goods still beaded with rain, the drivers and guards nodding politely as they rumbled by.

And always the Rain Wall rose higher.

Though they saw it in the early morning, it took a surprisingly long time to reach; it rose higher and higher with each passing cycle until their small party was faced with a roiling wall of fury that challenged the very heavens, many times the height of the battlements that surrounded Bastion, an endless storm that remained fixed in place, great clouds billowing and rising up to be consumed and sucked back into the dark mass.

Its sheer size beggared belief. The complexity of the clouds, the air growing ever cooler, and soon Scorio noticed that the dark ash underfoot was growing compact and hard as stone.

“Moisture,” said Lianshi, catching him dig his toe into the ground. “The ash is so fine that it sucks the water for miles, growing compact.”

She wasn’t kidding. Even the rippling ridges were as hard as rock. The star dunes began to collapse under the ever-stronger winds, until they were little more than mounds of wet sand, swells that subsided the closer they got.

When they stopped for lunch the wall of storm rose as high as mountains, sheer cliffs of raging gray and black that stretched as far as the eye. A raging moan filled the air as if the storm were tormenting the skies, and the wind that tore at their clothing smelled of heated metal.

“Listen up, children.” Evelyn sounded elated. “This is your first time passing through the Rain Wall, and I don’t care what they told you back in the warm classrooms of the Academy. You’ve no idea what you’re in for.”

Scorio saw Lianshi purse her lips.

Evelyn beamed. “We’re not going to walk through. We’re going to run, though of course we’ll be limited by whoever goes slowest. We’re going to go in pairs, arms linked, and I’ll use my hair to ensure nobody gets blown off their feet. Whenever you feel the wind pick up, Ignite your Heart and lean into it, all right? But don’t keep your Heart lit. There’s more Coal and Copper mana in there than you could burn in a lifetime, but your stamina will run out and then you’ll be left helpless. So saturate as best you can, run, and if you feel yourself losing control, Ignite. Worst case scenario? The wind will try to lift you off your feet and hurl you into oblivion.”

Evelyn’s grin widened. “But don’t worry! I’ll keep you safe. Unless you all get picked up, in which case we’ll just have to see how far we’re thrown.”

Scorio blanched.

“How do the carts get through?” asked Juniper. “Why isn’t their cargo torn away?”

Evelyn shrugged. “There are transport weights on either side of the wall. Merchants load them onto their wagons going in, ditch the weights coming out. We’re going to run, and if we’re lucky, we’ll be out the other side quickly. It’s usually only a mile deep, but sometimes it can fluctuate to twice that. Which is extra bad, because that also means the winds will have doubled in strength.”

Leonis rubbed at his jaw. “Doesn’t sound exactly safe.”

“It’s why cute little Emberlings get escorted through by big tough Dread Blazes,” grinned Evelyn.

“Guess you’re out of luck, Leonis,” said Lianshi. “We’ll come back for you someday. Just hang tight.”

“Ha ha,” he said.

They wolfed down the last of their rations. Nobody spoke. The sheer spectacle of the Rain Wall defied conversation. Scorio could have watched it all day. The endless furling, the streaming columns, the billowing crown so far above them.

“How do the whale ships get through?” he asked.

Evelyn was chewing on some jerky and shrugged one shoulder. “Good captainsh,” she said around the corner of her mouth. “Go fasht, go high. You’ll try it one day.” She swallowed mightily and smiled. “It’s really fun.”

One by one they lashed their packs shut and moved to stand in a line facing the Rain Wall. It was still a mile away, but Scorio felt like he could reach out and touch it.

“Here we go. Approach at a walk, two by two. Let’s see, Naomi, you’re the smallest, you can walk with me.”

Naomi scowled and ducked her head so that her dark hair fell before her face. Scorio thought she’d protest, but instead, she simply moved up beside the Dread Blaze.

“Then… Leonis and Lianshi, you bring up the rear. Behind me can come Zala and… what was your name again, honey?”

“Juniper.”

“And Juniper. Then Jova and Scorio. When I say run, run. But listen, don’t go in scared, all right? This can be really fun if you approach it with the right attitude.”

They all stared at her.

“I’m serious! Davelos—another of the Manticore Dread Blazes—likes to attach a huge leather tarp to his wrists and ankles so that it forms a sail behind him. He runs in and sometimes we don’t see him for days.”

“For days,” said Naomi, deadpan.

Evelyn shrugged. “Eh. A storm can’t hurt Davelos. But enough talking. Day cycle’s just starting. You guys ready?”

Scorio tried to derive confidence from Evelyn’s eagerness and failed.

“Then let’s go.”

They marched forward. The winds grew in fits and starts, but soon the sound was such that they could only talk by shouting. A faint mist hovered in the air, soaking their hair and clothing. Scorio could make the rain now. It was sheeting down, a nearly solid cascade like an endless waterfall.

Soon they were all leaning into the winds which tore at them, plucked ceaselessly at their clothing, forced them to squint their eyes. A twilight gloom descended upon the world as the sun disappeared behind the cloud cover.

Scorio felt his gut tighten, but to his surprise, he realized he was growing excited. He exchanged a glance with Jova. Her eyes were shining.

There was no clearly defined edge to the rainstorm. The mist thickened, whirled about them, became rain. Scorio’s hair hung into his face, water ran off his jaw, soaking the last remaining dry spots. 

A dense, fibrous snake wound suddenly about his waist, causing him to startle. It was Evelyn’s hair. Thick as his wrist, it encircled him and Jova neatly and speared on back toward Leonis and Lianshi.

Heart hammering, Scorio looked up but he couldn’t see the wall’s front any longer. Now it beetled out over them, swirling and chaotic, endlessly oppressive and powerful.

He heard a shout from ahead, craned to look, and saw Evelyn and Naomi race forward and disappear into the rain. Juniper and Zala bolted after, caught unawares, the ropes of hair momentarily stretching out, and then Scorio let out a cry of sheer exhilaration and ran after them.

The world went mad.

Jova’s arm was a steel bar wrapped around his own. Rain smacked into his face, plastered his hair, blinded him. The ground was cratered and rock hard. He ran straight into the maelstrom, wind ripping at him, thrusting his pack from side to side, stinging his skin like needles.

Scorio looked up into endless turbulence. It wasn’t all opaque, but a shifting tapestry that could randomly open to reveal vortices of swirling cloud. Exhilaration gave his feet wings, and he almost forgot to saturate his Heart.

Resisting the urge to try and wipe water out of his eyes, he reached out and was nearly stunned by the churning mana that filled the air. The storm was alive with Copper, endless streams of gleaming snakes that writhed in great braided ropes as it lashed the Coal, poured through it endlessly, hit the ground to form great revolving pillars before eroding to the point of finally blowing away.

He didn’t even need to sweep it into his Heart. There was so much he but needed to inhale and Copper sloshed into him, filled him to the brim, and made him feel as if he’d drunk endless gallons of water. 

Then a blast of wind hit them like Grunsch in his huge form, barreling into them all from the left with a hurricane roar.

Gravity lost its grip. Scorio grew light on his feet and lifted right up off the ground. His legs kept kicking. His stomach dropped out and he yelled in panic and excitement as the ground fell away, Jova flailing by his side.

The hair around his waist tightened cruelly and yanked them down. They crashed onto the ground and nearly fell, but steadied each other and ran on.

Just a mile. Just a mile.

The wind grew stronger. It felt like running through a vicious crowd, everybody shoving at him, punching, trying to knock him over. Again the wind rose to a fever pitch, again he felt himself stagger, lighten, and this time he Ignited his Heart.

His claws burned bright. Horns erupted from his head. He grew taller, stronger. Scales swept out over him, changing the way the rain felt, insulating him as if he’d donned armor. 

They’d begun to lift off the ground, but Scorio leaned forward, hauled Jova down, and then grinned at her as they ran. 

He couldn’t quite make out her face, but she looked shocked.

In his scaled form the storm felt almost playful. He must weigh a lot more like this, though he felt lighter. Steam burned endlessly off his white-hot claws, and he made sure to not brush them against Jova’s side.

The Great Souls ahead veered to the right. Scorio’s Tomb Spark’s reflexes allowed him to shift fluidly within them, hauling Jova after, and looking ahead he saw why.

A twister had descended from the clouds to touch the ground like the finger of a god. Rain whipped around it, slashing at them all, and the roar was now so loud he couldn’t hear it, simply felt it, his chest tight, his whole body thrumming in response. 

The Copper mana made him feel lithe and lethal. A mad urge seized him. To cut Evelyn’s hair away, release Jova, and leap into that tornado. To allow it to spin him up into the sky, to toss him about within the clouds, to rise, laughing maniacally—

His Heart guttered out and he tripped.

Jova caught him. Shouted something. He nodded, resumed running.

Damn. Where had that suicidal thought come from?

On they ran. The ground grew swampy from the rain, and then they were ankle-deep, then they were wading mid-shin through an endless lake of tormented water.

Would it keep rising? Why was all this water flowing south instead of north into the Ash Belt?

A current began to tug at his legs, and the watery plain grew shallower as the water flowed ever more swiftly. Up ahead—brightness?

Heaving for breath he powered on, drank more Copper, and fought the urge to Ignite. They were all slowing as if the immanent light was sapping their energy. But Evelyn dragged them on. The rain lessened. The water receded, ankle-deep again, then less, and then, oh glory, they broke out of the curtains of water and into the open air.

Reeling, heaving for breath, Scorio blinked away the rain and staggered to a stop. The air was still saturated with billowing mist, but compared to what they’d been running through it was nothing. They all pressed to the cliff’s edge, and there stood, marveling.

“The Farmlands,” Lianshi breathed.

They stood atop a high cliff that ran forever in both directions, and from between whose crags fell massive waterfalls that dissolved into white plumes before crashing into great pools. These opened into broad blue rivers that rushed forth in violent eddies, but which began to curve and undulate only a mile or two away, soon growing serpentine, broader, slower, as they wended their way through lush green land.

Scorio had never seen the like, but it felt right in a way that only the blue skies had. The ruins of Bastion, the sun-wire’s amber light, the endless barren grayness of the Ash Belt, the monstrous nature of the Rain Wall, nothing felt as proper and good as the green land that spread out before them.

Most of it was cultivated, great fields of crops that grew under the Rascor sun’s mercurial illumination. Irrigation ditches were cut everywhere to carry water deep into the fields, complex systems that must have taken decades or centuries to build. Here and there great stony outcroppings burst free, or small copses of evergreens rose to prodigious heights. Flocks of white birds flew slowly across the land, and everywhere Scorio looked he saw small teams of people at work, managing plows hitched to lumbering six-legged fiends, tending the crops, walking along the high embankments beside irrigation canals, herding flocks of vividly colored birds as tall as a man who moved as if with one mind, their bright flecks making them look cloud-like against the pastures.

“It’s so beautiful,” Juniper said, barely audible beside the roar of the closest waterfall.

Scorio wanted to agree, but there was a knot in his throat. Why would anyone ever live in Bastion when there was this utopia out here? Studying the land, he realized there were no villages. Here and there he saw windmills built upon ridges, or large barns standing in splendid isolation in the midst of sprawling fields, but no towns, just the occasional rare farmstead.

He leaned over to Leonis, who was raking his fingers through his unbound long hair. “Are those all Great Souls, working below?”

Leonis grinned, his leather thong clenched between his teeth, then pulled it free and bound his hair back into a sodden ponytail. “Not at all! What Great Soul would stoop to such labor?”

“But the Curse?” asked Scorio loudly, cupping his hand to his mouth.

“Very much alive! You’ll see!”

Evelyn retracted her hair, caused it to form ropes that wrung themselves out, and then shrank to her normal mane. “Well done!” Her voice was pitched to a shout. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

Naomi looked wonderfully alive, her thick black hair swept back, her burning eyes lifted to the clouds that loomed hugely over them. When she met Scorio’s glance she grinned.

Evelyn led them along the clifftop to a steep path that dropped precipitously straight down the cliff’s face. It bisected a much broader road that rose gradually in a series of patient switchbacks, crawling back and forth up the same escarpment and fit for wagons. One was slowly making its way up, hauled by two huge versions of the six-legged fiends, their heads clublike, their bodies thickened by horny growths that almost formed a shell across their backs.

The footpath’s descent was so steep that they were forced to half-run, half-skid down its length, and all too soon they spilled out onto the pasture at the base of the cliff.

Scorio turned to look up the way they’d come, then tried to take in the entirety of the world-spanning cliff. The scale was too large for him to wrap his head around. There was a waterfall every two hundred or so yards, and he counted twenty before he guessed there were at least three times that number along the curving escarpment before them. Over it all raged the Rain Wall, casting a haze of mist over the cliff’s edge through which the setting sun shot endless rainbows, fractured prisms of brilliant color that shifted and faded from view with each step he took.

“Incredible,” he whispered, then followed the party down the grassy slope to a stand of trees where an ancient stone table had been erected, its surface weathered and covered in pale lichen, some fifty wooden stumps arrayed around it, a giant oak spreading its canopy over it all.

“We’ll rest here for a cycle,” announced Evelyn. “Give our clothing a chance to dry. I don’t like marching wet. Also, I realize you need to get your amazement out of your systems. It is pretty, and the Farmlands are far nicer to walk through than the Ash Belt. So relax. Enjoy the view. We’ll be marching through it all too soon. Davelos is supposed to meet me at a Resting Barn today, so we’ll get there before we sleep and surprise him with your existence.” 

They dumped their sodden packs on the table and stripped off their outer robes. Scorio and Leonis pulled off everything but their pants, the sun glorious on their skin, while Jova and Lianshi stripped down to the same plus their chest wraps. Juniper and Zala both sat on the table’s edge then lay back with a sigh upon the sun-warmed stone, spreading their wet hair about their heads in gold and black halos. Leonis, Naomi, and Lianshi were about to do the same when Scorio gestured for them to follow.

They didn’t go far. Merely a stone’s throw from the table to sit cross-legged in the high grass. Scorio passed his hand over the emerald stalks. He’d never seen their like, but they didn’t surprise him. Grass. The name came unbidden, though he’d only ever known scorched rock and the ancient trees that grew in the more luxurious wards.

“How is everyone?” he asked as the others settled in a circle.

“That was…” Leonis rubbed at his face then leaned back on his outstretched arms. He closed his eyes and raised his face to the sun. “Insane. But strangely enjoyable?”

“Agreed,” said Naomi. “I’d go back through it right now if I could.”

Scorio chuckled. “Maybe one day. But I’ve been thinking. We can’t stop our training just because we’re on the move. We need to get you three up to Tomb Spark as quickly as possible.”

Leonis cracked an eye open. “Great in theory.”

“Maybe you can share in more detail what you went through?” asked Lianshi.

“Yeah, sure. Let’s see. Leonis had just sacrificed himself to free me from those little bastards…” Scorio recounted that dark moment. The pain, the sense of futility, his despair and rage. “And then it just fell into place. The words I’d used to placate Imogen were the same I kept repeating to myself. How I was blaming others for my misfortunes. And sure, I still think Praximar is the worst, but everything, my titles, my original misdeeds, this life, my actions, stealing from Chimera—it was time to take ownership of it all. And when I did, I don’t know.” Scorio frowned. “A lot of my rage and bitterness just fell away, and I felt this tremendous sense of peace and acceptance. And that’s when I entered my Second Trial.”

The three of them listened intently. 

“Doesn’t sound like you expended that much energy in compacting your Heart,” said Naomi. “More like your epiphany did all the heavy lifting.”

“What an epiphany though,” said Leonis. “After all you went through? I’ve always known you had an anger problem, but it felt justified.”

“I thought so, too. But it was holding me back. It was weakness. I found strength in taking ownership of my circumstances. It’s like everyone keeps saying. None of this is fair.”

They all nodded pensively.

“I’ve been trying to synthesize everything we were told,” said Lianshi. “I’ve always gotten the impression from Hera and the textbooks that there’s more to ascending through the ranks than mastering our Hearts. In a way, all of that has felt like misdirection. Not that it’s not of crucial importance, but it seems secondary to what we’re supposed to be intuiting from the process. As if all this focus on our Hearts is a heuristic device to—”

“Heuristic?” Leonis scowled. “You know communication is about conveying meaning, right? Not showing off big words?”

Lianshi stuck her tongue out at him. “What I’m trying to say is that these processes, these guidelines we’ve been given, they feel like indirect means to help us understand what really matters. Scorio didn’t spend too much energy trying to compact his reservoir. Or he did, but that’s not what pushed him over the edge. It was his breakthrough that led to a new sense of self-understanding, and which probably caused his reservoir to grow dense again. As if the epiphany worked as a…” She frowned, seeking the right word. “Lever? Mechanism? That compacted his Heart for him.”

Naomi was slowly nodding. “I’ve been trying to make Tomb Spark for years. But it was always through technique and focusing on my Heart.” She looked away, over the Farmlands. “I avoided thinking about my actual self as much as I could.”

Leonis leaned forward, excited. “So you’re saying that just purely focusing on compacting our reservoirs is actually—what? Going about it backwards?”

“Inefficient at the very least,” agreed Lianshi. 

“I was talking to Jova yesterday,” began Scorio.

“We saw,” Naomi observed dryly. “You spent all day walking with her.”

Leonis grinned. “Jealous, Naomi?”

She responded by effortlessly shifting into the Nightmare Lady form and angling her tail overhead, its wicked triangular blade pointed at this face.

“Not jealous,” Leonis said hurriedly. “You couldn’t have cared less. Got it.”

Naomi shifted back, sniffed, and looked to Scorio. “You were saying?”

“That we were discussing Flame Vault. She said I need to increase the reactivity of my Heart. But when pressed as to the how of it, she said it was a question of confidence in our new powers, of strengthening our will so that we could Ignite reflexively. Which again feels more along the lines of an epiphany than mental exercises focused exclusively on our Hearts.”

Lianshi nodded excitedly. “Exactly. It’s as if the process of manifesting our greatest powers is more a question of self-knowledge, confidence, and desire rather than sheer practice and disciplined training. It feels as if we could spend our lives working through the Forms, focusing on mediation, sweeping mana into our Hearts, and never advance.”

“Then why don’t they just tell us this from the get-go?” asked Leonis. “Why all this misdirection?”

“It’s not misdirection,” said Naomi. “All the training we’re told to do is crucial to our discipline and hones our instincts and self-control. I think they’re both necessary. Training without self-awareness results in perfect technique without soul. Self-awareness without training would be like pouring the ocean into a cup. It would just overflow and spill everywhere, never expanding the size of the vessel itself.”

Scorio nodded. “That’s exactly right. Pouring power into a cup. The power comes from our self-knowledge and desire. The size of the vessel is determined by our discipline and training. Perhaps the teachers don’t emphasize the self-awareness because we need to reach that realization ourselves. Perhaps highlighting it makes it all the harder for us to achieve it. We have to do so naturally, need to achieve our breakthrough on our own for it to have its full effect.”

“Fine.” Leonis frowned. “So I think we can all say we’re dedicated practitioners of the skill side of things.”

“We can?” asked Lianshi skeptically.

Leonis powered on. “But how does one tackle the self-awareness part? I’ve had some… I don’t know if I’d call them breakthroughs, but realizations of my own. And I’m still an Emberling.”

Scorio rubbed at his jaw. “I don’t know. But I’d wager there’s something holding each of you back. Some kind of guilt, or resentment, or refusal to accept an aspect of yourselves. For me it was taking responsibility for the deeds I committed in my past lives, and how they resulted in the injustices of today. You need to dig deep and identify the barriers that are holding you back.”

Naomi scowled. “That sounds unpleasant.”

“But you’ve already grown so much,” said Lianshi immediately. “Remember the first time we met? You could barely make yourself walk with us. Now you’re our friend. Surely there’s more there you can… I don’t know, excavate.”

“You’re a pretty angry lady,” said Leonis. “The proof is that just my saying that will piss you off.”

“It’s true,” cut in Scorio before Naomi could retort. “Think about it. I’ve been furious about the consequences of being a Red Lister, the injustice I faced for merely being born into this world.”

“And?” asked Naomi coldly.

Scorio held her stare. “And you’re angry about the way the Academy treated you, how Bastion was opposed to your success from the very beginning. How the best choice seemed to be to run away from it all and take up residence in your tower.”

Naomi’s face went pale and then flushed. “What are you saying? I need to take responsibility for being treated as a worthless person?”

“No,” began Scorio, but Naomi leaped to her feet.

“This all sounds very nice, but if making Tomb Spark means denying what happened, or saying the way the Academy treats people like me is all right, then I don’t think I’ll be advancing anytime soon.”

And she stalked off.

“That went well,” said Leonis. 

“Maybe we’re supposed to figure this stuff out on our own,” said Lianshi softly.

“She lived in the ruins for years without making any progress,” said Scorio, watching her go. “I think that’s what friends are for. Pushing us. Telling us uncomfortable truths. Just as you both did when I wanted to return to the old Gauntlet myself after we discovered it. Remember?”

“Yeah,” said Leonis. “I thought you were going to attack me.”

“I almost did. But it was because of moments like that one that I was able to see the truth later on.” Scorio sighed. “Isn’t that what friends are for? Saying the truths nobody else dares or cares to say?”

They sat in silence.

“Do you see anything obvious about my own limitations?” asked Lianshi, not raising her gaze from the grass.

“No, actually.” Scorio smiled apologetically. “You’re great. Kind, considerate, supportive, a hard worker, the smartest person I’ve met, and as driven as myself. Sorry.”

Lianshi blushed.

“Whereas I have a list of complaints about you,” began Leonis, but reared back when Lianshi laughed and threw a fistful of torn grass at him. “What? I’ve had to live with you for almost a year, I know you better than anyone else. Let’s start with your inability to appreciate greatness—”

“Regardless,” said Lianshi, sitting up straight. “Scorio’s right. We need to continue focusing on our advancement. It wasn’t lost on me that both you and I were helpless against Evelyn, Leonis. We need to manifest our next set of powers if we’re to carry our own weight out here.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” Leonis extended his hand and Nezzar materialized in his hand, massive and brutal. “I can put a serious dent in just about anything I can hit with this thing, but Scorio’s compulsion field, Evelyn’s hair, Jova’s own horror show—all of those have made me aware of how limited that power is if I can’t get close.”

“Which is why we need to do more than gape as we walk,” said Scorio. “From here on out, I suggest we focus on our training as we go. It’d be fantastic if we’re all Tomb Sparks by the time we reach the Fiery Shoals.”

“Agreed. Yes.” Lianshi gave a sharp nod. “I’m going to really think about it. And if either of you identifies something holding me back, please, let me know.”

“I was just getting started,” said Leonis, then paused. “Wait. You seriously don’t think disrespecting the Golden King counts?”

Lianshi raised an eyebrow.

Leonis sighed. “This is a barbaric land.”

Scorio grinned ruefully at them both. “And I’m going to work on making Flame Vault.”

“Don’t leave us too far behind,” warned Lianshi darkly.

“Unlikely.” He was about to say more when Juniper, who’d been lying on her back and gazing up at the sky, sat up abruptly.

“Look,” she cried, pointing straight up. “What the hells is that?”

 


Chapter 13

 

 

 

Scorio searched the blue skies for some sign of a threat. For anything, really.

But the skies were peerless, vast, and empty.

“Oh wow,” whispered Lianshi, gazing straight up.

“What?” Leonis look up, at Lianshi, then back up. “What are you looking at?”

Scorio lowered his gaze. Evelyn was watching them with a sly grin, clearly enjoying the moment. “I was wondering who’d see it first.”

“Use your mana sense,” said Lianshi quietly. 

Scorio frowned, summoned his Heart, and then gazed out at the world anew. Unlike the Ash Belt, the Farmlands were awash in Copper; it slid through the air in great interweaving streams, quicksilver and endless, flowing like the wind in every direction.

But then he looked up and went weak at the knees.

The sky was striated in great curving bands of Copper. Each was as thick as the road on which they’d walked, patterning the blue with gleaming stripes that spread across the vault of heaven, sweeping in from the far horizon to curl around the Rain Wall. 

And they were moving. Even as he watched, Scorio realized that they were all slowly gyrating in the same direction, as if the Rain Wall acted as the hub of some impossible wheel, and each band of Copper was a curved spoke arching out across the sky.

“Right, right, right,” whispered Lianshi excitedly. “How did I forget to look?” She turned to Scorio and Leonis excitedly. “You know how the Gold mana fountains up at the edge of the Farmlands to the floating islands, keeping them aloft, or siphoned up by them, or whatever? That mana gets processed by the islands, or converted, and diffracts across the sky toward Bastion. It’s the cause of the Rain Wall.”

“No,” said Scorio, deadpan. “I didn’t know that.”

“But you knew about the flying islands,” said Leonis.

“Well, yes. Hard to forget about those.” He looked up once more and marveled at the cyclopean bands of Copper that slowly turned overhead, almost too slowly to notice. “Can we harvest that mana?”

Lianshi laughed merrily as if he’d made an excellent jest.

“I really should have paid more attention in geography,” Scorio said ruefully, lowering his gaze at last.

“Eh,” said Leonis with a fatalistic shrug. “What’s done is done. And that would have meant taking energy and time away from everything that allowed you to reach this point now. What use would it be to know about this if you were forever stuck in Bastion?”

“Right,” said Scorio softly. “It’s just so much mana. Makes the Coal in the ruins seem like…”

“A pittance?” Naomi had drifted back toward them. “Didn’t I tell you over and over again how Coal wasn’t the answer?”

“Is all of Hell like this?” he asked.

“This what?” asked Lianshi.

Scorio turned to take in the Farmlands, the wild Copper swarming over it all, the ancient bridges and windmills, the flocks of brilliantly colored birds, the splendor of it all. “This beautiful. This rich in mana.”

“Oh no.” Lianshi looked back up. “Most of it’s pretty terrifying. And has much, much more mana. This is only Copper, remember.”

“Right,” said Scorio softly once more. “Just Copper.”

“All right, enough gaping,” said Evelyn. “Sun’s going to be setting soon and I don’t want to miss my appointment. Davelos and I were going to travel to the Chasm together, but I’m sure he’ll be happy to change his plans. The barn is close by. Let’s reach it before we stop for the night.”

Everybody set to pulling on their damp robes and shouldering their packs. They fell in behind Evelyn and descended the slope from the base of the cliff to the farmland below. 

It was delightful. 

The barn was only a couple of miles into the farmland. It was positioned beside a broad bridge that crossed one of the rivers, its waters boiling and rushing through the many stone arches. A lookout tower was made from three huge tree trunks that were bound together at the top to form a tripod, with a platform built at the apex where the trunk’s tips crossed each other. Three men watched them approach from it, and Scorio imagined they could see for miles and ring the large bell that hung beneath the platform if they saw cause for alarm.

The barn itself was large, spacious, and inviting. It was an old but well-kept building, its red sides now a faded rusty rose, and several carts were parked to one side with six-legged steeds grazing within a fenced paddock.

Evelyn led them confidently across the yard and in through the double doors. A dozen travelers were gathered within, many eating at the central table that ran down the building’s center, others having claimed bare wooden bunks that lined the high walls. Davelos wasn’t in evidence. The great double doors were thrown open, allowing sunlight and fresh air to enter, but Scorio noticed how thick and reinforced they were.

“This place has a defensive feel to it,” he whispered to Naomi as their group moved to an unclaimed group of bunks. Other travelers studied them, nodded politely, but otherwise minded their own business.

“It does,” she agreed. “Look at the walls. I couldn’t break my way out. No windows, either.”

They dumped their packs, placed the last of their wet stuff to hang over the sides, then as one stepped back outside to arrange themselves in small groups upon scattered stone tables and benches that were set out in the grass before the barn.

Scorio sat close to Evelyn. “Does the barn get attacked much? It looks… strong.”

Evelyn sipped from her waterskin. “Sharp eyes. All local workers know to retreat to the closest barn in case of trouble. Which is rare, especially this close to the Rain Wall. The Houses expend a lot of energy in safeguarding the Farmlands, and patrols range deep into the valleys beyond the floating isles to clean out nests and prevent dangerous build-ups. Wasn’t always the case.” She hesitated and wagged her head from side to side. “And, truth be told, with our numbers dropping these past few years, the Houses aren’t doing as good a job as they used to. Attacks are up, but no major incursions like in the old days.”

“Old days?” asked Scorio. “Like when you were reborn? Five, six years ago?”

“No,” laughed Evelyn. “I mean centuries and centuries ago. When we had to actively fight to defend Bastion. Back before this was called the Farmlands, you know? But that was ages ago. This whole band of Hell has been pacified since forever. Not necessarily safe, of course. Fiends will always come at you when you lower your guard. But safe enough for regular people from Bastion to do farmwork without fearing for their lives.”

“Yeah, about that.” Scorio twisted about and looked at a wagon that was trundling over the bridge, two drivers on the headboard, a handful of guards walking behind. “I thought the Curse kept regular people pent-up in Bastion.”

“You ever see a functioning alcoholic?”

Scorio blinked. “No?”

“They exist. People who learn to exist in society despite their addictions. Being drunk most of the time, or obsessed with getting their next dose of flaywine. Workers out here are like that. They’re impaired. Judgment clouded. I’ve seen men just sit down in the middle of a field and start laughing uncontrollably, or run their plow into the end of a field and just stand there, looking lost, face completely blank. A lot more accidents happen than otherwise would, but overall? People grow used to it. Functioning alcoholics, all of them.”

Scorio studied the drivers on the wagon’s headboard as it rolled past the barn. One man, shoulders hunched, stared vacantly ahead, whip held lightly in one hand. The other blinked and glanced over at them, caught Scorio’s eye, and raised his hand to wave with a fatuous smile.

Scorio raised his hand but the wagon had already rolled on. “If it’s not safe, why do they do it?”

“Octs, obviously,” said Evelyn carelessly. “That and people like being out here. Though nobody remembers Eterra, people think it looked like this. It’s why it feels so right, unlike any other part of Hell.”

Scorio nodded, mulling this over.

Evelyn eyed him. “So you’re the leader of this little group.”

“I don’t know if they’d all agree.”

“It wasn’t a question. You never told me your official Archspire information. Now’s a good time.”

Scorio flushed, but how could he refuse? “Scorio, once known as The Scourer, Lord of Nagaran, Master of the Black Tower, The Bringer of Ash and Darkness, the Shadow of Spurn Harbor, the Abhorred, Quencher of Hope, and Unmaker of Joy.” He took a deep breath as Evelyn’s eyebrows rose. “The highest rank I ever reached was Blood Baron, and it’s been over two hundred and thirty years since I last died. I’ve been reborn six times, and, ah, am on the Red List.”

“No kidding?” Evelyn’s hair snaked out to move her food and waterskin aside as she leaned forward. “Fascinating. A Red Lister? I think I heard about you. Of course!” She snapped her fingers and sat up straight. “You’re the Cinder who helped Imperator Sol defeat Imogen the Woe.”

Scorio forced a smile. “That’s me.”

“And you came first in the Gauntlet run?” Her gaze turned positively carnivorous. “I knew you were a catch, but I had no idea. I thought Jova Spike, the Charnel Duchess of LastRock, was my prized find, but maybe I was wrong.”

“You knew who Jova was?”

Evelyn tsked in irritation. “Everyone does. It wasn’t till she died that the Blood Ox was able to conquer LastRock, after all. But you. I’ve never heard of you. Scorio the Abhorred. And only six reincarnations? That’s…”

“Yeah.” Scorio rubbed a thumb into his palm.

“And those titles. And on the Red List. You must have been a real monster in your day.” She grinned. “But now you’re just this cute kid. Makes me wish…” She trailed off, considering, then gave a sharp shake of her head and smiled. “Never mind.

Scorio thought to press, but then checked the instinct. She was a Dread Blaze. What she wanted him to know, she’d tell him. “What did the Archspire tell you?”

“Me?” Evelyn smiled. “Nothing nearly as interesting. Priestess of the Amber Cell, Devotee of the Sublime Garotte, the usual. Highest rank I’ve ever achieved was Pyre Lady—disappointing—and I’ve been reincarnated just under two hundred times. But I’m going all the way in this life. Something tells me I’ve never been part of an organization like Manticore before.” Her gaze became unfocused as her smile grew softer, more complex. “Imperator. I’ve got ten years. I’m almost halfway there.” 

“Well, I can tell you were all excited.” Scorio grinned. “We—”

“Evelyn!” A handsome man with lustrous black skin approached, his smile broad and contagious. He wore slate travel robes and had let his pack slip down into his hand as he approached. “You’re here.”

Evelyn rose to give the man a hug. “Did you doubt it?”

The stranger put an arm around Evelyn’s shoulders as he smiled at Scorio. “I don’t know. Bastion’s got all that intrigue and good food. I wouldn’t blame you if you decided to stay an extra night or two. Who’s this?”

“Scorio. I adopted him and his friends just before leaving the city.”

Scorio rose to his feet. “Dread Blaze Davelos? It’s an honor.”

“Is it now?” The Dread Blaze’s smile faded. “How many friends we talking?”

“Seven in all. But they’re the pick of the litter. You won’t believe how much Scorio here upset Praximar. He came first in the final Gauntlet run and then refused to join a House or remain at the Academy.” She grinned proudly. “What makes it better is that the runner-up also refused, and she’s here as well. And Davelos, you’ll never guess who she is.”

He frowned at her. “Who?”

“Jova of LastRock!” Evelyn almost clapped her hands. 

“That so?” Davelos’s manner remained easy, but his gaze narrowed a fraction as he studied Scorio. “I’m sure there’s a long and fascinating story behind it.”

“We’re happy to share it with you,” said Scorio.

“Do you now? Mind giving Evelyn and me a few moments to catch up?”

“Sure.” Scorio took a step back, then walked away to where Jova and Juniper were watching them.

“What was that about?” asked Jova as he sat down beside her.

Davelos had his hands on his hips as he listened skeptically to Evelyn, who was obviously making a case for them. 

“I don’t know. I guess Davelos doesn’t think Manticore needs us.”

Jova frowned. “He doesn’t even know us.”

“He knows we’re not Flame Vaults, at any rate. Or maybe Evelyn went a little rogue recruiting people when she wasn’t supposed to? I don’t know.”

The three of them watched the Dread Blazes confer, and finally Davelos’s expression turned thoughtful, then he nodded, then he smiled and began to approach the three of them. The sun had nearly set, and shadows lay long across the green.

“Scorio. Evelyn’s convinced me that you’re all worthy recruits. Apologies for my earlier hesitation. The world’s changing quickly and I wasn’t sure now was the right time to bring new blood on.”

The three of them stood. “Not a problem,” Scorio said. “I’m glad Evelyn made as a strong case for us.”

“This is Jova Spike,” said Evelyn. “Yes, the Jova Spike.”

Davelos appraised her, eyebrows rising, and then he bowed his head with easy grace. “An honor. Davelos, Dread Blaze.”

Jova’s expression remained distant. “Jova Spike, Tomb Spark.”

“And I’m Juniper, an Emberling.”

“Well met. Where are the rest of you?”

Scorio waved to the others, who rose from the spot they’d chosen under the oak tree and ambled over. Lianshi was missing; she’d excused herself for a moment’s privacy. The others rapidly made their introductions, and then Davelos beamed at them all.

“Evelyn speaks highly of you. Says it’s worth our time and energy to escort you to the Fiery Shoals and possibly bring you into our small outfit. I’ll be honest. This isn’t what I hoped to be doing. Word is there’s some serious fiend activity at the far edge of the farmlands and commensurate bounties to go with it. But plans change. Now, while I trust Evelyn’s opinion, I’d like to get a little taste of what you all are bringing to the table. Who’s up for a little sparring match?”

Scorio felt his blood stir. “I’ll never say no.”

Naomi crossed her arms. “Is this how all Great Souls greet each other out here?”

Davelos’s smile remained unfazed. “Only those who are considering admitting others into their organization. Scorio. Fitting that you should go first. Come on over here. We’ll keep it light and easy, but don’t feel like you have to hold back.”

They walked to a clear expanse of grass beyond the stones. The others spread out to watch, and Davelos turned to face him, smile as broad and winsome as ever. 

“Whenever you’re ready.”

Scorio inhaled deeply and swept Copper mana into his Heart. As always, the Copper was hard to corral; it tried to swim and slide free of his mental paddle, and felt like trying to herd eels into a cup. But he drank deep, took his time saturating his Heart, and then Ignited.

Power flooded through him. He still wasn’t used to how much more lethal his Tomb Spark nature made him feel. Light and focused and impossibly strong. A flexion of his will and scales erupted across his arms, chest, and back, gleaming and oily black, while horns emerged from his head and his hands grew, his fingers turned into massive talons, all of it burning a bright cherry red which lightened to yellow-white at the tips.

But he didn’t charge in. What powers might Davelos have? He seemed warm, cheerful, gregarious. He’d have made a heartfelt decision on his first trial, so his power would be a close-combat one. He was also outgoing, but then—no. The way he’d narrowed his eyes, the manner in which his charm had slipped, was that more of an act? 

Guess he’d find out.

Warily Scorio approached the Dread Blaze, burning claws held out to the sides, chin lowered, ready for anything.

“Intimidating,” said Davelos, turning to address Evelyn. “I like it. Very intimidating.”

Evelyn nodded but made no comment.

Just as Scorio drew near, just as he was considering exploding into a charge, Davelos changed.

Scorio felt the Dread Blaze’s Heart Ignite, a wash of great power blowing off him, and then Davelos swelled in size as his skin turned bright Copper, his shoulders and back bulking up massively even as his arms elongated and his waist grew spindle thin. His thighs swelled, his lower legs grew long and curved, and large spikes of Copper burst out of his shoulders, looking like a cluster of metallic crystals.

No talons or teeth; he seemed to be all Copper plating over fibrous, rope-like muscle, utterly inhuman, his features simplified and his eyes burning with a bright, brassy light.

But there were swirls of black in there, too; not many, but here and there the Copper was rougher, as if seams of Coal had been stirred in.

Scorio burst forward and speared his talons at the Dread Blaze’s head, but Davelos raised his Copper palm and blocked it.

Three of Scorio’s white-hot talons punched through the man’s palm, Copper melting and oozing around the wounds, but the hand itself didn’t budge. Davalos curled his fingers around Scorio’s knuckles, clutched his fist, then turned and hurled the shocked Tomb Spark.

Scorio’s feet left the ground as his shoulder wrenched. He tumbled through the air, landed hard, and bounced, but arrested his momentum by raking his talons into the dirt. He rose to a crouch and sprinted back, the tumble not having hurt him at all.

Davelos waited for him, his hand already healed. 

Scorio came at him with a series of great raking slashes, but now the Copper man swayed and slid aside, graceful and limber, impossible to hit. Scorio bit back a growl, and then caught himself. He was fighting like a beast. He thought he could feel Feng’s disapproval, and reined in his fury.

Instead, as his next slash missed, he pivoted and brought a kick up and around, spinning with the blow. It should have cracked into Davelos’s chest like the boom of a sailing ship, knocking the man right off his feet—but instead passed clear through him as the man turned to bright Copper mist.

Scorio staggered then whirled in disbelief. Davelos reformed a moment later, his mouth curled into a smile. 

His friends murmured in consternation.

Scorio forced a deep exhalation, relaxed his shoulders, and drew cautiously closer. He had his own tricks to bring to bear.

Just before he was close enough to exchange blows, he manifested his Tomb Spark ability and allowed his aura to wash out over Davelos.

Surrender, he thought furiously at the other man. Surrender now.

He felt his will course through the air, envelope Davelos, who stiffened for a moment and then laughed. “I don’t know what you just tried to do, but it’s not going to work.”

Scorio gaped at the man. “Because you’re a Dread Blaze?”

“No,” said Davelos, and slid in lightning fast to hammer his fist into Scorio’s face.

Caught flat-footed, there was no chance of dodging. A new reflex kicked in, and he poured what little mana remained into summoning his Shroud, which manifested right before him, a yard tall and several feet wide. 

Davelos’s Copper fist shattered it and crashed home square in the center of Scorio’s face, crushing his nose and lifting him off his feet.

Scorio hit the ground shoulders first, tumbled into a backwards roll, and then lay there, face down, claws causing the grass to blacken and burn.

Then his Heart guttered so that he shrank to his natural form. The pain in his face was bad but not the worst; the Shroud had clearly deflected some of the strength, the gods be praised, and his scaled form had managed to protect him from the worst.

Still, it hurt, his nose burned, his head rang, and for a moment it was all he could do to just lie there, propped up on his elbows, brow on the grass.

“One down,” said Davelos, tone cheerful. “Five more to go.”

“The sun’s setting,” said Evelyn pointedly.

“Then let’s wrap this up. All of you at once.”

The other five spread out warily. Naomi shifted into her Nightmare Lady form, tail swishing from side to side, while Zala extended her palms so that her glowing butterflies began to pour out. Nezzar appeared in Leonis’s fist, while Juniper and Jova approached cautiously.

Blinking away the pain, Scorio forced himself to sit up and watch.

They mobbed him. 

The Nightmare Lady fell upon him first, talons and tail lashing at him, but he turned to mist and floated to one side, reforming a second later to crash a fist across her horned brow before turning to mist again as Nezzar passed through him. The Nightmare Lady tumbled to the ground then leaped to her feet, but now Juniper was in the way, swinging her fists at Davelos and leaving craters of blinding light where she landed punches on his shoulder and side.

He didn’t seem to notice the blows but reared back from the bright light. Leonis brought Nezzar scything down upon the Copper man’s head, but he turned to mist again. Leonis’s cry turned to one of surprised panic as he stumbled through Davelos, who manifested beside him and slammed an elbow into the big man’s back. 

Leonis hit the ground just as the Nightmare Lady leaped over his falling figure, her tail blade spearing into Davelos’s face.

Only to be deflected by what had to be the Dread Blaze’s Shroud, which appeared as half a hemisphere before him, glimmering with fierce coppery light. The Nightmare Lady crashed off it, fell onto all fours, and then the Shroud was gone, just as Jova ran in to glare at the Dread Blaze.

Her terror power. 

It had no effect on him.

Davelos backhanded her casually as he passed her, spinning her around so that she fell to one knee, turned insubstantial as the Nightmare Lady shredded the air where he’d stood, then appeared again to catch her by the tail and whip her around with such strength that she left the ground and slammed into Juniper so that they both collapsed in a tangle to the ground. 

The first of Zala’s butterflies landed on him.

Davelos stilled and raised his arm to stare at them. “Now this is interesting. No thank you.”

And he blew away into a coppery mist once more, flowed toward Zala in his insubstantial form, only to appear at the last second and punch her right in her gut.

Zala bowed over his arm, all her breath bursting out of her, then collapsed slowly to the ground, the butterflies no longer pouring forth.

Davelos turned to survey the battlefield. Jova had risen and was approaching, the Nightmare Lady and Juniper were disentangling themselves, and Leonis was practically growling as he strode toward the Dread Blaze, Nezzar swinging in an ever-faster circle from his fist.

“I think that’s good,” said Davelos, shifting down to his natural form, his clothing materializing, his smile broad. “We’d have to escalate things if we kept at it, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Not bad, right?” said Evelyn, moving forward.

Davelos moved his head from side to side. “Yeah, not bad. Though they’re obviously just Emberlings and Tomb Sparks. Not much they can do yet. But they’ve got promise, I suppose.”

Scorio forced down his anger and struggled to his feet. Blood was running down his upper lip. “We forced you to use your Shroud.”

Davelos stopped and stared at him. His good humor vanished for a second before returning. “That you did, and it’s to your credit. Sure. It’d be interesting to see how you guys develop. Of course, it’ll be up to Damian to make the final decision.”

The Nightmare Lady shrank and became a furious Naomi. Leonis dismissed Nezzar and helped Zala stand. Jova straightened and glared angrily at Davelos. Juniper was cradling her arm to her chest.

“Anyway, Evelyn, let’s talk. I’ve got lots to update you on.”

“Sure.” Evelyn smiled warmly at the six of them. “Relax, rest up. Get some sleep. We’ll be heading out in eight cycles’ time.”

And with that, the pair walked away.

Scorio wiped the blood from his upper lip. It looked black on the back of his hand.

Lianshi emerged from barn, her step sprightly, her expression open. She stopped at the sight of them. “What happened?”

“Dread Blaze happened,” said Scorio stiffly. “Davelos arrived. He wanted to see how well we could fight.”

“Bastard wiped the floor with us,” said Leonis. “We didn’t do much better against him than against Evelyn.”

Lianshi’s eyes widened.

“Listen, all of you.” Scorio’s voice sounded taut and angry even to his own ears. “We need to do better. This isn’t going to stop. Life out here is going to be one test after another, and pretty soon they’ll get lethal. We have to learn to fight as a team, not just throw ourselves at our enemies.”

Naomi scowled. “To what end? We’ll never defeat a Dread Blaze.”

“Scorio’s right,” said Jova. “Even if we don’t win, we can give a better accounting of ourselves.”

“His mist power.” Juniper raked her blonde hair out of her face. “Did you guys notice? He’d inhaled every time he used it.”

Everyone oriented on her.

“I saw that,” said Naomi. “One time. You think that’s how he activates it?”

“He can turn insubstantial while holding his breath?” Scorio drew closer. “That’s useful. In a real fight, he could get away easily if he needed to.”

“Or just pop in and out like he did.” Naomi nodded. “Though he took your claws right in his hand and it didn’t seem to bother him.”

Scorio considered. “Also, you notice how he turned to Copper? But how there were some streaks of Coal in there? My guess is that his… golem form, or whatever it is, depends on what mana he can draw on.”

“Huh.” Leonis stepped away from Zala, who was still grimacing. “So if he had Iron mana around… he’d be even harder to hurt?”

“And how did he ignore our Tomb Spark effects?” demanded Scorio, staring at Jova. “I saw you try yours. He just shrugged it off.”

“He did say it wasn’t due to his being a Dread Blaze. Another power he manifested?” Naomi bit her lower lip, considered, then shrugged. “Hard to tell.”

Jova inhaled deeply. Her cheek was already bruising. “So if we were going to tackle him again, we’d have to find a way to protect Zala. Her butterflies are what really caught his attention.”

“How do you stop a guy who can turn to mist?” asked Leonis.

“Easy,” said Jova. “Don’t give him room to materialize close to her. Form a tight ring.”

Zala rubbed her stomach. “I need to work on getting my butterflies out faster. They move so slowly. Maybe I need to get closer from the get-go, make it so that they don’t have as much distance to cross.”

“Yeah,” said Scorio. “That would be the only way to win. Use your butterflies to force him to return to his natural form. But he’d just throw us aside to get at you.”

They stood in contemplative silence.

“It sounds like the beginning of a plan, however,” said Lianshi tentatively. “Jova and I could guard Zala—our powers are defensive, anyway. Scorio, Naomi, Leonis, Juniper, you all would stay close as well, and attack him simultaneously when he gets close.”

They all nodded.

“Depending on this Damian’s power set,” said Scorio, “we should use that approach then, too. My Shroud fell apart when he hit it, but I think that’s because I was almost out of mana.”

Jova grimaced. “I didn’t even get mine up in time. I’ve grown so used to being resilient and winning fights in the long run that I’ve lost the instinct to fight quickly.”

“Room for us all to grow.” Scorio forced a smile. “You said it yourself: we need to grow comfortable with our powers. Make them instinctive.”

Jova nodded pensively.

Lianshi glanced about the group. “This Davelos… did he seem… like a good guy?”

Nobody spoke at once.

“Oh,” said Lianshi. “That’s not ideal.”

“He’s not a bad guy,” said Zala at last. “He actually seemed really friendly at first. But while fighting him… I just got the feeling that he couldn’t care less about us.”

“Maybe we have to earn that respect,” said Juniper softly. 

“He wasn’t excited about Evelyn bringing us,” added Scorio. “She had to convince him.”

“That’s encouraging,” said Naomi with bitter humor. “So she might not have the authority to bring us in? What do we do if Damian tells us to get lost?”

Scorio stood up straighter. “If he does, we’ll just keep moving on. What matters right now is their getting us to Fiery Shoals. Everything after that is a bonus. Regardless, nothing’s going to stop us. As long as we seven stay strong, stay together, and look out for each other, we’ll be fine.”

But the terrible ease with which first Evelyn and then Davelos had defeated them made his words sound hollow. 

“Either way,” said Jova at last. “With each fight, we’re learning a bit more. We should sleep.”

“Yeah,” said Juniper softly, and moved to slip her arm through Zala’s. “You all right?”

“Fine,” said the other girl as they began walking toward the barn. “You?”

Lianshi stepped up to Scorio. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

“Don’t be.”

“What’s your sense of this? Any regrets?”

Naomi and Leonis drifted in closer, Jova having moved to follow her two friends.

“No regrets.” He forced himself to sound cheerful. “Nobody said this would be easy, or that Dread Blazes would treat us with kid gloves. We just have to take our knocks and keep moving forward.”

The others nodded, and together they moved toward the barn. A cold wind blew across the small field, and Scorio shivered.

He hoped he was right.

 

 

 


Chapter 14

 

 

 

It took two days to cross the Farmlands. Scorio couldn’t relax. For the first time, he felt as if his life, his future, were no longer at stake, and he didn’t know what to do with himself. The past few months had been a non-stop fever blur of work, sacrifice, training, bleeding, and dying within the Old Gauntlet. At least the Ash Belt had felt ominous; on some level it had reminded him of the ruins, a testament to previous unknowable excesses.

But this bucolic setting?

Great rivers carving the land, spanned by ancient stone bridges, surrounded on all sides by fields of strange crops tended to by placid workers? Evenings spent in Traveler Barns, seated around firepits and sharing spiced rolls and bowls of fresh vegetables that they purchased from local farmsteads? The inclement weather, the sense of security from having a destination, a goal, his now being one of the most powerful members of their small company?

It began to unnerve him.

But though it took effort, he forced himself to relax right up until they ran into the House Kraken patrol three cycles later. 

Scorio was intent on walking with a saturated Heart, having filled it to the brim with Copper and working on remaining lucid and aware of his environment even as he strained to draw ever more mana from the air. He’d walk for a spell in this form, then Ignite and summon his Shroud as quickly as possible, seeking to maintain it before him for a fraction of a second longer each time.

It was depressing work.

But the Farmlands’ pastoral nature, while continuously delightful, required little extended attention; it was the perfect opportunity to focus exclusively on his Heart and all its weaknesses, which is why he was jolted out of his meditative reverie when Evelyn called a halt.

“What’s going on?” he asked of nobody in particular, and leaped off the road onto the high shoulder that bordered a broad ditch. A group of Great Souls was approaching, some six in number, each with a House Kraken patch sewn over their heart, their manner alert and their presence serious.

No dazed farmers these, nor nervous Emberlings out on patrol. 

This group meant business.

Scorio eyed the Dread Blazes. They didn’t seem alarmed. Wary, uncertain of how quickly word might have spread from Bastion as to their doings, he leaped back onto the road and rejoined the others.

“Relax,” Davelos said quietly so that only their group could hear. “You’re getting the rare honor of meeting Druanna on the road. Just stay quiet and everything will be fine.”

Not exactly reassuring.

Their group had stopped, content to await the Kraken patrol’s approach, and this afforded Scorio ample opportunity to study the new Great Souls.

Though in truth his gaze was drawn and held by their leader.

Druanna.

He’d not heard of her, but now he wished he’d spent more time studying the House elites. She was tall, in her early thirties, athletic and strikingly handsome. A full mane of black hair fell past her shoulders and her skin glowed with a warm golden hue. She moved with an easy grace that hinted at her strength, and her presence was such that the other five Great Souls seemed to fade into the background.

“Pyre Lady,” called Davelos, his voice rich with cheer. “It’s a pleasure to meet you on the road.”

Pyre Lady?

The House Kraken patrol stopped a good dozen yards away. Druanna placed her hands on her hips and studied them with frank directness. “Manticore. We’ve met before, I believe, but I don’t recall your name.”

“It’s Davelos. Dread Blaze and Class of 869.”

“And I’m Evelyn, Pyre Lady. Same rank and class as my friend.”

Druanna nodded, taking in the information, then looked past them both to scan the Emberlings and Tomb Sparks behind them. “You’re quite the group. Where are you headed? Are you on Basilisk business?”

“To the Fiery Shoals.” Davelos linked his hands behind his back and squared his shoulders. “And on an independent contract. I’m glad to report we’ve had no trouble thus far.”

Druanna smiled. “You’re on House Kraken land, Davelos. I’d imagine not. But be careful from this point on. Each year the fiends grow more active and my resources scanter. I can’t guarantee your safety as once I might have the closer you get to the Golden Circuit.”

Davelos bound his head. “I appreciate the warning. Any danger in particular?”

“We wiped out a herd of irontails yesterday, and tracked down and killed a lone thunderjaw before that.” She smiled again, but the expression didn’t reach her eyes. “Those, at least, you won’t have to worry about.”

“A thunderjaw?” Evelyn’s surprise was evident. “On the Rascor Plains?”

“This was well past the Circuit and into the Mist Valley.” Druanna sounded dismissive. “I’m sure the White Queen would have taken care of it if we hadn’t. What news from Bastion?”

Scorio couldn’t help but tense, though Davelos and Evelyn remained completely at ease.

“The commoners are discontent,” said Davelos.

“Rising up in the streets.” Evelyn shrugged one shoulder. “Not sure what they’re hoping to achieve. Most of the violence seems limited to Ward 4. Chancellor Praximar and the Council seem to have it well in hand, though.”

“I see.” Druanna frowned. “I’m sure it’s nothing they can’t handle. Still. Unusual times. Be safe out there.”

“Thank you, Pyre Lady.” Davelos bowed his head once more. “We shall.”

They all moved aside so that the patrol could pass them by. Druanna studied them as she strode past, and for a fleeting moment, her dark gaze locked with Scorio’s. He fought to keep his expression neutral, and then she was gone.

Evelyn pulled them all forwards, not letting them gawk, and it was only once the patrol was gone from sight over a distant bridge that they slowed down the pace.

“A Pyre Lady?” Jova voiced Scorio’s amazement. “On patrol?”

Evelyn looked back with a wry smile. “Oh, she’s not just on random patrol. She’s in charge of all security for House Kraken land out here. And given how most of the Farmlands belongs to either Hydra or Kraken, that’s a huge responsibility. I don’t envy her. It’s impossible to be everywhere at once.”

“But,” protested Scorio, “why is she out here while Praximar’s running all of Bastion? Isn’t she just as powerful as he is?”

Davelos let out a bark of laughter. “I’d put all my octs on Druanna in a fight between the two.”

“You would?” Jova turned to gaze back behind them. “What can she do?”

“It’s not fair, really.” Evelyn sighed dramatically. “Some people are reborn with minor or utilitarian abilities. Others, like Druanna, manifest the power to summon a twenty-foot-tall obsidian golem with six swords that’s invulnerable to damage.”

“She what now?” asked Leonis.

“My reaction exactly!” Evelyn laughed. “And she can cause blades of black glass to sprout like grass from shadows. And she can grow four extra arms of her own with which she wields six perfectly coordinated swords.”

“And she’s gorgeous,” said Davelos, shaking his head in bemusement.

“Like I said.” Evelyn shrugged. “Just not fair.”

Now everyone turned back to stare down the road.

“But I don’t get it,” insisted Scorio. “Why is she on patrol duty if she’s that powerful?”

“I think she likes it,” said Evelyn. “It’s a question of temperament. Just like Pyre Lord Daron of House Chimera oversees their main trade route into Bastion, or Valtaire of House Hydra watches over their House’s land.”

“Valtaire’s a Pyre Lord?” asked Naomi.

“Sure is.” Evelyn fluttered her eyes. “And as easy on the eyes as Davelos finds Druanna. It’s that perfect stubble that he always has and his gentlemanly ways. I can’t imagine that he and Druanna haven’t, well.”

Davelos gave Evelyn a warning glance.

“But Pyre Lords can go deeper into Hell,” said Jova. “Why are they defending the Farmlands?”

“Because all wealth flows into Bastion through the Farmlands,” said Evelyn, as if it was the most obvious point in the world. “You let the Farmlands fall and not only does Bastion starve, but all the treasure and resources that feed the Houses and keep the Academy running dry up.”

“That,” added Davelos, “and there are a lot of people on the Farmlands proper. Thousands of farmers, along with hundreds of Great Souls spread across its breadth to ensure their safety. Neither Druanna, Valtaire, or Daron would countenance their being killed. They’re good people, far as that goes.”

“Huh.” Scorio twisted about one last time, but the Kraken patrol was gone from sight. “Fascinating.”

Lianshi half raised her hand. “House Basilisk doesn’t own farmland?”

“They did,” said Evelyn, hitching her pack higher and picking up the pace. “But they lost it all to hostile takeovers once their Imperators died assaulting the Pit. Not that they had much to begin with. Farmwork isn’t quite Basilisk’s style.”

“Anyways, enough talk,” said Davelos. “Let’s press hard for a spell. With Druanna having just come through here we can afford more speed at the expense of our necessary caution.”

“More speed?” protested Leonis. “We’re already going all out.”

To which Davelos merely snorted and then began to pull ahead, Evelyn easily matching his pace.

“Why did we leave Bastion?” groaned Leonis. “No feasts, no heated pools, and now we’re going to race?”

“Think of it as training,” said Scorio. “Saturate your Heart and go. It’s what I’ve been doing.”

“The Golden King is built for power, not for speed,” said Leonis, but then Scorio sensed a great mass of Copper mana disappearing into his friend’s Heart. “But very well. The faster we go, the sooner we’ll get there.”

 

Chapter 15

 

 

 

The Farmlands began to break apart. More and more of the fields looked abandoned and overgrown. There were more bell towers in evidence, and the Traveler’s Barns looked ever more fortified. Word of attacks by powerful fiends grew, and farmers worked in large groups or not at all.

It wasn’t that the land itself was changing; if anything, the encroaching wilderness and small copses of trees looked verdant and vibrantly green. They’d simply passed beyond what the Houses could safely protect.

All the while the huge curving lines of Copper flowed through the upper reaches of the sky, but now they began to bunch, as if gathering toward a common point of origin. Walking with the others, Scorio continuously raised his gaze toward their terminus and was finally rewarded with the sight of his first island.

It emerged from the sparse clouds like a ship sailing around a headland, trailing wisps of mist behind it. The island was easily a mile across and shaped like a molar, great, tapering stalactites descending from its verdant top. The rock was creamy white, and bushes and trees enveloped the surface, growing thickly around the base of a huge, ruined castle whose elegance even the passing centuries had failed to obscure.

But even as Scorio saw the island sail into view he felt a pressure mount, washing over him like heat from an opened oven. For a moment he couldn’t figure out why, but then he summoned his Heart and saw pure glory flowing up from the ground like a reverse waterfall into the base of the island.

A torrent of Gold mana, hundreds of yards wide, endless, streaming up in a continuous column of blinding power.

“By the ten hells,” whispered Leonis.

They’d all staggered to a stop. The island’s shadow drifted across the land, and from the castle’s tallest tower emerged a great flood of Copper which slowly parted itself into the great curved bands that swept across the sky, spreading out ever wider as they flowed toward the far distant Rain Wall.

“Wow,” breathed Zala. “I’ve never seen so much mana in my life.”

“It’s quite the sight.” Davelos smiled bemusedly. “That much power, carving up the Rascor Plains. Somebody go ahead and ask me: why are we all subsisting on Copper with that much Gold in plain sight?”

Scorio glanced at Lianshi, who went to raise her hand then caught herself in time. “Because we don’t want another Fiery Shoals?”

“That’s right,” said Davelos softly. “Tampering with an island’s Gold stream is a crime that will get you Red Listed. It’s better to die and be reborn than try to siphon that Gold. It might look like a ton of power to us, but it’s carefully calibrated to each island. Even a light dip into its stream can destabilize an island, cause it to start sliding off its orbit, bring it crashing down.”

Scorio’s questions dried up before the majesty of that Gold mana stream. The curtain of power simply rushed up from the ground, endless, torn from the very earth.

“But how?” he whispered. “I thought there was only Copper mana on the Rascor Plains?”

“Nope,” said Evelyn. “Copper mana is the most abundant, but there’s some Iron, and if you delve deep enough into the Chasm, you can find all types.”

“The islands tear the Gold right out of the depths,” said Davelos. “There are ancient artifacts in the castles that pull it up. And no, nobody knows how it works, nobody’s been able to duplicate it, and trying to remove the mechanism is what caused Fiery Shoals to crash and carve a furrow two hundred miles long right to the very edge of the Plains.”

Scorio watched the island burn its passage across the land before them. It moved as fast as a galloping horse, but given its immensity, it seemed to crawl. The Gold flowed up some five hundred yards, a coruscating wall of power, and lit the undersides of the island in endless blazing light.

“So many questions,” was all he could say.

“So many classes you should have attended,” said Lianshi sweetly. “But never mind. I’ll fill you in as we go. Mostly? We just don’t know.”

“The islands date from the beginning of Bastion as well?”

“Yeah.” Lianshi sighed and clasped her hands beneath her chin. “But look how amazing it is. There are six islands. They’ve all been extensively explored, the castles picked clean, but still nobody really understands who built them or why. Without them, though, there’d be no Rain Wall, and thus no Farmlands.”

“So… maybe the original Imperators built them to help irrigate the Plains?”

“Maybe,” said Lianshi, then shrugged. “Most people think that was but a side effect to their original purpose, though.”

“All right,” said Evelyn. “Let’s continue. But stay on your guard. The passing of an island has been known to draw fiends, and there’s always the chance of a goldyolk swarm. They release a poisonous gas if punctured, so hold your breath, run for it, and don’t channel the ambient mana.”

Davelos strode on. “Just mind our lead and do as we say.”

The island had cut its way far enough left that they could proceed. Scorio couldn’t tear his eyes from the floating mass of rock and greenery. The dull roar that resonated in his Heart slowly faded as the island receded. They strode forward, the power in the air lessening by the moment.

But the circuit that the islands followed was amazing in and of itself; no fields had been built under them, and even as they stepped onto the island’s path Scorio saw great mutated trees wilting, bursting, collapsing in a swathe easily a hundred yards deep. 

“The Gold mana supercharges the growth,” said Lianshi, hooking her arm through his. “But nothing can survive without the Gold mana, and everything dies once the island moves on. Each island is tracked by a commensurate area of supercharged growth, its own island of endless greenery.”

Scorio gazed to the right, the direction from which the island had come. A broad trail of wilted brown dreck curved across the land and out of sight.

“Probably best to not stand here and wait for the Gold mana to wash over us then?”

Lianshi laughed. “Only if you want to explode.”

“Hold,” shouted Davelos, raising an arm.

They all froze.

“All around us,” said Evelyn, turning in a circle and staring at the ruined vegetable matter. “And damn, it’s a big one.”

“Too late to retreat?”

“Far too late.” Evelyn looked up, her expression tense. “Bad luck, everyone. This one’s bad. Run to the far side. Don’t channel the mana. Davelos and I will see what we can do.”

“What’s happening?” asked Juniper, turning in a circle.

But Scorio had eyes only for the earth, where pockets were starting to boil all around them.

Hundreds of pockets, each the size of the cart. 

“Really? This is happening every time now,” complained Evelyn.

“Goldyolk swarm, everyone.” Davelos Ignited his Heart and turned into his Copper form, but instead of Coal streaks, there were slivers of bright Gold running through him. “Run fast and try not to fight them.”

Scorio inhaled deeply. The air was saturated with Copper, but yes, there—fading traces of Gold. Most of which he sensed being pulled by Evelyn into her Heart, snatched away even as he tried to grasp some.

Copper then.

Desperately he drank deep, turning to find a way through, trying to keep the boiling pockets of earth in sight, but there were too many.

And then they began to explode.

A giant spherical grub burst up from the closest pocket, earth blasting in every direction. Its body was an egg-shaped sac of hammered gold six feet in diameter, horns of Coal running along the top and three sets of black limbs extending from either side. The front two sets were legs, while the rearmost pair arched over and around to end in golden spikes as long as Scorio’s arm. Its head was affixed to the golden sphere, arachnoid, and sporting a third spike that burst free of its maw, even longer than the appendages.

Scorio had never seen anything remotely like it.

Everyone around him was Igniting their Hearts, each one a small detonation of power. A dozen more of the golden egg sac creatures burst out of the ground, then another dozen, then a score more. 

They were completely surrounded.

“Don’t channel their mana,” warned Evelyn, her hair streaming forth.

The first wave sprang at them even as everyone sprinted forth, the fiends coming at them with all the violence and speed of nightmare fleas, and everything went mad.

Caramel hair burst forth in countless thick ropes, wrapping around enemies mid-air and tangling their limbs, hauling them out of their trajectories so that they crashed into each other, some of them bursting into great gouts of golden effluvia. Davelos sprang over their heads, his form burnished and gleaming, to collide with another, its spikes sinking into his body but unable to stop him from bursting it apart as they impacted.

Scorio Ignited and shifted into his scaled form. Wide-eyed, he fell back as one of the golden monstrosities fell upon him. The Nightmare Lady intercepted it, her tail punching into its egg sac body a dozen times. Another was falling upon them, a blur of gold, and Scorio grabbed Zala by the arm and leaped aside so that it landed where they had stood, its golden horn sliding deep into the soil.

He bounced up and slashed his talons through its golden hide, severing a leg and causing its bulging body to burst open. Golden ichor flooded out, and Scorio’s whole being lit up.

It was saturated with Gold mana.

“Scorio!” 

He glanced up. Something was about to hit him, so he flung up his Shroud. Just for a moment, long enough for the monster to collide and bounce off, then he dropped the Shroud and bounded after it.

More hair was snaking forth, but Evelyn had no structures off of which to work; she could only lash out with braids and seek to ensnare her foes directly. Davelos was singing, his voice a reverberating baritone as he tore his way through their foes, but there were more, always more.

Leonis roared as he smashed one apart with a double-handed swing of Nezzar; Jova stepped forward, hit another two with her fear aura, and they both fell back just before Juniper leaped in to start smashing her glowing fists into one of them. The Nightmare Lady was in her element, leaping and lashing out in every direction, slashing with her tail and disemboweling with her claws.

The air had quickly grown thick with cloying, poisoned Gold mana. Scorio deflected another foe with a quick summons of his Shroud then moved in for the kill, but he already felt fevered, sick with the pulsing, noxious mana that made him feel nauseated.

“Don’t try to channel the mana!” shouted Evelyn from somewhere behind them. “It’s—”

But Zala bent over and started to vomit convulsively.

More of the golden egg sacs were burrowing up from below. The ground was already sodden with their ichor. They were so delicate, absolutely defenseless, as if they wished to be burst apart, as if—

“They’re trying to poison us!” Scorio shouted. “Move! Fresh ground!”

The Nightmare Lady looked at him and nodded. Leonis was gagging, but he lumbered after her as she slashed open a path. Where was Lianshi—there, with Juniper. Scorio raced over, ducked a new foe as it tried to collide with him, and opened his arms to herd them before him. “Go, go!”

Davelos appeared by their side. An egg sac leaped at him, but he misted so that it charged right through him. A second descended upon him, and he ducked, stepped back, crouched, then speared upright to slam his head into its belly, his whole body knifing into its egg sac causing it to burst around him.

“Good idea,” he called as he emerged. “But don’t stop running. This much mana will call predators.”

Scorio’s eyes went wide and he picked up his pace. Where was Jova? Never mind, if there was anybody he didn’t need to worry about it was her.

The sky darkened. Another fell upon the three of them. Lianshi pulled Juniper down and covered her, body shimmering with her invulnerability power. But Scorio raised his Shroud at just the right angle so that the egg sac burst and splattered off to the side.

His Heart guttered out.

“Damn. Run!”

Together they sprinted, ducking and weaving. They left the worst of the miasma behind, but it was cloying and thick and drifted after them.

His gorge rising, Scorio looked back. Davelos was just marching through the foes, not even bothering to do more than mist when attacked and then materialize within the monster’s bodies, bursting them. Evelyn had fashioned a web of sorts that was anchored on the piles of bodies, and had weaponized her hair so that she hurled braided ropes like harpoons at the monsters that still came at her.

But the fight was over. The ground, which was cratered with exit holes, had ceased to boil. No more were emerging. Many, in fact, were digging their way rapidly back into the soil and muck.

Scorio’s eyes widened. How many had they just killed? Fifty? A hundred? The ground was strewn with burst sacks and twitching limbs.

“That was…disgusting,” said Lianshi, head tilted to one side so that golden goop could slide off her hair.

Leonis bent over, Nezzar disappearing, and retched. Zala was barely able to stand with Jova’s help, and even Naomi looked sick.

Evelyn retracted her hair and lowered herself to the ground. Davelos approached her. They spoke, turning to stare south.

“They don’t look happy,” said Scorio, resisting the urge to spit.

Lianshi tentatively straightened, her beslimed hair sliding down her back. “What was that they said about predators?”

Scorio summoned his Heart and looked at the mana. The spilled ichor was venting poisoned Gold into the air. It had the consistency of clotted cream, was curdled and wrong in ways he couldn’t explain, but was drifting rapidly in all directions as if before a powerful wind.

Leonis vomited explosively.

“Let’s get moving,” said Davelos, striding toward them. “Goldyolks are beacons to worse things. But if we move quickly we should be all right.”

Scorio slid under Leonis’s arm. “Just don’t vomit on me, all right?”

His friend’s face was beaded with sweat and waxen. It was all he could do to nod.

Davelos scooped Zala up in his arms and set off at a run. 

“Oh, we’re running?” asked Lianshi, and took off after him. Leonis managed a lumber, but his stomach kept spasming as he ran. A moment later Naomi staggered to a halt and gagged. 

“It’s hitting the Emberlings harder than us,” Jova called to him, but when she went to help Naomi the other girl recoiled.

“Don’t touch me. I’m fine. I’m—” 

“Go!” shouted Jova to Scorio as he started to slow. “I’ll help her!”

Davelos was pounding ahead and had increased his pace to a sprint that showed no signs of slowing. They were no longer running directly south but veering to the east, away from the broad river that glittered in the near distance, thick forest growing along its banks. 

Lianshi began to slow, her hands pressing on her stomach.

“Damn,” hissed Scorio. “Evelyn!”

But the Dread Blaze was too far ahead. Scorio angled wide to intercept Lianshi just as she bent over. With a grunt, he turned her, ducked down into her stomach, and straightened just as she hurled all the way down his back.

Grimacing, he hauled Leonis. The man’s eyelids were fluttering, his stride faltering, but Scorio dragged him on, step after step, trying to go faster even as the weight began to tell on him.

Up ahead, Davelos came to an abrupt stop. A line of trees extended before them perhaps a hundred yards further on, the meadowland covered in knee-high grass. 

Evelyn stopped a moment later and pointed hard right. Davelos nodded, and they both began to run parallel to the golden circuit.

Scorio veered after them, not seeing what had worried the Dread Blazes. Jova had thrown a feebly resisting Naomi over one shoulder and was a score of paces behind, but was slowing as Juniper began to stumble.

“Evelyn!” roared Scorio, and this time the Dread Blaze looked back. Looked to the tree line, then grimaced and stopped.

Davelos ran a handful more yards before also slowing. He cursed, dropped Zala to the ground, and then the Dread Blazes ran, not back, but at an oblique line to interpose themselves between Scorio and the tree line. 

Scorio was panting now. Lianshi was growing heavy and Leonis was staggering as if he’d drunk twenty glasses of flaywine. 

Then the trees shook, parted, and fresh hell emerged.

Scorio ceased running, let Lianshi slip to the ground, and released Leonis, who sank to his knees. 

What had emerged was an ivory crustacean surrounded by a cloud of tendrils. It was spindly and elegant and moved with great delicacy upon four legs that terminated in wicked needle points, its head a triangular wedge in which a singular black eye like an onyx was embedded, unblinking, faceted, brilliant.

“What is that?” whispered Scorio.

Six thick ropes emerged from the back of its head, and these undulated in the air forming that shifting cloud, each ending in a metallic point a yard long. 

“Not good,” said Jova, moving up alongside him. She’d left Naomi with Juniper. “Even the Dread Blazes are worried.”

Scorio wiped ichor from his cheek. “You up for helping?”

Jova gave him a mirthless grin. “You know I love having fun.”

They jogged forward. Scorio carefully, slowly inhaled Copper mana into his Heart. As always it took twice as much work the second time around, but the ivory fiend was still moving with discriminating wariness, tilting its head from side to side as if tasting the air.

“You two should stay clear of this,” said Davelos as they moved up. “Way beyond your pay grade.”

“I can hold my own,” said Jova calmly.

“Davelos and I can take it,” said Evelyn firmly. “Between the two of us, we should be fine. Stay here.”

“Sure,” said Scorio. The fiend was unnerving. It was the size of a large horse, but its sinuous tendrils made it look twice as big.

Then a second one emerged from the forest.

“Lovely,” said Davelos with a grimace.

Evelyn licked her lips. “This just got interesting. We concentrate on the first, take it down fast, hope the second doesn’t get its licks in before we turn on it?”

“Where’s Dameon when you need him?” muttered Davelos. “We might have to run.”

“We can’t keep up,” said Scorio. “The others are too sick.”

“I know.” Davelos glanced back at the Emberlings. “Welcome to the bleeding edge of the Rascor Plains.”

“I’ll tie up the second one,” said Evelyn. “You three take down the first.”

Davelos sighed. “Ridiculous. You’re sure?”

“You know I am. And it’s just two Ixithilions.”

“Just two, she says.” Davelos rubbed his head briskly then shook out his arms. “All right, Jova, Scorio, you lead the charge. When it comes at you, Shroud up, race apart, and try to live. While it’s deciding which of you to follow, I’ll hit it.”

Both ivory fiends became still, their single eyes oriented on where Scorio and the others stood. 

“Here they come,” whispered Evelyn. “I’m going out wide. Luck!”

She took off at a run.

“Damn it. Let’s go.” Davelos broke into a jog. “You two better be worth this.”

Scorio bit back a retort and chased after him. Could he use his chalk to keep one of them at bay…? No. The ground was too grassy for him to scrawl a line.

They ran through the meadow grass and were halfway there when the third Ixithilion emerged from the woods. 

Davelos staggered to a halt. The fiends burst forward, faster than Scorio could have imagined, their tendrils suddenly boiling about their heads, metallic tips rising to aim in their direction.

“Too late now!” shouted Davelos. “Go!”

Scorio and Jove broke into a sprint. The Ixithilions approached them like frenzied balls of lightning, only for caramel hair to emerge from the grass and enmesh the farthest one, tripping it up and bringing it down.

The other two raced on only to split apart at the last moment. They were impossibly nimble. Scorio and Jova split in turn, and ran right at their foes who veered back into them, their needle ropes bursting forward to come spearing down.

Scorio saved his Ignition to the very last moment; then lit up his Heart, burst up into his scaled form, and summoned his Shroud, raising it before him.

Three-foot-long steel tips crashed into the Shroud, shattered it, and slid through at a greatly diminished speed, but the other three simply flowed around the Shroud to stab into his side, his thigh, and his stomach.

His burning Heart kept most of the pain at bay. The needle that had aimed for his thigh only sank in an inch, hampered by his scales, but the other two found his unprotected flesh and punched all the way through.

With a scream, Scorio felt himself hauled off the grass and up, the tentacles impossibly strong. The Ixithilion hurled him aside, but at the last moment, he reached down and grabbed hold of a tentacle just before he slid off its needle tips. 

He crashed to the ground, hauling on the tentacle, wrenching the fiend’s head around so that it overbalanced and crashed to the ground where it thrashed and whipped its tentacles about. It turned upon Scorio in a frenzy and impaled him a dozen times over. While most of its stabs were deflected by his scales, the damage was still terrible.

Screaming, his whole body alive with pain and shock, Scorio held on to the tentacle and then somehow pulled himself forward to slash with burning talons at the other white ropes.

His searing how claws tore through the mass of them, causing the fiend to keen as it got its scissor legs beneath it and lurched upright. Scorio lunged drunkenly forward, slashed his claws through its front leg, then fell to the grass, weakness stealing over him.

The Ixithilion reared back, raised its stump, and flailed as black blood poured into the air. Half its tentacles had been severed, but the others slammed down to punch into Scorio’s body again, hammering through his chest and stomach into the ground below.

Scorio grunted and felt blood well up his throat.

The Ixithilion turned away, still keening, and Scorio saw that beyond it Davelos was tearing apart its friend; he flickered in and out of existence as it stabbed its tentacles at him, misting in and out of existence, and then leaped up to bury his fist deep inside its pale head.

Its carapace crumpled, its eye burst, and it staggered backward, suddenly clumsy on its spindly legs.

“Davelos!” Scorio tried to shout, but he only managed a whisper. The wounded Ixithilion that had mauled Scorio came up behind the Dread Blaze and slammed a needle into the Dread Blaze’s Copper back. 

Davelos immediately misted and pulled away, but when he materialized Scorio could tell he was wounded. 

Jova rose to her feet, a bloody hole punched through her chest, blood pouring from another in her stomach. But her power allowed her to stand and she hurled herself at Scorio’s Ixithilion, Shroud flickering into existence. 

The fiend knocked her aside and then tripped, its stump of a foreleg causing it to overbalance. 

Davelos fell upon it, his Copper fist rising and falling as he clobbered its head apart.

Evelyn let out a cry of panic. Davelos stood, turned, and Scorio saw Evelyn wrestling with the third fiend. Each of its six tendrils was grappled by a rope of hair, but it was forcing its way toward Evelyn, overpowering and driving her back.

Davelos inhaled, misted, and raced through the fallen Ixithilion toward her.

Scorio tried to sit up. His body refused to obey. He felt warm, his innards watery. There wasn’t any pain. His Heart was still burning, but he knew it was about to die out. He didn’t relish how that’d feel.

“Jova?” he croaked.

“Here,” came a voice from the thick grass. “They hit… they hit hard.”

Scorio leaned his head back on the grass. Almost he closed his eyes, but then he forced himself to roll onto his side and slowly, oh so slowly, push himself up to sitting. 

Evelyn and Davelos were tearing the last Ixithilion apart, but Evelyn was badly hurt; it had managed to stab her several times. 

Jova sat up as well and looked past him; something about her expression caused him to turn.

Three more Ixithilions were emerging cautiously from the tree line.

“Oh come on,” said Scorio.

Jova laughed, coughed, and climbed to her feet. “Maybe in our next life. Pity though.”

“What? Our dying?”

Davelos killed the third Ixithilion, reeled back, and saw the reinforcements.

“No. That’s fine. My being reborn. Not knowing about you. Not learning this truth.” Blood ran from the corner of her mouth and she winced. “Being reborn… into ignorance.”

“Yeah.” Scorio felt his Heart burn down to its last final embers. “Pity. Been nice knowing you. Wish we could have… gotten more… time.”

Jova winced and stood tall. Scorio recalled Naomi’s warning a lifetime ago: Jova was tough against her own power level. Against much stronger foes? Even her resilient power would falter. She grimaced. “I thought we… like last time we met…”

“We what?” asked Scorio. The three Ixithilions screeched, high-pitched shrill sounds, and burst toward Davelos.

“You know.” Jova managed a wry smile. “The night you came to talk to me. We… I’m sorry, Scorio. I need to go help.” She shivered and broke into a run, heading toward Davelos.

Scorio wanted to rise. Wanted to help. It couldn’t end like this. Without meaning, without consequence.

He gritted his teeth but his body refused to obey. It was perforated by too many holes. 

He sank back. Blinked furiously, refusing to let the darkness claim him. His Heart was almost extinguished. 

Any second now.

He’d die as soon as he lost his scaled form’s strength.

 

 


Chapter 16

 

 

 

A vertical line of golden light appeared in the air. The line thickened, its radiance bright, then split apart to form a bright oval whose interior was frosted white.

Scorio had seen that before. Somewhere. Once.

A woman with glowing golden wings flew through, and with her came a sense of confidence, of calm, of control. Her hair was a blonde so pale it was nearly ivory, her skin alabaster and flawless, her gaze a washed-out blue. Only her lips added a touch of color to her whole appearance, for they were a startling red, sensual and full. 

A relief so powerful washed over Scorio that he groaned.

The White Queen oriented on the three Ixithilions who ceased their keening and as one veered out wide to flee. She raised her hand. A white wand appeared in it, and she unleashed three bolts of white power that sped after each fiend and consumed it whole, momentarily causing its spindly form to glow as bright as the sun before it disappeared in a puff of ash.

Scorio fell back on the grass and stared up at the blue sky.

A moment later white light enveloped him. It was warm and comforting, like being wrapped in a great warm towel, in the arms of the mother he couldn’t remember, to momentarily have the White Queen’s full blessing and regard.

The pain disappeared, his wounds knit shut, the nausea evaporated, and his mind cleared.

Scorio leaped to his feet, disoriented by the influx of strength and vitality. He felt as rested as if he’d slept through the night on a full stomach. Jova’s wounds had closed, and with two blasts of her ferula the White Queen healed Davelos and Evelyn.

Golden wings outstretched, the Charnel Duchess lowered to the grassland and alighted. Her wings furled and disappeared.

Davelos and Evelyn both dropped to one knee and lowered their gazes to the grass. “Thank you, Charnel Duchess,” Davelos said, voice hushed with awe. “Thank you.”

Belatedly Scorio did the same, Jova having beaten him to it, and knelt beside the dead Ixithilion.

“Scorio.” The Charnel Duchess’s tone was one of mild surprise. “I had not thought to see you here.”

He risked a glance. She had moved to stand before him, the wind tugging her pale hair before her face, her regal poise utter and total.

“Charnel Duchess,” he managed, and for a moment he didn’t know what to say. His heart was pounding, his thoughts whirling. What kind of miracle was this? “Thank you. I had… resigned myself to returning to the Archspire.”

“Not yet, assuredly.” Was that humor in her voice? Her expression remained remote. 

Davelos and Evelyn and risen to their feet, their expressions shocked. To be fair, they probably hadn’t expected him to be best friends with Nova. 

Scorio managed a lopsided smile. “Not yet, by your mercy. In fact, we were heading to the Fiery Shoals. I had hoped to speak with you.”

Nova arched a pale brow. “Had you now?”

Probably best to remain kneeling. “Please excuse me for being forward, but I’d hoped to bring a matter of dire import to your attention.”

Nova’s pale gaze pierced him through and through. “A matter beyond the Council’s ability to handle?”

“Well, that’s part of the problem.” How forward could he be? How much could he assume? “Revolution is stalking Bastion’s streets. The people are rising up. I managed to convince the uprising’s leaders to give me ten days to speak with you before they redoubled their protests, which is why I asked Manticore to escort us out here… I’m sorry. I couldn’t think of a greater authority who might be able to help prevent terrible bloodshed.”

Nova’s expression grew troubled. “I’d heard there was friction, but open rebellion?”

Scorio grimaced. “I’d be happy to tell you everything I know at your convenience.”

“I see.” For a moment longer Nova considered him, her gaze as blank and overwhelming as the sun, and then she turned to regard the Dread Blazes. “You are part of Manticore’s leadership, are you not?”

“Yes, my lady,” said Davelos gravely. “Davelos, Dread Blaze, Class of 869.”

“Evelyn, my lady, Dread Blaze, of the same class.”

Davelos’s expression was grave. “We hadn’t expected the way to be so… perilous.”

“Indeed.” The Charnel Duchess considered the fallen fiends. “Each year less Great Souls defend the Plains. Each year fewer teams cleanse the ruins. Each year the fiends grow more plentiful and bold.”

“The Farmlands seemed… calm,” ventured Evelyn.

“They are. The Houses defend what is theirs. But there have been six incursions this year alone. Each repelled before they could penetrate deeply, but I had to intervene in four of them. This…” She turned to gaze at the Ixithilions once more. “Marks the third time that travelers have been attacked close to the Golden Circuit. And now by Ixithilions. Such an occurrence would have been unthinkable before the Gold mana quake out of the Lustrous Maria.”

Davelos hesitated then bowed his head. “We are, as always, eternally grateful for your vigilance.”

“Yes.” The Charnel Duchess turned to consider Scorio. “Would that it were not needed.”

Scorio, unsure, bowed his head. “Charnel Duchess, if I may be so bold, our companions, Emberlings all, were poisoned by… “

“Goldyolks,” said Evelyn quickly.

Nova raised her ferula and unleashed five blasts, one after the other. “They no longer suffer. Now, I would hear about this rebellion in greater detail. Would you all accompany me back to the Fiery Shoals?”

Davelos went to answer then checked himself and glanced at Scorio.

Who finally rose to his feet and stood tall. “We would be honored, Charnel Duchess.”

In the near distance, their companions were rising to their feet, dazed and staring at Nova in wonder. 

A golden line appeared in the air and then parted to form a burning oval. Nova inclined her head, a slight smile playing on her ruby lips. “Then follow me home. It is a far more… efficacious means of travel than traipsing through the Hinterlands.”

Both Dread Blazes bowed again, prompting Scorio and Jova to do the same. Without bothering to repeat his thanks Scorio squared his shoulders as the White Queen passed through the portal, then stepped forward to face the white fire and entered the oval.

Scorio emerged into an echoing obsidian hall of stark and imposing beauty. Its architecture was grandiose and the ceiling vaulted far above, while the jet flagstones reflected the leaping torchlight in liquid shimmers. The far end of the hall terminated in columns past which a balcony extended out into darkness. The air was thick with the odor of smoke, metal, and rotten eggs and Scorio had to resist the urge to bury his face in the crook of his elbow. 

A dozen people focused on them—or rather, the White Queen—as they emerged from the Portal. Scorio recognized one: Desiree, a Pyre Queen. She was a bloodless young woman with lank white hair and a slight frame. Her gaze was unnervingly piercing, however, and she studied Scorio and his companions with avid interest before turning to attend the Charnel Duchess.

Who raised a hand to forestall questions and turned to await everyone’s arrival. Leonis was the last one to come through, and everyone stood in a tight crowd, trying not to gape.

“Be welcome to the Fiery Shoals,” said Nova, her voice ringing with authority. “You find yourselves at the very edge of the Rascor Plains and at my seat of authority. Your needs will be tended to, and then we shall converse. If you have any questions or concerns, do not hesitate to raise them with your attendants.”

“Thank you, White Queen,” said Davelos, voice low and grave as he bowed. “You are most generous.”

Nova smiled. “You are my guests, Davelos, nothing less, nothing more. Kyrie, escort them to guest chambers and ensure they are comfortable. I will send for you all when I am ready to talk.”

Everyone followed Davelos’s lead and bowed. Scorio watched Nova walk away with a growing sense of uncertainty; had he lost the initiative? Should he have impressed upon Nova how dire the situation was? Then again, they’d just shaved days off their journey. He could afford to be patient.

Kyrie approached. He was tall but stood with a stoop as if ashamed of the fact, his light brown hair pulled back into an artless knot, his cream and crimson robes finely cut but somehow appearing ill-fitting on his frame. He smiled tightly and gestured toward the back of the hall. “Your rooms are this way. I’m Kyrie, Tomb Spark and member of the Class of 872. Welcome to the Fiery Shoals. If you’ll come this way?”

Scorio fell in with the others as they left the hall. Class of 872… that meant Kyrie had reincarnated only three years ago. And he was already out here? A dozen questions burned the tip of his tongue, but he restrained the urge to begin interrogating him.

His friends crowded in beside him. They looked equal parts overwhelmed and confused. No wonder: one second they’d been succumbing to poisonous mana, the next they were following the White Queen through her portal. But the austerity and grandeur of the arcade they passed into stilled their questions. Open archways lined the right side of the hall, giving them all their first view of the world outside the castle.

Scorio couldn’t resist. He moved to the closest arch and gazed out over a sea of slowly roiling lava far below. Fumes rose from its unique surface where orange eddies tore apart endlessly forming skins of black rock in mesmerizing patterns. Black cliffs encircled this vast lake, their faces composed of dribbled stone as if the obsidian had run like wax before solidifying. The sky was a fulminous black, not a night sky but a perpetual storm, and everything was dimly lit by the sulfurous red glow of the lava.

“There!” Lianshi pointed at the cliff’s edge. “See the Lava Trees? I wrote about them in my journal.”

She was right. Countless wizened trees grew along the cliff’s edge and upon ridges and ledges. Their trunks were contorted, bending back and forth as if having been forced to grow against tremendous pressure, but their canopies were ethereal clouds of pink, the hue luminous and glowing softly like Zala’s butterflies.

Enough of their group had come to a stop that Kyrie and the Dread Blazes were forced to wait.

“They draw upon the Iron mana that suffuses the lake,” said Lianshi, “and condense it in their fruits which are called ‘moltens.’ They’re highly prized.” Lianshi sounded almost giddy. “The Lava Trees only grow here, around the Fiery Shoals, and their fruits are exported deeper into Hell by a consortium of—”

“Friends?” Davelos’s tone was just short of impatient. “Shall we?”

“Oh, right.” Lianshi drew back from the arch. “Sorry. I get carried away.”

Scorio couldn’t tear his gaze away from the world outside. This was what he’d expected all of Hell to look like outside of Bastion, grim and inimical to life. Yet there was a beauty to even this landscape that surprised him, a dark majesty that beguiled him and filled him with excitement. 

He grinned at Lianshi as they resumed following Kyrie, and she brightened at his shared enthusiasm.

Davelos walked beside Kyrie, his hands linked behind his back. “You wouldn’t happen to know if any other members of Manticore are present? A party of ours led by Dread Blaze Simeon was supposed to have arrived here a week ago.”

Kyrie frowned. “Manticore—yes. I know of that party. They are still here, I believe. Simeon has been waiting for an opportunity to speak with the White Queen in private.”

“Ah, good,” smiled Evelyn. “Where are their quarters?”

“One floor below in the third Basalt suite. Do you want me to show you how to get there?”

“No need.” Davelos’s smile was perfunctory. “We know the way. If you’ll excuse us?”

Kyrie nodded uncertainly.

They reached the end of the arcade where Evelyn turned to the rest of them. “We’re going to go catch up with Simeon and the others.” She smiled. “We’ll introduce you later. But go ahead and get settled. Enjoy your first visit to the Shoals. It’s a hell of an experience.”

“Thanks,” said Scorio. “And thank you for everything you’ve done for us. Bringing us here.”

Evelyn canted her head to one side. “Things didn’t go as smoothly as I’d like. That encounter with the goldyolks was just shy of a disaster… but hey, all’s well that ends well, right? And now you get to have a good chat with the White Queen. Success.”

Scorio grinned. “Indeed. And we’re way ahead of schedule. I couldn’t ask for better.”

Davelos nodded curtly. “Let us know when the White Queen wants her audience. We’d like to be there. Perhaps we can help in some way.”

“Sure. Absolutely.”

Evelyn reached out and picked some crud off the lapel of Scorio’s robe. “And once this is all done we should talk about next steps. You all handled yourself really well out on the Plains. Let’s not lose sight of our long-term plans.”

Scorio felt the others stir behind him with excitement. “That would be most appreciated. Thank you again.”

Evelyn beamed, then linked her arm through Davelos’s and together they turned to stride deeper into the complex.

“Well,” said Kyrie. “Shall we continue?”

Leonis stepped in beside Scorio. “How did the White Queen find us? You do something?”

“I, ah…” 

Kyrie led them into a second hallway that proved to be a series of broad steps leading down. It was as bleak and stark as the first, with the same torches burning in their iron sconces and the sound of their echoing feet.

“The White Queen has proclaimed preeminence over the Fiery Shoals and the immediate area beyond it,” said Kyrie, moving to one side so they could step up beside him. “Do you know what that means?”

“Sol and Imogen fought for preeminence,” said Scorio. “It gave Sol the edge over Imogen when he achieved it.”

Kyrie stared at Scorio as if he’d sprouted a second head, but nodded all the same. “This was during the recent attack on Bastion? That makes sense. When very Great Souls reach Charnel Duchess they can begin asserting preeminence, especially when they’re striving against someone of equal or lesser power. It grants them a serious edge in every way, and will often cause the other party to simply surrender. Regardless, the White Queen’s preeminence has grown over the years and now extends over much of the Plains beyond the Shoals. Enough that she can sense when powerful fiends excite their Hearts and move to intercede.”

“Excite their Hearts?” asked Scorio.

“How long has she ruled here?” asked Lianshi.

They reached the base of the broad stairs and passed through into a new hallway whose ceiling was lost to the shadows. Archways off each side led into new corridors, and Scorio was only now starting to get a sense of the Shoals’ sheer size. 

Kyrie grinned at their eagerness and ducked his head. “I’m sorry. I remember being just as enthusiastic as you were when I got here. Yes. When fiends attack they channel their native power through their Heartstones. It’s nothing anyone can sense below Pyre Lord—or if you’re exceptionally talented—but with preeminence, they must have lit up like bonfires in the White Queen’s mind. What attacked you?”

Jova’s voice was dour. “The Dread Blazes called them Ixithilions.”

“There were six of them,” added Scorio.

“Plus over a hundred goldyolks,” muttered Leonis from the back of the group.

Kyrie stopped and faced them. “Ixithilions?”

Scorio shared a glance with Jova. “Yes…?”

Their guide’s surprise was quickly replaced by enthusiasm. “That’s… wow. Unheard of. Until recently, I suppose. And six of them? Where were you? Are you sure there weren’t more?”

“The White Queen seemed sure,” said Scorio slowly. “Why? You make it sound like that was a good thing.”

“Oh no, it’s terrible.” Kyrie tapped his lips. “Six. Huh. Ixithilions are rarely seen even in the Iron Weald. For them to have penetrated this far… that’s fascinating. And terrible. Definitely terrible.”

“I don’t know,” said Leonis. “You’re sounding like Lianshi does when she tries to convince us to go see really dangerous parts of Hell.”

“I find the geography of Hell fascinating,” explained Lianshi apologetically.

“And I’m here to study the incursion of fiends,” said Kyrie. “It’s something that’s uniformly interested me across all my lives, resulting in my leaving copious compendiums of my studies to myself.”

“Wait,” said Juniper. “Kyrie? You’re Kyrie the Parafiendologist of Xon?”

Kyrie blushed and tucked a strand of mousey brown hair behind one ear. “I was? You must have studied my textbook at the Academy. Sorry. It’s really dense. Even I have trouble making my way through it the first time.”

“What do you mean, ‘was’?” asked Jova. “Either you are, or you aren’t.”

“I guess I am?” Kyrie sounded apologetic. “But the Kyrie that earned that title was seventeen lifetimes ago. He—or I—lived to over fifty years old, and reached Blood Baroness as he—I mean, I—explored all manner of uncharted areas and earned some fame. I ended up retiring to the Academy and writing the textbook we all read now.”

“Great,” said Leonis. “So you’re to blame for all those late-night headaches.”

Kyrie bobbed his head. “Sorry.”

“I loved your book,” said Lianshi, turning to glare at Leonis defiantly. “It was comprehensive, logically laid out, and helped untangle all manner of mysteries that only seemed obvious in retrospect.”

“You did?” Kyrie relaxed his shoulders. “Oh. Good! That’s nice to hear. Anyway, I always leave my notebooks and resources for myself to collect here at the Shoals—it’s safer than the Academy lockers—and have a long-standing invitation to come here the moment I graduate.”

“Oh wow,” said Lianshi admiringly. “That’s amazing.”

“Well.” Kyrie grimaced. “It probably sounds better than the reality. I spend almost all my time frantically reading my old notebooks while everyone assumes I already know everything. It’s long stretches of tedium punctuated by moments of panic as I have to rush and research and report back on what I should already know. Or once did.”

“I feel you.” Lianshi grimaced sympathetically. “I’m an inveterate diarist. I’ve hundreds of them.”

Jova leaned forward. “You said it’s unheard of for Ixithilions to get this deep?”

“Oh. Yes. Ixithilions are quite dangerous. Six of them can be more than even a Pyre Lord can handle. For them to have gotten this close to Bastion is, frankly, quite shocking.”

A small crowd of robed officials brushed past, the two women at their lead arguing quietly if intensely as they went. Scorio stepped aside to make room then returned his attention to Kyrie. “What does it mean, then?”

Kyrie resumed walking. “Sign of the times, I suppose. Old patterns everywhere are being disrupted. Much of my written knowledge is woefully outdated or naïvely presumptuous. The number of Great Souls throughout the layers of Hell has dropped. You heard about LastRock?”

Jova nodded grimly but chose not to enlighten Kyrie.

“Well, that’s just an example. Mana fluctuations across entire layers are now a common occurrence, allowing powerful fiends to range much farther north from their usual haunts. Everything is in flux, and not for the better.”

Kyrie led them down a narrow hallway. A constant stream of people moved back and forth, some clearly servants with slightly dazed expressions, others guests who moved with focused intent in small groups or alone.

Leonis almost turned around to keep watching a pair of beautiful women in matching black robes stride by, then shrugged apologetically at Lianshi’s accusing stare. “How big is this place, anyways?”

“How large?” Kyrie stopped before a blank black door and pushed it open. “I’m not sure, exactly, but there’s something like five thousand people here at any one time. That number fluctuates a lot, however; people are constantly leaving and arriving.”

He led them into a broad living space dominated by a low central table around which people could sit on ebon cushions. The far wall was covered by glossy heavy curtains, and six doors led off the central chamber to further rooms.

“I’m sensing a pattern in the decor,” muttered Leonis, prompting Zala to snort.

“Here you are. This is guest suite seven on the Granite Wing. You can always ask for directions back here if you get lost. There are six rooms, each with double beds, and bathing and cleaning facilities are at the end of the main hall.” Kyrie smiled conspiratorially. “Don’t miss out on the heated pools two floors below. They’re fantastic.”

“Thanks,” said Scorio. He’d lost his pack somewhere during the goldyolk attack, and hadn’t thought to ask the White Queen to wait while he searched for it. “We’re, ah, a little light on belongings after the Ixithilion attack. Any chance we could…”

“I gave Feiyan all my octs,” said Leonis.

Juniper put her hand on her belt. “I’ve still got some.”

“Please.” Kyrie smiled. “You’re guests of the White Queen. I’ll see to it that fresh robes are sent up. Meals are served in the dining hall every third bell—that’s one floor down—and I’ll have fresh water pitchers brought to your rooms.”

Lianshi beamed. “Thank you. That’s so kind of you.”

“Hardly.” Kyrie shrugged one shoulder. “How you’re treated reflects on the White Queen’s honor. Let’s see: feel free to explore the Shoals, but I’d recommend you stay on this floor—that’s the third down from the topmost—down to the sixth. Everything below that is off-limits to normal guests. Don’t forget that the White Queen has preeminence throughout the Shoals, and can sense what you’re doing if she but focuses on you or if you channel a lot of mana outside your rooms. You have privacy in here, but she’ll be aware if you get into a fight or the like.”

“So she can hear what we’re saying at any moment?” asked Jova.

“The White Queen is a Charnel Duchess of immense dignity and respect,” said Kyrie. “She does not intrude upon private chambers without extreme need, nor deigns to listen in casually on conversations. Think of it more as an ambient form of security. She doesn’t brook conflict within her halls.”

“Got it,” said Scorio.

“When she’s ready to speak with you she’ll let you know—don’t feel restricted to your rooms. She sends word to wherever you are when she’s ready. Until then, all you need do is enjoy her hospitality and your first visit to the Fiery Shoals. You should definitely take advantage of the baths, but you can also visit the library, hike out along the Cliff Trail, or meet other visitors in the Dining Hall. You never know who you’ll see passing through.”

Lianshi clapped her hands excitedly. “Thank you! This is going to be so much fun.”

Kyrie grinned. “It can be. If you have need of anything you can either ask a servant or find me in the library. I’m usually there reading my books unless I’ve been sent for. Any last questions?”

Everyone glanced at each other.

“I think we’re good,” said Jova.

Naomi fingered her sticky hair. “Almost good.”

“Great.” Kyrie stepped back to the front door. “Then I shall take my leave.”

Once he was gone Scorio rounded on the others with a grin. “Can you believe we’re here? And days ahead of schedule?”

“I still don’t know what happened,” protested Leonis. “One moment I was drowning in egg fiends, then I’m being ushered through a portal…?”

“I can’t wait to see the library,” said Lianshi.

“Disgusting,” said Naomi. “You need to bathe first.”

“Well, obviously.” Lianshi all but rolled her eyes. “And the Cliff Trail! I want to see the Lava Trees up close.”

Scorio grinned. “I’ll join you. Though I wonder how long it’ll take the White Queen to summon us.”

“And do you think we should ask Davelos and Evelyn to join?” Jova crossed her arms. “I’m still not sure about them.”

“They did get us here,” said Scorio.

“Technically true.” Jova’s gaze was dark. “Insofar as they fell into a huge goldyolk ambush and then led us right into six Ixithilions.”

“Not very impressive,” mused Leonis. “I can’t help but feel like Davelos isn’t as attached to us as he should be.”

“At all,” said Zala.

“Let’s take it one step at a time,” said Scorio. “We’re here, everything is working in our favor, and the White Queen is more favorably disposed toward me than I had hoped. Let’s wash, explore, eat our fill, and wait to be summoned. Once we see how that meeting goes we can plan our next steps.”

“Hot pools,” said Naomi. “Now.”

“Agreed,” said Juniper. “If it weren’t for how noxious the air is here I’d be gagging over how I smell.”

“And what’s the logic behind the goldyolks?” asked Leonis, following them to the door. “Their attack plan can’t be to just smother us to death with their innards, can it?”

“Should have asked Kyrie while he was here,” said Scorio, opening the door. “Or you can catch him later in the library. There’s got to be some rationale to it.”

“Hot pools,” said Naomi, pushing Scorio through. “My hair is congealing into a slab of tarry wood.”

Scorio laughed and emerged into the bleak hall of glimmering obsidian. He felt light, terribly alive, glad for having not only escaped his brush with death but then been rewarded beyond his wildest hopes.

As he led his companions down the hall he felt a wave of hope so intoxicating wash over him that he felt almost giddy. Their plan was working. They’d survived a brutal encounter with fiends, shaved three days off their deadline, and now got to enjoy the White Queen’s hospitality while awaiting her summons. 

Life couldn’t be better.

 


Chapter 17

 

 

 

“I’ve changed my mind,” said Leonis, his tone sober, contemplative. “I don’t think I want to learn the truth nor advance in power or see more of Hell. This might well be my terminus point. I think I’m going to stay here.”

Scorio smiled lazily and leaned back against the smoothly sloped obsidian siding of the hot pool. Steam rose in tendrils from the water’s surface, and a faint current wended its way past their bodies, washing the dirt and ichor and filth away.

He’d thought their azure pool in their Academy suite the height of luxury, but that was nothing compared to what the Fiery Shoals had to offer. The steam made it hard to gauge the full extent of the room, but the entire floor seemed to be a series of grottos, isolated tubs, and networked pools through which one could allow the currents to carry you, with each subsequent pool being ever deeper and hotter.

Hundreds could avail themselves of the system without the water feeling crowded; the women in their group had left them to find their own secluded area, and thus Scorio and Leonis floated in bliss. 

The heat leached the soreness out of his muscles and soothed his Heart; the water was infused with Copper mana, making it a very gentle source of spiritual restoration. Large drops fell from the scalloped ceiling of volcanic rock, and echoes played weirdly through the chambers and domes, so that Scorio couldn’t tell if people were close by or several grottos removed.

“This place is far bigger than I imagined,” said Scorio, lacing his fingers behind his head and closing his eyes. “I’d always thought the Shoals a small fortress, but this is more of a city.”

“Hmm.” Leonis sounded too lazy to respond, but then he roused himself. “Apparently it was once even busier. Much of it now lies empty. There was a time, early on—Lianshi could no doubt talk your ear off about this—when it was the main staging point for deeper delves into Hell. Into the Iron Weald, certainly, and beyond. But… that was centuries ago.” That fact seemed to bring Leonis great comfort. “Everything’s grown quite civilized, since.”

“Minus the occasional roving band of Ixithilions.”

“We have Charnel Duchesses on hand to take care of such inconveniences.”

“Do we now?” Scorio smiled. “How easily you assume the mantle of the Golden King.”

“You do realize that we’re about to become heroes.” Leonis sighed happily. “We rode forth from Bastion during one its darkest chapters, and will return to restore glory and peace. Not only that, but Manticore has to be salivating over the prospect of recruiting us. Soon as the rest of us make Tomb Spark we’ll be off to work new miracles and earn even more undying gratitude. Ah, life.”

Scorio snorted. “The White Queen hasn’t agreed to anything yet.”

“You know she will. She seems the type to opt for justice and… what’s the word. Equity? You’ll make a convincing case, she’ll teleport home, smack Praximar upside the head, and then it will be a couple of weeks of solid feasting and parades in our honor.”

A new voice intruded, soft and amused. “Who will smack Pyre Lord Praximar upside the head?”

Scorio sat up with a splash. A woman had joined them unannounced, sliding into the water to sit shoulder-deep, her oval face pale and luminous in the steamy gloom, her ebon hair drawn back into a tight bun. Her eyes were mesmerizing, a malachite green ringed with hazel—or was it blue? While her face was a starfield of freckles. She was slightly older than them both, late twenties perhaps, but her self-possession, dignity, and poise made her seem far older.

Leonis spluttered as he stood, beard and hair streaming water down his broad hirsute chest. He wiped his face with one large hand and all but gaped at the new arrival. “I, ah—was in jest. Light raillery amongst friends.”

The woman arched a fine brow. “The abuse of Pyre Lords is now suitable joking material?”

Was she amused? Scorio couldn’t tell. There was a glimmer that might indicate such, but Scorio couldn’t begin to read her enigmatic expression. 

“Let me apologize for my friend,” he said. “Our conversation strayed into foolish and inappropriate areas.”

“Hmm.” She considered them both, eyes growing heavy-lidded. She was still, intent. 

“I’m sorry, we haven’t been introduced,” said Leonis, moving to sit beside Scorio and face the new arrival across their pool. “I am Leonis, once known as The Grim, the Golden King, Favored of Eragoth, and Wielder of Nezzar. Currently only an Emberling, and member of the Class of 873.”

Something about the woman’s stillness and the piercing nature of her gaze made Scorio wary. “Scorio. Tomb Spark. Same class.”

“I’m aware of your identities.” The corner of her lips quirked up. “And that you have discomfited Chancellor Praximar to no end. I am Moira, Pyre Lady of House Hydra and House Liaison to the Fiery Shoals. Class of 866.”

“Pyre Lady?” croaked Leonis. “Of House Hydra?”

Scorio sat up, mouth going dry. “Oh hell.”

“Relax.” Moira seemed to, reaching up to stretch both pale arms out along the edge of the pool, her body visible as shimmers through the swells. “We’re all adults here.”

Scorio forced himself to lean back as well. “I’m guessing this isn’t a random encounter.”

“Hardly. I wanted to see you for myself. The Red Lister who survived being thrown through the Final Door. Who rose from the ruins to aid Sol the Just in defeating Imogen the Woe—or who at the very least managed to keep his wits about him throughout that encounter. Who parlayed that success into readmittance to the Academy, and then, despite many obstacles, ascended to the peak of his class’s performance by coming advancing deepest into the Gauntlet.”

“You’ve done your homework.”

“You’ve made it hard not to hear of your exploits. Especially seeing as you refused to remain at the Academy for your second year and turned down every Autocrator’s offer to recruit you to their House. Fascinating.” Her green eyes were bewitching, barely visible as hemispheres under her lowered lids. “May I ask why, Scorio? You disappeared before anyone of note could interrogate you on your motivations.”

“Why?” Scorio fought the urge to glance sidelong at Leonis. How much danger was he in? None, of course: they were all under the White Queen’s protection. But there were other dangers than the merely physical. Was this woman across from him a foe? She was a Pyre Lady of House Hydra, of course she was—or was she? “It’s a big Hell out there.” His words sounded stilted even in his own ears. “I’m eager to see it all. Guess I don’t have the patience to work my way through the House systems.”

Did she believe him? All he was getting from her was mild amusement. 

“You certainly seem eager. Seeing how quickly you and your friends lit out from Bastion to speak with the White Queen.”

Leonis stirred uneasily.

“Can you blame me?” Scorio smiled with more confidence. “Look at these baths.”

“Hmm. You spent several months living in the ruins before you rejoined the Academy, did you not? You must have explored some of the wards during that time. Made friends amongst the people?”

Had Praximar shared his criminal activities with her? Was that was she alluding to? Was she seeking leverage?

“I’m sorry. I’ve already confessed everything to House Chimera. That’s not going to get you very far.”

Moira frowned, a flicker of momentary confusion. “I—ah. I’m afraid you mistake me. I was guessing at your investment in the well-being of the people of Bastion.”

“Oh.” Damn. For a moment he didn’t know what to say. “I’m not in favor of needless bloodshed if that’s what you mean.”

“Neither am I. But I am curious. And it’s rare that a Tomb Spark should attract my attention. The White Queen deliberates with Desiree. An ongoing conference instigated by your arrival. A Red Lister who spurned everything the Houses had to offer just as Bastion convulses with strife. It’s hard not to leap to conclusions.”

“The White Queen hadn’t heard that there was open rebellion,” countered Scorio. “Did you know? And if so, it’s curious as to why you didn’t tell her in turn.” Scorio smiled. “A lowly Tomb Spark might be tempted to leap to conclusions.”

Moira laughed, surprising him. “Oh, I see why Praximar has such strong feelings about you. But you mistake my role here. I am not part of the White Queen’s inner council, nor does she come to me for intelligence or advice. I am merely the Liaison for House Hydra. My ambitions and interests are known. Had she asked me, I would have shared gladly, but alas. Open communication is not the norm.”

Only then did it occur to Scorio to wonder. He sat before a Pyre Lady. What were her powers? Was she already using them? Was that why his heart was racing? Why she seemed more present, more real, than anything else about them?

“That’s a pity. It’s hard for the truth to win through if people don’t communicate openly.”

“The truth.” She said the words as if testing them. “I can imagine how you feel about ‘the truth’. You’ve been alive for less than a year. You know almost nothing about Hell, its powers, and how things work outside of Bastion’s walls. I doubt you even understand House politics and necessities back home.” This was said with something akin to fondness, utterly without rancor, which only made Scorio feel all the more uncomfortable. “The truth. You must think it an objective thing, existing outside of the whims of Imperators, the machinations of Crimson Earls, the ambitions of Charnel Dukes and Blood Barons. The truth. A scintillating and rare object that only the earnest and good dare pursue. Something that if apprehended would act as a searing light, dispelling all lies and darkness and showing you the reality of this world of ours.” Her smile grew tender, almost pitying. “How you must desire the comfort of certainty.”

Leonis leaned forward. “Are you saying there is no objective truth? That reality bends to the whim of power?”

Moira paused to consider. “Only that in my experience people tend to pick the truth that suits their nature. That conforms to their own unspoken ambitions and desires. You will choose the figures of authority that you decide to trust, whose outlook matches your own values, and enshrine their words as sacred. If you have authoritarian instincts you will be drawn to strong and merciless leaders. If you are compassionate and empathic you will sympathize with those who seek the greatest good for all. But will you have discovered ‘the truth’? How will you know it to be objective, clinical, absolute? Or will you wake up one day and realize that you have built a hall of mirrors, and that the truth you assert is merely that which you desired all along?”

Scorio opened his mouth to retort then considered. “Is that where you find yourself, my lady?”

Moira smiled darkly. “Some advice, my friends. If ever you awaken in a hall of mirrors, close your eyes. You find your answers within.” She considered them. “But I will take my leave.”

Scorio and Leonis both stood as the Pyre Lady rose from the pool. 

“Already, my lady?” Leonis sounded equal parts gallant and unsure.

Moira stepped neatly onto the black stone and took up a towel from a bench. “I have accomplished what I set out to do.”

“And what was that?” asked Scorio.

She fixed him with her green eyes. “Take your measure. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around. Gentlemen.”

And she strode away through the steam.

“Damn,” said Leonis, voice shaky. “I think she’s more dangerous than Praximar. And of all the moments for her to arrive.”

“There’s a lesson there,” said Scorio, taking up his own towel. “There’s no privacy in the Fiery Shoals. Don’t forget it.”

Leonis flushed. “You’re right. No more soaking?”

“I’ve lost my appetite for just lying around. I think I’ll do some exploring before the White Queen summons us. Moira was right. We know precious little about these political waters. We need to fix that, fast.”

Leonis took up his own towel. “What do you think about what she said? About our choosing our own truths?”

Scorio frowned once more in the direction Moira had disappeared. “My heart rejects it even as my mind finds it compelling. It sounds like the kind of argument a brilliant mind might make to justify losing its way.”

“You think she’s lost?”

“She’s advocating for House Hydra.” Scorio smiled grimly up at his friend. “If anything qualifies as misplaced, its loyalty to Praximar.”

“Fair enough.” Leonis set to roughly toweling off his hair. “So where do you want to go first? Shall we collect the others?”

“Let’s do a little exploring by ourselves. Grab some food from the dining hall and then see what we find. I get the impression we don’t know the half of what’s going on in here.”

“We’re not trespassing on the forbidden levels.”

“No.” Scorio smiled. “Not with the White Queen seeing all. But there’s plenty more to learn. I’m sure of it. And just as Moira didn’t wait to take our measure, I don’t want to wait either. It’s like she said: we know almost nothing about Hell, its powers, and how things work outside of Bastion’s walls. I want to start changing that.”

“Then lead on.” Leonis set the towel aside and picked up their new black robes. “Lead, and the Golden King shall follow.”

 

 


Chapter 18

 

 

 

Leonis and Scorio wandered the halls of the Fiery Shoals for a good hour without seeing much of note. The layout of the fortress was confusing. The obsidian hallways were identical, many of the chambers were completely empty, and nothing indicated what lay in which direction.

Still, Scorio was content to explore and ask questions of the servants whenever they ran into a dead end. These were workers from Bastion who, it turned out, caravanned out to the Shoals for month-long stints to keep the fortress operating. Of the thousands of residents, more than half was this transient population of cleaners, cooks, laundresses, chambermaids, entertainers, sentries, and more.

The other quarter was composed of Great Souls passing into our out of the Rascor Plains. Mostly they were House affiliated and kept company with their own kind; they saw groups of Chimera explorers, Kraken financiers, and Hydra officials moving purposefully through the hallways or dining in distinct groups in the great dining hall. 

But there were others who interested Scorio far more. Some were clearly members of distinct organizations of their own: Scorio saw emblems as varied as they were distinct, ranging from winged swords to flaming fists to emerald skulls. These groups were less gregarious and even more guarded; attempts to engage some of them in conversation fell completely flat.

Eventually, they emerged onto a great esplanade that was open to the fulminous air. Dark, sooty clouds roiled overhead without a single crack of blue, and the stench of sulfur and seared metal grew almost overwhelming. A waist-high balustrade edged the esplanade, and Leonis bellied up against this to gaze out over the environs.

“Not very inviting,” observed Scorio’s friend, crossing his arms over his chest. From this high vantage point, they could see the great ragged mountains that encircled not only the lake of lava but the world itself; the horizons appeared to be made of these great spear-tipped peaks, each more uninviting than the next. Here and there in the distance faint crimson glows indicated more lava; it seemed the entire area was volcanic, though none of the peaks betrayed activity.

Scorio leaned on the heavy balustrade and gazed down the length of the balustrade. There was plenty of activity to draw the eye. Two regular whale ships were moored at the end of ornate piers that extended out with improbable delicacy over the void, but Scorio’s attention was drawn to a singular vehicle that dwarfed the rest.

“Will you look at that,” he breathed.

The whale ship was easily twice the size of the others and infinitely more luxurious. The whale’s aerite bones were inlaid with silver and gold, while the deck was made of a uniformly pale white wood that blended with the bones. The aftercastle was two stories tall, its side perforated by rows of square windows, with a grand steering wheel dominating its top behind the railing. Endless ranks of sails arose up the lengths of the three masts, easily a score of them ranging in size from the vast mainsails to the miniature topgallants. 

Countless thick ropes affixed this ship to its own dock which was again twice the size of the others, and an entire phalanx of guards stood at attention upon the causeway, looking relaxed but eminently competent. 

“Whose ship do you think that is?” asked Leonis, entranced. “Now that’s a kingly vessel.”

“The White Queen’s?” Scorio frowned at his own suggestion. “No. She can teleport. Maybe it belongs to the Fiery Shoals?”

“The coloration’s off. A Fiery Shoals ship would be all black and crimson, don’t you think? This one is white and gold.”

“It’s not a House ship. Perhaps it belongs to an Imperator’s group?”

“Hey,” called Leonis, raising a palm in greeting to a burly man who was passing by, a heavy coil of rope wrapped over one shoulder. “Can you answer a question for us?”

The man continued on for a few paces as if his feet had a mind of their own, then blinked, stopped, and returned. “Aye, Great Soul. How can I be of service.”

“That ship there. Whose is it?”

“The Celestial Coffer?” The man didn’t try to hide his surprise. “Why, it’s, well.” He frowned and sank into thought. “I suppose it ultimately belongs to the Iron Tyrant, don’t it? Out in the Fury Spires. But it’s run by the Celestial Consortium, with the White Queen on this end overseeing the loading and the… I guess the other consortium members on the receiving end unloading and distributing the mana.”

“The mana?” Scorio raised an eyebrow. “The Coffer transports… Copper mana?”

“Copper mana?” The man grinned fatuously. “Get on. No! The Gold mana. As comes out of the Crucible, deep beneath the Shoals.” He paused, waiting for understanding and recognition. “You know about the Crucible, don’t ya?”

Scorio grimaced. “Nobody’s told us yet.”

“The Crucible!” He waved an arm as if that should explain everything. “The… I can’t pretend to understand it. But far as I know, it’s what used to channel the Gold mana when the Fiery Shoals was but a young island, circling the Plains. You know about them? The other flying islands?”

“Yes,” said Leonis dourly. “Those we know of.”

“Then you know about the, ah, provenance of the Fiery Shoals? How somebody tampered with the Gold that flowed up to keep the island floating, and it all went to the ten hells? And the whole island just crashed into the Plains and tore its way all the way here, disrupting the land, causing great destruction and whatnot?”

Scorio looked out over the lava field and at the distant peaks. “All this was formed by the falling island?”

“Aye, right mess it was, or so I’ve been told.” The man blinked and assumed a grave expression. “The Crucible, it’s what drew the Gold mana up from the ground. And it didn’t break, you see. It’s still down there, doing its thing. Drawing up Gold from the depths. It’s what keeps all of this bubbling and smoking. Elsewise it’d have all hardened into stone, wouldn’t it? Stands to reason. But no. The Crucible draws up that Gold, and, well.” He paused and frowned.

They waited for a second and then Scorio moved his face into the man’s line of sight. “And?”

“Hmm? Oh. Apologies. Lost my train of thought there.” He grinned again, expression blithe, almost foolish. “It’s my being out here on the Plains. Just about addles my pate. But… what were you asking?”

“You were going to tell us something about the Crucible?”

“Oh, aye! The Gold gets drawn up and, ah, harvested, like, and then shipped deeper into Hell. It’s precious stuff, Gold mana. In the Iron Weald they’ve got themselves mostly Iron mana, you see. Even beyond that, there’s almost no Gold, so this is… what’s the word. Valuable. It’s why the Consortium was created. To manage the distribution of the mana.”

Leonis let out a low whistle. “No wonder the White Queen’s here and not in Bastion. So she oversees this whole operation?”

“That’s right, that’s right. Keeps folks from squabbling. You know how Great Souls get.”

“No,” grinned Scorio. “How do they get?”

“Like hounds around a bitch in heat, they do.” The burly man chuckled. “Oh, they do like themselves that Gold mana. And there’s a decent amount harvested here. It gets loaded on The Coffer, and she, well, she flies it out over the Rim and down into the Iron Weald, where… well.” He scratched the back of his head. “I reckon they do something with it out there. Put it to good use.”

Scorio turned to regard The Coffer. “No wonder it’s well protected.”

“Aye. All manner of Great Souls makes sure nobody nor nothing comes interfering. Captain Thorne’s the captain. By all accounts, he’s a right character. Bold and merry. Ah, what I wouldn’t give to be a Great Soul and be able to go sailing.” The man sighed. “But what can you do?”

“Get that rope to whoever’s waiting for it,” said Leonis with good humor. “Thank you for the information, friend. It’s much appreciated.”

The man glanced at the coil of rope over his shoulder and startled. “Oh! They were waiting on this. I’d best be gone!” And he rushed off down the esplanade.

“The Celestial Coffer,” mused Leonis, turning to lean on his elbows and study the massive ship. “What do you think? There a chance we’ll one day leave the Rascor Plains behind while standing on its deck?”

“Not unless we join this Consortium,” said Scorio. “And thank goodness Lianshi wasn’t here. She’d have driven that poor man mad with questions about the Iron Tyrant and the Fury Spires, whatever those are.”

“Now I understand why we were banned from the lower levels,” said Scorio. “Probably a basic security measure to guard this Crucible.”

“Can you imagine? An endless supply of Gold mana?” Leonis shook his head and marveled.

“Come on, let’s take a closer look.”

They made their way down the esplanade. Past piles of crates and cargo being unloaded from one ship and around cargo being inventoried by officials for the second ship while its crew waited impatiently to be loaded. The Coffer’s area, however, was clean and without debris or activity; the expanse of obsidian flagstones before the great pier was empty and still. 

But as they drew closer Scorio saw guards standing in a perimeter about the base of the pier that extended through a solitary barbican to a great gate set flush in the ship’s side. Not regular guards, either, but clearly Great Souls: their gaze was sharp and alert, their manner wary, and they carried themselves with confidence. A dozen men and women wearing a white sash diagonally across their chest stood in a loose semicircle before the entrance, ensuring that nobody came within thirty yards of the pier.

“Well,” said Leonis. “Guess this is as close as we get.”

“Look there,” said Scorio. A straight line led from the pier to a huge archway set in the fortress’s side. You could have driven four carriages abreast through that entranceway, which for all its size was guarded by only two Great Souls, each clad in black robes with a crimson sash across their chest. 

“They take their security seriously around here,” murmured Leonis. “What’s that little building next to it?”

“Let’s see if anybody yells at us for getting too close,” said Scorio, and led Leonis around the guard’s perimeter to an ornate outcropping of architecture that was a stone’s throw from the main gate and which reminded him of the entrance in Bastion to the stairway to the Plains. 

A golden dome gleamed atop the small building, which was fronted by a narrow iron door and had no windows. An older man stood confidently before it, thumbs tucked into his belt, clad in the same black uniform as the pair by the gate. His sash was crimson edged in white, and he watched Scorio and Leonis approach with a slight smile.

“Afternoon, gentlemen,” he said as they drew close. Scorio was painfully aware of everyone watching them. The two Great Souls by the main gate and the dozen Coffer guards by the entrance to the pier. Nobody else was walking through here. He felt as if they’d stumbled into a courtroom, their presence inappropriate.

“Afternoon,” said Leonis jovially. “Excuse us, we’re but newly arrived and out exploring. It’s all right if we’re here?”

“As long as you don’t try to get past me,” said the older man. He was old for a Great Soul, perhaps in his early forties, his hair salt and peppered, his broad mustache impressive, his face florid. “I’d have to kill you then.”

“Ha,” said Scorio, trying to laugh. “Well, good thing we’re not. May we ask what you’re guarding?”

“Oh, this?” The man turned to regard the small building with feigned surprise. “Just the entrance to the Crucible. You know.” He turned back and stared at Scorio with a suddenly piercing stare. “Just the source of the Fiery Shoals’ wealth and social standing.”

“Ah,” said Scorio. For all the man’s jocular tone, there was something perilous about him, as if at any moment he could snap and tear off one of their arms. “I see.”

“The name’s Bron, Dread Blaze and Constable of the Fiery Shoals. It’s been my honor to guard the Golden Cupola for a decade now.” He smiled, showing all his yellowed teeth. “Nobody’s ever gotten past me. I mean to keep it that way.”

Scorio and Leonis exchanged a glance. 

“Then you’re clearly the right Great Soul for the job,” said Leonis. “Thank you, ah, for your service.”

Bron winked at them in response.

Scorio indicated with a nod that they should get going, and together they retreated from the immediate area back to where the second ship was docked.

“By the gods, that was surprisingly intense,” said Leonis. “I didn’t think that Bron was all there, if you know what I mean.”

“Can’t blame him.” Scorio looked back to see Bron still watching them. “Can you imagine spending a decade guarding the access point to all that Gold and never getting a chance to enjoy some?”

Leonis considered. “True. When you put it that way.”

“Hey, there’s Lianshi.” Scorio began heading down the esplanade toward their friend who smiled and waved upon spotting them.

“There you are! I was told to fetch you. The White Queen is ready to hear your case.”

 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

 

 

The council chamber was, unsurprisingly, large, august, and stark. Four massive alcoves led out to a ubiquitous balcony to one side, while faded banners hung along the opposite wall displaying obscure heraldry. The room itself was dominated by a circular table hewn from a single rough piece of obsidian, while the chairs were high-backed and formal affairs that were distinctly uncomfortable.

No doubt to ensure council meetings didn’t drag on.

Scorio entered with his companions and found a score of others already present. Preeminent was the White Queen; she stood to one side with Desiree, Moira, and a craggy-featured Great Soul whom Scorio vaguely recalled from the battle against Imogen. 

Had his name been Amity?

Others had taken their seats, with several having set forth large ledgers which they were preparing to write in. Note-takers, perhaps, or historians. Evelyn, Davelos, and a third, bearded man stood to one side. All three bowed their heads in greeting.

Servants stood at the ready by the wall with pitchers in hand or simply with their hands behind their backs, while other Great Souls he didn’t recognize sat and chatted quietly, seeming at their ease.

Attention, however, moved to encompass Scorio and his companions as they came to a stop within the large doorway.

“Welcome,” said Nova with a subtle smile. “I believe we are ready to begin. Please, take a seat.”

Those not seated moved to their chairs. The table, fortunately, was massive enough to accommodate some forty people, which meant Scorio and his companions had no difficulty sitting in small groups of their own.

“I call this council meeting into session. I, Nova the White Queen, Charnel Duchess and Preeminence of this domain, preside.”

The two note-takers wrote rapidly.

“Earlier this morning, I became aware of a threat at the point of the Golden Circuit closest to the Fiery Shoals. Upon traveling there, I found six Ixithilions battling two members of Manticore and seven recent graduates from the Academy. I assisted in dispatching the fiends, healed the wounded, and recognized Scorio amongst their number.”

All gazes slid to where he sat. Scorio sat tall and kept his features composed. 

“Scorio, please introduce yourself and your companions.” Nova’s smile returned briefly. “There may yet be some in this room who have not heard of your exploits.”

Scorio stood, uncertain, and proceeded to do so. One by one his companions did the same, followed by Evelyn and Davelos who inserted their introductions in smoothly before Nova could resume speaking.

“Scorio told me that he was traveling to the Fiery Shoals in order to appraise me of the situation in Bastion. The matter was of sufficient urgency that he thought it necessary to come directly to the Shoals. Scorio, please. Explain why drove you here, and what you wished to share with me.”

Again all eyes slid to him, and again he rose to his feet, the heavy chair skidding noisily back as he did so. Scorio inhaled, gathered his wits, and focused on Nova. On her pale beauty, her ethereal dignity, and the authority that was vested in her.

He’d reviewed how he’d present this information. Discarded a half dozen approaches. Finally settled on a line of approach, only to find his prepared words vanished from his mind.

Before the White Queen’s blue gaze, all stratagems and ploys seemed to fade away.

“Thank you for granting me this opportunity to address you and the council, Charnel Duchess. I ask for your patience and understanding; I’m not accustomed to speaking in such settings, and will no doubt reveal my youth and inexperience.”

Nova nodded, indicating that he should proceed.

“I… well, as I said, I am a Red Lister. I think that normally is simply a death sentence, but for me, it proved a boon.”

The audience tensed.

“A boon because it meant I was given a chance at independence. To learn of Bastion and Hell by myself, firsthand, without being immediately indoctrinated by the Houses and Academy. I survived the Final Door and emerged into the ruins to fend for myself. During those first few months, I made many mistakes, but I also had the opportunity to live as few other Great Souls do. I lined up at the gruel fountains. I walked the streets of the wards by day and night. I spoke with all manner of people. I saw firsthand the difficulties many face, especially the poor. I saw the ruins slowly encroach on good stone. I lived as the people of Bastion do—until Imogen the Woe appeared and everything changed.”

Scorio paused. He couldn’t tell how the gathered notables were taking his words, but he undoubtedly had their attention.

“Life is hard for everyone. I know that. We Great Souls might be treated to luxuries on one hand, but that’s because we’re expected to fight against fiends and descend to the Pit on the other. But the people of Bastion don’t have the powers we do. The ability to determine their destinies. They are born into their lives and have to make do as best they can. But even as their world changes, seems to be coming to an end, they are expected to perform the same duties, pay the same taxes, and live in the same wards as their forebears. While that might seem reasonable to we Great Souls in our Houses and the Academy, to them their plight grows all the more terrible with each passing year.”

Ugly murmurs went around the table. All right, not a sympathetic crowd then. Scorio leaned forward and raised his voice slightly.

“The wards that abut the ruins are shrinking but the people have nowhere to go. They pack themselves into ever fewer homes, sharing buildings between ever more families, while over in the wealthier wards, they see great open expanses of space and fancy manor houses. The gruel fountains are failing, the quality of the water from the water fountains is degrading, but they simply have to make do. There is less work but the taxes remain the same. Crowded, ill, and without options, they grow poorer by the year.

“Yet they’ve not rebelled in centuries. Why? Because they have faith in us. We Great Souls. That their suffering was for a greater good. That they had to put up with pain and hunger so that we could defeat the Pit. If it was a sacrifice, it was a noble one, even if it meant they had to watch wealthier folk continue to live in ease and wealth.

“But then the Empyreal Prophecy was put out there and everyone was asked to pin their hopes on its success. For years they did. Then the prophecy failed. Imperators fell, the Pit remains unconquered, and nobody addressed that failure publicly. It was swept under the rug and people were asked to continue as before—”

Amity rose to his feet. “The good people of Bastion will never understand the losses we sustained with the failure of the prophecy. Just as Emberlings and Tomb Sparks can’t hope to understand what’s at stake, either.”

“Maybe.” Scorio met Amity’s glower full on. “But what do they know? Hunger. Poverty. That the world’s ending in a decade. That their overlords demand more than ever while failing to uphold their end of the bargain—”

“Oh, come on,” scoffed a heavyset Great Soul in bright yellow robes. “Overlords? And since when is the loss of three Imperators in battle a ‘failure to uphold our end of the bargain’? Charnel Duchess, this is worse than fearmongering, this is uneducated prattle—”

“The fact is,” said Scorio loudly, “that the people have had enough. They have told me to my face that they are willing to die if that’s what it takes to make the Great Souls understand. That they will march by the thousands without hope of victory if it means bringing attention to their plight. Right or wrong, they feel betrayed. They see the ruins encroach daily but don’t see what the Great Souls do in the depths of Hell. Can you blame them for their anger?”

Amity snorted.

Several other Great Souls broke out in protest. Davelos leaned back, arms crossed over his chest, lower lip stuck out thoughtfully. Evelyn was watching with avid interest, clearly enjoying the show.

Moira? She was collected and attentive, her green gaze bright as she studied Scorio.

“There is a war going on,” said the yellow-robed Great Robe as he rose to his feet. His jowls were prodigious, his pale face splotched with red, his fine blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. “I wish that the well-being of these people were our primary concern, but frankly, it’s not. We have to focus on fighting and that means wresting every resource to our advantage. Duchess, I admire your open-mindedness as much as any other, but this… this pablum is a waste of our time. If the people of Bastion need to be reminded as to their role in this war, then the Sun Hearts are more than willing to travel to Bastion to instruct them.”

Moira canted her head to one side. “Nobody doubts your fervor, Balco. But the longevity of governments depends not on force but persuasion. And while violence can be persuasive, it can often simply add more fuel to the fire. I would hear from Scorio what he thinks the solution to the problem should be. I’ve yet to meet a young and ambitious man who doesn’t think he’s got it all figured out.”

Laughter circled the table and Scorio flushed. “The solution is simple. Cut the taxes, open the wards for the poor to move into, and address the failure of the Empyreal Prophecy. That’s the minimum. Better yet would be to allow a member of the people to sit on the Council to give voice to their concerns—”

This caused an uproar, with Balco throwing up his hands, Amity turning to address Nova sternly, while several others laughed scornfully and shook their heads.

Scorio grimaced and fell silent. He’d gain nothing by shouting over the clamor.

“Pyre Lady Moira,” said Nova, her voice cutting through the voices like a knife through silk. “How has House Hydra decided to handle this crisis?”

“Charnel Duchess, the situation is still developing. It is true that there has been discontent since the failure of the prophecy, but how could that be otherwise? Every Great Soul has felt despair and had to reckon with their own contributions since the three Imperators fell.”

There were nods all round. Even Davelos pursed his lips and nodded subtly.

“That being said, the Council of Autocrators has taken a patient and understanding approach to the outbreak of civil unrest. They guided in this by centuries of experience. Outbreaks of civil disobedience are akin to fires. You only fan them to greater destructive power by giving them air. Often they will collapse under their own weight if patiently allowed to flame out.”

Scorio went to protest but Moira turned to address him directly. “That’s not to say that will happen this time. This unrest appears to be graver than past moments of turmoil. Tomb Spark Scorio has voiced serious causes for concern. And while his solutions are facile, there may be merit in examining them further. Certain wards could be opened to new residents, taxation rates could be studied and modulated. I sincerely doubt that Autocrators would welcome a new full member to the Council, but perhaps a middle ground could be reached, such as a non-voting member who could still speak directly to the Council on matters that pertain to the population’s interests? I can say with full confidence that House Hydra values—no—cherishes those people who make our ability to wage war possible. It stands to nobody’s interests to allow Bastion to descend into anarchy.”

There were grumbles around the table, notably from Balco, but nobody dared openly disagree with her.

Scorio restrained the urge to smile wryly. Looked like a Pyre Lady commanded more respect than a Red Lister Tomb Spark.

“Pyre Lord Amity?” Nova turned to the weathered man a few seats down. “How speaks House Chimera?”

Amity tugged at this beard. “It’s well known that House Chimera has little interest in such matters. We’ve a nominal presence on the Council, and spend most of our time in the deeper echelons of Hell. Still, Bastion is the foundation of all our efforts. Each crop of new students represents not just rejuvenation, but a chance at a great hero being reborn. House Chimera is thus, as always, in favor of whatever measures allow us to remain focused on what matters. We’re fine with whatever brings back peace and allows us to place our full focus on the Pit.”

Nova nodded. “House Basilisk and Kraken are currently without representatives present, but I’m confident both Eira and Octavia would vote in favor of what you both have said. That being said, this is an opportune time for me to make an announcement.”

Everybody stilled.

Nova rose to her feet and placed her fingertips on the obsidian table. She looked gravely about the council. “I will be leaving the Fiery Shoals and withdrawing preeminence from the Rascor Plains in order to journey deeper into Hell to offer direct aid against the Pit.”

Scorio tensed, immediately aware that this announcement presaged all manner of changes that he couldn’t begin to guess at. Desiree appeared unsurprised; of course she’d known. Moira? Her eyes had narrowed slightly in calculation. Amity was aghast. All three members of Manticore had turned to each other to engage in silent communication. 

“I know this must come as a shock, but I now believe I can do more good deeper in Hell than here.” Nova’s soft voice brooked no denial. “I will, of course, ensure that I leave the Rascor Plains and Bastion in a new and stable configuration. This unrest in Bastion is an excellent opportunity for me to assert myself and my vision for a new political alliance that will benefit all.”

A heavyset and gruff looking older man with a thick beard and bulbous nose placed two scarred hands on the table and leaned forward. “With all due respect, Duchess, have you appraised the Iron Tyrant of this?”

Nova inclined her head. “I shall do so after this meeting. The Celestial Consortium is of course a prime consideration in this affair, and I will give it all necessary attention so as to safeguard the flow of Gold to the Iron Weald. Do not worry, Captain Thorne. I do not plan to leave until everything is arranged to my satisfaction.”

Captain Thorne sat back, clearly still troubled but willing to bite his tongue.

“From this moment we must have quickly,” continued Nova. “I leave for the Fury Spires when this council adjourns and will return to transport those needed to forge a new peace in Bastion thereafter. I appreciate your concern. Believe me when I say I make this decision in full awareness of its consequences. But I also believe we can create a new order that shall rule equitably in my stead, and that life in Bastion and on the Plains shall be much improved by it.” She smiled. “Perhaps, on some level, my presence has allowed complacency to steal in where there should only have been forthright resolve and altruism.”

“Charnel Duchess?” Scorio surprised himself by standing up. “If I may, do you have a sense yet of how you will rule on the brewing revolution?”

Nova considered him. “I will be instigating many changes, Scorio. I will confer first with the Autocrators in Bastion, but also wish to speak with the leaders of this movement before passing judgment. Do you believe you can bring together those who best represent the people’s interests?”

She would speak with them? That was more than he’d dared hope for. He was grinning, he realized, and quickly composed himself. “Of course, Duchess. I know just whom to talk to.”

“Excellent.” Nova inhaled deeply and gazed around the group. She was nervous, Scorio realized. Was she not as confident as she seemed about her departure? No; he was imagining things. “A new chapter will soon begin for us all. Change can be frightening, but also a unique time of opportunity. Rest assured that I have concrete plans as to how I will leave matters in my wake, and that Desiree and I are satisfied that they will not only preserve the peace but bolster prosperity and better relations between the Houses and the people of Bastion. One day I believe you will look back at my departure as the start of a new and improved era.”

Again Scorio scanned those seated around the desk. Everyone was fighting to greater and lesser degrees of success to school their features, but even he could read the prevalent emotion: fear and uncertainty.

Nobody dared contradict the White Queen to her face, but it was clear that almost everyone present regarded her departure as a catastrophe.

 

 

 


Interlude - Praximar

 

 

 

The lantern was trimmed so that it cast a pool of warm light over the desk and little more. Beyond its golden glow were hints of bookcases whose shelves were laden with private tomes, expensive curios, treasures of a lesser order, and personal mementos from past lives. The room was chill, but a glass mug of ironwort tea steamed upon its coaster, and Praximar lay a woolen blanket over his knees as he settled into his upholstered leather armchair.

Perfect. 

His Pyre Lord body didn’t need the warmth, but it provided a subtle comfort that he knew better than to question. He pulled the mug a trifle closer, and lifted  the latest class report for him to inspect once more. This was updated weekly by the teaching staff, and for the most part confirmed his every expectations. 

Praximar frowned. For the most part. 

Cinder Ragul wasn’t living up to the standard of his past lives. Praximar reviewed his own note to have the potency of the Cinder’s morning pills increased. The man had made Crimson Earl once, for Eterra’s sake. It was preposterous that he should be in the bottom quarter of the class.

Whereas Emberling Quavo was clearly enjoying a run of absurd luck; the man had never once risen beyond Dread Blaze. It was criminal to waste Fat Crickets on him. Another note indicated that his treasures should be greatly diluted. 

Praximar reviewed his annotations and found them to his satisfaction. A nudge here, some encouragement there, and all would proceed as it should.

Setting down his roster, he paused to cock a weather eye at the study door.

If his aides and advisers were going to bother him, it would be now or never. Such was the way of things.

Silence. 

Praximar waited for ten whole breaths, then eased back into his chair and pulled his favorite book across the desk to lay it open over his lap. It was a massive tome, weighty and ponderous, and he used the edge of the desk to help prop it up. Peering down the length of his nose, he carefully turned the vellum pages, allowing his gaze to drift over the faded calligraphy and inked portraits till he reached the ribbon bookmark that indicated where he’d left off last time.

“There,” he sighed contentedly and took up his tea for an exploratory sip. Still too hot. Not looking away from the huge page he set the mug back and settled in a little deeper.

 

Imperator Moravius the Black

Known as: The Ever-Burning Flame of Night, King of Kings, Lord of the Iron Bailey, Last Hope of the Dawnmarch, Savior of Etellien, and Defender of Zelnoch. 

Highest rank attained: Imperator

Number of rebirths: 78

Last recorded death: Fell in the Year 623 to Cazador the All Burning, a battle that lasted three days and nights and dissuaded the True Fiend from pressing its attack further north from the Pit. Witnessed by Bachul the Piper and Ophilon.

Notable accomplishments: Helped found the Iron Sphere; was a member of the Pelagic Syndicate, though he left under mysterious circumstances at the urging of the Shepherds; assisted in driving back the Omnicide to the Jackal Latitudes; attained the Blade of Penance from the Aureate Order, only to return it upon achieving Imperator; penned the Ode to Defeat and Glory after the loss of Blood Baroness Rahkeal, his wife; cleansed the Seventh Cacotropic zone and prevented it from spreading; led the ill-fated Resolute Crusade against the Pit where he met his death.

 

Praximar sighed and passed his fingertips over the vellum, then turned his attention to the portrait that covered the facing page. It was done in the old style that had been popular during the sixth and most of the seventh century, a wood engraving relief printing of a two-dimensional profile view depicting the Imperator in flight, radiant and noble, his features striking and dour. His brows were lowered, his mouth set, and he appeared indomitable, fearsome, more a demigod than a mortal.

Yet he had died almost three centuries ago and never been reborn. 

Like so many.

Praximar studied the dour portrait. “Why don’t you return? We have need of you, Moravius. Why do you wait within the Archspire? Do you not care for our fate?”

The portrait, of course, made no response. 

Praximar pursed his lips, and after another minute spent studying the portrait, turned the page.

 

Imperator Branzina the Cruel

Known as: The Last Light, the Cold, the Vengeful, the Breaker of Fiends, the Wielder of the Sun Scythe, the Final Mercy, the Last Recourse.

Highest rank attained: Imperator

 

How he loved that little redundancy, an otherwise useful field throughout the Tome of Souls but here, in the Imperator section, so utterly needless yet filled with pride.

 

Number of Rebirths: 83

Last recorded death: Disappeared in the Year 651 while exploring what later came to be known as the Sordid Hive, though no remains nor, most notably, the Sun Scythe, were ever found. 

 

Praximar reached for his ironwort tea and glanced at Branzina’s portrait. It was a favorite. Never had an artist captured such cruelty, such refinement of spirit, such beauty in a wood etching. Her waist-length hair was said to have been pure white, and her touch to have stopped the hearts of men. 

Again Praximar pursed his lips. He studied the printed lines of her face. What would Branzina make of their world today? She would surely disapprove, would whip the Houses into action, would not fail to imprint her mark upon all and sundry—

Praximar. Is now opportune?

He jolted in surprise and spilled tea on the bottom corner of the page. Hissing in annoyance he set the mug down and immediately set to blotting with the edge of his robe. 

Moira. There must be a better way for you to alert me before dropping into my thoughts.

Apologies. I have yet to discover one.

Was that amusement in her tone? As always, he could never be sure. Grimacing, he drew out one of his folded napkins from a drawer and pressed lightly upon the soaked corner, then sighed, closed the book, trapping the napkin in place, and set the huge tome aside.

Well, you’re here now. What news?

I have met with your prodigal student.

Scorio? Praximar sat up. He’s at the Shoals?

Nova herself escorted him here. From what I can gather she rescued him and his friends from an Ixithilion attack. They were being escorted by two members of Manticore, but neither was sufficient for the task. 

I see. Praximar rose to his feet and paced to his study door where he turned and frowned at nothing in particular. He must have left Bastion directly to have gone so far in so little time.

His arrival seems to have precipitated action on Nova’s part. She just held a council, ostensibly to hear out Scorio’s concerns about the revolt in Bastion, but in truth to use it as a catalyst for her own departure.

Praximar nearly tripped on his rug. What? She’s leaving? What do you mean, leaving? Permanently?

So it seems. She is now with the Iron Tyrant negotiating, no doubt, new terms for the Consortium, and then plans to travel to Bastion to take matters in hand.

By the ten hells, Moira, you wait till now to tell me? Praximar glanced about, flustered and seized with urgency. This changes everything.

I told you this would happen. Now we have to act. She will demand the Autocrators swear Heart Oaths to obey her plans. No doubt the oath will include vows to uphold the peace, to work together and ensure that the Rascor Plains are defended and the wealth from the Fiery Shoals shared amongst the Houses. 

Yes. Yes. Praximar forced himself to straighten and still his mind. And no doubt some self-perpetuating element wherein new Autocrators or acting heads of the Houses must swear the same Heart Oath. Damn. Well. We’ll have to move swiftly.

Agreed. There is yet room for negotiating. She announced that she will confer with you and the other Autocrators before speaking with the leaders of the rebellion and formulating her final plans. We can press for advantage by ceding matters of little importance.

Such as?

Scorio made a very impassioned appeal in favor of meeting the people’s demands. I think he made an impact on Nova, who will no doubt demand concessions. I say we give them. In truth, with so little time left to us, what does it matter if the people are taxed less or allowed to move to other wards? 

Hmm, grunted Praximar noncommittally.

That and I planted the idea that we could allow an elected representative of the people to sit as a non-voting member of the Council. 

Absolutely not.

Wake up, Praximar. Nothing defuses anger at the government like having to figure out an electoral system and who gets to vote and for whom. The people will forget everything but this process, and for what? A non-voting member. It’s a concession that costs us nothing, gladdens the hearts of the masses, makes us look good, and affords us the ability to ask for what matters.

Gold mana.

Indeed. Equally shared between the four Houses, of course, but that need not remain the case.

Not for long, at any rate. Very well. Praximar straightened and forced his shoulders back. I can play the part of the paternal patrician, elevating the poor and hungry masses to civic responsibility. A seat at the table. As for the reduced taxes, well. It takes time to take a new census and evaluate what people can pay. And the wards… yes. There’s no denying the logic behind that demand, especially if we limit which wards they can enter. 

I will keep you appraised of developments on this end. You will put our plan into place? You cannot allow that Heart Oath to constrain you.

It will once it’s set, grinned Praximar toothily. Until then, I am at liberty to act as I see fit. Yes. I will send the missive.

Excellent. We’ll talk soon.

Thank you, Moira. As always, you have the House’s gratitude.

There was a pause, then: Indeed. 

And the line of communication shut.

Praximar shivered and took up the mug, thoughts racing. He drained the tea then sat, pushed up his sleeves, and took up a fresh sheet of parchment. Dipped his quill in ink and set to writing a letter. 

When he was done he scattered fine sand over the words, tipped it off, then rolled it up without signing or affixing his seal. He slid the parchment into a common scroll tube and then rang his bell.

Veris, his aide, opened the door, his manner alert, curious. Praximar guarded these rare hours of solitude fiercely. To be summoned was a rarity.

“Veris, see to it that this scroll is delivered discretely but with the utmost security to Eira. Ensure that the messenger does not know that it comes from me. You have such a man?”

“Oh, absolutely, chancellor. I do indeed.” Veris slipped inside and closed the door. “It will be done exactly as you command.”

“Very good.” For a moment, Praximar tapped the scroll against his other palm, considering the change and violence that it would set off in the days to come. For a moment doubt assailed him, but then he grimaced and held the tube out to Veris, who took it, bowed low, and departed.

There.

It was done.

Praximar sat back down, exhausted. He pulled The Tome of Souls back across the desk and opened it to the ribbon marker once more. As always the list of lost Imperators gave him solace.

It was all worth it. A gamble, to be sure, but what choice did they have?

Composing himself and pulling his blanket across his knees once more, he turned the page and peered down at the faded entry. Within moments he was smiling once more.

 

 

 


Chapter 20

 

 

 

“Wait, what does this mean?” asked Lianshi as she strode into their obsidian quarters. She turned to face them all, eyes wide, stunned. “The White Queen is leaving. What comes next?”

Manticore had accompanied them down, their silence prompting the rest to not chatter in excitement as they made their way to the suite and now everyone looked to the Dread Blazes.

Scorio felt feverish, alive, elated, and racked with fear. How much of this was his fault? Or was he merely a tool, a convenient means for the White Queen to make her announcement?

It was the third member of Manticore to which Evelyn and Davelos turned. He had a long, oval face, long silken brown hair that hung down over his shoulders and his beard was so dense that it looked almost painted on, his cheeks cleanshaven, his eyes small and heavy-lidded. There was something distant about his manner, yet tender, as if his thoughts strayed to poetic and cherished matters.

“Hello, everyone. It’s a pleasure to meet you all, though I’d not expected the occasion to be so dramatic.” He smiled warmly at them all. “The name’s Simeon, a Dread Blaze with Manticore. Class of 867.”

“You heard their introductions,” said Evelyn, arms crossed, foot tapping. “So c’mon, Simeon. What do you think? We need to send word to Dameon.”

“Yes. Though that will take time. We might be better served by catching a ride with the Duchess to Bastion and then making our way to the Chasm from there. Saves us having to loop all the way to the far side of the Plains.”

Davelos clucked his tongue. “We could ask Moira to tell him to meet us in Bastion. He should be there regardless given what’s coming.”

“Though that tips Moira off to our plans,” said Simeon gently. “Not that she’d be surprised.”

“She can speak across distances?” asked Scorio. “Send messages?”

Evelyn sneered. “Only if she touches you. It’s a huge risk to let her do so. If you’re on good terms with her she can boost your intelligence, speak with you across distances, make you feel good and strong. If you’re not, well…”

“I’d advise you steer clear of her,” said Simeon. “Unless she’s touched you already?”

Leonis and Scorio shared a glance. 

“No,” said Scorio.

“But she did join us in the hot pools,” added Leonis awkwardly.

“She what?” demanded Lianshi.

Everyone stared at them.

Scorio flushed. “We didn’t invite her in, or anything. She was just there suddenly. Said she wanted to meet us and take our measure.”

“You’re too kind, my friend,” said Leonis heavily. “But I distinctly recall her saying that only about you.”

“But no touching?” asked Evelyn.

“In the heated pool?” Lianshi sounded scandalized. “Of course not. Do you think she offered them a massage?” She frowned at them both. “She didn’t, did she?”

Scorio laughed helplessly. “No! Are you mad? The Pyre Lady did not offer us a massage. She was very… intense, but kept to herself.”

“I can’t believe we’re having this discussion,” muttered Naomi.

Simeon crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, subtly pulling eyes back to him. “Regardless, Dameon allowed her to touch him and made it very public that she did. If he suddenly starts acting like a commoner affected by the Curse everyone will know why. We’ll ask Moira to warn him. If Eldrin has arrived with The Sloop, he’ll be able to reach Bastion in little over a day.”

The other two nodded and Simeon turned back to the Emberlings and Tomb Sparks. “But what a day. One for the history books.”

“Hold up,” said Jova, expression fierce. “I was led to understand that the White Queen is the backbone of the Rascor Plains and leads Bastion’s defense. How can she leave? Who or what would take her place?”

“You were taught accurately,” said Davelos. “There’s nobody higher than Pyre Lord or Lady north of the Iron Weald.”

“Which makes her willingness to spend so many years around here all kinds of crazy,” said Evelyn. “If it weren’t for the Gold mana produced here she’d have starved herself of mana ages ago.”

“She gets a cut?” asked Leonis.

Simeon smiled. “Yes. Enough to keep her burning brightly. But a Charnel Duchess needs Ruby mana if they’re to grow. Gold might be more powerful than the likes of you and I can fathom, but to her? Just about the equivalent of sipping from a gruel fountain.”

“But… if she can teleport,” asked Zala, “why can’t she just return if there’s ever a problem?”

“Oh honey,” said Evelyn. “She can teleport, yes, but it costs her. Within a band of mana, like back and forth across the Plains? Tough, but doable. From what we’ve learned, however, she can only manage to hop from one band to the next with great effort. She can’t just jump from Bastion to the Silver Unfathom.”

“So, like stepping stones?” asked Scorio. “Could she just work her way back?”

“From where she’s going?” Simeon smiled. “It might take her weeks to return. It’s why she’s remained all these years. By the time she hears of trouble back home it would already be old news, and then it would take her a week or weeks to work her way back. Not very efficient.”

“Speaking of,” said Leonis with a broad grin. “Is it too early to start congratulating ourselves? It sounds like the White Queen’s going to take our suggestions to heart.”

Scorio flushed. “It looks good, doesn’t it? But I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“If ever there was a time to push for change, this was it.” Simeon raised an eyebrow appreciatively. “Excellent timing, everyone. I wouldn’t presume to guess a Duchess’s thoughts, but she seemed favorably inclined to your arguments.”

“Which is all well and good,” said Jova, “but that doesn’t address our core motivation here. If she leaves before we get a proper audience, we’ll never get to ask her about what really matters.”

“And what’s that?” asked Simeon gently.

Evelyn grinned. “They’re adorable. They’re actually on a crusade to learn the truth about all of Hell.”

“That so?”

Jova flushed. “You’ll never learn anything if you don’t ask the right questions.”

“I couldn’t agree more. It’s why we all formed this independent outfit. It’s hard teasing the truth out of all the vested interests out there. Pyre Lords and Ladies, the more powerful figures in Deep Hell whose influence extends back to here. The Autocrators, accepted legends, traditions, and customs… and yet despite everyone’s confidence, you can’t quite dispel the sense that there’s much that’s being hidden. Am I right?”

“Exactly,” said Scorio even as Jova nodded.

Simeon leaned his head back against the wall. “What always got me is how nobody alive today can create machines like our ancestors once did. Everything that breaks is fated to become useless. We can’t repair anything, not even the smallest perpetual lanterns or the biers in the Academy, or craft new wonders. Why?”

“Here we go,” said Davelos.

“That’s exactly right,” said Scorio, resisting the urge to place his hand over his nub of enchanted chalk and the extending bridge in his robe. 

“But fair warning: the more you seek, the more mysteries you’ll uncover. Some find that exhilarating. Others infuriating.” Simeon winked at Scorio. “Doesn’t mean we should stop searching.”

Lianshi placed her hands on her hips. “Nobody’s answered my original question. What happens now? How does everyone adapt to the White Queen’s departure?”

“Simeon?” prompted Evelyn.

“If I had to guess? The White Queen will move quickly to stop everyone scrambling for advantage. She’ll demand that the Autocrators swear Heart Oaths promising to maintain the peace, to take no aggressive action against each other, and to maintain the peace on the Rascor Plains.”

“The real crux of the matter will be the Celestial Consortium,” said Davelos dryly. “That’ll be an interesting needle to thread.”

“True. But she’s got Desiree advising her. She’ll come up with something equitable and comprehensive. The trick is to see if everybody’s upset. That’ll mean nobody got an unfair advantage, which is what would prompt people to upend their oaths.”

“You can’t break a Heart Oath,” said Scorio.

Evelyn smiled. “Oh, you’re so precious.”

“We can’t break a Heart Oath,” corrected Simeon. “Nor can Pyre Lords. But any Great Soul more powerful than the White Queen could lift it. There are four Crimson Earls still affiliated with the Houses. Darumbar with Hydra, Broic the Brawler with Kraken, The Seamstress with Basilisk, and Farolir with Chimera. Any of them could break the White Queen’s oath.”

“Then?” prompted Jova. “This is but a farce?”

“Hardly,” said Simeon. “For a Crimson Earl to travel from the depths of Hell all the way to Bastion to get involved with a political dispute that revolves around Gold mana would be…” He paused as he searched for the right term. “Ridiculous? Or, to be fair, an incredibly overt move on their part that would provoke the other House affiliated greats. No. I don’t think they’d bother.”

“The Iron Tyrant won’t be pleased,” said Davelos darkly.

“Lucky for us he’s in the Iron Weald,” said Evelyn. “And occupied with his own troubles.”

Simeon nodded. “As long as he receives his monthly shipments he won’t do more than grumble about the change. The real challenge will be to put in place a system where no one House has overt control over the Fiery Shoals.”

Naomi had retreated to one corner of the room as if drawn by the shadows. “They could rotate who oversees the process every month.”

“Or form a new council here composed of equal numbers of members,” said Zala. “Where everyone has oversight over each other’s activities?”

Simeon waved his hand. “Desiree will have figured something out. And I actually believe the White Queen. This may end up being good for us all. A sufficiently clever web of Heart Oaths might put an end to the jockeying for political power that takes up so much of the House’s time and result in greater prosperity for everyone.” He paused, considered, then smiled ruefully. “There’s room for hope, at any rate.”

Davelos sighed. “We’ll find out soon enough.”

“But the fate of the Fiery Shoals and the Rascor Plains aside, it’s damned good to meet you all.” Simeon smiled broadly. “I don’t think anyone’s made such a splash in such a short time since Mitoko, and they don’t really count. Very impressive, all of you. Evelyn said that once the dust settles you might all wish to spend some time with Manticore, to learn more about our ways and see if we could forge a long-term partnership?”

Scorio glanced at Jova. She still looked ornery, so he gave a tentative nod. “We’d appreciate that. Everything we’ve heard from Evelyn and Davelos makes your group sound like the kind of people we’d want to learn from.”

Simeon grinned warmly. “We’ll draw everyone’s ire for snatching you up before you can be recruited elsewhere, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take. Fair warning, however: word’s going to spread about today’s council and the words you spoke, the role you played in what’s to come. Don’t be too surprised if you receive invitations to interview for other outfits. If you wait long enough, you might even be courted by organizations based in the Iron Weald.”

Scorio didn’t know what to say. He flushed and glanced at his friends. “We didn’t court this notoriety.”

“That’s what makes you lot all the more appealing.” Simeon pushed off the wall. “You’ve all been Whispered.” He paused, catching himself. “You’ve heard of Fate’s Whisper?”

They all shook their head, though Scorio appreciated how Simeon didn’t simply assume they hadn’t.

“It’s from the Vale of Regrets. A rare wind that singles out a Great Soul and gusts about them. When it does so that person then enjoys a streak of good luck that defies all the odds. People say that ‘you’ve been Whispered’ when someone’s on a hot streak of improbable fortune.” Simeon grinned. “And you all have definitely been Whispered.”

Evelyn and Davelos began moving to the door.

“Wait,” said Leonis, tone amused. “You’re not going to take our measure? I thought it was obligatory that we fight before you declared yourself content.”

Simeon smiled apologetically. “Not my style. Plus I’ve already seen and heard enough to be impressed. Moreover, mine’s not a flashy combat power set like those two’s.”

Lianshi stepped forward. “Is it rude to ask you what you can do?”

“Not at all.” Simeon smoothed down his black robes. “But like Moira, my power often makes people nervous. Not that I blame them.”

“He can take control of people,” said Davelos dourly. 

Simeon stared at the other Dread Blaze in annoyance. “You know it’s not that simple.”

“Am I wrong? Once you assume their appearance and step inside them?”

Simeon sighed. “Well, yes. But there are nuances.” He grimaced apologetically and tugged on his earlobe. “Don’t worry. It’s a defensive power. I use it primarily to neutralize powerful foes peacefully. Added bonus if I can then get everyone else to stand down and cease fighting by issuing commands.” He shrugged one shoulder. “I think it’s a throwback power to the times when we Great Souls fought more often against each other. These days? Not much occasion for it.”

“Oh,” said Lianshi. “I see.”

“Thanks, Davelos,” said Simeon, moving toward the door.

Davelos grinned. “Any time, buddy.”

“What happens now?” asked Scorio.

“Now?” Simeon pulled open the door and looked back over his shoulder. “We wait. The White Queen should be back soon. And then we return to Bastion.”

 

 

 


Chapter 21

 

 

 

The White Queen was gone from the Fiery Shoals for two hours. Her return was akin to the breaking of a storm; all people of import were summoned peremptorily to a grand hall a floor above any which Scorio and his friends had been granted access to before.

The air was charged with excitement, fear, and tension. Fifty Great Souls gathered in the impressive hall that was open on both sides to vistas of the lava fields below and the rearing cliffs that enclosed them; pale pink Lava Trees grew from massive bronze pots just outside the flanking arcades, their trunks tended, their branches pruned so that they grew in miniature, each a perfect reflection of their wild cousins in stilted perfection.

Scorio and his friends moved forward slowly, caught up in the tidal drift of bodies that milled and sought to reach the front. He caught a glimpse of Moira in a practical set of black travel robes edged in gold; there was Captain Thorne with a handful of his lieutenants; Manticore stood to one side, expressions neutral. But everywhere else were Great Souls of import to whom he couldn’t place names. The crucial members of Fiery Shoals, most of them identifying with one of the Four Houses.

A white portal appeared on the stage at the hall’s end which disgorged the White Queen and Desiree.

The portal disappeared. Nova moved forward to the edge of the stage. She had no need to call for quiet. The whole hall fell into a deep silence. For a moment the Charnel Duchess gazed out over their upturned faces as if taking account of those present, and then she smiled.

“All proceeds as planned. The Iron Tyrant and I have had a fruitful discussion. I have allayed his concerns and he will support us in this transition, appearing in person at the ceremony where I pass authority to the newly empowered Celestial Consortium. But now we proceed to Bastion. I shall transport us to the Council Citadel and from there direct the meetings and changes that are to take place. Everyone present here now is welcome to pass through with me now; your advice, presence, and witness are welcome in what’s to come.”

Murmurs filled the hall but nobody seemed surprised.

“Last chance for us to escape,” muttered Naomi by his side. “Though I know you’ll not take it.”

“Cheer up,” said Scorio, bumping her with his shoulder. “We’re going to argue in favor of the people. Bring about some positive change. You can’t resent that?”

To which Naomi could only shake her head.

The White Queen opened her portal once more and stepped through, followed by Desiree. In short order, everyone filed up onto the stage and stepped into the ring of white fire. Scorio and his friends were toward the back of the line, and when his turn came he couldn’t help but marvel all over again at the power the White Queen possessed to not only open but then maintain this portal across the vast distance his friends had traveled over the past eight days.

He emerged into an even larger hall, but one whose musty gloom and faded finery made it seem lesser to that of the Fiery Shoals. Huge blocks of stone raised the raftered ceiling some twenty yards above the mosaic-covered floor, and its cavernous fastness cast back echoes that muddied the air and made all conversation sound indistinct.

A semi-circle of high-backed chairs was set upon a dais at the end of the hall beneath stained glass windows depicting the House totem animals. They were all painted black but for the central chair, which gleamed as if made of polished ivory. It was before this chair that the White Queen now stood, hands linked behind her back, chin lowered as she waited.

Desiree indicated with subtle nods and gestures for her attendant crowd to part and move to the wings of the hall; Scorio and everyone else pressed back to leave the center of the hall empty, and for a few minutes they remained thus in silence.

“Guess she didn’t send word ahead,” whispered Leonis. “Wanted to catch everyone with their pants around their ankles.”

Juniper chuckled and quickly raised a hand to cover her mouth as a Great Soul to their left—an iron-faced lady in severe gray robes—cast them a stern look.

To Scorio’s surprise, Praximar was the first to arrive. He must have been visiting the Council building on business. He swept into the hall with his personal assistant trailing behind, clad in the formal robes of House Hydra, his expression smooth, serene, his brows raised as if in mild surprise. 

“Charnel Duchess. What an unexpected honor. I am pleased to be the first to welcome you to Bastion.” He stopped before the dais and inclined his head low. “How may I be of service?”

Nova’s smile was cold. She was no doubt familiar with Moira’s powers. “Thank you for the reception, old friend. I will wait till the Council is gathered before making my announcement.”

“But of course, of course.” Praximar smiled benignly and moved aside to face the double doors at the hall’s far end, the picture of patience.

“Old Praximar doesn’t seem fussed,” whispered Leonis. “That’s…odd.”

“He must see some chance for advantage,” Scorio whispered back. “Given how grasping he is he’ll find a way to twist this to Hydra’s favor. Thank the ten hells Nova’s got Desiree with her.”

Autocrator Octavia appeared five minutes later with six attendants; she was dressed in resplendent cloth of gold ceremonial robes whose shimmering, luxurious fabric was embroidered with intricate designs and embellished with gold thread and precious stones. The robes complemented her rich, tawny skin and made her blonde hair appear almost metallic in turn, which fell in glorious waves past her shoulders. She strode forward with panther-like grace and self-possession, and though Scorio studied her face for any signs of surprise he saw none.

“Charnel Duchess,” said Octavia as she came to a stop before the dais. “What a rare and unexpected delight. Had I known you were planning to grace us with your presence I would have prepared a proper reception. I pray all is well?”

“She didn’t know,” whispered Lianshi.

“She’s covering it well, though,” Scorio whispered back.

Raugr arrived moments later with two attendants of his own; unlike the others, the Autocrator of House Chimera hadn’t bothered with ceremonial robes, but instead wore an elegant set of charcoal gray robes that he might have donned for a regular day of work. But his presence was sufficiently severe and his appearance so striking that any manner of finery would have felt out of place; he was bald, square jawed, his nose kinked by an old break, his brows low, his shoulders broad and sloping. He moved with brutal deliberation, every inch of him speaking to his enormous capabilities in combat.

Eira arrived last. Scorio watched her with interest; the Autocrator of House Basilisk was reclusive and hadn’t appeared at all during the fight with Imogen; word was that she’d been absent from the city when the fight had taken place. Seeing her now Scorio couldn’t restrain his surprise. She was a sylph, her blonde hair cut boyishly short, her eyes alive with an almost feverish light. Freckles smattered across the bridge of her nose, and her smile verged on inappropriate as she stopped before the dais, just shy of a grin, as if this were all a grand jest that only she fully understood.

“What a surprise,” she said, inclining her head jerkily. “The White Queen herself winging her way down here to grace us all with her presence. Methinks something big’s afoot. Oh, and welcome.”

“Thank you for coming on such short notice, Autocrator Eira. Please, all of you, be seated.”

The four Autocrators stepped up onto that dais and moved to their chairs; their attendants moved to stand behind them, and soon the Council was gathered. Other officials had filed into the hall to swell their ranks; Scorio recognized some of the city’s Dread Blazes, but many appeared to be functionaries of the Council and the Houses themselves. He couldn’t decipher their ranks or roles, but soon several hundred bureaucrats and lower-level leaders were in attendance, every one of them focused on the stage.

The White Queen raised her chin and stared out over the assembled crowd. “Thank you, all, for having gathered on such short notice. I am Nova, known as the White Queen, Charnel Duchess, and ruler of the Fiery Shoals. For almost a decade I have held preeminence over the Rascor Plains and ensured the continued peace under which we have lived, grown, and thrived. I have taken it upon myself to ensure the safety of Bastion and the Archspire, and that each year’s class of Great Souls has the greatest opportunity to realize their powers and aid us all in the war against the Pit. I have held these responsibilities as sacrosanct.”

A ripple of unease passed through the crowd.

Nobody had missed the White Queen’s usage of the past tense.

“But Hell is not as it was when I first took up this mantle of responsibility. During my tenure, I have witnessed great changes, with the greatest being the failure of the Empyreal Prophecy and our loss of three Imperators.”

The ripple became a wave; Scorio saw open shock on countless faces as the White Queen baldly stated that which so many had spent years either denying or tiptoeing around.

“This failure has immense consequences for all of us. None can deny that advancing of the ruins through Bastion’s wards, and the knowledge that when the Academy’s Archspire falls to the rot we shall no longer reincarnate Great Souls to aid us in battle. Our best estimates give us less than ten years before this tragedy befalls us, and then we shall truly be alone in this war against the fiends. Each death will be an incalculable loss, and as our numbers dwindle so will our last hopes of victory.

“Hell itself seems to be aware of this deadline. Ancient forces rouse themselves from slumber while new foes arise to challenge even our havens of greatest strength. The Blood Ox has taken LastRock, but none believe he shall content himself with this prize. The Viridian Heart and its living empire are moving north uncontested through the Shadowed Valleys of the Black Sun, and the Unspeakable One is almost free of the Weeping Glacier. There are reports of lights flickering in the uppermost windows of the Tower of Yig, and teams led by anyone less than a Charnel Duke or Duchess disappear when trying to cross the Mountains of Mnar.”

The White Queen gazed gravely out over the crowd. “I could continue in this vein for an hour. Each month fresh reports reach me of unrest, division, and failure. I can no longer in good conscious remain at the Fiery Shoals when my strength might better be used at the front. It is for that reason that I shall be withdrawing preeminence and permanently leaving the Shoals for Deep Hell.”

The crowd broke out into cries of alarm even as Raugr rose to his feet, his dour face creased in surprise and anger. Eira crossed her legs and laughed, while Octavia simply froze, her eyes narrowed.

Only Praximar nodded thoughtfully, a single vertical line between his brows.

But the White Queen wasn’t done.

“That said, my love and loyalty for the cradle of our kind remain undiminished, and thus I have worked closely with my advisers to expand and refine the Celestial Consortium so that it may operate in my stead in ensuring peace, an equitable distribution of resources, and the safety of everyone within Bastion and the Rascor Plains. I will review the particulars in greater detail with the Council in private, but want everyone to understand and take reassurance from the broad strokes of how it will be restructured to the advantage of all.”

Octavia leaned forward, an eyebrow rising.

“First and foremost, the Consortium shall observe new distribution quotas of the Gold mana. The bulk shall continue to be shipped via The Celestial Coffer into the Iron Weald so as to support the Iron Tyrant’s endeavors against his foes. However, each House shall now also receive five percent of the total shipment to distribute amongst its members as they see fit, with whichever House holds the rotating position of leadership overseeing the distribution receiving an addition five percent.”

This was apparently huge news; the alarm that had run through the crowd immediately became an excited buzz, and Scorio saw Octavia glance at Praximar even as Raugr gave a reluctant nod.

“A final five percent will be invested by the Houses in the improvement and maintenance of Bastion itself, both to sustain the community and prevent any further resentment from arising. The usage of this five percent will be overseen directly by Bastion’s Council itself. And yes, the Iron Tyrant has already agreed to this new ratio.” Nova smiled. “While I cannot say he was pleased, he proved amenable to reason.”

Nervous laughter filled the hall. 

“To ensure that these new quotas are executed faithfully the members of the Consortium will agree to a new system of management. Consortium leadership—which shall be separate from Council leadership—shall rotate through the Houses every ninety Bastion days to ensure that no one House is able to accrue too much power or influence over the distribution process. That means each House shall oversee three shipments. This endeavor shall be aided by a new system of transparency that will include regular reporting of the amount of Gold mana distributed as well as regular audits of the previous administration to prevent hoarding or monopolization.

“The members of the Consortium will swear Heart Oaths to uphold a strict and clear code of conduct that prohibits any unethical behavior such as bribery, extortion, or manipulation of the distribution process. They shall also swear to ensure that their replacements, whether they be official successors or pro tempore leaders, shall also swear to uphold these tenets before being granted power. They shall also agree to set penalties for non-compliance, with penalties ranging from fines, suspension of their personal quota for relative periods of time, or even expulsion from the consortium. 

“Most importantly, the House Autocrators will also swear to avoid armed conflicts between the Houses. They will swear to not engage in any form of armed conflict over the Gold mana or the rulership of Bastion, which will include not only direct conflict but also proxies or allies. Instead, they will focus their energies on maintaining the peace over the Farmlands and the Rascor Plains in general, as well as contributing a quarter of the security team needed to cleanse the upper reaches of the Crucible and ensure the Siphon remains fully operational.

“Finally, the Iron Tyrant has agreed to act as a neutral third party and adjudicate any conflicts that arise from the implementation of these new policies. In case of an emergency, any one House can formally request an audit or investigation by the Iron Tyrant into matters of concern, though this must only be done as a last resort. You all know that the Tyrant does not suffer fools gladly, but it is better to bring concerns to him than risk breaching your oaths and imperiling the Consortium.”

The White Queen took a deep breath and smiled. “I am confident that this system will result in the continued prosperity of the Plains and Bastion itself. I shall be exploring the matters of civil unrest in the days to come, and folding new resolutions into the final code of conduct to ensure the best possible outcome. My goal is to harness our very best instincts and weld them into a plan that shall guarantee our growth, prosperity, peace, and opportunities. With the help of the Houses and the Iron Tyrant, I fully believe that Bastion and the Rascor Plains will not only survive my departure but grow all the stronger for it.”

 

 

 


Chapter 22

 

 

 

The White Queen didn’t lie: things moved quickly from that point on.

Moments before stepping into a closed session with the Council, Desiree approached him. The crowd was milling, people embroiled in feverish discussions of everything Nova had just revealed when Desiree hopped off the stage and approached their little group. 

The crowd parted before her as if she were lethal to the touch.

“Scorio.” Desiree’s smile was utterly impersonal. “The White Queen wished me to convey a request.”

Scorio fought the urge to stand to attention. “I’m hers to command.”

Desiree curled a strand of pale blonde hair behind her ear as she canted her head to one side. Her irises were so pale that her eyes seemed all pupils. “That’s nice. You’re to reach out to the leaders of the rebellion and ask them to select a meeting place of their choosing. The White Queen will travel to said location tomorrow at First Rust. Please tell them not to worry. They are under full immunity for all past actions and nothing discussed during tomorrow’s meeting will endanger them. They have the White Queen’s personal assurances.”

“I—yes. Sure. I’ll find them today.”

“Great.” For a moment Desiree’s smile widened, but still her gaze pierced him through and through as if he were a bug being pinned to a display board. “I’m sure the White Queen will be most grateful.”

And with that, she returned to the dais.

Zala moved in conspiratorially close. “Oh, man. What’s her deal? Anybody else find her incredibly unnerving?”

“She’s got a rare power,” said Naomi. “Manifested it when she hit Dread Blaze. She can extrapolate the most optimum plan for any problem with very little information.”

Leonis raked his hand through his hair. “No wonder Nova—I mean, the White Queen—is moving so fast. Then again, the more time she gives the Pyre Lords to react, the more trouble they’ll make.”

Scorio watched the Autocrators and their attendants follow Nova through a side door. “She’s definitely not giving them much time at all. But did you guys notice? Praximar was the only one who looked at ease.”

“Must have been Moira,” said Jova, voice low. “But even so, she could only have given him an afternoon’s advance notice.”

“Right.” Lianshi brushed the tip of her own nose with a tuft of hair. “And that plan she proposed sounded pretty comprehensive, right? Especially if backed by Heart Oaths?”

Everybody considered.

“Well, I’d better head out.” Scorio inhaled sharply and grinned at the others. “I’ve got to rustle up some rebellion leaders. What do you think are the odds they’ll actually believe me?”

“I’ll come with,” said Naomi. “You know. To make sure you don’t get yourself strung up by the neck.”

“Nice,” said Scorio.

“I’ve got no plans.” Leonis clapped Scorio on the shoulder. “Where we headed?”

“Same,” said Lianshi. “You three going to come?”

“I think you’ve got this covered,” said Jova. “I’ve not trained in far too long. We’ll spend the rest of the evening working up a sweat. Right?”

“Sure,” said Juniper, though she didn’t sound enthused.

“Yes.” Zala nodded sharply. “I need to make Tomb Spark. My butterflies are great and all, but they’re still too slow. I need my next power to really rank up my utility in a fight.”

“Have fun.” Scorio took a step back. “Don’t hit Flame Vault without me.”

Jova smirked. “No promises.”

Scorio led his friends out of the Council hall. The place was alive with earnest conversations, most hushed and held to the side, but he couldn’t help but overhear snippets as they threaded their way through the crowd.

“… impossibly to believe that the Iron Tyrant would countenance such…”

“…rotating leadership means massive inefficiencies, even at ninety…”

“…going to translate five percent of the monthly gold shipment into civic improvements?”

Then they were out and rushing down the massive staircase to the broad entrance hall whose vaulted ceiling echoed with more conversation. Past huge portraits of Autocrators from bygone centuries, and finally out the huge double doors to the citadel’s portico. 

Bastion spread out before and around them. Scorio paused to simply take it all back in: the ruddy glow of Second—or was it First?—Rust. The sun-wire streamed past overhead, lambent and fiery, while the wards of the city wrapped up and around the city’s great cylinder.

After their lengthy journey through the Rascor Plains, the sight of the all-encompassing city was disorienting; Scorio had quickly come to regard blue skies as right, and to now only see rooftops and smoke, courtyards and streets felt ineffably surreal.

They quickly left the luxury wards as they spiraled up and around the interior of Bastion’s curvature to Ward 4. The crowds became surlier, their mood clearly uglier, and more and more it seemed like people were standing around just waiting for a signal that they should pick up weapons again and start marching north.

Scorio slowed down as he tried to orient himself. Their best bet was to find Dola, and that meant going to the Narrows to find her bar and base of operations, The Double.

“You know where you’re going?” huffed Leonis.

“I think so. Mostly. Probably.”

They took a few wrong turns before entering a street that had more in common with an alleyway than any normal thoroughfare. The second and third stories on both sides beetled out till they almost touched, and what little sky remained was crisscrossed by clothing lines. The bloody light of Second Rust dimmed almost to darkness, with only the occasional lantern affixed outside a public house or on a central standing pole casting pools of amber light within the gloom.

“Somewhere here,” muttered Scorio. 

They’d come to a stop in a tiny diamond-shaped square, a shattered gruel fountain in its center. Scorio turned in a slow circle, examining the entrance to the half dozen alleyways. Only for a rakish, bony-shouldered Nissa to emerge from the darkness, her robes a mustard yellow that enhanced the luster of her crimson hair.

“Well, look who it is,” she drawled, thumbs stuck in her belt sash. “Running around like a bull in a lantern shop.”

“Nissa.” Scorio spread his arms wide. “A sight for sore eyes. We did it. We succeeded.”

“Word’s going ’round that something big’s going on up north.” She drifted closer. “That your doing?”

“Mostly? Mostly. Combination of good luck and… more good luck. We got into a bad fight at the Golden Circuit. Attracted the White Queen’s attention. She portaled in, saved us, then took us back to the Fiery Shoals. We had a chance to bend her ear, and she proved sympathetic. She brought a whole bunch of us to the Citadel where she just laid down the law and asked to meet with the rebellion’s leaders tomorrow at a place of their own choosing. Can you get everyone together?”

Nissa’s eyes widened. “Wait. She actually listened to you?”

Scorio laughed. “Listened to me and then some. I’ve got all kinds of news to share. But I’d rather do it just once. You know how to get everyone together?”

“That I can do.” Nissa looked past him at his friends then nodded to one of the alleyways. “C’mon. I’ll take you to Dola. She’s not far from here.”

A short while later they descended the steps into the Double. Scorio shivered as he entered the establishment; he’d have bet his life not long ago that he’d never be allowed to enter this place again.

But now here he was, following Nissa into the candle-lit bar. It was a long, narrow room, rays of bloody bronze light filtering in through the shuttered slats that ran down the length of the wall high up by the ceiling. The heavily waxed bar gleamed. Candles sunken deep within thick glass holders caused pools of green light to shimmer across its top, and a line of upside down clay mugs was set along its length. 

A familiar older woman with long, gray hair rose from behind the bar where she’d been working on something and stilled. She wore pale pink-colored robes that were sufficiently open at the front to reveal an intricate tattoo on her chest, and she had a powerful frame to go with her relaxed confidence.

Kayla.

The same woman Scorio had once glimpsed in the Academy heading toward Praximar’s office.

Who no doubt had ratted him out to the chancellor on Dola’s behalf.

Nissa nodded toward the back of the room. “Dola in?”

“That she is.” And while it was clear she remembered Scorio, her gaze flat and unwelcoming, she made no move to stop them as they strode down the length of the room.

They strode through a curtain of beads into a small, comfortable room, windowless and lit by three lanterns with their wicks trimmed short, each shedding a soft, warm glow. The three walls featured deeply recessed alcoves, and a low, circular table in the center boasted three ornate water pipes. 

Most of this was new, Scorio knew, because he’d destroyed a good chunk of this room with his ladder the last time he came through here.

Dola sat alone in one of the alcoves, scrolls and tallies set beside her on the cushioned bench, rimless spectacles perched on her nose. These she took off as she rose to her feet, setting aside her stylus, and moved to the alcove entrance.

“Well, look who we have here. And early, too. You ever even leave the city, Scorio?”

“That I did.” Scorio had to fight hard not to grin. “Signed up with Manticore and made it all the way to the Fiery Shoals. Had a word with the White Queen, and now she’s in the Citadel setting up shop. All manner of changes are coming.”

Dola raised an eyebrow and glanced at Nissa, who shrugged. 

“That so? Well, I’m all ears.”

Nissa pointed her thumb over one shoulder. “I’m going to fetch the others. Back in a few.”

Dola nodded slowly, never taking her eyes off Scorio, who held her glittering gaze with ease. When Nissa was gone Dola gestured that they should move into a second alcove and take their ease.

Dola leaned forward. “So you’re telling me that you presented our case to the White Queen and she actually gave a damn?”

“I’ll be honest: I got lucky in that she already had plans to shake things up. And I’m not completely certain how many of my suggestions she took to heart. But I’ll tell you this: she wants to meet with you and the other leaders tomorrow at First Rust at a place of your choosing to discuss the matter.”

Dola looked genuinely shocked. “She wants to meet? Us?”

Scorio failed to hide his grin.

“Well, now.” Dola rubbed her chin. “That does sound promising. Or a neat way for her to behead our movement.”

“She gave her personal assurances that everyone who shows up has blanket immunity for all past acts and will be safeguarded by her honor.”

“Will you look at that?” Dola’s grin matched his own and was twice as predatory. “The boy done delivered.”

“Oh, that’s nothing. Just wait till you hear the rest of it.”

Half an hour later the other leaders of the rebellion filtered in; Abentha, tall and sere and skeptical; Gethane, the balding man in crimson and black with a long face and melancholy eyes; Walsham, mustachioed and florid; Ferric, the saturnine youth with a caustic attitude and faded finery. 

They stood in a loose collective, uncertain, glancing to Dola for reassurance, their doubt writ plain on their faces.

“Hello, everyone.” Success made him feel ebullient, irreverent. Scorio fought to maintain a professional tone. “You may have heard already that the White Queen is in residence at the Citadel. She’s currently cloistered with the Council and reviewing in detail her new plan for how to run the Rascor Plains and Bastion. Because she is, you see, leaving us for good. She’s departing for Deep Hell, and leaving in place a reformed Consortium that will oversee the distribution quotas from the Fiery Shoals and work in partnership with Bastion.”

Everyone’s eyes widened in alarm.

“She’s abandoning us?” spat Ferric, raking his hand nervously through his thick mop of dark hair. “What kind of help is that?”

The others went to protest but Scorio raised both palms. “Let me finish explaining.” So he told them. About the new Consortium, the way the Gold mana was to be distributed, and the five percent that would go to improving Bastion proper. The Heart Oaths and the general reception his own proposals had received back in Fiery Shoals. 

“Which is why she wants to meet with you all tomorrow,” he finished. “She wants to hear directly from each of you what it is you want. And I think we couldn’t have been luckier. Any other time and we might have been met with shrugs of indifference, but now, with her reshaping society as she plans to depart? It’s a small matter for her to include our demands as footnotes in her greater plan. I don’t think she’d have earmarked that five percent for Bastion proper if we hadn’t raised our concerns in so timely a manner.”

Gethane exchanged a startled glance with Walsham, while Ferric opened and closed his mouth several times, speechless.

“This is excellent news.” Dola’s voice was heavy with certainty. “We’ll need to put together a coherent list of grievances and requests so that we present the White Queen.”

“You intend to meet with her, Dola?” Abentha sounded aghast. “How do we know this isn’t a trap?”

“If the White Queen wanted us dead she’d have no problem making it so.” Dola waved the other woman’s concerns away. “No need for this subtle strategy. The more concrete our requests and the more detail we can present her the better. And you.” Dola turned to Scorio and his companions. For a moment they simply stared at each other, and then Dola grinned. “Good work. Never thought I’d say this, but… damned good work, all of you. Damned good.”

 


Chapter 23

 

 

 

Several days passed as the Council met with the White Queen and hammered out the particulars. For the most part Scorio hung about the citadel, waiting for good news and reassuring Dola and Abentha that all was in hand. The Autocrators came and went with their entourages, their expressions stony, until at last the announcement was made: the Queen’s Accord had been ratified, the people of Bastion given almost all that they had requested, and a new age had begun in Bastion.

Elated, Scorio searched the crowds in the citadel’s great antechamber, trying to catch sight of a familiar face, but such was the press that he couldn’t find anyone. He was about to desist and leave in search of his friends when a familiar voice rung out.

“Scorio!” Jova strode through the milling crowd. “There you are. Are you done? I’ve been waiting for over an hour for you.”

“Jova. Guess what? We got the changes we wanted written into the Council’s charter!”

“That’s just great. Congratulations. I’m very pleased for you. Now, hurry up. Dameon’s waiting for us.”

“Dameon? He’s here?”

“Arrived this morning and asked to meet with us almost immediately. He’s been understanding of your awaiting word from the Council, but you’ve kept him waiting for hours.” She grabbed him by the arm and began pulling him away. “Not a good look for your first meeting with the nominal head of Manticore.”

“Jova.” Scorio stopped and pulled his arm free. “I’ve not been wasting my time.”

She stared flatly at him. “No, you’ve been indulging in your pet project that has no bearing on the reason we declined House sponsorship and made ourselves targets to half our class.”

“That’s no longer a problem, surely.”

“Have you heard of an official cancellation of Praximar’s offer? No? Neither have I. Which means at any moment we might have to fight off eager students again. But I’m not surprised. Scorio, not everyone likes you or your obsession with reforming Bastion’s laws.”

“Are you saying you don’t?”

She rolled her eyes. “What I’m saying is that it’s high time you shelved this obsession and started focusing on what truly matters: our advancement, learning the truth behind how everything works, and figuring out our next steps.” She caught herself, closed her eyes, then sighed. “Look. I’m not completely heartless. It’s great what you’ve done for the people of Bastion. I’m sure I’d be more empathic if I’d been forced to live as you did instead of being born directly into the Academy. But my thoughts are on all the foes that await us in Hell, both the obvious ones and the hidden. We can’t spend our time on causes immaterial to our progression.”

“The well-being of tens of thousands of innocents is not immaterial.”

Jova bit her lower lip as she reined in her temper. “Let me put it this way: I signed up to work alongside you because I thought we were kindred souls. I admired your obsessive need to train and gain power, to let nothing stop you from maximizing your potential and accomplishing the impossible. But ever since we left the Academy that drive seems to have… disappeared.” She shook her head in confusion and dismay. “Where is the Scorio who was willing to risk death to advance? Where is the Scorio who trained at all hours and sacrificed everything to prove everyone wrong?”

Scorio frowned at Jova. “He’s right here. And I still want all of that. But Jova…” He struggled for a moment to find the right words. “We won. I came first in the Gauntlet. I not only got to tell Praximar to go to hell, but did so before the entire gathered Great Soul community in Bastion. And now? I just got to do it again.”

“We won?” Her pity was scathing. “Won what? A brief moment of applause? Scorio, we’re still nothing. We can’t even get close to scratching a Dread Blaze. Didn’t our time on the Plains teach you that? We’re as helpless as Chars out there. And we’ll always be helpless till we reach Imperator, and even that is no guarantee. Won?” Her pity became open derision. “You sound like an idiot.”

“Hey, now.” Scorio stepped in closer, his good humor finally slipping away. “Just because you’ve been useless in our fights against Evelyn and Davelos doesn’t mean you get to take your ire out on me.”

Jova’s eyes narrowed. “Useless?”

“Your power was uniquely suited to make you a star in the Academy. But out there?” He pointed toward where he thought the Plains might be. “You’re just a punching bag that keeps getting up. Whereas the Nightmare Lady and I consistently bring the fight to whomever we’re up against. Does that mean I’m done training? Not by a long shot. But it does mean I’m not itching to prove myself like you are.”

Jova raised her chin, her nostrils flaring, her ire burning off her in palpable waves. “A punching bag that keeps getting up.”

“All right, that was harsh.” Scorio caught his temper and wrestled it down. “I’m sorry. That was out of line. But no, maybe I’m not that Scorio any longer because I don’t need to be. Victory does count for something, Jova. I defied the odds and I won. I came first in the Gauntlet. I’m a Tomb Spark, and soon enough I’ll be a Flame Vault. All in less than one year. And to cap it all off? I just brought about major social change in the cradle of our kind, improving the lives of literally tens of thousands of people. So yes, I think I’m doing all right. And it’s not my problem if you don’t.”

Jova sucked on her teeth for a moment, her eyes glittering, and then she nodded. “You’re right. It’s not your problem what I feel. Thank you for enlightening me. This has been very educational.”

“Oh, come on,” began Scorio.

“No.” She smiled. “This has been very eye-opening. But now that we’ve had our instructive little chat, are you ready to meet Dameon? Or do you think you’re such a blessing to all of Hell that it’s all right to keep him waiting a little bit more?”

Scorio went to protest but the flat look in her dark eyes dissuaded him. “That’s not what I meant. But fine. Let’s go meet with Dameon.”

“How gracious of you. If you’ll kindly follow me?”

And she strode off into the crowd.

Scorio gazed after her, his emotions roiling, and then scowled. “Damn it. Way to go, Scorio.”

 

 

Chapter 24

 

 

 

Dameon and the other three members of Manticore were awaiting them a few streets over in what proved to be an abandoned church. Scorio had seen their like scattered about Bastion but never paid them much mind; some yet attracted devotees, but most stood notably empty, a rarity in the poorer wards for the premium placed on space.

The building was large, square, with high walls of dressed sandstone that rose to a great dome riven by cracks. Numerous statues stood within niches recessed into the exterior walls, but these were eroded or defaced past any recognition. 

Scorio followed Jova through the huge doors into a cavernous space within, the floor composed of great buckled flagstones, the walls covered in ancient mosaics depicting all manner of fascinating scenes from what could only be the depths of Hell: here a man radiating beams of gold defied a wall of crimson tentacles, his expression serene; there two children walked hand in hand through a forest of surreal blue polyps that seemed to curve about them, forming a tunnel; on the far wall a host of fiery creatures bent knee to the serene man who looked older, his face haggard and gray-bearded. 

His friends and the members of Basilisk stood in a loose circle about Juniper and the sole figure Scorio didn’t recognize: an athletic young man whose handsome features were accentuated by golden stubble and carefully coiffed blond hair that was shaved along the sides and rose in a wave on the top. Tall, broad-shouldered, and powerful in frame, he was laughing and had both hands raised in surrender as Juniper reeled back, her face bathed in sweat, her chest heaving with effort.

“Scorio!” Evelyn was lounging against Davelos, her elbow propped on the taller man’s shoulder. “There he is. Have you finished changing Bastion to your liking?”

Jova moved to stand with Zala who glanced questioningly at her irate expression.

Scorio rubbed the back of his head as he approached. “We all got lucky, I suppose. The White Queen was in the mood to make some changes, and swept the people’s requests into her own mandate. Can’t say the Autocrators were pleased, but they don’t have much choice.”

Dameon placed his hands on his hips and appraised Scorio frankly. “Impressive. I’ve heard nothing but your praises since arriving in town. I’m Dameon, Dread Blaze and founding member of Manticore. It’s good to finally meet you, Scorio.”

“Thank you. It’s been great learning about Manticore and getting to know everyone.”

“You sure?” Dameon looked sidelong at Davelos with a smirk. “Some of us are pricklier than others.”

“Some of us don’t have time to waste on childish games,” Davelos responded.

“Case in point. But regardless, congratulations. I don’t think I’ve heard of a Tomb Spark convincing a Charnel Duchess to do anything not completely in her interests in… has it ever happened? Simeon?”

The bearded, saturnine man smiled in amusement. “I’m sure it’s happened before. Though nothing springs to mind right now.”

Dameon chuckled. “And you helped an Imperator defeat Imogen the Woe? And you came first in your class’s Gauntlet run despite being cast out on day one as a Red Lister? Seriously. I’m afraid if I let you join our outfit you’ll be calling the shots before long.”

“Hardly.” Scorio laughed shakily, embarrassed by the litany of his successes. “And it’s not as if I did those things alone. My friends have been with me every step of the way.”

“An exemplar and humble?” Dameon raked his hair back. “Now that’s just too much. How many invitations have you received from other groups to join their ranks?”

“Honestly? None.”

“I guess events have progressed too quickly for them to get their act together and invite you in.” Dameon smiled toothily. “Much to our advantage. We’ve been doing some light sparring to get a feel for each other, and I’d do the same with you if you don’t mind. But let’s make this interesting. We’ll divide into two teams. Simeon and I will be opposing captains. We’ll take turns picking our teams and then engage in a classic game: are you familiar with Fiend’s Heart?”

Naomi snorted in amusement.

Scorio shook his head slowly. “Can’t say that I am.”

“Honestly?” asked Davelos. “Children’s games?”

“It’s simple,” grinned Dameon. “Each team must capture the opposing team’s Heart and be the first to return it to their circle. Let’s see: we can use a couple of these bricks.” He jogged across the buckled flagstones and selected two large blocks that had fallen from the precarious dome. “Here you go.”

Simeon nearly danced back from the underhand throw, catching the large brick at the last moment and then scowling at Dameon. “More warning next time?”

“You’re a Dread Blaze.” Dameon wiped the sweat from his brow and bounced the brick in his palm. “Act like one. So, I’ll go first. Scorio. You’re with me.”

“Really?” asked Simeon. “Davelos.”

“Evelyn.”

“Naomi.”

“Hmm.” Dameon looked sidelong at Scorio. “Suggestions?”

Evelyn gave them control over the battlefield while Davelos was a powerful infiltrator and fighter. Jova might help negate his advantages, but Zala had been singled out as the most influential fighter in their group several times.

“Zala?”

“Zala it is.”

The wiry, short woman moved to stand with them.

“Jova,” said Simeon.

“Leonis,” said Dameon with a grin. “Get over here, big man.”

Leonis flashed a pleased grin and ambled over.

“Juniper,” said Simeon.

“Which leaves the best for last. Lianshi?”

She flushed in embarrassment, curled a strand of midnight-black hair over one ear, and strode to their group. 

“All right. Let’s take a couple of minutes to work out tactics and then we’ll begin. With me, people.” Dameon led their small group to one side of the church. “All right.” He smiled conspiratorially at them all. “This is going to be fun. Evelyn, you’re going to be instrumental. Lock everything down with your hair, transport yourself to their brick, snatch it up, and return. They’ll expect that of course, and Simeon will probably be on guard duty to hit you with his possession power. I’ll try and block him with a forcefield, but Davelos can get through that to take you on. You nullify him with your diplomatic immunity.”

“Force fields?” asked Scorio.

“That’s right.” Dameon’s smile was pleased. “I’ll give you a quick summary of what I can do. I can hold my own in a fight by generating protective bubbles around myself or other people. The more I generate, however, the weaker they become. I can also hit like a runaway carriage, but it takes a little time to charge up my blows. The longer I hold the charge, the harder I hit. Mostly my role in Manticore is long-term strategy and figuring out how to accomplish our goals. My Dread Blaze power allows me to visualize the different paths I could take and gauge the probability of success.”

“Too bad it doesn’t work for sparring,” said Evelyn.

“Right. It only helps with overarching goals. Which means my utility today will be limited to protecting key players. So: tactics. Simeon and Davelos will focus on Evelyn and negating my forcefield, however. Though there’s a chance Simeon will use his teleportation power to jump to whoever’s closest to our Heart and steal it. I’ll be ready for him with my forcefield. Best we can do. Now, what do you all think your friends will do to get our brick?”

Scorio exchanged a glance with the others. “Naomi will take the indirect approach, moving out wide and then closing in when she senses an opportunity. She’s fast, agile, and very, very dangerous. Jova will probably run down the center, trying to distract us by drawing our attacks. Juniper will accompany her.”

“Understood.” Dameon frowned. “Zala, you stay back and generate your butterflies as fast as you can. See if you can’t focus them on Naomi. Scorio and Leonis, you go down the center and hold the line. Lianshi, you’re our hidden ace. I picked you last so as to de-emphasize your importance. Work your way down the side opposite Naomi and tap your invincibility power when necessary. They’ll probably overlook you at first, but when they go to stop you I’ll protect you with forcefields. Only use your invincibility power if Davelos comes for you.”

Lianshi’s eyes gleamed and she stood taller. “Understood.”

Dameon looked around their group, his smile infectious. “What am I overlooking?”

“If Simeon grabs me he’ll lock the church down with my powers,” said Evelyn. 

“You know he doesn’t have much finesse with your hair,” said Dameon. “And it’ll take him a crucial few moments to overwhelm your defenses—if he can. I know you’ve been working on that resistance. That and my forcefield can stop your hair, so Lianshi should be able to keep going.”

“My butterflies have drawn a lot of attention in the past,” said Zala hesitantly. “And they’re slow. I should move closer to be effective, but that will make me a target.”

“Let’s move up together,” said Dameon with a smile. “I’ll watch your back and protect you if necessary. I’ll be powering up a punch that will take out anyone in the opposite group if it lands. Oh—Scorio—that’s one of my other powers. The longer I have to focus on my next blow, the stronger it becomes. Another reason for me to hang back and buy some time. Even Jova will be checked by what I can unleash.”

Despite himself, Scorio felt a thrill of anticipation. “Sounds good. What if Davelos decides to make a run directly on our brick?”

“Tricky. But he’s going to be drawing Coal here, which means he’ll be at his dimmest.” Dameon’s grin turned wicked. “Don’t tell him I told you, but his intelligence reflects the quality of mana he draws on. Coal makes him stubborn and slow-witted. If he comes right for us, I’ll time it just right and knock him on his ass.”

Lianshi laughed in delighted surprise at Dameon’s language and then covered her mouth, abashed.

“Regardless, this isn’t about winning but having fun,” said Dameon. “Well, fun and winning. I want to see how everyone operates. And I want to see what you bring to the table, Scorio.” Dameon placed a hand on Scorio’s shoulder. “I’m not saying I expect the world from you, but you did help stop an Imperator, right? This should be a piece of cake.”

“Great,” said Scorio. “Never thought I’d regret helping Sol save the city.”

Dameon gave his shoulder a shake and released him. “Just focus on helping Leonis hold the line. Though from what I’ve seen of Nezzar, that should be no trouble.”

“Leave it to us,” said Leonis. “We’ll stop Jova and Juniper in their tracks.”

“I know you will. Any last thoughts? No? Good. All plans fall apart the moment the fight begins, anyway. Just be ready to react and listen for any commands I shout out. I’ll be at the back with Zala and have a good sense of what’s happening.”

Everyone nodded eagerly and Scorio found himself practically bouncing on the balls of their feet as they moved back to the center of the church.

“Some basic rules,” Dameon said as the other team moved to join them. “Dread Blazes and Tomb Sparks, no Shrouds. Let’s keep this game fast-moving and fair. I’m expecting everyone to be able to pull their punches so nobody gets seriously hurt. Davelos, no whining about Coal when you lose.”

The other Dread Blaze gazed sourly at Dameon. 

“Let’s sketch circles on opposite sides of the church. Everyone starts behind their circle. I’ll count to three, and then the fun shall commence.”

“Fun,” muttered Simeon, rubbing his earlobe. “Dameon, you are disturbed. This is going to be violent, bloody, and prove what, exactly?”

Dameon winked at the other Dread Blaze. “That Manticore knows how to have a good time? Relax. We haven’t done group training in far too long.”

“That’s because we’re rarely together as a group,” said Davelos. “Because somebody keeps sending us across the whole Plains—”

“Great.” Dameon beamed at everyone. “Teams, to your sides.”

Everyone retreated to the opposite ends of the huge square chamber. Scorio drew Coal mana into his Heart, saturating it even as every speck was inhaled by the others. There’d be no refills in this contest. He windmilled his arms, bounced up and down on the balls of his feet, and moved to stand beside Leonis.

“Hey, Scorio,” murmured his friend. “Why’s Jova been glaring at you all this time?”

“She has?” Scorio attempted an innocent tone. “Oh, I don’t know.”

Leonis leveled a deadpan stare at him.

Scorio flushed. “I may… I mean, it’s entirely possible that we got into an argument on the way over here.”

“About?”

“Ready?” Dameon’s voice cut over the excited chatter. “One.”

Scorio resisted the urge to Ignite his Heart. In this contest, he’d be at a severe disadvantage compared to everyone else. He had to be conservative.

“Well, I’ll do my best to run interference,” muttered Leonis. “I haven’t seen her that intense since the Academy.”

“Two.”

“Much appreciated. I’ll try to nullify her fear aura by hitting her with mine first.”

“You’re too kind.”

“Three!” Dameon’s cry was positively ebullient. “Have at it!”

 

Chapter 25

 

 

 

Scorio loped forward, Leonis by his side. 

Strands of caramel hair speared past him, affixing themselves to the walls, the domed roof overhead, the floor. 

Nezzar appeared in Leonis’s fist, glowing and fell, wielded as lightly as a baton but easily a yard long, brutally edged, and made of solid stone.

Across from them Jova and Juniper raced forward, expressions intent.

Davelos stood before their circle, arms crossed, shifting up into a form that was jet black and roughly edged, Coal infused and ponderously powerful.

Naomi slipped into her Nightmare Lady form and raced out wide, scampering on all fours, tail lashing behind her as she ran.

For all of about two seconds, their plan played out as expected. 

Then Simeon appeared alongside Leonis, his saturnine face carved by a wicked smile. Leonis sought to react but the Dread Blaze reached out to tap him on the shoulder.

Scorio reacted instantly; he Ignited his Heart and leaped at Simeon, but the man had appeared on Leonis’s far side. 

Who roared in surprise and swung Nezzar even as Simeon’s body and face flowed to match Leonis’s own. For the briefest second, they were perfectly mirrored and then the second Leonis stepped into the first.

Scorio was looping around his friend when the sole remaining Leonis whirled about, Nezzar raised high, and brought his club smashing down on Scorio’s brow.

Scorio twisted about, desperate, and fell to his back, both claws catching Nezzar’s head and stopping it from clubbing in his face. Leonis leaned over the weapon, bringing his full weight to bear.

Scorio snarled, the muscles beneath his scales bunching as he strained to keep Nezzar’s blunt edge from caving in his skull, then he whipped to one side, flung the club wide, and kicked Leonis’s legs out from under him.

Or tried. It was like kicking a tree.

Leonis was wickedly fast; he recovered, stepped back, hammered Nezzar down once, twice, forcing Scorio to roll frantically to the size. 

Fierce impatience. Scorio hit Leonis with his Tomb Spark aura, willing the man to just back the hell off, but Leonis laughed, shielded by Simeon’s superior power, and came after him.

Only for Dameon to glide step into view and roundhouse a punch directly into the big man’s sternum.

The impact was tremendous. Leonis lifted up off the ground, releasing Nezzar and flying back, shedding Simeon as he went, the Dread Blaze tumbling to the ground and coming up on his feet with a laugh as Leonis crashed to the ground and rolled to fetch up against the church wall.

Scorio got his feet under himself and went to launch himself at Simeon only for a punch to come at him from the side—Juniper. He recoiled, throwing up an arm to block, her fists pounding ineffectually against his scaled forearm. But the impact left a plate-sized spatter of burning gold hanging permanently in his vision; Scorio leaped back before she could throw a second punch, then Jova dove through the burning gold to tackle him around the waist.

Scorio reacted on reflex. He grabbed hold of her by the waist as he fell and arched his back, wrenching her up and around to slam her as hard as he could into the flagstones.

He knew she could take it.

Jova’s torso fell across his own, her hips crunching into the ground, legs kicking out wide, and then she twisted in his grip, becoming soft and yielding as her flesh sloughed to reveal entire rows of teeth hidden under her skin.

“Hell no!” shouted Scorio, rolling away and coming up just in time to take a kick across the jaw.

Or an attempt at one. Reflex caused him to raise a hand and catch the toe of Juniper’s foot cold in the base of his palm, then he surged through the new explosion of gold light to punch her in the stomach, his horned knuckles burying deep. 

Juniper gasped and staggered back, then something hit Scorio in the small of his back with all the force of a swung log. Scorio gasped, fell to one knee, yanked on Juniper’s foot so that she fell then twisted about to fend off Jova’s second kick.

Juniper’s suspended golden flashes made it hard to make out the trajectory of Jova’s kick. He blocked clumsily. She skipped up to her feet then dove straight at him, smashing her brow into the bridge of his nose with complete disregard for her safety.

Scorio’s head snapped back, Juniper’s golden flares rocking up with his line of sight, and he hit Jova with the overwhelming command to drop to the ground.

He heard her curse as she fell to her stomach even as her body resumed boiling forth in disgusting tumors and moist fleshy expanses. 

Stomach churning, shaking his head futilely to dispel Juniper’s flares, Scorio rose, blinked, and tried to take in the battle.

Caramel hair was everywhere, filling the church like a great and luxurious web. Evelyn was bubbled by gleaming glass, Davelos blocking her approach to the brick but unable to get close to her. 

Naomi? 

Scorio turned just in time to see the Nightmare Lady take out Zala, her great triangular tail sideswiping the slight girl across the brow. Countless butterflies were affixed to her black skeletal frame, which slowed her down as Dameon moved confidently to confront her.

Simeon?

Appearing behind Dameon.

A hand curled around his ankle and yanked just as he put weight on it.

Scorio fell backwards, arching his back so that he could plant a hand on the stone and turn his fall into a reverse cartwheel. He tore his taloned foot free of Jova’s grip and then leaped over the rising Juniper to sprint down the center of the church toward the distant brick.

Davelos saw him coming and moved to intercept. 

Damn. 

Scorio slowed, feinted to the left then dashed to the right. Somehow it worked. Davelos dove past him, cursing as he realized the gambit, but Evelyn was free to reach inside the circle and snag the brick.

Scorio laughed with relief and turned to backtrack before the approaching Davelos who came at him, coal fists raised.

Evelyn disappeared into her hair, a cocooned form that fled back to its origin point.

Davelos swung his fist. Scorio raised his arm to block, but at the last second the Dread Blaze’s arm phased through his own, became solid at the last second, and crashed into his jaw.

Scorio spun all the way as he fell, crashing to the flagstones just in time to look up and see Evelyn appear before their home circle before Dameon, who smiled sweetly before punching her in the gut.

Evelyn flew back, the blow so strong that her web of hair snapped and then strained as it sought to catch her.

 “Damn!” hissed Scorio, only to lose track of what was happening as he rolled aside, Davelos’s heel cracking the flagstone where he’d been.

Scorio came up to his knees just as his chest shuddered.

His Heart was giving out.

Davelos sneered and came in with a massive punch, drawing it all the way back, not caring how much he telegraphed his intent—what could Scorio do to block it?

Scorio went to dodge but he was too slow: Davelos came in like an avalanche, fist blurring through Scorio’s upraised arms only to impact at the last second with Lianshi’s face.

A face that glimmered with a silver sheen.

Davelos’s eyes widened with surprise as she stopped his fist cold, shouldering Scorio aside, then kicked him square between the legs.

Scorio didn’t have time to count his fortune. He rose, swaying, as Dameon came racing toward him, their home brick in hand.

Simeon.

“Come at me,” snarled Scorio, flaring his white-hot talons and moving to intercept. 

Dameon didn’t hesitate. He raised a forcefield at the last second as he swerved out wide. 

Scorio launched himself at the passing Dread Blaze—only for his Heart to gutter and die.

He hit the curved and gleaming surface full-on with no protection, bounced off it, and hit the ground just as Lianshi was also brushed aside.

Dameon stepped inside the enemy circle and raised the brick on high. “Game over,” he called, then shuddered as Simeon split away from him, his grin wicked. “Thanks, everyone, for trying so hard.”

“Gah!” Dameon staggered out of the circle and dropped the brick. “No offense, but I loathe your powers.”

“Only when you’re up against me,” said Simeon complacently. “Otherwise I never hear you complain.”

Dameon grimaced then straightened. “Fair. Everyone all right?”

Leonis lay still. Naomi was picking herself off the ground, hand to her temple. Jova was already up and scowling at Scorio, while Juniper was helping Zala rise. 

“Ow,” said Evelyn, her huge web of hair retracting swiftly. “Dameon, that hurt.”

“Wasn’t me, darling.” Dameon raked his mop of golden hair back and smiled apologetically. “Blame Simeon.”

“I hate Coal.” Davelos was glaring at his hands as he shrank back down to human form. “Feels like I’m wading through mud and waking up after drinking a barrel of flaywine.”

“Well, much as I hate to say it, the dominant player of this game was Simeon.” Dameon considered his companion. “I guessed wrongly that you’d stay with Davelos to keep Evelyn at bay.”

“I knew you would. Which is why I moved to take Leonis.” Simeon’s voice was gentle, almost a murmur. “A misdirection. I knew you’d dismiss for having taken control of the wrong piece.”

“Wrong piece?” asked Jova. “You nearly wrecked Scorio and took down their center attack.”

“All irrelevant to my main goal,” said Simeon, moving to kneel beside where Leonis lay. “As soon as Dameon took his eyes off me I was able to come up behind him. Wouldn’t have been possible if I’d kept his attention by taking someone important.”

“Hey,” protested Scorio. “Leonis is important.”

“Not in a contest of Dread Blazes, he wasn’t,” demurred Simeon, touching the side of the big man’s neck and then drawing a vial from his belt.

“It worked, damn your eyes.” Dameon grinned ruefully. “I turned my attention to Naomi the moment I saw you dueling with the Tomb Sparks.”

Scorio blinked and saw Jova’s horrific form unfolding in the darkness behind his eyelids. It was a mess of eyelashes, intestines, and toenails. He shuddered and opened his eyes wider.

“But everyone did well!” Dameon clapped his hands and smiled at everyone in turn. “A fast-paced and brutal fight where everyone contributed to the best of their ability and rank. Jova and Juniper, excellent work on tying down Scorio. Who, in turn, did well to press the attack when he did and make a run for Davelos. Lianshi, I caught your timely save. I know you must feel limited for now with your brief moments of invulnerability, but I can’t wait to see what your Tomb Spark power will be. Evelyn, you looked great.”

Evelyn fluttered her eyelashes coquettishly at Dameon and canted her head to one side. “You’re so sweet.”

“Davelos?”

“Don’t even say it,” groused the Dread Blaze. “Just tell me when we’re leaving Bastion.”

Simeon poured the contents of the vial into Leonis’s mouth then tipped his head back. The big man’s throat worked then he coughed and awoke, hand going to his chest and he blinked blearily.

“My apologies,” said Simeon. “I didn’t even give you a moment to show your abilities in this fight. Maybe next time.”

Leonis focused on Simeon, then looked past him at the others. “It’s over?”

“It’s over,” said Lianshi wryly.

Dameon clapped his hands. “Mark my words, Emberlings and Tomb Sparks, you all did well. You tangled with Dread Blazes and for the most part, held your own. I’m looking forward to working with you. Right now you’re fielding only a quarter of your powers. You’ll become exponentially more dangerous as you rank up and come into your full suite of abilities. With the right guidance, you’ll become truly formidable fighters.”

Jova uncrossed her arms and shifted her weight to her other leg. “That mean you’re taking us with you?”

“It does indeed.” Dameon considered the brick he still held then tossed it aside. “I mean to pay my respects to a few key figures while I’m in town, witness the final ceremony where the White Queen bids her farewells, then I mean to return to the Chasm. We’ll make you probationary Manticore members there, continue your training, and after you’ve had a chance to grow and evaluate us in turn, we’ll see about making our partnership official.”

Jova gave a nod of fierce approval. “Excellent.”

“Scorio.” Dameon looked at him. “A word?”

They stepped aside as the others mingled. Dameon crossed his arms and looked past Scorio’s shoulders at the others, then back. “I want to be honest with you.”

“Yes?”

“I’m concerned about your Heart. You could have possibly turned the tide of battle when you attacked me at the end there. Simeon can duplicate our powers, but very weakly. It’s entirely possible that you could have shattered my forcefield and taken me down.”

Scorio hung his head. “Right. I know. My Heart is fractured by what I had to do to get this far.”

“I can only imagine. But the end result is not good. Nobody else ran out of mana. Your loss of control proved to be a huge liability to our team. Not only that, but your body isn’t integrating the mana as it should.”

Scorio looked up with a frown. “Integrating?”

“That’s right.” Dameon’s expression was hard as granite, and the contrast with his amiable nature thus far was striking. “The act of saturating your Heart with mana has an overflow effect where your body becomes similarly saturated. It’s a subtle and lengthy process, but the result is a hardening, a growth in natural resilience and strength that sets Tomb Sparks apart from Emberlings and Cinders. Your power makes you strong, but I’m not sensing the tempering that should be taking place. Not like I can with Jova.”

Scorio blinked. “But that’s her power. To be more resilient.”

“Even so. As a Tomb Spark, you should be more durable, stronger, in your human form. You’re not. Because you’re losing mana every time you Saturate faster than you can absorb it into your flesh. Didn’t whoever taught Mana Studies warn you of this?”

Scorio grimaced. “She did. But like I said, I had no choice.”

“Well, the deferred payment is coming due. I obviously want to bring you on board. But this flaw is a serious deterrent. I understand and respect the sacrifices you had to make to get this far, but will not allow Manticore to suffer for your weaknesses. If you want to be a full member of our outfit like your friends, you’re going to have to work twice as hard so as to earn the elixirs necessary to heal your Heart.”

Scorio straightened. “Not a problem. I can do it.”

“I bet you can.” Dameon considered him. “This is a fair warning, however. Whatever I ask the others to do, you’ll have to do double. Given the state of your Heart, it’s going to take a lot of wealth and resources to get you up to speed. You’ll have to convince me every inch of the way that it’s worth it.”

Scorio nodded curtly. “Like I said. Not a problem.”

“We’ll see.” Dameon smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “If anybody can overcome the colossal setback you’ve taken upon yourself, I’m sure it’s Scorio, savior of Bastion and man of the people.”

The Dread Blaze walked past him then to rejoin the others.

Scorio stared furiously at the church wall, then turned to look over his shoulder.

Jova was watching him.

Her expression was inscrutable, but there was no mistaking the glitter in her dark eyes.

Scorio clenched his jaw and closed his hands into fists.

She only stared at him before turning away.

 


Chapter 26

 

 

 

They quit the church shortly thereafter to return to the Citadel where word was that the White Queen and the Council would shortly make a final announcement about the new Consortium.

The rumor proved false.

After sitting around in the capacious entry halls for three light cycles of the sun-wire, they rose along with hundreds of others to watch the Autocrators emerge from their inner sanctum, attendants, advisers, and assistants in tow, and leave the Citadel with pained smiles or stony visages.

“Looks like there was no resolution,” said Dameon, smoothing his coiffure back. “What a waste of time. I’m going to speak with several contacts and make sure we’re not missing out on potential business opportunities.”

“Have fun, darling,” said Evelyn. “I’ve heard some old friends are hosting a get-together on the third floor of the Kraken headquarters. We’re all invited. Could be fun.”

“No thanks,” said Naomi.

“Oh, c’mon, sweetness.” Evelyn linked her arm through Naomi’s. “You have to come. I simply have to see how you dance when thoroughly intoxicated.”

“Not going to happen,” said Leonis. “Whereas the Golden King is more than glad to provide instruction in the art of merriment.”

“You should all go,” said Dameon. “And not just to have fun. If you’re going to be working with us it’s important that people see our groups together. Think of it as a gentle alert to the world of the Great Souls as to your new, if provisional, association with our team. You don’t have to stay long. Just enough to make an impression.”

Jova grimaced. “If you say so.”

“Oh, I love you dedicated Emberlings and Tomb Sparks.” Evelyn reached out to Jova with a thick rope of hair and pulled her close enough to link arms. “Acting as if every second is your last, desperate to train, with no thought as to the pleasure one can find between your acts of heroism. Loosen up, honey. You never know. You might even enjoy yourself.”

“Unlikely,” said Jova dryly.

Evelyn laughed. “With these two by my side I’m guaranteed to be the life of the party.”

Simeon raised an eyebrow. “Want me to come with you, Dameon?”

“That’s all right. I appreciate the offer. Best if you’re there to field any direct inquiries. Just let everyone know we’re preoccupied with our quest in the Chasm in the short term. No distractions for a few weeks. After that? We’re fair game.”

“Understood.”

The crowd was draining out of the Citadel. A familiar face passed their group by, stopped, then returned.

“Scorio!” It was Captain Thorne, a handful of Great Souls in ship’s uniform behind him. “There you are. I was afraid you’d already slipped away. A word?”

Dameon nodded his approval so Scorio stepped aside. “Captain Thorne. To what do I owe the honor?”

Thorne gripped the edges of his robe’s broad lapels and tugged on them as he smiled. “I may be a Dread Blaze, but boy, I feel like I’m the one that’s honored. I can hardly credit your accomplishments. And in less than a year? Astounding.”

Only a few hours before Scorio might have blushed in pleasure, but following the game of Fiend’s Heart he felt painfully sobered. “You are too kind. I mean that. I couldn’t have done any of this without my friends, and luck played a huge role in all of it.”

“Hardly, hardly. But let’s set aside your modesty for now. I see you’re standing with the Manticore crew. Have you thrown in with them?”

“I’m in the process of doing so, yes.” Scorio hesitated. Was there anything he shouldn’t reveal? “They helped me reach the White Queen, and my friends and I admire what they stand for. We’re entering a provisional membership.”

“I see.” Captain Thorne studied them with a carefully neutral expression. “Then I suppose I’m too late. Alas. Word came directly from the Iron Tyrant that I speak with you.”

Scorio blanched. “The Iron Tyrant knows of me?”

“Son, you helped an Imperator fend off Imogen the Woe. Word of such deeds spreads. And if there’s one thing every Great Soul of power is always hungry for its promising new recruits.” Thorne lowered his bushy eyebrows. “Our numbers are limited, Scorio, and most—like myself—are too easily contented to rise high in the ranks. I’ve been a Dread Blaze for almost two decades now, and much as I hate to say it, I’m content with captaining The Celestial Coffer. I don’t have the endless fire of ambition to punch through to Pyre Lord and above. Reborns such as yourself, however, have a clear trajectory. Your impact on today’s proceedings is proof. The Iron Tyrant’s heard of you, and wants you to work for him.”

Scorio simply stared at Thorne, then ran his hand shakily through his hair and shot a glance back at his friends. “Just me? Or my friends as well?”

Thorne grimaced apologetically. “Just you, I’m afraid. Fine as your friends may be, none of them figured in the defeating of Imogen, nor stood before the Council to give testimony which the White Queen chose to approve. You’d start with a yearlong stint on The Celestial Coffer, and when you make Flame Vault, which under my guidance you’ll surely do, you’ll be transferred to the Fury Spires for the Iron Tyrant to evaluate your merits and consider you for inclusion in the Iron Vanguard. I tell you true when I say that’s an incredible honor. It’s almost exclusively composed of Dread Blazes like myself.”

“I’m sorry. It’s a real honor. I’m painfully aware of it. But I can’t leave my friends behind. We’re on this journey together. Please tell the Iron Tyrant I humbly wish it were otherwise, but I hope he can respect and understand my loyalty to my companions.”

“Ah, I figured as much.” Thorne doffed his hat and shook his head ruefully. “But that only makes you all the more admirable. There are precious few in this Hell of ours that won’t sell loyalty in exchange for a chance at power. Hold tight to your principles, lad. They’ll get you farther than any elixir.”

“Thank you, Captain Thorne. Truly.”

“And if you’re ever back at the Fiery Shoals and The Coffer’s at port, don’t hesitate to come say hello and tell me how you’ve fared. You never know—the Tyrant doesn’t take denials lightly, but I reckon the door won’t slam on this offer for some time yet.”

“Absolutely. Thank you. The Coffer’s a magnificent ship. I’d love to come aboard someday.”

“I look forward to it. Well.” Thorne gazed past him at Manticore and his friends. “Be well, Scorio.” His expression tightened. “And be sure to pick your future friends wisely.”

Scorio watched him march off with his guards. Did Thorne not approve of Manticore? If not, he’d been discrete. Perhaps Manticore and the Iron Tyrant had bad blood between them?

Dameon was already gone when he returned to his friends. 

“What did old Thorne want with you?” asked Evelyn with a grin. “To snatch you away with sweet promises from the Iron Tyrant?”

“Something like that,” mumbled Scorio, flushing. “But I told him if my friends aren’t invited, it’s not even an option.”

“Ha!” Leonis clapped Scorio heavily on the shoulder. “Good man.”

“You’re not missing out on much,” said Simeon softly. “The Iron Tyrant earned his moniker for a reason. You’d be entering a life of strict rules and impossible expectations. From what I’ve learned of you, that’s not quite your style.”

“No,” smiled Scorio. “I guess you’re right on that front.”

“Then let’s get moving,” smiled Evelyn. “It’s rare that we get to celebrate with old friends, and even rarer that it takes place here in Bastion where everything is so nostalgic and civilized. Oh, don’t scowl, Naomi. I promise you, one day you’ll be hip deep in acidic slime with a hundred miles of fiends in every direction, and you’ll remember this night with painful fondness. Let’s go.”

They quit the Citadel and crossed to Ward 6. House Kraken guards were everywhere in evidence, their uniforms spotless, their halberds gleaming as if never used for anything but ceremonial displays. The streets were alive with activity, and a festive air hung over every gathering. Laughter and shouts of happiness trickled through the night, and musicians stood in the center of every square playing rambunctious tunes that got the locals dancing.

The sun-wire was dimming to Second Clay, and great spirals of mist were rotating around it in distinct arms. The air felt humid and heavy, and soon the first night showers would break, washing the grit and dust from the cobbled streets and swelling the canals. 

Scorio inhaled deeply. He felt conflicted, alive, at once celebratory and pensive. Thorne’s praise stood in stark contrast to Dameon’s warning. Jova was a distant figure who never once looked his way, flanked on either side by Zala and Juniper. Lianshi was holding forth, causing Lianshi to groan in despair even as Evelyn egged him on, while Davelos and Simeon brought up the rear, conferring quietly with each other.

Naomi dropped back to walk by his side, her thick curtain of black hair nearly hiding her features as always. She glanced speculatively up at him but remained silent.

Scorio took reassurance from her presence.

Whatever came, whatever he had to face, he’d not face it alone.

The Kraken palace proved to be a sprawling complex of interconnected buildings, a concatenation of golden domes and pillars, narrow windows and pocket courtyards filled with decorative fountains and luxurious greenery. Music filled the air and the main entrance was busy with people coming and going.

Evelyn led them with sublime authority past the guards, flashing her Dread Blaze chit with a sly smile, and then through a series of great chambers and reception rooms where House Kraken’s wealth was in full display. Everywhere Scorio looked he saw treasures, artistry, sophistication, and beauty. 

Evelyn didn’t pause to admire the mosaics or tapestries, however, and skirted the small knots of animated people who called to her and sought to draw them into their celebrations. Instead, she glided up a broad staircase to the second floor, past a series of offices and the entrance to a labyrinthine library, and up a third, smaller staircase to a suite that ran the length of the main building’s side. An arcade of pillars ran down one length, opening to a balcony choked with potted ferns and lounge chairs, and the music was drowned out by the swell of eager voices.

Evelyn dove into the crowd with an exclamation of joy. Simeon tapped Leonis on the shoulder and pointed at an expansive counter where crystal decanters and racks of test tubes were set up, fresh-faced and eager servers fulfilling orders behind it.

“Nobody serves up finer vintages and treasures than House Kraken. Shall we?”

“We shall,” boomed Leonis, all but rubbing his hands together. Jova, Juniper, and Zala followed uncertainly behind.

Lianshi glanced at Naomi and Scorio. “You guys going to get a drink?”

“Soon,” said Scorio. “Go on ahead. I’ll be right there.”

Scorio gazed out over the fabulously dressed crowd and saw the carnivorous way many of the gathered Great Souls studied him in return. Perhaps he’d get some fresh air. 

He picked his way through the maze of potted plants, fire pits, and lounge chairs to the balcony’s stone railing, and there leaned out on both elbows to gaze over Bastion’s urban curvature. After a few moments he turned to study those gathered out on the broad balcony with him, and to his surprise, he saw Instructor Feng standing in sober robes of white and gray, his sharp, handsome features composed into an expression of polite interest as he listened to an older lady hold forth on some subject. And by his side stood Ravenna Acardi. 

She’d come in second for their class’s original Gauntlet run, and for a while been Jova’s main competitor and training partner. Right up until Jova defeated her so ignominiously with her fear aura during the tournament.

Scorio studied Ravenna from across the party. She looked just the same as always, hair jet black and cut in rough bangs across her brow, short at the back and lengthening to follow the line of her chin. Pale-skinned, her blue eyes piercing, her manner intent as she listened politely to the older woman’s diatribe.

But now she wore House Kraken robes.

He looked away.

Mused over the recent events. His argument with Jova. Was she right? Was he no longer as hungry as he’d once been for advancement and power? Or had she just decided that his desire to join Manticore so as to strive for treasures and to heal his Heart no longer counted? He yearned to learn the truth, but was he as driven as when he’d first met Naomi out in the ruins? Was he still the same man who’d risk everything to cultivate a Black Star garden, who’d train to the point of collapse?

Scorio grimaced and glared out over the city. 

“I’m sorry.” The voice was quietly amused, feminine, familiar. “Is this a bad time?”

Scorio glanced over his shoulder. 

Ravenna Acardi stood there, two glasses of golden elixir in hand, one eyebrow raised as she met his stare with her smoky blue eyes.

 


Chapter 27

 

 

 

“Ravenna.” Scorio took the glass of golden elixir reflexively as she held it out to him. “No. I’m fine. How are you?”

“Most convincing.” She stepped past him to the railing where she stood tall, shoulders squared, chin raised. For a moment the humid winds blew her jaw-length hair into her face, then she turned to stare back at him. “I’m fine. I signed up with House Kraken.”

“So I see.” Scorio stood beside her. For a moment they just stood thus, in silence. Then, “Why did you come talk to me? This is already more than we ever said to each other back in the Academy.”

“Curiosity. You’re the man of the hour, Scorio.” Was that amusement in her voice? “You’ve transformed the darkly handsome stranger we were all told to revile into a celebrity. Fair warning: Autocrator Octavia has learned that you’re here. She’ll arrive soon to attempt to recruit you.”

“Do you think I should accept?”

Ravenna smiled. “I’d be disappointed if you did.”

“Kraken was good enough for you.”

“More like I was good enough for Kraken. The jury is still out on high you will go.”

“I don’t recall your being a slouch.”

“I don’t recall winning the Gauntlet. Nor all the other faintly ridiculous things you’ve done.” Her smile turned wry, a brief flicker, then disappeared. Carefully she pulled a strand of black hair from her lips. “Whereas I am still but an Emberling, throwing my stones at targets I can’t quite define.”

Scorio studied her profile. She appeared calm, composed, as certain as ever. “Kraken hasn’t given you the answers?”

“The answers? No. Answers in general? Aplenty.” She sipped from her elixir, draining it smoothly by half. “I’m not even sure what the questions should be. Whereas you seem so certain. Have you figured them out?”

Scorio glanced down at his own drink. “I thought I had. Or at least realized enough to know I needed to search out the real questions so that I could understand what’s really going on.”

“And?”

“Have I found them? Not yet.” 

“But you’ll keep looking?”

“What choice do I have?”

“The same choice the rest of us exercise.” She leaned on one elbow, turning toward him. “To join a House. Receive praise and treasures. Promises of Imperadom and the Pit. To gaze vacuously at the puppet show while ignoring what’s really going on behind the curtain.”

Scorio tasted his drink. It was exquisite, soothing his aching heart like a cool evening shower. “Sounds like you made a mistake.”

“More than I can count.” Her gaze turned speculative, direct. “Gets to where making another makes little difference at all.”

Scorio drained his drink, almost choked, and swallowed the last gulp down.

Smooth.

Ravenna signaled and a servant was there, a tray of drinks in hand. She placed their empty glasses upon it, took two new ones and handed one to Scorio. “A toast? To old friends.”

“We were never friends.”

“No.” She sighed, looking away. “Friendship doesn’t come easily to me. I’m too competitive. But now I find myself warming up to the idea. Camaraderie. Companionship. People you trust and whom you don’t suspect of having ulterior motives. Tell me, have you become friends with Jova?”

Scorio sipped and frowned. “I wouldn’t say so, no.”

“Oh.” She pondered his answer. “Can’t say I’m surprised. But I thought there might be an attraction there. Something I missed. For her to follow your lead like that after losing to you in the Gauntlet?”

“An attraction?” Scorio all but laughed and raised his drink. “By the ten hells, no.”

“Huh.” Ravenna ran the rim of her glass over her lower lip as she considered him. “Interesting.” 

Scorio drank, unsure as to where to look.

“So there’s nobody in your group with whom you’re… involved?”

Scorio resisted the urge to cough into his fist. The elixir was heady stuff, made him feel… floaty and warm, expansive and good. “Why do you ask?”

“As I said.” She canted her head to one side. “You’re the man of the hour, Scorio. And you made quite the impression on me when you told Praximar to go to the Pit. Can you blame me for being curious?”

“Blame you?” He drained his glass. “I mean…”

“You mean what?”

He forced himself to stare right back at her. Her smoky blue eyes were flecked with gold, he saw, dark around the rims. Her lips were dry, the edge of her bangs uneven as if she’d cut them with a knife. A stark beauty, and the look in her eyes, half daring, half uncaring, provocative, disinterested… he couldn’t get a read on the gleam that burned in their depths. 

“I mean, no. I’m not involved with anybody.”

“Hmm.” She pursed her lips and drained her glass, throat working smoothly, then extended it to a new servant who stepped forward to replace it with effortless grace. “What are your plans from here? I assume Octavia will fail at recruiting you, no matter what she offers?”

The servant simply stared at Scorio, so he downed the rest of his glass and took another. “We’re leaving Bastion. We being myself, my friends, Jova, Zala, and Juniper. With Manticore. Tomorrow. For the Chasm.”

“You don’t consider Jova and her roommates your friends?”

“I don’t really know them, not like I do Leonis, Lianshi, and Naomi.”

Her voice took on a husky edge. “And you can’t be friends with someone you don’t know well?”

“I—of course. I really like them. They’re great. It’s just that, compared to my first friends, we, I mean—yes. They’re my friends. Is what I meant to say.”

Ravenna nodded, looking away over the city again, her expression dreamy, distracted, as if he’d not just stumbled over his words like a fool. “And what awaits you at the Chasm? Oh, don’t tell me if you don’t want to.” She flashed her wry smile again. “This is hardly an attempt at House espionage. I’m just curious. I’ve got a year of working in the offices a floor below us till I’m allowed to do guard duty on the Plains. The Chasm sounds… fascinating.”

“It is fascinating, I think.” Scorio felt them to be back on firmer ground. “It’s a huge hole that goes down forever, or as good as. Apparently, Imogen’s attack caused all kinds of weird mana fluctuations to erupt from its depths. Manticore is exploring it for some reason. We’ve not been told why yet, but I imagine we’ll be investigating what happened there when we do.”

Ravenna sipped her elixir. “That sounds dangerous.”

Scorio laughed. “We’ll be with Dread Blazes. I’m sure we’ll be fine. And it’s just the Rascor Plains.”

“But the White Queen will be gone. Who will ride to your rescue if something serious goes awry?”

“I guess we’ll just have to figure it out as we go.”

“Well, that’s something you’ve clearly proved yourself adept at. Adapting. Making the most of any situation.”

“Right. I’ve, ah, been lucky.”

“To luck, then.” She raised her glass and clinked it against his.

Scorio inclined his head and matched her in draining it. The gold drink slid down his gullet like a benediction, a sweet blessing. There was so little Gold mana in the drink that it was barely even present, but even that was overwhelming, the tiniest fleck making his Heart pound, his body pleasantly feverish, his chest tight.

Ravenna tilted her head and gazed at him through half-lidded eyes. “How lucky are you, Scorio?”

“How lucky?” He handed the drink to a new server and reflexively took a replacement. “I don’t know. Pretty lucky? That whole thing with Imogen was incredible luck. And… and seeking out the White Queen when she was already thinking of making drastic changes was incredibly lucky as well.”

“Mmhmm.” Ravenna leaned back and ran the back of her finger down the length of her neck. “Do you think you’re lucky enough?”

Her eyes were feverishly bright, her smile knowing, and Scorio felt his cheeks burn as he gazed down at his drink once more. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 

She reached out and touched his arm. “I mean, do you want to get luckier?”

The sounds of the party had faded into a distant roar. Or was that his pulse pounding in his ears? Scorio looked up and met Ravenna’s direct stare. There was no mistaking her intent.

He went to say “no” and then caught himself. His heart was pounding, pounding, and his skin prickled. He felt buoyed by the artificial sense of power bestowed by the elixirs. How many had he had? And still, Ravenna just watched him, a half-smile on her lips, leaning languorously against the railing, watching, waiting, gauging him.

He should say no. Tomorrow they left for the Plains. He was here to… to what? Talk with people he didn’t know? Be rebuffed by Jova? Challenged by Naomi? And what was wrong with… with enjoying himself? It wasn’t as if Ravenna was leaving with them tomorrow. She knew he was going to be gone. She knew exactly what she wanted.

But what did he want?

Scorio set the glass on the railing and straightened. 

The answer had become very clear.

Ravenna needed no response. She handed set her glass beside his and brushed past him, leaving her scent in her wake.

Scorio turned, inhaling deeply, and followed her through the crowd. She didn’t return to the main rooms, but moved to a spiral staircase at the end of the balcony and descended, not once looking back.

Scorio followed her down into a ground floor chamber that fed into the main entrance hall. Through the huge doorway and out into the square. 

Ravenna glanced back at him and extended her hand.

He strode forward and took it. 

She pulled him through the milling crowd. Through the music and humidity, across the square, and into a side street.

Scorio stumbled after her, feeling wild, reckless. Ravenna’s hand was strong, her grip firm, her fingers wrapped around his palm with a confidence, a surety, that he found intoxicating.

She knew what she wanted. She felt none of this doubt. He admired her clarity. How simple this must be. 

They broke out of the crowd into a side street. Nothing seedy. Still the grandness of Ward 6. Four, five-story buildings, each fronted by a balcony, some with windows lit, others dark. Nobody stood on the stoops. Nobody gathered on street corners. Here everyone moved with a purpose.

Even Ravenna and Scorio.

They were almost at her building when Second Clay went dark. The sun-wire cooled abruptly, and the spiral storm clouds broke into revolving curtains of rain. Scorio laughed and went to run, but Ravenna pulled him back, lifting her pale face to the deluge.

Scorio’s laugh cut off abruptly. He stared at her. She stood with her mouth open, her black hair plastered across her face, arms outstretched, drinking in the rain, sublimely indifferent to everyone running past them.

Scorio tilted his head back and opened his mouth. Thick, metallic-tasting water spattered across his skin, his lips, his tongue.

A hand curled around the nape of his neck and pulled his face down. He blinked away the water that had filled in over his eyes just as Ravenna’s bitten lips pressed against his own.

He felt the edge of her hip against his upper thigh, her breast pressed against his chest through their robes. She opened her mouth and her tongue ran across his lips, but when he went to do the same she drew back, and now she did laugh and pulled him across the street, up steps, and out of the rain under a stone overhang.

Scorio felt leaden, clumsy with desire, his thoughts straying and lost in the feverish golden fugue. 

He wanted to take hold of her again, press her against the column, but she slipped into the building and was gone.

Grinning, he gave chase.

Up three flights of dark stairs. The lanterns had gone out. Onto a landing, then two her door. He reached for her but she escaped him once more, through the now-open doorway into the darkness beyond.

Within everything was shadowed, the dark shapes of furniture and walls against the velvety gloom of Bastion’s night. He could smell her, followed the scent then activated his dark vision.

Everything sprang into flattened, gray relief. The place was small. No personal touches. The furniture was elegant but functional. She could have hosted a small party of six for dinner, but more than that would have been crowded. 

Ravenna disappeared through an archway.

Scorio slowed.

Why had the lanterns been dark? How did he know this was her apartment? She’d led him directly down the stairwell, not giving him a chance to say goodbye to his friends.

Was this a trap of some kind? An… ambush?

Scorio rubbed at his face. His skin felt numb, his hands overlarge. How strong had those elixirs been?

He listened. 

Silence. 

Reached out with his senses. Copper swirled in the room, bright gleaming snakes coiling through the reams of Coal. It took extra effort, but he swept mana into his Heart. He felt clumsy, terribly so, but also furious. What kind of fool did she think he was? No, Octavia. Was this all a House Kraken ploy?

Scorio moved into the doorway.

If so, they were going to regret their mistakes.

Ravenna stood alone beside her bed. She’d just finished shedding her robes and now wore little more than a silk shift. It did nothing to hide the curves of her figure. She stepped free of the robes puddled around her feet and approached him.

Scorio froze. Raked the room.

They were utterly alone.

“What’s the matter?” she whispered. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I…”

She reached up, cupped his head with both hands, and pulled him down for another kiss. He tasted golden elixir.

He released the mana in his Heart. It left him feeling dizzy, unbalanced. 

“Come here,” she whispered, breaking away. She took his hand and pulled him to the bed. 

Turned him around and pushed. 

The back of his knees hit the edge and he sat on the firm mattress.

Ravenna moved to stand before him. 

He reached out, placing a hand on her angular hip. She caught his other hand and intertwined her fingers with his own.

His mouth felt parched. He yearned for her. But when he pulled she drew back.

With his dark vision, he could see her expression with perfect clarity. Her smile was conflicted, her brow furrowed. 

“What is it?”

“Nothing.” She took a sharp breath. “Nothing. Let me get a drink.” She drew back, extracted her hand, and left the room.

 

Chapter 28

 

 

 

Scorio stared dully at her wardrobe. He could hear her fumbling with bottles in her small kitchen. He shifted his weight on the bed, then raked his hair out of his face. For a moment he thought of shrugging his way out of his robes, then he stood instead and followed her out of the bedroom.

Ravenna stood before a small counter on which bowls were neatly stacked, metal cups placed atop a shelf above that, bottles to one side. She’d selected a bottle whose contents glowed a subtle copper.

Was filling a cup with a shaky hand.

Scorio blinked, palmed his face, and wished he could clear his thoughts. “Ravenna?”

“One second.” He could hear the forced pleasantry in her voice. She raised the cup to her lips and drank it smoothly. “There.” She set the cup down with a distinct click and turned to him, herself once more. Her smile was roguish. “Where were we?”

“Wait.” He raised a palm, forestalling her approach. “What’s going on? Did I do something?”

She canted her head to one side quizzically. “Do something? No. Not at all. You’re perfect. I want you here. Let me show you how much.”

“No, wait,” he said, taking a step back as she took one more toward him. “This feels… what happened? A second ago you were… and now…?”

Ravenna flipped her wet hair out of her face and inhaled sharply. “I just had a moment. It’s nothing.” She moved forward again, but now he could smell the copper brandy on her breath, harsh and crude compared to the gold. “Scorio. I’ve…”

He raised his chin. “You’ve what?”

“I’ve…” She gave a hiccupping laugh. “I’ve dreamt of this moment since I first set eyes on you.” 

It sounded utterly insincere.

“Ravenna.” Scorio’s wits were slowly returning. “That’s a bald-faced lie.”

She clutched at her head then straightened. Lowered her hands and raised her face to his. “Scorio. I… for a moment there I felt… not myself. It’s gone now. Come on, let’s… just relax, and enjoy each other’s…” Her words became little more than heavy breathing as she approached him, hands reaching for his sash, pushing against his hands.

“Ravenna, stop. Stop.” He retreated before her, but she was insistent, and finally, he pushed her back. “Stop!”

She staggered, caught her balance, then sagged against her kitchen bar once more. “Damn it,” she whispered. “I told them I’d be no good at this.”

“Told who?”

Again she straightened, but this time it looked as if the feverish intensity had left her. She looked tired, resigned, indifferent. “Use your head, Scorio. Whom do you think?”

And she took up the bottle of copper, crossed the living room, and stepped out onto the balcony.

Scorio followed, thoughts swirling, anger and confusion and a bone-aching frustration making it hard to focus. 

Ravenna had picked a seat at the end of the balcony and hiked up one foot onto the chair’s seat, kicked out the other so that her heel rested on the base of the railing. 

Scorio crossed his arms and leaned against the archway. Rain sheeted down still from the sun-wire, occasional flashes of light shining through to illuminate Ravenna, her pale legs, her black hair, her bleak expression.

“Octavia.”

“Mmhmm.” She lifted the bottle and drank.

“What was this? A recruitment attempt?”

“It was sloppy, is what it was.” She raised her other hand and began to count off on her fingers. “I’m House Kraken. We met in the Academy. I’m pretty.” She hesitated. “That’s all that went into this calculation. Staff was instructed to hover close by with drinks. Golden elixirs that weren’t being served to anyone else. As a Tomb Spark, you were supposed to need twice as much to lose your judgment, but I guess three or four drinks were enough. Then all I had to do…” She smiled bitterly. “Was reel you in.”

“And then what?” Anger was pounding in his temple with his pulse, a growing headache. “We go at it all night and I sign up in the morning?”

“Octavia was casting a wide net. She didn’t rule out your growing infatuated with me, though at her suggestion I laughed. But I was meant to ask you about your meetings with the White Queen in the Fiery Shoals. If you spoke with Moira while there. Why you were choosing Manticore. What might sway you to joining Kraken. And at the very least…”

“At the very least?”

Her stare was direct. “At the very least ensure you became invested in one of House Kraken’s members.”

“Damn it.” Scorio moved to the railing and stared out into the rain.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice grew soft. “I told them I was the wrong candidate for the job. They didn’t give me much of a choice.”

“And you still want to be part of their House?”

“My House. I swore a Heart Oath.”

Scorio stared at her, incredulous. “That’s…”

“Outrageous? Ridiculous? Tantamount to signing away my free will? Well now.” She took another sip from the bottle. “In hindsight, I’d agree with you.”

Ravenna stared fixedly at the bottle in her hands. “I’m not like you, Scorio. You… whenever you’re knocked down, you just get back up. But after my fight with Jova…”

Scorio remembered that match. He’d watched it with avid interest. Ravenna had been pummeling Jova with her hurled rocks, and might have even won if Jova hadn’t disappeared as she’d hit Tomb Spark. Only to return and hit Ravenna with her fear aura, causing the other woman to curl up in terror and be easily knocked out of the ring.

Before the massed ranks of students, instructors, and notable spectators.

“Jova showed me what her power can do.” Just the thought made him shudder. “It’s… overwhelming.”

“Yeah.” Ravenna’s voice was a croak. “I saw her whenever I closed my eyes. I couldn’t sleep for a week. Nearly fell apart. You don’t know how important sleep is till you can’t get it.”

Scorio grimaced. A week? Maybe because Ravenna had been an Emberling…?

“So…” Ravenna leaned her head back against the wall. “I lost my fire. I guess. I don’t know. I felt humiliated. Exhausted. And the very fact that I’d lost my will to train made me feel all the more like a failure. A downward spiral, I suppose you’d call it.”

“Ravenna, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She smiled bitterly at him. “I didn’t reach out to help you. Why should you do the same for me? I came in 178th in the final Gauntlet run. Not bad. Enough that I could continue at the Academy. But when Octavia singled me out and made me feel special, made me feel seen again… well.” She took a swig. “I didn’t care what she made me swear so that I could join her House.”

“She asked us to join, too.”

“But you were smart enough to tell her to go the Pit.”

Scorio had no answer.

They stood in silence, watching the rain fall.

“Do you want to leave Kraken?”

“Yes.” Ravenna’s tone was low and dead certain. “But only Octavia can release me from my oaths. Until then I’m trapped.”

“There has to be a way.”

“They’ve had centuries to perfect these oaths, Scorio.” She sounded genuinely amused. “Don’t be naïve.”

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned this past year is that nothing’s impossible. I should have died beyond the Final Door. I should never have been able to Ignite my Heart in the ruins. I shouldn’t have been able to help distract Imogen the Woe. I shouldn’t have been able to use the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique. Shouldn’t have come first in the Gauntlet with a busted hand and a cracked Heart. Shouldn’t have been able to convince the White Queen to interfere in the rebellion. But you know what?”

Ravenna stared at him. “Nobody likes an overachiever.”

He chuckled. “Tell me about it. But you get what I’m saying.”

She frowned at the bottle.

“If you want out, Ravenna, then it’s on you to make it happen.”

She bit her lower lip. For a moment her shoulders hitched, her body shook as if she were about to sob, and then she mastered herself, the spasm of emotion washing away so that her expression cleared smoothly.

“You’re right,” she said at last. “It’s on me to break free. And if Octavia is the only one who can release me, then I need to earn her favor. I need to earn enough political capital that I can demand it as my reward.”

Scorio hesitated but then bit back his protest. He didn’t know the nature or extent of her oaths. “Do what needs to be done. That’s all there is to it.”

Ravenna nodded grimly. “I will. Perhaps you can help me.”

“How so?”

“If I’m to earn Octavia’s favor, I need to return to her tomorrow with something. Is there anything you can tell me—any secret, any information, that would be of worth to her?”

Scorio frowned.

Ravenna rose, swayed, took another sip from the bottle, and then padded down the length of the balcony to stand before him. The rain was a constant drumbeat, an endless background downpour. She looked up at him in the gloom, her eyes catching what little light there was.

“You don’t owe me anything. I know that. But how about a swap? You tell me something of value, and I’ll do the same for you.” She smirked. “It’s not as if I’ve… as if I’ve any true loyalty to my House.”

Scorio’s mind raced. A secret. Something of value. He wanted to laugh. How little he had to share. They must think him privy to all manner of dark dealings, but in truth…

“There’s one thing.”

She placed her hand on his chest. “Yes?”

“Praximar. He’s got a connection with House Basilisk. They steal high-quality mana for him from the sky yards. Use regular criminals from the poor wards to do this.”

Ravenna didn’t look as gratified as he’d hoped. “Interesting. How did you discover this?”

He smiled ruefully. “I was one of those criminals at first.”

“Oh…” Ravenna stepped back, considered. “Yes. Thank you. That’s… yes. Now, for something in turn…” She paused, biting her lower lip. “Octavia reports to Charnel Duke Plassus, who acts as the primary liaison between Broic the Brawler in Deep Hell and Bastion. Something’s wrong with Plassus. Octavia’s hard to read, but I’ve overheard enough and… I don’t know, gotten the impression that she’s growing increasingly frustrated with Plassus. He’s reacting to events as he should. She thinks someone or something has him… trapped. Not physically. But like in a game of chess. He’s checked and isn’t doing what he should.”

“Huh,” said Scorio. He couldn’t see how that might be of use to him, but he filed it away regardless. “Interesting, thank you.”

Ravenna smiled bitterly. “Think nothing of it. Quid pro quo.”

The rain continued to fall, but Scorio knew it would peter out soon. And then the night city would emerge, lit by virulent, luminous mana-lights and home to all manner of illicit markets, taverns, music halls, and clandestine celebrations. 

He pursed his lips. The golden elixir yet suffused him, made him feel expansive, carnal, loose, undirected. His gaze slipped up and down Ravenna’s shift-clad form without his meaning to, and she caught his glance.

Scorio placed the base of his palm against his brow and winced. “Damn it. I feel like a fool.”

“You have my sincere apologies. Though, for what it’s worth, it was… fun. At first. It was only once we got here that I realized I couldn’t… well.”

Scorio snorted. “You had me fooled. Not that it takes much, it seems.”

Ravenna smiled. “I almost fooled myself.”

They held each other’s gaze. She was standing close. The atmosphere between them changed. Grew tense all over again, but this time with a different, knowing tenor. 

“It occurs to me…” murmured Ravenna. “That since I’ve placed all my cards on the table that there’s no longer any room for misunderstanding.”

“Misunderstanding?”

“Of why we’re both here.” Her gaze grew heavy-lidded once more. “But with politics out of the way, what’s left? Just the two of us and a long, long night.”

She took another swig from the bottle, then, eyes closed, pressed her lips against his own. He tasted the copper brandy as she passed it to him, followed by her tongue.

He swallowed, almost choked, and for a febrile second almost lost control of himself.

But he stepped back.

“Maybe that’s not a good idea.”

Ravenna blinked up at him then shrugged one shoulder. “Suit yourself.” She stepped past him, patting him on the shoulder as she went. “You’re welcome to stay.”

He watched her disappear into her bedroom.

Scorio grimaced. Again he saturated his Heart and then he lit it up, Copper and Coal burning fiercely over its obsidian planes, pouring forth from the cracks and crevices. 

He hunched his shoulders and lowered his head. His head began to clear as the power coursed through him. Within a couple of minutes, he felt lucid and himself once more, the last of the intoxicating burning away.

Scorio stared at Ravenna’s doorway. Thought of her long, pale legs, her angular, athletic body, her smoky blue eyes, her bitten lips. 

Then he sighed, shifted up into his scaled form, and vaulted over the railing to drop to the street below.

 

Chapter 29

 

 

 

Scorio spent the night moving through the streets of Bastion. He gave an oct to a messenger to find Lianshi at the House Kraken party and notify her that the owner of Locker 37 in the Academy was well and taking some time to himself. That done he purchased a cloak with a copious hood which he donned and used to move through the city in anonymity.

The surly anger had given way to riotous celebration. People laughed, cheered, listened to street corner preachers, and broke out into dance. Scorio was taken aback; he’d understood that the people of Bastion were ready to die for their cause, but hadn’t expected them to turn and display such joy upon accomplishing it.

Bemused, he watched free drinks being handed out, walked around the perimeter of small squares where families danced, spoke in large groups, children ran with Coal sparklers or sat around tables brought outside to while the night away.

The mood infected every ward. It was muted in the wealthier ones, but the farther south Scorio went, the more overt and raucous the festivities. Mana-lights lit the streets in pools of lambent orange, silky crimson, and virulent blue; people daubed whorls of luminous paint on their faces and ran, chasing each other and laughing as they enacted a tradition that he didn’t understand.

It pleased him to see such happiness. But it wasn’t a sharp joy; his encounter with Ravenna had left him conflicted, especially with Naomi’s questions hovering in the back of his mind and his argument with Jova still rankling. 

Was this enough? 

Scorio watched a heavyset young man handing out spiral pastries painted to mimic the floating nautilus fiends found in the ruins to a small crowd of eager children. Their smiles were heartwarming, their glee contagious.

But was this what he’d been fighting for?

What did he hunger for now?

He thought of Ravenna’s long, athletic legs, the taste of her lips against his own, the angular press of her hip against his thigh.

No—what deeper cause drove him now?

With a start he found himself straying along a familiar path that led to the ruins. Glancing up he saw their dark band wrapping around the final quarter of the city, with glimmers of magma smoldering amongst the chasms and ravines. 

But he no longer feared what lurked within the abandoned buildings and shattered streets. He strode in calmly. The flaky rock crackled underfoot. The buildings immediately took on a cadaverous aspect; all paint had peeled off, windows had lost their glass, roofs were caving in.

It felt like coming home.

Off to the left rose Naomi’s old tower. He passed the side street that led to Feiyan and Helena’s old hideout. Pushed deeper. If he turned right here he’d make his way to the bare room he’d claimed as his own. Where the Nightmare Lady had taught him set him on his path.

It felt like catching up with a ghost. A young Scorio who burned with determination. Almost he felt he could see that figure running along the ruins, working on his stamina, his ability to Ignite his Heart. 

So little time had passed, but already he felt a stranger to that youth.

He could accept the Iron Tyrant’s offer. He could strive to join Manticore. Hell, he could dictate terms to Octavia. 

But what did he want?

Scorio made his way deeper into the ruins. Through sheets shelfed with great barnacles, their tendrils grasping at the Coal mana. Over cracks in whose depths burned eternal flames. Some instinct warned the predators away; he felt himself watched, but nothing drew close.

Finally, he came to a stop.

The great chasm that separated the far end of the city from the rest of the ruins yawned open before him, the great, rail less bridge crossing it like a toppled monolith. Rising massively in the gloom was the old Academy, the ancient buildings of state long abandoned.

So many memories.

He crossed the bridge. The ruined building on its far side was silent, abandoned. Scorio felt a pang of loss, then made his way up to the huge steps that climbed to the Academy’s colonnaded front and there sat, chin on the base of his palm, knee on his elbow, to gaze out over the darksome ruins.

What did he want? What drove him on?

Time stretched by. The sun-wire would be lighting up soon into First Clay. 

Scorio closed his eyes. It felt so strange to be back in the ruins, amidst the Coal mana that felt familiar and heavy.  It felt almost like being home.

With a wry smile curving his lips, Scorio Ignited his Heart with only Coal. Drank deep of the thick black mana that hovered all around, and fed it into the flames.

Coal.

His first taste of power. The mana that had warped his Heart, weakened it, suffused his body and made him a mockery at the Academy.

But it had been there for him when he needed it, had pushed him to Cinder and then Emberling with the aid of his Black Star plants.

Scorio focused on burning as much as he could, the flames roaring up, his Heart venting as much if not more as it incinerated the mana.

He sensed movement to his left. Glancing over, he saw Nox emerging from the shadows.

The size of a cart, blind, and with peaked protrusions rising about his empty eyes, the coal-black toad waddled closer, great mouth working, its feet exuding condensed Coal mana that it left behind it in puddled gloops. Its back and legs were black as the densest shadows, its stomach and the soft underside of its jaw however were a lighter gray, the skin dusty and textured like that of an old man.

Scorio allowed his Heart to gutter and beamed. “Nox! You’re still here.”

“Favorite friend Scorio. You are returned. I smell power on you. Felt your burning Heart.”

“I made Tomb Spark not too long ago.” Scorio smiled as the toad settled at the base of the steps. “And you can sense my Heart?”

“Scorio has bathed in Nox’s Imperial Gel. After Scorio left, Nox immersed, and now I can sense Scorio’s Heart when it burns Coal.”

“Oh,” said Scorio. “Wait. Does that mean we’re… connected somehow?”

Nox laughed, his whole body heaving. At least, Scorio thought it was laughter. “Not connected. Nox have favorite friend’s mana signature. Can scent you from afar. Is all.”

Scorio tried to understand but then shrugged it off. “How have you fared?”

“Soon Nox shall quit Bastion. My study of Quantics is superb. Many females in Hell possessed by strange yearning they do not understand. That yearning is for my Superb Mating Technique.”

Scorio snorted. “I believe it. I almost feel bad for the other Imperial Ghost Toad males.”

“Do not pity them. Tadpoles must choose to shed tail if they are to grow another.”

Scorio tried to process that. “Wise. Right.”

Nox quirked his head to one side. “Scorio smell of Gold mana. Very nice.”

“Had some drinks earlier. With a girl. An old friend. Well, not a friend. An acquaintance.”

“A female?” It was less a question than a suggestive leer. “But Scorio not singing triumphal song of Imperial Exaltation.”

“Ah… it didn’t work out.” Scorio grimaced. “I think I need to study more Quantics.”

Nox’s throat worked and it bobbed his head. “First perfect technique. Then dominate the spawning pool.”

“It’s what Leonis always said.” Scorio chuckled softly, but the humor died in his chest and he gazed wistfully out over the ruins.

“Do not fret. There are more spawning pools in your future.”

“Thanks. It’s not that.” He glanced at Nox who adjusted his stance in a querying manner. “I’ve… I don’t know.” He sighed. “I used to know what I wanted. I was… hungry. For power, for victory, for… validation? Maybe. And since we last spoke I’ve achieved a good amount. Now… I’m not certain. I don’t feel that same drive. Or I might? I guess I’m confused.”

“Nox lives for gorging on mana. But after good meal, Nox not desire maximum gorging for a few sun-wire cycles. Nox find quiet corner, take nap. Then, when Nox wake up, desire maximum gorging once more.”

Scorio studied the toad. “You’re saying I’ve just had a good meal and, ah, need to digest it?”

“Spiritual stomach is full. Must digest. Soon hungry again. When day arrives, you no longer hunger, then time to rampage into spawning pools. Time for Quantics.”

Scorio snorted. “Right. Not sure that’ll be my approach, but…” He trailed off. Maybe this was natural. To have a period of satiation after achieving goals. Maybe Jova didn’t feel it because she’d not come first in the Gauntlet, not cared about the people of Bastion. So her hunger remained unsatiated. Maybe it was the same for Naomi. Maybe they didn’t understand—or couldn’t understand—the momentary reprieve for ceaseless ambition. 

Comforted, he looked back to Nox. “When do you think you’ll be leaving? And for that matter, how would you get out of Bastion?”

“Soon. My hunger has grown low. Soon I will be ready. Then I take tunnels out of city.”

“Tunnels? Wait, not the staircases we use?”

“No. Hidden tunnels. Secret ways.”

Scorio straightened. “You can come and go as you wish?”

Nox just stared at him.

“And other fiends can do the same?”

“Few denizens of Acherzua wish to enter Bastion. Dangerous. Small. Only Coal mana.”

This gave Scorio pause. “Fiends… don’t wish to enter? I thought—we were told that Bastion was always under siege at first. That we had to fight the fiends off, and only in the past few centuries have achieved peace on the Rascor Plains.”

Nox quirked his broad head to one side. “Why would denizens wish to enter Bastion? Small. Dangerous. Only Coal mana.”

“Well, why did you come here?”

“Coal mana delicious.” Nox’s broad mouth curved into a subtle smile. “Few other Imperial Ghost Toads. Nox smart. Hide and thrive.”

“I don’t… I mean, I thought fiends wanted to kill Great Souls. That we fought… that…” He trailed off.

Nox watched him inquisitively.

“So you’re saying that the denizens of… Acherzua? What is that?”

“Acherzua. What you call ‘Hell.’”

“Oh.” Scorio blinked. “All right. So the denizens of Acherzua don’t want… but then why are we fighting?”

“Scorio and Nox not fighting. Best friends.”

“Sorry, I mean Great Souls and… denizens in general.”

Nox quirked his head to the other side. “We are not fighting. Nox is Imperial Ghost Toads. We only engorge and then seek to practice Quantics.”

Scorio nodded, mystified. “Do you know of the Viridian Heart? The Javalynx? The Dying Dreamer?”

Nox shifted his stance. “No.”

“Oh. I guess you wouldn’t have run into them back here.” Scorio rubbed his chin pensively. Was the Blood Ox a fiend like Nox? Were there categorical differences between them? The floating nautiluses were fiends, but hardly a threat. Ixithilions were infinitely more lethal, but could they be spoken with? Had they attacked Scorio and his friends at the Golden Circuit out of a hatred for Great Souls, or had that been simple hunting instincts?

And why had none of this been teased apart in the Academy? Admittedly he’d not paid much attention to the Fiends class Instructor Rex had taught, but the focus there had been on the dangers of the Rascor Plains. Scorio grimaced. He’d have to ask Lianshi.

Still, these very questions lit a new fire in his heart. He thought of the vast expanse of the Rascor Plains and all its mysteries, the endless fiends, the lost history, the great geographical markers like the Chasm to which they were headed.

The truth was out there, lost between ancient traditions, outright lies, and casual obfuscations. 

Scorio stood. “Thank you, Nox. I appreciate your sharing your wisdom with me.”

Nox bobbed his head. “Always, friend Scorio. You go?”

“I’m leaving Bastion tomorrow. I need to get a little rest before we set out. A couple of hours at least. I hope we see each other soon.”

“It is possible. Travel safely, friend Scorio.”

“And you too, my friend. Good luck with the spawning pools.”

“Luck not needed when technique is dominant.” His tongue shlurped out and across his lips. “Still. The blessing is appreciated.”

Scorio grinned, raised his hand in parting, then set off down the steps. He felt lightened. Buoyed by his renewed curiosity and a new acceptance of himself. Just because he’d felt a moment’s respite didn’t mean he couldn’t get back on track, rediscover his hunger, and continue growing as before.

Smiling, the last of his doubts fading away behind him, Scorio set out at a run, crossing the familiar and ruined territory for what he was sure would be the last time for the foreseeable future.

 


Chapter 30

 

 

 

At First Bronze, Scorio found himself packed into Imperator Square alongside his friends, the Basilisk members, and about two thousand other people of note. The air was electric and the murmur of voices formed a shapeless murmuration that rose and swelled like distant thunder. 

A stage had been erected before the large statue of the First Imperator, and upon this wooden expanse, important officials milled and shook hands, smiling widely for the crowd’s benefit and pretending they were completely at ease. 

Vendors struggled through the crowd, selling everything from low-grade elixirs to hastily crafted mementos to mark the day. Lianshi grinned and bought everyone gilded brooches with the White Queen’s ferula crossed with the commonplace sight of a gruel fountain’s font. 

Scorio pinned it to his robe’s lapel and grinned.

He’d slept in till the last possible moment, resisting all efforts to rouse him, and finally awoken with a dull, pounding headache he attributed to the Gold mana from the night before. Igniting his Heart only made him feel worse, perversely, so he tagged along, wincing at the bright morning light, fending off his friends’ jibes and queries till Leonis put an arm around Scorio’s shoulders and turned raised a protective palm.

“Bother not our dear friend with these fruitless inquiries. Do you not realize how crude and crass you are being? Last night Scorio emerged from his swaddling clothes to climb the buxom slopes of that steep and sacred mountain—”

“Leonis.”

“—whose olive groves shelter secrets only grown men can guess at, and where he quenched his thirst from that sweet wellspring that burbles up from the hidden grotto—”

“Leonis!”

“—to emerge, steely-eyed and square jawed, a man, by the gods, a man at last, no longer a mewling babe—”

Lianshi was helpless as she giggled, and Naomi couldn’t seem to decide whether to be mortified or amused. Juniper glanced over, clearly wishing she’d heard the beginning of the joke, and the only mercy was that Basilisk and Jova were too far away to have heard.

“Leonis!” Scorio shrugged off his friend’s arm. “Nothing happened.”

Leonis blinked at him. “Nothing?”

“Nothing. I had some drinks. We went back to her place—”

“Whose?” demanded Lianshi. “Do we know her?”

“You do. Doesn’t matter. We went back and—”

“Oh, my friend, my condolences.” Leonis pressed his hand to his chest. “While I have never suffered this misfortune, being constitutionally virile to the point of endangering—”

“No!” Scorio caught himself and lowered his voice. Zala and Juniper were pressing in closer now, with even Jova glancing their way. “We never even got that far. We quickly realized there was a—a serious misunderstanding, and parted amicably. I ended up going to the Old Academy where I met up with Nox.”

“Nox?” Lianshi clasped her hands together. “He’s still alive? That’s wonderful.”

“That old toad?” Naomi sounded less than pleased. “The one who ran when the Alben Worm showed up?”

“He’s about to head out to find a spawning pool.” Scorio tried not to show his relief over shifting the conversation. “Apparently there are tunnels leading out of Bastion that only the fiends know about—”

Someone tapped his shoulder. Nissa. She smiled, though the expression didn’t reach her eyes. “Scorio!” She had to pitch her voice to be heard over the crowd. “Can we talk for a second!”

Scorio raised a finger to his friends, asking for a pause, and stepped back to join her. “Nissa. Everything all right?”

“More than all right.” She frowned at him. “Everything is going according to plan. Abentha wants to know by which street or avenue your group is planning to leave Bastion.”

“Oh.” An ambush? Should he—no. He was being paranoid. “We’re leaving directly after this ceremony. We’ll return to the Basilisk churchhouse and then probably take the main avenue through Ward 11. Why?”

“A couple of people want to make sure they get to thank you before they leave.” 

“Oh.” For a moment they simply stared at each other. “Nissa? What’s wrong?”

Nissa’s lips thinned into a grimace and for a moment it seemed as if she might blurt something out, but then she glanced at his friends and forced a smile. “Nothing. I guess I’m having trouble accepting that everything’s working out for the best.”

Scorio quirked his brows. “You sure? Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

“I’m sure. I probably won’t see you before you leave, so—goodbye.” And she jerked forward to hug him tightly, her chin digging into his shoulder, her clasp crushing.

Scorio rocked backward, surprised, then returned the embrace. For a moment they remained thus, then she pulled away, smiled, and disappeared into the crowd.

“Was it Nissa?” asked Leonis when he stepped back.

Scorio glanced at his friend in confusion. “Yes? That was Nissa?”

“No, he means last night,” drawled Naomi.

“Oh—no!” Scorio gave a shaky laugh. His head was pounding and his throat was parched. “She was just saying goodbye.”

“Uh huh.” Leonis gave him the side-eye and turned back to the stage.

The Autocrators were mounting the side steps, clad in their grandest of robes, glittering with jewels and holding objects of office. The officials closed around them, and gain there was a round of shaking hands, people bowing, others laughing with feigned and careless ease as if they were all in a private library. Soon enough the Autocrators pulled free and the officials moved to form a wall at the back of the stage. 

Scorio stared at Octavia. She looked resplendent, beautiful, strong. Her expression was clear, her smile subtle but never fading, and she stood straight-backed and square-shouldered as if she had not a regret in the world.

Scorio’s mouth thinned.

Finally, the White Queen mounted the stage. Scorio had wondered if she’d teleport in or fly down from the sun-wire, but no. She was dressed in her customary white gown, and for all the simplicity of her clothing, she put the splendid vestments of the Autocrators to shame.

Desiree was there, Captain Thorne, Moira. James recognized Amity’s craggy features, other members of Nova’s court.

Everybody moved into place, and finally, the White Queen raised her hands. Even from where they stood Scorio could make out her smile, and it looked warm and sincere.

“People of Bastion, members of the four Great Houses, students and instructors of the Academy, and all others who have gathered to witness this moment: be welcome. I, Nova, known as the White Queen, have asked that you all gather to witness the signing of the Queen’s Accord, a new compact between the Council of Bastion and the Celestial Consortium which will codify the changes I believe are necessary to ensure peace and prosperity for all.”

Though she spoke succinctly and without elaboration, it still took the Charnel Duchess almost half a cycle to review the causes for the changes, the content of the Accord, and how it would complement the updated charter of the Celestial Consortium itself. Scorio’s fatigue and malaise made it hard for him to focus, but when she reached the part detailing her own departure he sharpened his attention.

“For almost a decade I have maintained preeminence over the Fiery Shoals, the Rascor Plains, and made myself available to aid in any emergencies that might overtake Bastion. With my departure, there will no longer be a Great Soul of my rank at hand to assist you all. For that reason, you must each put forth your better natures, and set aside old animosities, rivalries, and all selfish ambitions. You must be each other’s keeper, and in times of danger or travail it is to your fellow citizens and Great Souls that you must turn. I will be proceeding into the depths of Hell, and cannot easily return without much effort and time. As such, the Council and the Celestial Consortium will shoulder the mantle that I have worn all these years, and to them, I entrust the sanctity of our peace.”

Her words hung in the air. 

Nobody stirred.

Scorio glanced about the crowd. Everywhere he saw doubt and fear. 

Nobody was cheered by her words, for everyone understood that her departure was a grave shift in the order of their world.

“Now I will summon each Autocrator to swear a Heart Oath to obey and fulfill every aspect of the Queen’s Charter. They shall do so publicly and in so doing make it clear to one and all that they are now the stewards of all of you. Listen closely and bear witness. I can assure you, my friends, that these moments come but once in a lifetime.”

“There’s no Council member from the people up there,” whispered Leonis hoarsely.

“They’ve not yet been chosen,” replied Lianshi.

One by one the White Queen called forth the Autocrators to place their hands upon a tome in which the Queen’s Charter had been inscribed and repeat their Heart Oath for all to hear.

Scorio leaned forward, reaching with his Heart’s senses, and at the culmination of each declaration he caught, even at this distance, a faint pulse of power. To his meager sense, it felt a deep and virulent crimson, startling and blood red.

Each Autocrator swore the oath with a loud, clear voice. Even Eira seemed focused and subdued. They swore to uphold the new tenets of the Council, to not set their resources against each other, and to place past grudges behind them. Scorio was no scholar but the provisions seemed comprehensive. Praximar was the last to swear, but he did so with a forthright voice, looking for all the world as if he were honored and proud to do so.

When the final pulse of power sealed his Heart Oath the entire crowd let out a sigh of wonderment, as if only now did they dare believe that this change had come to pass.

Each Autocrator gave a speech. Raugr was curt and assertive, declaring House Chimera’s intent to uphold the White Queen’s vision and to do all within their power to safeguard the Plains. Octavia was a stirring orator, her voice golden and rich, and despite his heartache and skepticism, even Scorio found himself moved by her sincerity and earnest desire for mutual goodwill. Eira spoke briefly, cryptically, and seemed to lose her train of thought several times before finishing with a wild grin and fist pumped into the air. 

Finally, Praximar stepped forth, and for a long, aching moment he simply looked out over the crowd. Gray-bearded, handsome, sober, and solemn, he waited until you could hear the crowd stirring before launching into his speech.

Scorio had heard enough of them already in the Academy, and this one did not disappoint. Praximar’s rhetoric was soaring, grandiose, and filled with allusions to the heroes of the past and those yet to be reborn. 

“For that is why we safeguard Bastion,” he said, voice dropping to almost a whisper. “Out of a wild and bold hope that our best are yet to rejoin us. The future lies within the Academy, where our savior may one day appear. Be it Iulius the Golden, Moravius the Black, or even the mad power of Vassavia of the Final Hour, we protect that power which courses through the Archspire so that our savior may rise and lead us all to victory against the perfidy of the Pit. What else matters?” He smiled and looked back and forth, eyes wide. “Wealth? Prestige? Power? All is as nothing before that hope. And for that reason, I take my duty as Chancellor as my most sacred, and will balk at nothing—absolutely nothing—to safeguard the Academy, ensure each new class has the resources it needs to thrive, and give all of us a fighting chance at defeating our foes.”

The crowd remained silent, watching, wondering.

Praximar smiled and raised both arms. “Which is why I hail the White Queen, her sagacity, and the Queen’s Accords. In this new era of peace and cooperation, we shall bring forth our greatest heroes. All hail the White Queen! Let us show her how we poor citizens of Bastion do so appreciate and love her for the incredible generosity she has shown us every step of the way!”

Praximar gestured to the White Queen and retreated, beaming as he led the applause.

The huge crowd roared its approval. 

Nova looked briefly nonplussed; then she inclined her head graciously and waited out the applause.

Finally, she raised both hands. When the applause died down she moved to the front of the stage once more.

“It is with a heavy heart that I say goodbye. I will leave now along with those bound for the Fiery Shoals, and soon thereafter shall depart from that grim fortress forevermore. From the bottom of my spirit, I wish you all wisdom, caution, and every success. Goodbye, Bastion, until I am reborn once more.”

Again the applause broke out, but it faltered as the White Queen summoned her portal and grew quiet when she stepped into it, disappearing. One by one a stream of people followed her, such that when the portal winked closed the stage was half empty and appeared diminished for it.

An important House Hydra official moved forward to declare the rest of the day a holiday and make other announcements, but the Autocrators were congratulating each other, minor officials climbing onto the stage for a chance at being beheld by the masses, and the crowd already breaking up, voices rising in discussion, the press of bodies moving everyone gradually toward the side streets.

“Well!” Dameon beamed at them all. “What an honor to witness such a momentous occasion! I dare say our little crew will have to work hard to uphold the White Queen’s vision as well. It will fall to all of us to maintain the peace and keep the fiends at bay.”

“It’s hard to believe,” said Simeon softly, his voice almost lost in the clamor. “Hard to believe that she’s really leaving.”

“Don’t blame her,” said Evelyn. “She’s too strong to remain in this backwater forever. It’s a miracle she stayed this long.”

“Regardless.” Dameon ran his fingers through his shock of blond hair and fairly bounced on the balls of his feet. “Time for us to leave as well. You all ready? Ydrielle’s got The Sloop waiting for us at the Wall. And from there? We’re heading directly to the Chasm itself to begin your training.”

“We’ve already had training,” protested.

“Not like this you haven’t.” Dameon’s grin turned predatory. “Trust me.”

 


Chapter 31

 

 

 

The city of Bastion turned out to watch them go.

“No,” muttered Leonis uncomfortably. “To watch you go, Scorio.”

The avenue he’d mentioned to Nissa was lined on both sides by a thick crowd. It was clear most of them had worked their way north from the poorer wards. An impalpable pressure kept casual strollers and regular foot traffic from traversing down the length of the avenue, such that their little group marched alone.

“Well, damn,” laughed Dameon uncomfortably. “This is a first. Should we wave?”

The crowd occasionally cheered, but for the most part, they simply stared, expressions filled with emotion. All eyes were trained on him. Scorio thought of the festivities of the night before and wondered where that revelry had gone. It felt almost uncomfortable. 

“Did you upset them?” asked Jova, unable to stop glancing back and forth as if expecting an attack.

“No, he didn’t,” Naomi spoke with quiet authority. “In Bastion the people have only ever cheered for Great Souls by necessity. Cheering is a sign of forced fervor. Their silence is their own. It’s their presence that matters.”

“I wouldn’t mind cheering.” Evelyn didn’t seem to know how to walk; she tried beaming at the stoic expressions, then ignoring them, then flipping her hair and talking gaily with Davelos, then marching in uncomfortable silence. “Honestly, they should be throwing flowers and pressing treasures into your hand. This feels almost ungrateful.”

But in every gaze, Scorio met he saw a surfeit of emotion that more than paid him for his efforts. To each he nodded, and they nodded in return, no more, no less, and his heart grew full.

Abentha stood with four of the other ring leaders in the center of the avenue up ahead: Gethane, the balding man in crimson and black; Walsham, mustachioed and florid; and Ferric, the saturnine youth with a caustic attitude. The crowd swelled here, and though Scorio saw House Chimera guards in evidence, they made no move to disperse the throng and allow the temporarily backed-up traffic to pass through.

“Scorio!” Abentha’s eyes gleamed with tears. “A final thank you before you go.”

Scorio moved forward, leaving Basilisk and his friends behind. “This isn’t necessary.”

Hundreds watched. The air felt taut with emotion and significance.

“Isn’t it though?” Abentha’s voice was soft. “I admit I didn’t believe you’d accomplish this. I thought you another Great Soul playing games with the people. But you proved me wrong a thousand times over. And I have never been more glad.”

“You’ve changed Bastion forever,” said Walsham gruffly, tugging at his mustache. “I know we may have few years in which to celebrate it, but the people give their thanks.”

“There’s a good chance we’ll erect a statue in your honor,” smiled Ferric, his normally dour features carving themselves into a smile. “Watch out.”

Scorio inclined his head. “I’d be honored.”

“We won’t waylay you,” said Abentha. “There have been plenty of speeches already. But we wanted to give you a few tokens of our appreciation. We know it’s next to nothing compared to what you’re probably used to, but…”

Gethane drew a small sack from under his cloak. “Open it later, son.”

“This isn’t necessary,” protested Scorio, but they pushed the sack into his hands and then stepped aside. 

“Go with our blessings,” said Abentha. “We’ll never forget what you have wrought here.”

Scorio tied the sack to his belt and bowed his head low.

“Let’s make this livelier,” said Ferric. “For Scorio!”

“For Scorio!” bellowed Walsham, and the crowd broke out into cheering at last, people moving forward to clap Scorio on the shoulders and grin at him as he made his way through, following the nonplussed Basilisk down the last of the avenue and then turning toward one of the staircases exiting the city.

“Did nobody tell them you had help?” muttered Leonis.

Lianshi laughed. “You’ll have your day in the sun someday soon.” She linked her arm through his. “All you need is to find some impossible task and then make accomplishing it your life’s goal.”

“Hmm.” Leonis rubbed at his bearded jaw. “Infernarch it is.”

Simeon glanced back in amusement. “Leave some room for the rest of us.”

“My entourage is capacious. There is room for all.”

They passed through the cordon of guards as before, descended, flipped, then ascended to the surface of the Plains. Scorio was too subdued and thoughtful to take as much enjoyment of the process as last time, and it was with some surprise that he emerged onto the ashen enclosure.

Had it been only eight or nine days ago that he’d gazed up at the blue skies with awe and trepidation? It felt like two months ago.

Basilisk set out with confidence toward the base of the scaffolded staircase bolted into the inside of the huge wall, each step causing puffs of ash to arise. The area was filled with waiting traffic, carts laden with vegetables, beasts lowing in hunger or boredom, vendors hawking skewers of grilled meat and cups of coffee to the farmers and merchants standing patiently in line.

Out here nobody knew or cared who Scorio was, and it felt as if a fever had broken. He stood a little taller and inhaled deeply. It wasn’t that he wasn’t proud of his accomplishments, but his surprise at the sheer intensity of emotion had mostly served to remind him how detached he was from the consequences of his quest. If he’d failed? He’d have walked out of Bastion regardless with Manticore to continue his training. 

But for the thousands trapped below, it had meant everything.

And that sobered any sense of pride or exultation he might have felt.

“Ready for some exercise?” Davelos grinned, inhaled till his chest almost creaked, then set off at a run up the rickety staircase that rose hundreds of yards to the distant whale ship platform.

Jova bolted after him without hesitation, and Scorio recalled their mornings running around the Academy’s racetrack, Ravenna and Jova effortlessly leading the pack.

The Basilisk trio went next, followed by Juniper and Zala.

Leonis retied his hair back into a new ponytail, grunted in pained resolve, and began pounding up after them.

“That’s a hell of a climb,” said Lianshi softly, craning her neck. “We’re going to need to burn mana to keep up.”

“Then get to burning.” Naomi took off, light and lithe, and was followed a second later by Lianshi.

Scorio sighed. 

This wasn’t going to make him look good.

Freight went up platforms attached to the huge crane wheels, which meant the stairs were for foot traffic alone. Each ironwood plank was socketed into the stone wall, with each next step just high enough to make the climb uncomfortable. As he jogged up some of the planks shivered alarmingly. Whereas at first the monumental size and obvious age of the staircase had given Scorio a false sense of security, the sight of the occasional replacement plank reminded him that even the most seemingly eternal structures could deteriorate.

He delayed Igniting his Heart for as long as he could. The steps climbed forever, every twenty or so terminating at a broad platform and then switching back. The rest of his friends pulled steadily away, not having hesitated to Ignite immediately, but he labored on as best he could till he was drenched in sweat and his breath rasped in his throat.

He was about halfway up when he Ignited. Immediately the stiffness and burning sensation in his muscles disappeared and he filled with vigor; he bounded up with alacrity, pushing himself as hard as he could so as to maximize his advantage.

Back and forth, up and up he went, Bastion’s vast entrance steadily diminishing below, the wind picking up and plucking at his robes, the planks swaying and giving under his weight with ever more frequency. 

He was almost at the top when his Heart gave out.

With a gasp he felt the strength flow away from him, leaving him winded and exhausted. Lianshi had hung back enough that he was able to push a little harder and catch up with her, but where he was dripping sweat she simply looked concerned and at ease.

She’d waited for him to help disguise his weakness.

His speed diminished and he was only three flights from the top when he was forced to slow to a regular climb, his thigh muscles on fire, his chest heaving. 

Everyone stood at the top watching, waiting.

When finally he staggered up onto the docking platform, Dameon leveled a sober stare at him. He didn’t say anything. Everyone else was composed, and only Leonis and Zala had broken a light sweat.

Scorio bent over, hands on his knees, and fought mightily to catch his breath.

“We’re all here?” Dameon’s question was painfully rhetorical. “Let’s get moving.”

“Good job,” whispered Lianshi.

Scorio bit back his first answer. “Thanks.”

He trailed after the group as they crossed the platform. It was made of truly huge planks of wood, each several yards wide, their surface dented and worn by the passage of countless years. Scorio straightened, and wonder replaced his chagrin: two whale ships were docked, each bobbing lightly in the wind, one bearing Kraken’s insignia on its main sail, the other a burning eye. 

Both were small and meager compared to The Celestial Coffer, but still, they inspired awe; the whale’s skeletons were more pronounced and all the more grisly and grim for it. There were few sailors in evidence, but sentries stood at the prow watching them with indolent curiosity, and cargo was being unloaded from the Kraken ship and moved to the wheel cranes.

“There she is,” said Simeon with obvious pride, and that’s when Scorio saw The Sloop. It was a far smaller vessel, only some thirty feet long, complete with its miniature whale skeleton and a tidily constructed deck. Its black sails were small in comparison, but the central one had a golden lion standing rampant, one batwing extended, with a strange tail terminating in a stinger curled overhead.

A slender woman sat on the platform before its mooring ropes, feet kicked up on a bollard to which the bow lines were tied, a book in her lap. Her head was shaven so that the angular architecture of her skull was painfully visible through the light fuzz, and her features were sallow and sunken, as if she was recovering still from a long-term illness.

But for all that she was striking; Scorio would have easily picked her out in a crowd, her eyes dark like those of a bird, her features androgynous, her presence tremendous. 

“We’ve returned,” said Dameon, smile wide, but it was Simeon into whose arms she rose and kissed deeply as if they’d not seen each other in months. 

For a moment everyone but Manticore stood in awkward silence; Evelyn and Davelos leaped lightly aboard The Sloop, and Dameon just crossed his arms and grinned at the new crew as if saying: what are you going to do?

“Ydrielle?” Dameon gestured. “Meet our new recruits. A more promising crop I’ve not heard of in years.”

Ydrielle looped her arm around Simeon’s waist and studied them without expression, her eyes large and somehow innocent, as if she were a child watching her mother greet strangers at the door.

Dameon rattled everyone’s name off. “Anything worth hearing before we set out?”

“No.” Her voice was distinctive, a crystalline chime. “Is all well with the world below?”

Simeon smiled down at her upturned face. “The White Queen is gone, the Autocrators have signed onto her Queen’s Accord, and the whole of the Plains sighs as it settles into a new reality. I doubt much will change for us.”

“New work?”

“Yes,” agreed Dameon lightly, “but we’ll speak of that later. First, we need to get moving.”

Ydrielle stared fixedly at Dameon as if trying to puzzle him out, then flicked her glance at Scorio and his fellows, then disengaged herself lithely from Simeon to step neatly onto The Sloop.

Simeon grinned. “She takes a moment to warm up to people. Come on. Time for your first whale ship ride.”

“Why is it so small?” asked Leonis artlessly as he leaped over the empty yard between the dock and the prow.

“Because,” said Naomi acidly as she followed, “it’s the skeleton of a baby air whale.”

“I’m afraid that’s right.” Dameon waited to board last. “Grim but true. The ship’s almost four centuries old, however. A crime from the past that we would be fools to concern ourselves over. With The Sloop, we can reach the Fiery Shoals in days and avoid all manner of trouble when crossing the Plains below. As you all well know.”

The deck had seemed roomy enough at first, but with twelve of them on board, it quickly grew crowded. Jova staked out a spot at the very front, Zala by her side, while Scorio faded to the bow where he, Leonis, and Naomi claimed a bench. Lianshi and Juniper stood at the railing to one side, and Ydrielle claimed the steering wheel even as Davelos and Simeon worked the rigging. Dameon undid the mooring ropes, casting them onto the deck, and with an easy leap followed after.

The sensation was akin to floating, and Scorio felt a wondrous sense of rightness as they bobbed off into the air. Ydrielle was deadpan as she adjusted the well, The Sloop easing out into the air, and then gave curt commands; two masts were lowered over each side and locked into place with great collars of iron so that they extended down diagonally, with strange, web-like sails unfurling and utterly failing to catch the air currents. 

With easy skill, Ydrielle turned them about then bid the sails be let out; they filled with the breeze and The Sloop scudded forward into a great and graceful curve, leaving the Wall behind as it sailed out over the Ash Belt.

Scorio moved to the portside railing and leaned out. The world was splayed before them, the subtle hues of the mana desert rippling in beautiful patterns toward the horizon, where he thought he could make out a subtle smudge of the Rain Wall. The wind picked up and The Sloop dipped, turned slightly so that the new members all grasped at railings and benches in alarm, then righted itself and doubled in speed.

“Safety rules!” cried Simeon, emerging from the hold with a mass of leather harnesses looped over one arm. “While on the deck you never remove these, and always make sure you are clipped to a safety line. That’s the thick wire you see running around the inside of the railing and up the masts. Other points will have eyebolts for you to clip into. It’s rare but a rogue gust can cause The Sloop to roll; we don’t have the mass to ride out the small storms and gales like the bigger ships do. If you’re not clipped you’ll go over, in which case you’d better pray you can survive a several hundred-yard drop.”

He showed them how to buckle their harnesses on, which not only went over the shoulders and around the waist but also strapped around each thigh. Helped them adjust the buckles, double-checked their clipping, and then declared himself satisfied. 

“It’s smooth sailing for now, but even a little Coal or Iron turbulence can cause The Sloop to buck or suddenly drop a dozen yards. Ydrielle will call out warnings when she can, but it’s on you to pay attention. There’s no such thing as true downtime onboard.”

Everyone nodded, mildly alarmed.

Simeon smiled. “Doesn’t mean you can’t relax a little. Enjoy the view. We should reach the Chasm by tomorrow night. It’s just about diametrically opposite the Fiery Shoals on the far side of Hell.”

Lianshi raised her hand. “Can you ride The Sloop down into the Chasm’s depths?”

“Oh ho,” grinned Simeon. “We’ve got an intrepid spirit here. The Sloop’s bones navigate Copper best, though they can sink with effort through Iron. Can’t descend through stronger mana, however; imagine trying to drown a full-grown tree.”

“So what would happen if you just kept sailing south?” she asked.

“Past the Iron Weald and into the Telurian Band? The ship would just float higher and higher once it reached that mass of Bronze mana, till you beached upon the upper ethers like a boat upon a shore.” Simeon scratched at his beard. “I think. Nobody’s tried in centuries since it’s known it can be done.”

“Cue Scorio sailing a whale ship to the Pit,” said Leonis.

“Are any of you available to help with training?” asked Jova.

Simeon raised an eyebrow. “Eager to get started?”

“Always.”

“Very well. That way we can hit the ground running when we arrive. Which, seeing as we’ll be taking you directly into the Chasm, is probably a good thing.”

 

 

 

 


Chapter 32

 

 

 

The passage through the Rain Wall was exhilarating and terrifying in equal measure. As they drew closer later that afternoon everyone simply stood, staring at the wall of roiling storm. 

None of the Manticore members seemed upset; Ydrielle and Simeon had disappeared below decks for several hours while they’d cruised over the Ash Belt, where the noises that filtered through the planks indicated they were intensely focused on something other than steering. Davelos and Dameon lounged by the starboard railing, murmuring quietly to themselves, while Evelyn ensured the ship flew directly toward the distant Rain Wall, a strand of her hair entangled with the wheel’s spokes, her manner indolent as she guided them through a repetitive mana-infusing meditation.

Finally, Leonis could no longer stand the strain. Simeon and Ydrielle returned to the deck, both drenched in sweat and glowing with a shared intimacy that was as unabashed as it was obvious. They moved to the bow where they poured a bucket of water over each other, laughing and wiping at their faces.

“Excuse me?” Leonis sat up straight. “Ah—Dread Blazes? Is nobody concerned about the, ah, hurricane-force winds and twisters we’re about to fly through?”

“Hmm?” Simeon set the bucket down and began twisting water out of his beard. “You think we’re going to fly through the Rain Wall?”

Evelyn snorted in amusement, and Dameon smiled his customary grin.

Leonis raised an eyebrow. “Indicating… we’re not? Then…?”

It was Ydrielle who spoke, her robes sodden and clinging to her slender frame. She moved to take the steering wheel which Evelyn relinquished with obvious pleasure. 

“We’ll climb over it.”

Scorio and the others glanced over the prow railing at the towering cliffs of rain and furious cloud that seemed to rise forever.

Simeon took pity on them. “We’ve a tank of compressed Iron mana in the hold. Along with one for Copper and even Bronze. You recall how the ship rises when the ambient mana is stronger?”

Lianshi’s eyes widened with understanding. “You’ll release Iron mana to increase buoyancy?”

“That’s right.” Simeon twisted his mane of hair then ran his fingers through it. “That’s why Ydrielle remained on board. Someone has to replenish the Iron tank whenever we pass the Rain Wall.”

“Takes time, too,” called out Dameon. “At least for our little Sloop.”

“Oh.” Jova’s eyes widened. “I see.”

Lianshi was nodding. 

Scorio exchanged a glance with Leonis who shrugged.

“Those strange sails,” said Lianshi. “They act as mana traps.”

Ydrielle was fine-tuning their approach. “We release Iron to ascend. A full tank will get us over the Wall, but the air becomes thin. The Emberlings will have to saturate and slow burn as we go over.”

The Emberlings exchanged worried glances.

“Then we’ll cut off the Iron. The ambient Copper will cause us to lower back down.”

“So if we hit pockets of Coal?” asked Scorio, starting to warm to the idea.

“We’d drop,” confirmed Simeon. “Unless we have a fine captain who can release Copper on the fly and balance it out.”

Ydrielle gave him a tight smile then returned her attention to the rapidly looming Rain Wall.

“Make sure you’re clipped,” said Dameon, tone indolent as if it didn’t really matter. “There’s plenty of natural turbulence up top. You’re welcome to ride below, but folks say that makes it worse.”

Scorio gave his tether a tug. It held firm.

“Can you accelerate with mana?” asked Lianshi, fascinated. “Release, say, Bronze just behind us?”

“That’s an advanced technique.” Ydrielle narrowed her eyes as she stared off into the middle distance. “Normally that would just cause your stern to pop up.”

“She means yes,” said Simeon with quiet pride. “Nobody flies like Ydrielle.”

“Here we go. Releasing Iron.”

The air had become increasingly humid. From their height of several hundred yards, Scorio could make out whirling curtains of diaphanous mist flurrying out from the wall proper, and a haze hung in the air that was shot through with prismatic smears of light from the tiny sun racing overhead. 

He activated his Heart’s senses and immediately felt the Iron mana releasing in the bowels of the ship. It was heavy, turgid, and quickly sank out of his range of perception, but The Sloop’s reaction was immediate. It shuddered and began to climb rapidly as if allergic to the potent mana.

For a wild second Scorio thought of drawing the Iron into his Heart, but Ydrielle seemed to sense his inclination for she looked back over her shoulder at them all.

“Don’t,” was all she said.

“How did she know?” whispered Leonis, which caused Scorio to grin.

It wasn’t a purely vertical ascent; the sails were filled and they were forced to tack as they approach, the boom sweeping out across the deck so that the sail would die then fill up once more, causing them to approach at a climbing angle as if they followed an invisible switchback. 

Higher and higher they climbed, but it didn’t seem fast enough. Iron continued to billow out from below, propelling the ship to rise, but they were approaching too quickly; he kept glancing at the other Dread Blazes to check on their emotions, but while they were all intent, none of them seemed overly worried.

Then again, they were Dread Blazes. What did they have to worry about?

“One last push,” called out Ydrielle. “Brace.”

She clutched the steering wheel with one arm, the tendons standing in rigid relief, her feet set slightly than shoulder width apart, swaying easily with the ship’s growing oscillations, and then there was a dull spiritual explosion of Iron resonance that The Sloop’s prow rose and it speared up and flew straight into the Rain Wall.

For a moment the storm washed over them, blasting the deck with hissing needles of rain even as everything disappeared into a cold mist. Scorio felt snakes of Copper tearing past them, endlessly thrashing and coiling like masses of eels, and The Sloop bucked and jostled, nearly casting them all off their benches.

And then they burst out of the top of the clouds trailing wreaths of mist, water coursing over the deck’s waxed boards.

Evelyn let out a hearty whoop. Of all their number she was the only one unclipped, her hair having reached out to snarl around railings, the mast, and the rigging, lifting her up off the deck to hang and sway in the air.

“She’s mad,” whispered Naomi enviously.

Dameon hadn’t been kidding about the turbulence. It was like sailing through a channel filled with rough chop; The Sloop rose and fell, shuddered and blundered, so that half the time Scorio was dropping after his bench then slamming into it and rising back up.

 And by the hells was the air thin. He was breathing rapidly, he realized, pants that weren’t just exhilaration but a strained attempt to get more air. 

All around them the light of the fleeting sun shone through the haze. The Sloop cut through ridges of angry cloud, flew out over storm ravines, and the sails strained as Ydrielle expertly guided them over the Wall.

“Damn,” gasped Leonis. “Getting… real lightheaded.”

Jova was shaking Juniper. “Ignite already!”

Juniper nodded drunkenly, her chest rising and falling, and then inhaled raggedly and sat up.

One by one his companions did the same till at last only Naomi remained, her features pale, her hair soaked and plastered across her face, her whole body swaying and not just with the rocking of the ship.

“Naomi?” Scorio reached out to touch her shoulder. “Ignite!”

“Not… yet.” She gritted her teeth, clenched her eyes, and he saw her will herself to persist. “Not… yet.”

“That’s beautiful,” Lianshi said, rising carefully to her feet to gaze at the clouds. They rose and fell like a field of ivory boulders, lights flickering in their depths, columns rising here and there to meld with a soft, cottony overhead layer that occasionally broke to reveal the sun. It was an unearthly sight, surreal, and Scorio moved up beside her.

Lianshi grinned at him, took hold of his hand, and squeezed.

“Coal vortex up ahead,” called Ydrielle, voice stern. “Asses on benches. Hold on.”

“Vortex?” moaned Leonis.

Nobody spoke. Scorio reached out with his Heart but couldn’t “see” much farther than a dozen yards beyond the prow of the ship. Just how sensitive was Ydrielle to the mana fluctuations?

She called out sharp orders. Evelyn executed them with her hair and The Sloop yawed steeply to starboard. Everybody held on as the deck assumed a forty-five-degree angle.

Only for something to pull on them. Scorio felt the ship shudder and begin to slide. But instead of feeling terror as his stomach clenched up, he felt a thrill. He wanted to help, to leap in and take hold of the rigging, help reef the right sails and—but no. None of The Sloop’s sheets made any sense. 

“Releasing Bronze,” whispered Ydrielle, her words just barely audible over the rising wind. Scorio strained to sense what happened below and was rewarded by seeing the bright glow of Bronze mana emerge like a great and supple stream of ruddy honey.

Only to be immediately caught up by Ydrielle’s will and layered back and forth just below their portside keel. The thick river was stretched thin, interlaced, and formed into a matrix whose repulsive effect on the ship countered the pull.

Scorio wiped the rain from his eyes and marveled. Ydrielle’s control was beyond masterful. He hadn’t even realized that kind of mana manipulation was possible. Suddenly his paddle technique seemed more than crude, it felt absurd; he’d never in a million years be able to manipulate mana so finely with his current approach.

Then he felt her throw a spiral of Bronze mana behind the ship itself, as elaborate as a spiderweb. It was a cone whose base was the stern, and just as the ship began to right itself Ydrielle collapsed the cone, slamming the outline into a flat disk that was flush with the ship’s rear.

The effect was like a giant booting the ship into high speed. The Sloop leaped forward like a startled deer and burst through the rising cloud cover, tearing itself free of the vortex’s pull. 

Naomi groaned and fell off her bench, would have slid to the extent of her tether if Scorio hadn’t leaned down and snagged her arm.

The second they pulled free of the vortex, Ydrielle cut the Bronze mana flow, and Scorio even sensed her managing to draw a fraction of it back into the containers below deck.

“How is she doing that?” whispered Lianshi in awe.

“Almost there,” called Simeon reassuringly. “Naomi all right?”

Her eyelids were fluttering, her mouth working, but she was all but insensate. Scorio gave Simeon a rapid nod then hauled her up and off the deck across his lap.

“My favorite part,” said Dameon, casual and collected as if they were riding a pony trap. “Here we go.”

And they shot out over the edge of the Rain Wall at full speed, trailing a V-shaped wake of clouds behind them as the Farmlands broke into view half a mile below them.

Rainbow fragments were everywhere, wisps of cloud, and The Sloop began to sink into the ambient Copper.

But with the Wall behind them, the turbulence disappeared; their descent was a smooth glide into another world, an afternoon land of verdant fields and crimson barns, of glittering rivers that snaked back and forth and the occasional copse or massive boulder emerging from the land.

“Naomi?” Scorio helped her sit up. “You’re not going to want to miss this.”

“Hmm?”

He carefully pulled her sodden locks of black hair away from her face. “You with us?”

“I…” She blinked blearily, color slowly returning to her face. “I had this terrible dream…”

“It’s over now.”

Everybody was crowding at the railings, gazing out in wonder at the expanse of fields that gradated to tiny, mist-blue mountains that encompassed everything in a distant curve.

Naomi pressed her cheek against his chest. “I dreamt that you were gone, and everyone hated you, and I alone kept the faith…”

Scorio hesitated. She nuzzled against him, as if settling down to sleep, then inhaled deeply and froze.

A second later she came back to herself and stared up at him in a mixture of horror and mortification. She flailed and spilled out of his lap, crashed to the deck, got tangled up in her tether, and then righted herself with her unnatural agility.

“Hey, easy,” said Scorio, raising both palms.

Leonis was openly grinning. “Scorio’s lap that awful?”

She whipped around to scowl at him so fiercely his eyes widened and he drew back.

With immense dignity, she drew herself up and turned away from the amused stares only to catch sight at last of the Farmlands below.

“Oh,” she whispered.

Their descent was as sublimely peaceful as their crossing had been chaotic; they swooped down the outer rim of the storm wall and then leveled off abreast the clifftop edge from which the countless waterfalls tumbled.

Scorio stared in wonder at the caravans laboring up the encarved roads; at the crews laboring in the fields, little more than specks; at great saurian birds gliding below them, their wings leathery and rainbow-hued. He inhaled deeply of the rich, humid air, breathed in the scents of crops and loam, and couldn’t help but shiver with a primal vitality.

“We’re out over Hydra land here,” said Evelyn conversationally, still suspended in her web of hair but drawing closer. “We left on the foot on the opposite side.”

Scorio nodded and raised his gaze. In the far, far distance, he thought he could make out the faintest of golden glimmers, a shadowed shape overhead. The Golden Circuit. Beyond them lay the tiny mountains, though they had to be huge to be visible from this distance.

“Maybe we’ll get out there one day,” said Evelyn softly. “The valleys. Each filled with ruins older than time and choked with delightful fiends just waiting to be harvested.”

Those Scorio recalled from the maps. Each valley was carved between the mountain chains that extended toward the Golden Circuit like spokes in a wagon wheel, with the outermost perimeter of the Plains completely enclosed by a final circular wall. 

“There’s just so much to see.”

Evelyn laughed, the sound husky, and when he met her eyes he saw pity and something akin to fondness in their depths. “Oh, Scorio. How little you know. Live long enough and you’ll see such wonders that trifles such as the Golden Circuit and the Rain Wall will feel commonplace.” 

“And you’ve left the Plains?”

“Sure have. Seen the Iron Weald and once—this was early on, when Jarisca our Imperator was still with us—we all traveled into the Telurian Band.” Evelyn’s expression turned nostalgic. “Someday soon we’ll return. All of us. And this time we won’t turn back, no matter what happens.”

Scorio gazed back out over the Farmlands, sought the floating fleck of glory that was one of the islands out over the Golden Circuit, and gave a grave nod of agreement. “No stopping till we reach the Pit.”

“That’s the spirit,” Evelyn said softly and withdrew.

 

Chapter 33

 

 

 

They flew through the night. Scorio and the others bedded down on the deck, tethers fastened, and he missed their passage over the Golden Circuit. When he awoke it was to a different world.

Gone were the Farmlands, their orderly quilt of fields and crops, the broad chalk roads. 

In their place he saw a somber twilit valley, the sky a foggy slate blue, The Sloop having descended so that it rode only a hundred or so yards above the marshland below. A river had split into a morass of looping streams and isolated ponds, their surface so mirror-still that they reflect snatches of The Sloop back up to them as they passed silently. 

Here and there adumbrated towers of stone rose like craggy fingers pointing accusingly at the heavens; Scorio thought they were natural formations till he saw flickers of warm light burning in the depths of narrow windows. 

All sound was muffled. Ydrielle stood tall and stern at the steering wheel, her chin raised. Around Scorio, others yet slumbered, though Jova stood at the prow with Dameon, engaged in low conversation.

Cautiously Scorio extended his Heart senses and immediately felt the resonant thrum of Copper being drawn away from the air around them and into The Sloop’s hold. It was a subtle but constant effect, reducing the ambient mana so that the ship could fly low over the ground.

Ydrielle must have sensed his questing; she didn’t move, but her gaze flicked over to consider him.

Scorio took that as an invitation. He rose, unclipped himself, then stepped over to the helm and clipped in at one of the eye bolts. 

“That’s you? Draining the mana?”

“I see Dameon’s acquired a savant. Lucky us.”

“How do you continuously draw on the mana like that? Don’t you tire?”

She pursed her lips. Would she answer? Another glance, and she relented. “There’s a technique to it. I’m not drawing the mana into my Heart, but into a compression tank. Once you begin the process, it mostly runs itself.”

Scorio thought of Nox’s Delightful Secret Marinating Technique. “Like when you split the mana stream going into your Heart, so that one fuels your Ignition, and the other condenses in your Reservoir.”

Ydrielle frowned at him. On some level, it felt like she was actually seeing him for the first time. “You can do that?”

“No.” Scorio decided not to elaborate. “It’s a technique I read about once. Once, ah, you start it up, though, the process kind of regulates itself?”

“That’s right.” Ydrielle studied him critically. “That’s an advanced technique Tomb Sparks aren’t supposed to know about. Which text was this?”

Panicked, Scorio said the first thing that came to mind. “Quantics?”

Ydrielle’s stare was fierce and pitiless, but finally, she shook her head reluctantly. “I’ve not heard of it. But yes. But instead of pooling the mana in my Heart, I direct the second stream into the compression tank that’s designed to accelerate the process.”

“And you can just maintain that without resting?”

“Not indefinitely.” The corner of her lips quirked. “But for a long while. I’m… skilled at mana manipulation.”

“No kidding.” Scorio rubbed at the back of his head. “What I saw you do while we rode over the Rain Wall was incredible.”

“Hmm.” She gazed ahead once more, completely disinterested in his compliments. And, he realized, she’d been drawing and splitting the mana the whole time they’d been talking.

For a moment they stood awkwardly thus. At least, Scorio stood awkwardly; Ydrielle seemed completely at ease ignoring him. He watched Jova and Dameon conversing up front. He lounged on the railing with one elbow, facing her, while she stared forward. Scorio couldn’t quite read the tone of their exchange. Was Dameon cajoling? Convincing? Jova’s body language was stiff, but she wasn’t turning away.

“How far are we from the Chasm?” he asked at last.

“Another couple of hours.”

“And those towers below?”

“What of them?”

“I saw lights in the windows.”

“You’re very astute.” Her tone was dry. “They’re lures.”

“Who’s luring who?”

“Higher level fiends such as bog shrues or nissifers will take up residence and light mana beacons to draw in sadlarks or shilkos. There are plenty of other kinds. Occasionally a band of xallops will take residence, or an shilko will blossom into a shimilko and claim the whole tower. That’s when we step in and cleanse the whole structure.”

“I see.” Scorio drifted back to the railing and peered back down at the foggy world below. A crooked tower nearly forty yards high glided past below, looking more like an ancient menhir erected by a forgotten people than a building. But in its rough face, he saw a Copper glow, a spark of mana-light, and shuddered to think what lay hidden within that hollow spire.

Everybody roused themselves when Evelyn served their next meal; Scorio couldn’t tell if it was lunch or dinner or breakfast, but they devoured the hard rolls and slices of cured meat with pungent mustard voraciously. 

The broad valley with its steep mountain walls rolled by unendingly; Scorio hated to imagine traversing its boggy expanse on foot. The mountain peaks, tall and ragged, reflected the light of the dying sun, their icy peaks momentarily blaring gold, then salmon pink, then darkening to gray, and then all became shadow.

For the brief night cycle, they sailed through the gloom, and the air echoed with alien cries from below.

“Large band,” observed Simeon from the prow.

Davelos’s tone was clinical. “Agreed. Thirty, you think?”

“About that. And we’re close to the Chasm. Might be worth looping back here to cleanse them out. What do you think, Dameon?”

“One step at a time.” Dameon’s voice was low, confident, mildly amused. To Scorio, his response had been a simple “no.”

The sun rose soon after; the mists below broke, and they sailed into a gigantic steep-walled amphitheater-like valley enclosed on all sides by cliffs surmounted by raw peaks. The rivulets merged, again and again, and soon formed twin rivers that rushed toward the edge of the Chasm and hurled their furious waters into the depths.

“By the ten hells,” whispered Leonis.

Thick forest choked the valley floor, a dense canopy through which no road seemed to pass. It grew right up to the edge of the Chasm. Scorio had halfheartedly imagined a great ravine, a canyon of incredible size, but this was more a colossal sinkhole, circular and as wide as Bastion itself. A mile across, perhaps? Maybe more? The morning sunlight glimmered off its vertically striated walls from whose upper rim hung luxurious vines.

“How deep does it go?” whispered Zala, and then clearly remembered herself. “Oh, never mind.”

But Scorio could appreciate her awe. Flocks of birds flew in lazy spirals above the Chasm, appearing as little more than white specks, and mist boiled off the twin waterfalls.

“You’ll never forget the first time you see it,” said Simeon, joining them at the railing. “I came as a Tomb Spark. The memory’s as fresh as if it were yesterday.” He smiled fondly. “And wait till you see what lies within.”

“What does lie within?” asked Jova. “Those sides look sheer. How do you descend?”

Scorio could have sworn Simeon would put her off with an enigmatic answer, but instead, he answered frankly. “The waterfalls have eroded the cliff walls behind them. Over the centuries Great Souls have sunken shafts that reach through the hollowed-out caves to pierce all the way down to the third. None of you will probably go any deeper than that, so you’re in luck.”

“Levels,” said Lianshi. “Those correspond to the mana types?”

“Yes.” Simeon smiled. “Part of the mystery we’re investigating. Well. Kind of investigating. To be honest we’re searching for treasure. In centuries past different colonies were established below to take advantage of the rich mana.”

“There are none now?” asked Scorio.

Simeon pursed his lips and shook his head. “They inevitably get wiped out. Traders or travelers arrive and find everything abandoned, everyone gone. It’s happened a half dozen times that we know of, and all the old ruins are still below, some incredibly grand. But of the Great Souls that built them? No sign.”

Leonis leaned over the railing, frowning at the yawning Chasm mouth. “So you’re just kicking around, trying to find something of worth?”

“Please, think more highly of us.” Simeon smirked. “We’re Dread Blazes, not carrion crows. In one of Dameon’s past lives, he lived on a fifth-floor colony. We’re following his memories to a powerful artifact, but it’s been slow going.”

Everybody straightened and stared at Simeon.

Naomi’s eyes were wide. “Dameon’s… but that’s an Imperator’s power.”

“Also what our man got when he made Dread Blaze.” Simeon was clearly enjoying the reveal. “Along with the ability to channel his past self’s learned skills. It makes him incredibly versatile. And aware of information he should have no right to know. Such as the supposed location of this artifact.”

“What are artifacts?” asked Zala hesitantly.

“These days? Rare in the extreme.” Simeon sighed and leaned against the railing. “And almost all of them are in Deep Hell being used by more powerful Great Souls. They’re treasures that can be activated with mana, but which have a stored effect locked into their matrix. You’ve all seen small treasures? Little useful knickknacks that quickly lose their utility as you rank up?”

Scorio thought of his chalk, bridge, and stationary rod hidden in his robes. 

“Artifacts are like those, but require much higher quality mana to activate, and can be real spectacular. If we can get our hands on this one, we can sell it to the highest bidder, then use that wealth to get all the elixirs and power we need to break as many of us as possible into the next ranks.” His tone turned wistful. “It’s our ticket out of here.”

Scorio turned back to the Chasm. They were flying toward the fork in the rivers where a ramshackle settlement had been built at the very edge. “What’s this artifact do?”

“That’s for you to learn if you make full member. We can’t risk word getting out. You understand.”

A small crowd emerged from the ten or so buildings to watch them descend, and that’s when Scorio recalled that Manticore had—how many had Evelyn said? Twenty-six Flame Vaults, five Tomb Sparks, and three Emberlings. Thirty-nine in all. Most of them had to be below ground.

Scorio studied the upturned faces as they drew closer to the ground. Twenty-six Flame Vaults. Training was going to be intense.

“Lower the anchor,” Ydrielle called, and Davelos leaped down the trapdoor into the hold. A moment later a bang sounded, and then the rippling metallic sound of a heavy chain running. They dropped, the sound of the waterfalls swelling, animal cries from the forest, the buildings rising up to meet them, and when they were only ten yards above the ground they stopped, rose a few feet, then jerked to a stop.

“Anchored and good to go,” said Ydrielle. 

“Finally!” Evelyn simply leaped overboard, though Simeon moved to kiss Ydrielle and then follow her through the trapdoor.

“Well, we’re here. Camp Manticore, as I so creatively named it.” Dameon rounded on them. “Couple of ground rules before we head down and meet the rest of the company: for now, you are all probationary members. That means we feed you, clothe you, provide you with shelter, and most importantly, training. However, that means from now on you will treat the other Dread Blazes and myself as your commanders and with the respect that deserves. In camp that may feel like a formality, but in Chasm, it may mean the difference between life and death. Clear?”

Everyone nodded.

“For the most part, we’re pretty easygoing. But security is of the utmost importance. The local fiends get feisty each night cycle, and perimeter duty is a huge responsibility. You’ll not be assigned till you make full members, but you’re not to interfere with anyone on watch, distract them, and if they give you a command, no matter what, you’re to obey it as if it came from me. Clear?”

More nods.

Dameon grinned. “That’s enough for now. Let’s get on solid ground, introduce you to everyone, and then sit down for a proper meal. I’ll go over the rest while we eat. Ready? Then follow me.”

Scorio’s palms were damp and he darted a quick glance at his friends; everyone seemed alert and wary but Jova, who followed Dameon first into the hold. Scorio took a deep breath, held it, then exhaled and climbed down the ladder into the gloom.

There wasn’t much space below, just enough to stand hunched over, and four large metal cylinders of different sizes were braced and bolted down to the bulwarks. There were heaped sacks, four or so large chests banded in metal, and a bright hole in the very center from which a thick chain hung. It had been unspooled from a large winch, fed up through a thick iron loop in the main rafter, then descended straight into the bright air.

A rope ladder had been thrown out, but nobody took it. The drop was ten yards onto muddy grass, but seeing Jova simply hop out and drop caused Juniper to grimace and do the same, then with even more reluctance, Zala.

“Guess using the ladder’ll make us look weak,” muttered Leonis. 

Naomi scoffed, Ignited her Heart, and dropped down. Lianshi followed suit. 

“Go on, big man,” said Scorio. “If you go last you’ll remain stuck up here till Evelyn comes to bring you down.”

“Bah.” Leonis Ignited, crouched, then took an awkward hop forward and disappeared.

Scorio grinned. There was plenty of Copper mana in the air. He swept enough into his Heart to saturate, Ignited, and stepped out after his friends.

 

 

 

Chapter 34

 

 

 

The fall was brief, a blur of buildings and light, then he hammered into the soft dirt, sank deep, then rose smoothly to standing.

Dameon and the other Dread Blazes were greeting the locals. There were eight strangers gathered, and all were alternating between bowing or clasping forearms and staring curiously at the new arrivals.

“Listen up, everyone.” Dameon clapped his hands, and Scorio was impressed at how quickly the locals oriented on him. “A lot’s happened in a very short period of time. Big changes back in Bastion and out in the Fiery Shoals. The White Queen’s gone, the Autocrators have been forced to swear Heart Oaths, and most importantly, we’ve got ourselves a band of new recruits.”

Everyone turned to stare at them, and Dameon smiled toothily. “These aren’t regular greenhorns. They’ve accomplished some impressive feats already, but their smartest move was petitioning to join our little outfit. They’re Tomb Sparks and Emberlings, which means they’re going to have to work twice as hard to catch up with the rest of us.” Dameon proceeded to introduce them all, one by one, and Scorio and his friends bowed as their names were called out. “But first things first. I’m going to step aside and catch up on developments here. Jadon, go ahead and introduce yourself and give our new friends the tour. End it at the mess hall, and I’ll meet you there for food and more orientation.”

Ydrielle clasped Simeon’s hand and fairly pulled him away, causing the man to laugh huskily, and once they’d rounded the corner of a building and were out of sight Ydrielle let out a startled yelp and then cursed, Simeon laughed unabashedly, and then there was the sound of a door slamming closed.

The group broke up, with three of the locals moving away with Dameon, Davelos, and Evelyn. The rest returned slowly to their business while Jadon ambled toward them.

He was a well-built man, skin a rich sable brown, hair shaved around the sides and twisted into finger-like ropes across the top. A trimmed beard was slightly longer at the chin, which combined with his narrowed stare and solemn expression gave him a saturnine look. His dark emerald robes were clean and meticulously patched, and he thumbed at a beaded necklace in one hand.

“Welcome to Camp Manticore,” he said, voice low and dry. “Like Dameon said, I’m Jadon, a Flame Vault. Guess we’re walking around and taking a tour today.”

They all fell in as a pack behind him, with Scorio and Jova at the front. Jadon blew out his cheeks and looked around. “Guess we might as well do a little introduction first. Camp Manticore’s been here going on three years. Built on the ruins of every other base camp that’s been used and abused and abandoned since time began. You pick a random spot and dig, chances are you’ll turn up something from ages past. This place don’t look like much, but it’s old. We never leave it empty. Even during important missions in the Chasm, we have to leave someone topside or the fiends’ll come in and ransack the place. My guess? You’ll be pulling a lot of topside duty for the foreseeable future. Let me show you the shaft.”

They left The Sloop bobbing in the wind and headed into the center of the small camp. The buildings were as varied as they were dilapidated: some were built out of weathered blocks of gray stone, placed cunningly so that they didn’t need mortar, with huge lintels over each door. Others were wattle and daub, little more than huts whose walls were woven branches over which mud had been splattered and left to dry. Everything was single story, and there were no streets to speak of, just paths wandering from door to door.

The center of the little camp, however, was a mess of scaffolding, ropes, and a crane wheel set beside a massive shaft large enough to lower ten people into. Buckets and broken crates were tossed about, ruined equipment lay in piles, and two of the new Great Souls had returned here to work on the crane arm that extended out over the shaft proper, replacing a long support pole with a freshly carved one.

“Watch out for the shaft now,” said Jadon, stopping a couple of paces from its raw edge. “You fall in, you’ll go mad before you hit the bottom.”

“You lower a platform to descend to the levels?” asked Lianshi.

“That’s right. Either you descend with your own abilities, like Evelyn can or some of the rest of us, or you go down on the platform. It’s slow but it’s safe.”

Scorio couldn’t tear his eyes away from the shaft. It exhaled a constant cool air, damp and tinged with a faint medley of different mana types, like an open grave or an invitation to perdition. 

“This here’s the main square. That big building there? The hall. We eat there, meet there, and when it’s raining, we train there. That building there is the stockroom and pantry. Never leave the door unlocked. Those four buildings are dormitories, each can take ten. Not sure where Dameon’s planning to stash you, but I’m sure there’s a corner somewhere.” Jason looked around as if at a loss as to where to take them next. “Guess that’s it. Oh. Don’t muck around at the waterfall’s edge, either. It’s slippery. Few years back we had a caravan come through. Bunch of fools. They went to bathe on the rocks and one man fell and was sent flying out over the edge. He’s probably still falling to this day.”

“Oh, give it a rest,” grinned one of the two workers, a lanky man with ivory skin and an undulating mane of black hair that he kept tucked behind two lug ears. “Still falling my arse.”

Jadon raised one eyebrow in disdain. “Hyperbole underscores the importance of the lesson, Valt.”

Valt simply shook his head, still grinning, and returned to his work. 

“Let’s get you some food,” said Jadon, and led them around the shaft to the large building. It was single-storied like the rest, but its white plastered walls rose high and inside its raftered roof was easily twenty feet above the roughly paved floor. Two long tables ran its length, while a dead hearth was set at the foot. A smaller table was set perpendicular to the others, forming a horseshoe shape, and there was no need to guess who sat up there during meal times.

There were no servants. Jadon pointed out water buckets that were fetched daily from the river and explained that whoever emptied a bucket had to refill it. Wooden platters were stacked on shelves, and Jadon returned with several loaves, a haunch of cured meat, and told them to ladle cold soup from the cauldron set over the ashes. 

For the next thirty minutes, everybody busied themselves with eating; they sat across from each other on one table and exchanged impressions, occasionally glancing at Jadon who’d removed himself to sit cross-legged by the hearth and meditate. 

Finally, the heavy wooden door was knocked open and Dameon entered, laughing and with his arm around the shoulders of a slender woman. She was strikingly beautiful, and for a moment Scorio forgot to continue lifting his spoon to his lips. Young, tall, with a thick belt of freckles across the bridge of her nose and her pale cheeks, she wore her flaxen hair pulled into a long ponytail but for the front where it fell to frame her face. Her eyes were a vivid malachite green and when she met Scorio’s stare she quickly looked away.

Others followed in behind, including Davelos, and a number of them carried baskets of fruit and platters of fruit.

“Has Jadon made you feel at home?” asked Dameon, drawing his arm back and moving to the head of the tables. “Lissander, did you bring the white ale? Pour me a cup, will you?”

The question proved rhetorical; Dameon and everyone else settled down like a flock of ravens coming in to roost, and soon the hall was alive with shouts, laughter, insults, and the sounds of jaws working.

The freckled woman sat on the table opposite and ate with poise and delicacy. Of everyone present, she seemed the only one who wasn’t starving.

“So,” said a rough-looking man around a mouthful of smoked sausage and cheese, his pale skin reddened as if by a recent burn, great spade of a frizzled beard rising and falling with each chomp. “Dameon said you were a part of all this, eh?” He was staring right at Scorio. “Confabulatin’ with the White Queen, confoundin’ the Autocrats, and makin’ big waves with the people of Bastion?”

 A woman down the side pointed at Scorio with half a roll. She was brutally built, as muscular as any man, her short blonde hair pulled into a rough tail and her tawny cheeks speckled with pockmarks. “The same Scorio that fought Imogen the Woe? That right?”

Everyone was staring at him now, most of them still chewing industriously. “That’s right.”

“That’s right,” repeated the bearded man, sitting back and turning to his friends in amusement. “Cool as a sadlark slipping into a corpse. And you’re just a Tomb Spark?”

Scorio felt his cheeks begin to burn and lowered his spoon. “I’m a Tomb Spark, yes.”

“Well, will you look at that?” The man’s tone was playful, but there was no denying the edge to it. “I wonder what you think of the rest of us? We poor Tomb Sparks and Flame Vaults who ain’t mixed it up yet with a Charnel Duchess or revolutionized nothin’?”

Dameon was watching with a grin, clearly enjoying himself.

Scorio stood up. “I see what’s going on here. Want to get this over with?”

The bearded man sat back in mock surprise. “What? You all offended already?”

“It’s just painfully obvious. You didn’t even wait a minute before coming at me. So let’s cut to the chase. What was it you were hoping for?”

“Ooh, he’s up for a scrap. What do you think, Dameon? Should I accept this challenge?”

Dameon shrugged. “Long as nobody gets seriously hurt, it’s fine with me.”

“Well, all right then.” The other man stood up. “Name’s Sam. Tomb Spark, just like yourself, but I ain’t been to as many fancy parties. How about a basic brawl? No powers, just what your Heart can give you?”

No powers.

Great.

“Sure. First blood? Whoever gives up first?”

“Till someone’s knocked out or taps out. Sure.” He ran his fingers through his beard and jogged with exaggerated enthusiasm around the end of the table. “How about right here? Give everyone a show?”

Scorio swept mana into his Heart. Copper flooded his cracked and pitted chunk of obsidian and immediately began to vent. He took his time walking down around the foot of the table so as to saturate his Heart completely and came to a stop before Sam. The other man was shorter than him, but powerfully built, and had the air of someone used to taking punishment with a grin.

There wasn’t much space between the two tables. Maneuvering would be tight. Naomi was watching intensely, Jova kicked back with her arms crossed.

“Show him how it’s done in Manticore,” someone yelled, amused.

Sam thumbed the size of his nose and hunched over. A second later his Heart blazed fiercely to life, the burst of energy washing over Scorio. “Ready when you are, sweetheart.”

Scorio didn’t Ignite right away. This wasn’t his first scrap by a mile. He’d trained for countless months under Feng, but then again, so would have Sam. What he had, though, was his weeks fighting the Nightmare Lady, and his complete disregard for pain and death due to endless runs in the Old Gauntlet.

Sam began to edge toward him with a sideways crab-like shuffle, feet never quite leaving the ground, his grin a permanent fixture. He reached out as he came, trying to grasp Scorio’s wrist.

A grappler, then. He’d want to pull Scorio in, trip him, then wear him down or force him to submit with a choke.

Not Scorio’s style. 

Dameon had no doubt set Sam up for this. Which meant the Tomb Spark could probably burn mana for a long time. Was tough and durable. He’d try to wait out Scorio’s own Heart, then crush him.

Scorio straightened. “Mind if I wet my throat?”

Sam raised an eyebrow, thrown off as Scorio took up his very mug and took a sip. The ale was good.

“If yer done refreshing yourself—”

Scorio tossed the ale in Sam’s face, Ignited, and piled in right after.

Sam reared back in shock, immediately went to wipe the beer from his eyes, and missed the kick that took him right in the gut.

It was like kicking a bag full of rocks. 

Sam grunted, reacting with admirable swiftness by backing up and raising his guard, desperately trying to blink the beer away.

Scorio didn’t give him the chance. He followed the kick with a flying knee, slamming it through the other Tomb Spark’s forearms and landing a glancing blow. 

Sam staggered back once more, right to where Scorio wanted him. Heart pumping him full of strength and irrepressible vitality, Scorio darted in and low to hammer a tight roundhouse into Sam’s gut once more.

Sam grunted and tried a return punch of his own, but Scorio surged to standing, hitting him square in the chin with an uppercut, then looped his arm around the back of Sam’s neck and dropped.

Slamming Sam’s face into the edge of the table, shattering the plank as he drove the man’s brow clean through the wood and down to the ground.

The blow was as brutal as it was vicious.

But still, Scorio didn’t relax. He scrambled away, leaped to his feet, and was about to move into stomping when Dameon raised both hands.

“Whoa! Easy there, killer. I think this fight’s over.”

Scorio immediately released his Heart and stepped back.

Sam was on all fours, blinking at his fingertips where he’d wiped away beer and blood. The fact that he was still conscious was damn impressive.

“Well, all right!” Leonis punched his fist into the air. “That’s how it’s done!”

Naomi’s eyes burned in bright approval.

Jova snorted and leaned forward to take up a wedge of cheese.

The local Manticores were taken aback. Some were scowling. The muscular blonde rose to her feet, wiping her lips with a coarse napkin as she did. “Now. That was far too short a fight. Scorio didn’t even break a sweat. How about it? You can throw all the beer you want at me. Don’t think it’ll help?”

“No shame in backing down from a Flame Vault,” said Dameon, sitting back indolently. “Especially when it’s Crush offering to step in the ring.”

“Crush?” Naomi sounded offended. “Seriously? Her name’s ‘Crush’?”

Crush winked at Naomi. “It’s what I do. What do you say, Scorio? You can take a seat if you like. You technically won that fight, after all.”

“There are no technical victories,” he replied. “There’s winning and there’s losing. I won.”

“Sit down,” called another man. “We’ve got your measure. You’re a sneak. Got it.”

Scorio studied Crush. She was his height, a little broader around the shoulders, veins prominent on the back of her hands. Flecks of rose paint remained on her closely cut nails. But she was no mindless brute. She moved with panther-like control, graceful and poised. And in her brown eyes? Amusement, derision, and a complete and utter lack of fear.

Scorio began gathering mana. “What’s losing to you going to prove?”

Crush raised an eyebrow. “Nothing. You should probably show a little wisdom and sit down like a good little Tomb Spark.

“Damn it,” whispered Lianshi.

Scorio sneered. “Let’s go.”

Crush grinned and reached behind her head to redo her ponytail, her robe falling open to reveal thick pectoral muscles beneath her underrobe and bulging deltoids. “So there’s some fight in you after all. Let’s see how long it takes to beat it out of you.”

And with that, she palmed the tabletop and vaulted over.
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What should he do? Scorio backed away a few steps. The ground was damp with spilt ale, uneven from the rough flagstones. He couldn’t dance around her. No room. The tables pressed in both sides. He could retreat a few yards but then he’d be up against the end table. 

She could outlast his Heart. She could probably take whatever punches he threw. Perhaps he was faster? This wasn’t about winning, it was about losing as best as possible. 

But how?

“Don’t hurt him too badly, Crush,” said Sam, making his way back to his seat. “Actually, I take that back. Hurt him plenty.”

“Now, now,” said Dameon complacently. “He’s a new recruit. Don’t forget.”

“I won’t.” Crush made a show of limbering up, though Scorio knew she didn’t need to. By Dread Blaze her body was permanently warmed up. She was just drawing out the moment, rolling her head about her neck, swinging her arms back and forth and keeping a weather eye on him for any surprises.

He couldn’t throw something at her. That trick wouldn’t work twice. Leap onto a table and then onto—no. She’d snatch him out of the air and dump him headfirst onto the floor. 

Speed, then. Save his Heart for when he really needed it.

“Any day now,” she smiled.

Scorio brought his breathing under control. Relaxed his shoulders, loosened up, and approached.

Hands raised, three-quarters profile, light on his feet, he drew closer but Crush made no move to react. 

Just stood there, watching him, expression neutral.

Showing off, basically.

Well, he’d make the most of it.

Timing it just right, he lunged forward, Igniting his Heart at the last second to infuse his blow with all the power he could muster. He swiveled from the hips, putting his entire body’s strength behind the punch, coming in low, shoulders hunched against an expected counter-attack, and slammed his knuckles as hard as he could into her stomach.

It was like punching cobblestones covered in a thin layer of felt. 

Pain lanced through his wrist. He leaped back, panicked, and shook out his hand, surprised that she’d not taken advantage of his shock.

Crush’s lips were pursed. She arched a blonde brow. “You can go all out,” she said. “Don’t hold back.”

Laughter and hoots came from the other Manticores. 

Heart still burning brightly, Scorio moved back in. Time to attack weak spots then. He couldn’t let her stillness lull him into a sense of security, so he kept his guard up, focusing on her shoulders and hips, and when he was close enough he feinted at her face and lashed out to crack his shin across her knee.

She swayed back a fraction of an inch and lifted her leg so that his blow smacked across her calf. He didn’t relent. Elbow to the head which she blocked by placing her bicep against her temple, hand to her shoulder, cushioning the blow, opposite elbow against her guard, foot stomp that missed, ducked, wove to the left, roundhouse kick right across her huge thigh to cause the muscle to snarl up.

That blow landed, a solid thawp that should have dropped her cold. Instead, she merely raised her eyebrow again, inured to pain.

Fuck.

He was doing everything right.

She just completely outclassed him.

“All right.” She punched one fist into the other palm. “My turn.”

She strode right up to him, no subtlety, and then blurred. A quick jab that slid past his guard and clocked him on the point of his chin. His head snapped back, eyes filled with tears, pain lanced up his jaw. 

Scorio kept his fists up, but it was no use. He couldn’t see her blows coming. Another couple of light jabs that rang his bell, and then a halfhearted uppercut to the gut that made him nearly puke out his lunch.

Scorio staggered, gagged, and lunged forward desperately with a snap kick aimed in her general direction. She slapped it aside then slapped him with an open palm upside the head, the blow hitting him like the swinging boom from The Sloop.

Scorio spun and crashed against one of the tables, pushed himself upright, and blinked away motes of golden light.

Crush stopped. “What the hell?”

“Let’s make this a little more interesting,” said Leonis. He rose, stepped on his bench, climbed atop the table then hopped down to stand beside Scorio. “You’re a gorgeous woman. This is probably the best way to flirt with you.”

Crush blinked. “Flirt?”

Leonis grinned. “There are other ways, but usually they come next. Come at me, Lady Crush. Let the Golden King show his worth.”

“You know, maybe not.” Crush released what little fighting tension she’d adopted. “What’s wrong with you, Scorio? Those love taps almost knocked you down.”

Scorio wiped his wrist over his lips. It came away smeared with blood. “Love taps?”

Daemon interjected. “He’s completely ruined his base, is what happened.” Everyone turned to the Dread Blaze. “It’s unfortunate, and not even really his fault. Too much Coal, Ydrielle says. His body’s been tempered with the worst mana available.”

“Coal?” Crush frowned. “That’s what they’re feeding the classes these days?”

“No.” Scorio fought down his shame. “I was kicked out early. Had to survive in the ruins. Didn’t have much choice as to what kind of mana I got to use.”

“That’s a damn shame.” Crush shrugged and turned away. “A Tomb Spark who’s been tempered in Coal. What a waste.”

Wild helplessness swept over Scorio. “I had no choice. And I’ll fix it. Whatever it takes.”

“It can be fixed,” allowed Davelos, tone morose. “But it’s going to take you forever to reach Flame Vault. If you rush it you’ll lock in your weak tempering and never be the equal of your peers.”

“I’ll just have to work twice as hard.”

“It’s not a question of effort or willpower,” said Davelos, gaze heavy. “Think of your body as a sponge. One that absorbs mana very, very slowly. You’ve saturated it with Coal, and Coal’s the worst. It’s going to take months if not years to seep out of you. Then you’ll have to resaturate in high-quality mana.”

Naomi spoke up, voice sharp. “Of which there’s plenty in the Chasm.”

Daemon nodded. “Exactly. We’ll have to work the Coal out of him, then drop him to, I don’t know, Iron probably, maybe Bronze if his Heart can handle it. But again. It’s a question of time. Manticore’s not going to be here forever.”

“You said work the Coal out of me.” Scorio didn’t care that everyone was staring, learning his business. “What do you mean?”

Dameon’s smile turned pitiless. “There’s another way to get mana out of a sponge. Or a wet rag. You wring it. It involves pushing your body to the maximum every single day while surrounded by Copper and Iron, but not Igniting. You want to force your muscles to do all the work.”

“Then that’s what I’ll do.”

“I know.” Daemon’s smile turned pensive. “That’s what I was planning to put you through. Fair warning, Scorio. If you don’t puke at least a couple of times each day, you’re not trying.”

“I’ll do what it takes.”

“As will I,” said Naomi. She glanced nervously around the room and hunched her shoulders. “I spent too long in the ruins as well. I need to retemper.”

“There you go. Company.” Dameon stood up. “But enough with lunch, fun as it’s been. It’s time to show you where the real action takes place.”

“We going down?” asked Jova.

“Going down to Chasm town,” agreed Dameon amiably. “Clear your stuff away, and follow me.”

Jadon spoke up. He’d remained seated by the fireplace the whole time. “Want me to come with, boss?”

“Only if you want,” said Dameon. “You’re on your free shift after all.”

“Why not.” Jadon hopped up neatly to his feet. “I’m starting to feel almost paternalistic.”

The Manticores resumed eating, several of them making fun of Sam in the process. Scorio moved up alongside Leonis as they filed out. 

“Thanks for getting my back.”

Leonis inclined his head. “Of course. Also, that Crush is magnificent.” Scorio glanced up at Leonis, who feigned surprise. “What? I appreciate a powerful woman. Life as a Manticore trainee just got exciting.”

“It’s your funeral,” laughed Scorio ruefully.

Lianshi had been listening in. “Can I give you some advice?”

Leonis didn’t hesitate. “Absolutely not.”

“Wait till you hit Tomb Spark. As an Emberling? She’d shatter your pelvis.”

Leonis made a wounded expression and flinched. “You’re disgusting.”

“Just a concerned friend. Oh!” Lianshi clapped her hands. “So many good ways to flirt with her though!”

Leonis groaned.

“You could offer to show her Nezzar in private.” Lianshi laced her fingers under her chin. “You could describe how long and hard it is—”

“Leaving,” said Leonis, picking up the pace and striding outside.

Lianshi beamed. “I completely revise my opinion. I think he’s going to do great.”

“With you in his corner?” Scorio chuckled. “I don’t think he has a choice.”

They stepped outside. Dameon was already by the wheel crane. The platform had risen while they were inside; it turned out to be a cage of hammered iron, a brutal, reinforced construct that looked fit to stave off all manner of fiends.

Jadon brought up the rear of their little group. “Yes, the cage is necessary. There are all kinds of fiends down there. Some fly in flocks and enter feeding frenzies. Not a problem for the Dread Blazes, but even we Flame Vaults have to be careful.”

“Lovely,” said Juniper.

“All aboard,” called Dameon, and opened the gate so they could cram inside. “Don’t worry,” he said as he bolted the gate closed. “The elevator’s pretty sturdy. It should be able to take all our weight.”

“Should?” asked Naomi dourly.

Dameon grinned and nodded to Valt who released a brake handle. The cage jolted, dropped several inches all at once, then began to descend smoothly.

Everything went dark. The shaft’s sides scrolled up, worn and eroded by time and friction. Nobody spoke. Occasionally the elevator rubbed against a wall, causing a dry grating sound.

“And here we go,” whispered Jadon.

They dropped into a cavern. The air immediately became as damp and mineral-tasting as the region before the Rain Wall. A huge waterfall cascaded before the cave’s entrance, a rushing curtain of white turbulence that roared and tumbled endlessly down. Ferns and moss grew all over the cavern floor and walls, a small jungle of emerald green amidst which glowing beetles crawled, each the size of Scorio’s palm, their abdomens flickering off and on. 

“That’s beautiful,” sighed Lianshi, moving forward to grip the cage bars. 

It wasn’t a true cave, but more a depression carved out of the shaft’s wall; they descended swiftly toward the sloping floor below. They didn’t slow; Scorio knew that the shaft had to continue, but he braced for impact regardless and only relaxed when they slotted back into the dark.

“It’s Coal for almost half a mile down,” said Dameon, tone conversational. “Which isn’t that impressive when you consider how deeply dug Bastion itself is. There’s a lot of theorizing about why Bastion’s Coal all the way down, but out here at the edge of the Plains it’s only half a mile.”

“Gold erupts under the floating islands, right?” Lianshi sounded tense. “Is that like a volcanic eruption, bursting through the other layers?”

“Precisely.” Dameon didn’t sound too interested. “Even I don’t know who dug this shaft. Some enterprising Great Soul from ages past. It punches through Coal, Copper, Iron, and then on down through Bronze, Silver, and to Gold. Oddly enough, the Curse is in effect here, so we don’t go any deeper. I know that a Blood Baron has descended all the way to Sapphire, far, far below, but if anyone more powerful has bothered, it’s lost to me.”

“Wouldn’t an Imperator want to know what’s at the bottom?” whispered Juniper.

“They probably do.” Scorio could all but hear Dameon’s shrug. “But they didn’t bother to let us know.”

They continued to speed down. Scorio activated his dark vision, but there was no real point; they were surrounded on all sides by speeding walls, and his companions looked universally tense.

“And any second now,” said Jadon distinctly. 

Scorio braced, but instead of an impact they simply dropped out into moist, cool, misty green air. The Chasm sides had drawn closer together, their faces rough and patched with moss, large sections undulating out only to fall away into shadow. Scorio stared up: the sky wasn’t really visible as anything more than a brighter green patch overhead. 

“Look,” said Lianshi, pointing excitedly. “That’s a building. And that? A bridge?”

Old wooden constructs were embedded into the walls. Some looked like ancient cranes, their arms extending out into the void, hoary lengths of rope dangling into the depths, while others were platforms or even buildings embedded straight into the wall. They were all encrusted with moss and draped with vines, and Scorio couldn’t imagine trusting his weight on any of them.

“Ruins,” said Jadon, reaching out to grip one bar. “A testament to the travails of time. For centuries we Great Souls have plumbed the mysteries of the Chasm, sometimes with greater energy and success.”

“Who built these… things?” asked Leonis. “How did they even get down this far?”

“Great Souls have powers,” replied Jadon archly. “Some of them are quite useful. As to who? There are entire histories written about those who have sought the depths. Some came for refuge, others to benefit from the mana, others to establish miniature fiefs, and a rare few to seek the lost treasures that are rumored to lie in the depths. All were half-mad, and all disappeared under the most mysterious of circumstances. The Chasm guards its secrets jealously.”

“Oh Jadon,” said Dameon. “Never change.”

Zala glanced nervously at Dameon. “Nobody knows what killed everyone?”

“Nope.” Dameon grimaced apologetically. “Even my past life that was spent here ends abruptly without explanation. That’s why we never come down here in groups smaller than five, and never without at least a Flame Vault in your number. Anyways, here we go. This level is all Copper. It’ll suit us for now.”

Dameon tugged on a slender wire that ran parallel to the rope and the elevator began to slow. A large ledge appeared below them, rising rapidly into view, and just as they came abreast Dameon tugged again and the elevator jerked to a stop with enough force that everyone half-crouched in response.

“Here we go. Copper level.” Dameon unbolted the cage door and swung it open. “I imagine it’s had more poetic names over the years, but I’m a pragmatic man. Come on out. It’s safe. Ish.”

Everyone filed out onto the platform. It reminded Scorio of the huge esplanade outside the Fiery Shoals fortress to which The Celestial Coffer had been docked. It was a mighty shelf of wooden boards laid across brackets of bronze that were bolted to the Chasm wall. The boards were slick with moss and damp, and consequently warped so that many had pried themselves free of the huge nails that had secured them to the undergirds. Bands of bronze ran perpendicular to their lengths, and ruined machinery rose along the shelf’s edge.

“What was this place?” asked Lianshi, turning in a slow circle. 

“A waystation,” said Dameon. “When I was here last, some four centuries ago, it bustled with commerce. A mercantile consortium had been established to loot the lower levels. Fortunes were made. There are countless storerooms and chambers within those caves there.”

Scorio turned; hidden behind veils of vines were broad cave mouths, dark and ominous, easily a dozen or so along the length of the shelf.

“But now? It’s where we train our Emberlings and rest before delving deeper. So. Let’s begin.”

“Begin?” asked Leonis, wary.

“Begin your training.” Dameon beamed. “There’s no time like the present. Everyone but Naomi and Scorio, kneel in a line and close your eyes. Jadon, take those two back up top and show them the rocks.”

 

 

 


Chapter 36

 

 

 

“You’re kidding,” said Scorio weakly.

“Alas, I’m not prone to jokes.” Jadon had the good grace to look apologetic. “You can take comfort in the fact that you won’t run out of exercise any time soon.”

They stood at the back of the small opening around the shaft beside what Scorio had originally mistaken to be a collapsed building. It proved instead to be the material excavated when the shaft had been originally sunk. A mass of piled boulders and heavy stones, none smaller than Scorio’s chest and a few taller than he was. How they’d been extracted he couldn’t imagine, but they had sunken over the centuries into a compact mound covered in grass and scraggly bushes.

“Dameon’s thought off and on of shifting this pile so that we can build a small warehouse here. It’s never been urgent, but seeing as you both are in dire need of painful exercise, well. You’re to shatter these stones, then load them on that sled there, which you’ll use to tip the detritus over the Chasm’s edge.”

Scorio had a heavy sledgehammer over one shoulder, a partner to the one Naomi held. “And we’re not allowed to Ignite our Hearts.”

“That would defeat the purpose of this exercise,” said Jadon. “You have my condolences. Good luck.”

And he began to walk toward the hall.

“Wait,” called Scorio. “How long are we supposed to do this for?”

“All day,” Jadon called back without turning. “As for how long? That depends on your ability to wring that Coal mana out of your body.”

He rounded the huge crane wheel, the hugely spun-up winch with its chain bound around it, and passed into the hall.

“You’re kidding me,” Scorio repeated. “We have to smash rocks while the others meditate on high-quality mana?”

“Will you quit your whining?” Naomi stalked furiously up to the huge mound. She stared balefully at the rocks embedded in mud and plants, then hefted her sledgehammer. “I warned you.”

Scorio stepped up alongside her. “What? Not to join Manticore?”

“No.” Naomi drew the hammer back. “That training on Coal would ruin us.” And she swung the hammer up and around to bring its heavy head crashing down on the face of a boulder.

The hammer bounced off with a few chips of stone.

Scorio hung his head. Jadon had made the point of the exercise clear: they were to labor until they could labor no more. From henceforth they were forbidden to Ignite, as that would reverse the process of desaturating their bodies. Sure they’d top off with Copper or Iron, but that wouldn’t help with all the Coal they’d absorbed.

“Damn it,” he muttered. “But if it’s what we have to do, it’s what we have to do.”

And he got to work.

It was brutal. At first, he felt a mild sense of confidence. The jarring impact of each hammer blow resonated up his arms and into his shoulders, but as he warmed up he found a rhythm, learned not to smash as hard as he could, and slowly worked on a crack he opened in boulder the size of a full-grown sow. 

But after twenty minutes he was heavy for breath, his arms leaden, his body soaked in sweat.

Naomi suffered even more. She was slight and lacked his natural strength. For all her athletic grace and agility this was an exercise in brute force. Soon she was grunting with each swing, her thick hair tied back in a tail, face mottled with effort.

By the end of the miniature Plain’s day cycle, Scorio felt nauseous, his arms loose as ropes, his chest burning. 

And still, he raised the hammer.

They labored through the night cycle, pausing only when it got pitch dark. Then they sat, gasping, backs against the same boulder, unable to sit still. Scorio couldn’t catch his breath. His moderate pace had been too intense after all. His palms burned and the light calluses had begun to tear off. 

All too soon it began to lighten. 

Scorio didn’t want to be caught sitting, so he struggled up, forced himself to slow his breathing, then helped Naomi rise.

“We need to slow it down,” he rasped. “I think they mean for us to do this all day.”

“This is asinine.” Naomi glared at the rock she’d been working on. All her effort had resulted in the dirt patina being beaten off and a few chunks knocked loose. “Tantamount to torture.”

“What choice do we have?” Scorio straightened painfully, his lower back a snarl of pain, and hefted the hammer. “Coal served its purpose when we needed it. Now it needs to go.”

He returned to work.

Slower, a swing every ten breaths, so slow he was sure he’d be reprimanded by the smirking Manticore members who passed to and fro on their own business. But other than Sam calling out mock encouragement, nobody commented.

The world shrank to the one boulder, his hammer, his burning body. Sweat ran into his eyes. The labor stopped being about trying to crack the rock and simply about trying to swing the hammer each time. How much damage it did was immaterial.

Finally, he caused a chunk the size of his head to calf off the main boulder. With a gasp of victory he staggered back, nearly tripped, then threw down his hammer. “Look!” He gestured at the broken chunk. “Did it!”

Naomi gave him a murderous glare and returned to her work.

Originally Scorio had envisioned stacking piles of rocks onto the sled before hauling it, but now he was glad for any excuse to cease swinging the hammer. Wheezing, lightheaded, he crouched and hefted the chunk of rock up and over onto the sturdy wooden sled.

“There. Now.” He paused, out of breath. His mouth was full of strangely thick spit. He hacked and spat. “Time to… time to haul.”

For the first time, he really studied the sled. There were two upright poles at the back. They could ostensibly be used to shove the whole contraption. At the front, there was a raised bar he could stand behind and push. No wheels. Just two narrow runners.

Scorio wiped the sweat from his eyes again and studied the path he’d have to take. His heart sank.

It wasn’t even a path. Just the direction that led to the chasm. He’d have to haul the sled out of the settlement and a good twenty yards over rock, gulches, and mounds before he reached the edge.

He walked the distance, kicking at the mounds, considering the best route. A straight path would be torturous, but winding back and forth would be worse.

“Naomi! Bring your hammer. We have to clear a way.”

Naomi was only too glad to obey. Together they charted the best approach, then set to shattering rocks, pulling the chunks out, and dropping them into hollows. It was slow, awful work. Scorio’s fingertips and palms were quickly blooded, and he never seemed able to catch his breath. 

And it was all made worse by knowing he could Ignite at a moment’s notice and accomplish the task in seconds. The memory of that sweet strength became its own torment. It felt like being a man wandering through the desert, dying of thirst yet refusing to drink from the carafe of iced water he carried in his hands.

Night fell again.

They slowed, then rested. Had it only been two miniature cycles? It felt like they’d been working for days.

They were still working when the others finally emerged from the Chasm. Scorio had stripped to his pants, and his hands were mangled, his body streaked in sweat and dirt. He was kneeling before a stone trapped in the earth by a root, staring numbly at it, trying to decide whether he was allowed to ask for a shovel, when the winch started up, Valt striding within the great wheel.

Scorio sat back on his heels. Watched, and soon enough the elevator hove into view, crowded and with his excited friends.

Their robes looked so clean, their faces fresh, their eyes gleaming. 

They radiated the mana they’d saturated.

Leonis was telling a joke and had Zala and Lianshi laughing weakly, Dameon grinning, but they all froze at the sight of Naomi and Scorio.

They stepped off the platform, eyes wide.

“Go inside and refresh yourselves,” said Dameon. “Go on, now.”

The others pulled away with obvious reluctance, leaving the Dread Blaze to approach. 

“Clearing away the approach.” He dropped into an easy crouch and tore off a blade of long grass. “Smart.”

Scorio hadn’t labored this hard without Igniting in… forever. His heart raced even as he knelt, thrumming against his sternum, his chest rising and falling, his shoulders, the very joints, his fingers, his biceps, his back, all of it burning as if liquefied into Fiery Shoals lava.

“It’s hard work.” Dameon grimaced. “And I know it’s not glamorous. But if you don’t purge now you’ll make Flame Vault in a couple of years and probably never reach Dread Blaze. Think of this like lancing a blister. You need to get that Coal out.”

Naomi’s shoulders rose and fell. She’d attacked the dirt and rocks and furrows as if they were her personal enemies, not holding back, not giving herself any respite and clemency for her lack of strength. She glared at Dameon through her sweat-matted hair.

“Well. Enough for today.” Dameon tossed the blade of grass away and stood. “Time for your next exercise.”

“Thank the Imperators,” gasped Scorio, wiping his bare forearm over his brow. “What’s… what’s it to be?”

“Combat training. Of sorts.” Dameon’s eyes gleamed. “Basic wrestling. The rules still apply. You can’t Ignite your Hearts. Even doing so once will erase all the benefits of today. Clear?”

“Clear,” said Naomi rising to her feet. “Wrestling? Not fighting?”

“Wrestling. Remember. We’re still grinding you down. The goal is to exhaust your body, burn out the fumes. This won’t be… fun. Stow your hammers and come.”

They dropped the hammers off in the storage shed and followed Dameon behind the hall. From within they could hear the sound of voices, laughter. Scorio’s throat was parched. The thought of joining them was wickedly tempting.

Crush was rounding the hall’s other corner as they stepped out behind it onto a stretch of grassy sward. 

“Ah, there she is. Thank you for agreeing to help.”

Scorio’s heart sank.

“That’s what Manticore’s about,” Crush said simply. “We all rise together.”

“So here’s the deal. You’re going to take turns wrestling with Crush. Do your best. She’s at liberty to Ignite if she feels the need. You need to go as hard and for as long as you can till you literally can’t fight any longer. Then she’ll swap in the next person. You’ll do this for this sun cycle and end at pitch dark. Not too long, right?”

Scorio felt sick. Not too long? 

This was going to be terrible.

Crush doffed her outer robe. She wore a sleeveless tunic beneath it. Her arms were as powerful as Leonis’s, with veins up her forearms and one across her left bicep. 

“Scorio.” She gestured for him to approach. “Let’s get started.”

He rubbed his face vigorously and winced. He had a flap of raw callus beneath each finger.

“Go hard,” said Dameon, walking away and waving over one shoulder.

Scorio didn’t have much experience with actual wrestling. All his combat was strikes and kicks, fast and free. But he entered the clinch with Crush, one hand in the crook of her elbow, other hand closing around her wrist as she grasped him around the back of the neck.

It was like trying to wrestle a tree.

His knees were already weak, his whole body torched by the hours of labor. She flipped him over her hip with ease and drove him into the floor, following after to crash into his chest and drive the wind right out of him.

Scorio saw stars but gamely fought on, trying to break free of her pin, arching his back, kicking his legs, trying to wriggle onto his side.

Crush set about working him, shifting from one hold to the next, her weight always on his chest so that her limbs were free to adjust as she saw fit. 

It was agonizing. He strained, reached, yearning for a second’s freedom, but it never came. His weary muscles fought her easy skill and failed.

Within a minute, he was gagging.

By the end of the second straight minute of futile straining, he puked.

Crush leaped up lightly and out of the way. “Good. Naomi?”

Scorio wiped his lips and forced himself to sit up. Naomi fared no better. She was tossed around, pinned, flipped onto her stomach, had both arms alternately locked, then was almost choked out.

When finally she ceased moving Crush rose to her feet, dusting off her hands. Naomi lay still, gagging, face down and hidden by her hair.

“All right. Scorio, round two.”

Scorio felt melted to the floor. Leaden didn’t begin to describe it. But he reached deep into his core and found a flicker of willpower. Rose shakily to his feet, lifted his arms, and shambled forward once more.

Crush watched him come, eyes narrowed, pitiless, and then moved in and took him down, hard.

 

 

 


Chapter 37

 

 

 

Scorio and Naomi fell into their own realm of existence, separate from that of their fellows. Each morning the others either pulled light camp duty or descended to train in the rarefied mana; each morning Naomi and Scorio limped stiffly to the storage shed to fetch their hammers. 

Each evening the others gathered in the hall to dine and exchange stories, to offer critiques of each other’s mana manipulation or share anecdotes, while Scorio and Naomi dragged themselves to the river to wash off the blood and dirt and sweat. 

The only blessing was that the pair of them were allowed to sleep longer and eat more. Scorio found himself sleeping an extra two cycles than his old crew; the problem was that when he’d awake they’d often be gone, and he’d often collapse into his bunk before they turned in for the night.

Day followed day. Scorio’s hands tore, healed, and tore again. He wrapped them in gauze which became filthy with blood and dirt. Each day he puked while wrestling with Crush, who was an impartial dispenser of pain. Each day she left them lying in the dirt, Naomi sometimes sobbing bitterly from effort and impotent fury. 

They didn’t talk much. It felt as if on some level Naomi blamed him for this torment. She was his constant companion but taciturn to the extreme. They bathed separately in the river, Naomi always opting for a hidden bend behind high rushes, Scorio just lying in the cold water and allowing it to wash his pain away, to numb the agony.

Lying in that river was the highlight of each day.

They ate as if starved. Wolfed down stew and bread, cheese and cured meat, fish and fruit, then sat back, engorged, comatose.

Leonis and Lianshi tried to help with encouragement, but there was nothing they could do. Smashing rocks or helping smooth the approach to the Chasm was beside the point; when the point was the struggle, all help was detrimental. So they offered halfhearted cheers or expressed their guilt and chagrin, but it felt as if a wall had come between them.

For there was no disguising how they were thriving. Each day they either trained—actually trained—with Flame Vaults up top, working on their Ignition, their ability to expend mana slowly, increasing the duration and strength of their powers, or they descended with either Evelyn or Simeon to meditate and temper their bodies with Copper and Iron mana.

Jova would descend with Dameon. He’d escort her to the Bronze level and there let her saturate, tempering her body with the finest mana. Scorio asked once why they didn’t go deeper, but the reason was simple: it was too dangerous at Silver or Gold for Dameon to watch over her for hours on end. 

Still.

Hours spent absorbing Bronze. 

While he and Naomi wretchedly discharged Coal.

There was no denying it. Jova was miles ahead of him.

Scorio used that frustration, that bitterness, to fuel his endeavors.

And slowly, week after week, he got stronger.

His body leaned out, losing what little fat he’d carried. His hands became leathery claws, his muscles lean and long and naturally compact. Not due to absorbing fancy mana, but simply through dint of endless hard work, all the food he could eat, and endless hours of sleep.

But there was no escaping the monotony of their work. Week blurred into week. They finished clearing the path to the Chasm and hauled their first sled, whooping like fools when the sole rock tumbled into oblivion. 

Returned and shattered more boulders. Scorio’s technique with the sledgehammer improved. By the third week, his body no longer protested as virulently to the endless swinging, and by the fifth, the hammer felt an extension of his arm. He learned by trial and error where to hit rocks so they split more easily, how much they could load onto the sled before they took to shoving it forward, Naomi in the front, Scorio behind.

It took them about half an hour to haul the sled to the Chasm. Half an hour of pure effort. 

Naomi grew whipcord lean. She braided her hair and took to wearing it curled up on the crown of her head. Her pale skin tanned. Where Scorio leaned out, she put on hard muscle, her shoulders swelling subtly, her legs thickening. Once Scorio caught sight of her emerging from the river. It was but the briefest of partial glimpses through the rushes, and though he immediately turned away, he saw how sculpted and defined her abdomen had become.

Sessions with Crush were never anything but misery. No matter what he and Scorio tried, she could master them with ease. She revealed once that she’d tempered herself as a Tomb Spark in Iron mana during a long stint at the Fury Spires. Even without Igniting it felt like wrestling with a machine. She pinned, trapped, and handled them with callous ease, and Scorio never allowed himself to hold back, to fall limp.

Always he strained, and always he ended the training session on his side, gagging and spitting and heaving for breath.

Week bled into week. 

Ydrielle left on The Sloop and came back with news that House Hydra was leading the first ninety days of Fiery Shoals, that Bastion had nominated its first civic representative to the Council. Life continued apace. There was no word of the White Queen, but everyone knew she had to be in Deep Hell by now.

Around the seventh week, Scorio realized that he no longer felt furious or resentful. Labor was just that: labor. Everything felt simplified. He came to know that massive mound of rocks as intimately as his own scarred palms. Worked out a plan of attack on how to demolish it in its entirety. He and Naomi worked wordlessly, moving back and forth to tackle different key rocks that caused others to tumble free. Loaded the sled, dragged it, sweated, suffered together, bathed, ate, slept.

All the while Dameon continued his efforts on the lowest level. An earthquake some unknown period of time ago had caused much of the cave system on the Gold level to collapse, forcing them to engage in their own laborious work, fighting off powerful fiends even as they explored alternative approaches to the ancient treasure vault. Davelos would range ahead in his intangible form, passing through rock to seek new passageways or rooms they could tunnel into, Evelyn ensuring there would be no cave-ins with her hair as they labored, Dameon powering up punches that pulverized entire boulders—though due to fear of causing too large a cave-in, he rarely went all out.

But still, the Dread Blazes were cheerful. Progress was being made.

Ydrielle returned from her third tip some eleven weeks after they’d arrived. Hydra was preparing to hand the Fiery Shoals to House Chimera. Life continued apace. There was gossip of the goings on in Hell. In the Fury Spires the Iron Tyrant had fought a duel and killed an infamous challenger. But Scorio found himself disinterested. He was focused on finishing his third bowl of soup when Ydrielle stared down the hall at him.

“Scorio.” Her tone was sharp. Everyone paused and glanced back and forth. “What is House Kraken’s interest in you?”

Scorio stared at her blankly. It felt like she was asking him about a past life. “I don’t know.”

“You have to know. A Flame Vault approached me in Bastion and asked me to bring you an important message. But he demanded I swear a Heart Oath I’d not read it myself, nor let anyone else, nor lose it. I refused.”

Everyone turned to Scorio. Ravenna, perhaps? But she was an Emberling. And Ydrielle had said “he.” Was Octavia trying to recruit him?

“I don’t know.”

“Hmm.” Ydrielle sniffed. “Well. Whatever it was, they said you’d have to wait for your response the next time a House Kraken patrol came by the Chasm. He made it sound like you knew what this was about?”

Gazes sharpened. Scorio shook his head again. “I’m sorry. I’ve no idea.”

“You don’t.” Ydrielle’s skepticism was clear. “All right.”

His friends looked curiously at him, but Scorio could only shrug.

Work became meditative. Scorio would go entire cycles without thinking beyond the next immediate challenge. He was vaguely surprised that none of his friends broke through to the next rank, but would remind himself that it usually took years. He worked. Naomi and he became like obverse sides of the same coin. Her black hair developed chestnut streaks. His own grew into a shaggy mane that he took to wearing in a ponytail.

And then Jova hit Flame Vault.

The news rocked the camp. She’d taken to ignoring him, not rudely, but simply showing no pity or interest in his situation. He’d discussed the matter with Naomi early on; her opinion was that Jova was all pride and no sense. 

Scorio thought it went deeper than that. Their argument had wounded her more than he’d anticipated. And those words she’d said when they’d thought they were dying to the Ixithilions… “I thought we… like last time we met…”

Nothing more than a fragment, but the sorrow in her voice, the hungry wistfulness. It was all too easy to imagine what could have happened. “The night you came to talk to me. We… I’m sorry Scorio. I need to go help.”

But she’d never brought it up again, and since arriving at Camp Manticore had become a near-perfect stranger. He saw her constantly in Dameon’s company, and knew that they were becoming close, that he saw her as his personal mentee. 

So it wasn’t too surprising when the camp exploded with the news.

Scorio dropped the large rock onto the sled and looked toward the shaft as the elevator finally breached the sunlight. Juniper and Zala were ecstatic, Leonis mock-glowering, Lianshi looking amazed. Dameon was beaming like a proud parent, and in their center, self-contained and remote, stood Jova.

She stared out across the muddy grass and rubble at him with an expression that was nothing short of righteous victory, then gestured toward where he stood.

No, past him.

The mound of boulders and rocks shifted and groaned, and a slab the size of a coffin tore itself free. 

It flew smoothly through the air to land beside Jova. She stepped upon it, and rose a few feet into the air.

“I’m going to enjoy my new power for a while,” she informed Dameon. “Excuse me.”

The slab rose up and then sped off over the canopy, Jova crouched slightly and leaned forward into the wind.

A moment later she was gone.

Lianshi and Leonis ambled over, talking animatedly as the others went into the hall to celebrate in Jova’s name.

“She made Flame Vault,” said Naomi flatly.

“How did you guess?” Leonis grinned. “Of course she did. It’s absolutely awful. None of the Dread Blazes are surprised—apparently she’s always a prodigy. And her ability to control stone is what made her so formidable at LastRock. Guess the name makes more sense now, too. And here we are, still Emberlings. Even Scorio’s ground to a halt at Tomb Spark—sorry, it’s true—and there she is, a blasted Flame Vault.”

“So she can control rocks?” Scorio tried to imagine all the ramifications. “That’s… obscene.”

“It’s what makes her so damn powerful.” Lianshi sighed. “Dameon told us everything he’d heard about her. She used to create storms of flying stones that would pulverize her enemies, there’s that flying trick, though apparently she needs only a shoe-sized rock under each foot, and she can control everything but real sand. She’s brutal with gravel.”

“She’s brutal with gravel,” said Leonis, then laughed. “Never thought I’d hear someone say that with such awe.”

“Her primary limitation—though it’s barely that—is she needs to see what she’s affecting. Even a thin layer of soil or grass blocks her ability. Dameon advised her to carry pouches of rocks with her at all times, and be wary of bodies of water, farmland, or forests.”

Naomi looked sick. “Scorio’s right. That’s obscene.”

Leonis sighed. “Isn’t it? Now not only is she incredibly hard to kill, and can scare the sanity right out of people’s minds, but she can hurl boulders and fly. Ridiculous.”

“And she’s tempered her body with Bronze.” Even Lianshi sounded envious. “Which is rarely done outside of the Telurian Band. No wonder Dameon’s been so invested in ranking her up. She’s an incredible prize for Manticore.”

“If she stays,” said Naomi dourly.

“I think she’ll stay.” Lianshi stared in the direction Jova had gone. “She gets along really well with Dameon. He makes her laugh.”

Scorio stared at Lianshi. “Laugh? This is Jova we’re speaking about?”

“He’s charming.” Lianshi shrugged. “Though he’s been focusing on Jova. It’s hard to resist though. The few times he’s spoken directly to me I’ve felt like an awkward teenager, all elbows and knees.”

“What does that even mean?” asked Naomi. “Elbows and knees? No. He’s just a manipulative man who knows how to smile when others hesitate.”

“It’s called charisma,” said Leonis heavily. “And he’s got it in spades. And I agree. Jova’s not going anywhere just yet. I think she’s going to be sworn in as a full member of Manticore soon.”

“And you two?” Scorio put his hands on his hips. “You about to swear?”

They exchanged a glance.

“Truthfully?” Leonis grimaced. “We’re waiting to see how you both fare. We’re not swearing without you.”

“Bah,” said Naomi, throwing up her hands and stalking away.

“Thanks.” Scorio felt warmth steal into his heart. It had been too long, too many weeks since he’d felt connected with his friends. “But I’ve a ways to go yet. Don’t let me hold you back.”

“You haven’t yet.” Leonis sighed and cracked his neck. “Anyways, time to eat. We’ve been working hard down there. Got an appetite.”

Lianshi scowled and elbowed the big man. “Not funny.”

“I thought it was funny. Actually, where does all the food go, Scorio? Been meaning to ask you. You’re eating twice as much as I do but you’re not getting fat. What’s your trick?”

“My trick?” asked Scorio.

“Ignore him,” said Lianshi. “You want to come? I’m sure Dameon would understand you celebrating.”

“No, thanks.” Scorio frowned. “If I’m to catch up, I need to work.”

“You do nothing but work,” said Leonis. “Seriously Scorio, you’re starting to look legitimately scary. Like a cross between an anatomy chart and old shoe leather. You were always in good shape, but you’re making me feel self-conscious.”

“Then maybe you should drink less each night,” said Lianshi sweetly.

Leonis looked shocked. “What? Drink less? Are you mad?”

“Come on.” Lianshi tugged Leonis away by the arm. “Good luck, Scorio.”

“He doesn’t need it. What he needs is a week in the Fiery Shoal’s steam pools. Soak some softness back to him.” Leonis raised his hand in parting and turned away. “How could you say that to me? Drink less?”

Scorio watched them walk toward the hall, half-fond, half-bitter. Then with a heavy sigh, he turned to where Naomi was already slamming her sledgehammer against a partially shattered rock.

The huge pile had been split open by Jova’s power. Had she done it on purpose? Taken a large rock to save them the work?

He thought of the dark look of triumph in her eyes.

Surely not.

A coincidence.

Hefting his heavy hammer, Scorio marched back to where he’d been laboring, inhaled as he drew the sledge back, then brought it down with all his force.

 

 

 

Chapter 38

 

 

 

The months of isolation and pointless drudgery took a surprising toll on Scorio and Naomi’s sense of self. Scorio realized it one rare night as he lay in his bunk, body drained past exhaustion, his skin feverish, his mouth parched, debating whether to get up for a drink of water or to just lie there till sleep claimed him one more.

He didn’t feel like a part of Manticore. He and Naomi had become a subclass. They didn’t train with the others, rarely had the same mealtimes, and though they shared the same bunkhouse with their old companions, the distance between them was only growing.

Leonis, Lianshi, Zala, and Juniper had become very close over the past few months, and developed their own friendship, their own inside jokes, an easy camaraderie that fell apart when they tried to include Scorio and Naomi. He saw pity in their eyes, and guilt; there was nothing they could do about his purgatory, but their easier and more rewarding lifestyle drove an artificial gulf between them.

And changed him as well. Scorio frowned at the wooden slats of the bunk above him. He’d taken to keeping his eyes trained on the ground when he walked about camp. He hadn’t developed friendships with the local Manticores, not even the couple of Emberlings who hurried about, harried and hopeful.

He hadn’t exchanged words with a Dread Blaze in weeks. Occasionally Ydrielle would pass by, pause, and gauge them. He knew what she was doing. Probing their bodies with her refined mana sense, seeing how much more they had to go. Each time his heart swelled in his chest, and each time she shook her head and walked away bitter tears flooded his eyes.

Shame.

That was the word for it. The memories of his accomplishments were like ashes in his mouth. If only the people of Bastion could see him now. So what if he’d once spoken with the White Queen in her Council, so what if Sol the Just had sponsored his return to the Academy? Scorio grimaced. Coming first in the final Gauntlet run had been his final spark of brilliance, earned by a power that had whittled his future to nothing.

He thought of his Black Star farm in the ruins. The tinctures and pills he’d drunk. How he’d recklessly done anything and everything just to make Emberling, then, in his time of greatest need, reached Tomb Spark.

For a few glorious days, the world had been without limit.

Now?

He ached. His body was febrile every night from overwork. He was always tired, no matter how much he slept. His appetite was diminishing. His interest in what his friends did, his curiosity as to the world outside.

His mind was a careful chart of all the boulders and rocks he had to demolish, the optimum order, the angles of attack. 

To hide from his shame he’d devoted himself body and soul to his fruitless task, but when he wasn’t standing there, swinging his hammer, oh how it galled him.

To have fallen so low.

He’d knowingly mortgaged his future for that moment’s glory, and now he had to pay the bitter price.

Scorio grimaced and turned over on his side to stare at the wall. In some ways he’d benefited; there was no denying the lean, wolf-like state his body had transformed into. He felt impervious to pain, to exhaustion. Months of pathetic wrestling with Crush or whatever Flame Vault showed up to humiliate them had left him wiry and wily, cunning and quick. Better yet, he’d drained his body of almost all the Coal he’d absorbed. He must have. It had been five months now. He felt hollowed out, empty of emotion, without memory of the glory of Igniting his Heart.

Scorio closed his eyes tightly.

Shame.

He didn’t want to meet anyone’s eyes anymore because he didn’t want to see their pity, or worse, their amusement.

And he had nobody to blame but himself.

What a bitter harvest.

Earlier that day he’d tipped the sled so that a half dozen rocks clattered into the Chasm, and in his exhaustion, he’d slipped. His foot had gone out from under him. He’d probably just have crashed down on his ass, but his stomach had lurched, the Chasm had yawned, and for a second he’d thought he was going over.

And he hadn’t been too fussed about it.

If I fall, I fall.

Naomi had grabbed his shoulder and hauled him back, scolding him furiously all the way back to the diminished mound.

If I fall, I fall.

It had been an alarm. A warning.

He could keep this up, he knew. Could keep shattering rock, hauling the sled, and being beaten mercilessly every day.

But something fierce and raw within him was dying.

I can’t keep doing this, he realized. Either they let me begin training for real, or…

He thought of the vast forest, the shadowed valley, the Golden Circuit, and the Farmlands beyond. 

He’d just take off. Ask Naomi if she wanted to come, and walk away. Keep walking till either something killed him or offered him a job.

But he would hammer stone no more.

The resolve warmed him, soothed him. Scorio exhaled, a pressure lifted, and he slipped into a deep and dreamless sleep.

The next morning he surprised Naomi by not heading to the equipment shed but instead searching for a Dread Blaze. He found Simeon and Ydrielle seated outside their tiny hut, cracking jet black nuts and feeding the meat within to each other.

Ydrielle closed one eye and sized him as he approached. Simeon looked mildly surprised. “Is all well, Scorio?”

“I’m done,” he rasped. Not angrily, not resentfully, but a mere statement of absolute fact. “I’m done crushing stone. Hauling rock. Being beaten down by foes I’ve no chance of defeating. I want to begin proper training.”

The Dread Blazes exchanged a glance. Naomi had come up warily behind him. Ydrielle brought her focus to bear, and this close Scorio felt her senses sweep over him.

“Hmm.”

“What?” asked Simeon. 

“He’s almost there.” She took up a nut and cracked it in one fist. “Another month would see him totally cleansed.”

Simeon studied Scorio. “Then I think that’s close enough, don’t you?”

Ydrielle’s expression remained hard. “It’s not optimum. But it might be as close as we’ll get.”

“To be honest, I’m surprised you lasted this long. Both of you.” Simeon leaned over amiably so as to smile at Naomi. “Incredible willpower. I think I would have quit three weeks in. Everybody is incredibly impressed.”

Scorio didn’t understand. “Impressed? With what? We’ve been grubbing in the dirt while you all did real training.”

“Your resolve, Scorio.” Simeon’s tone was gentle. “You and Naomi have exceeded every wager. Nobody thought you would last this long. Work this hard. You barely look like the man I met. That Scorio was a child in comparison, healthy and radiant. The man before me? Frightening. You may not have been tempered by mana, but you’ve both been through a crucible of the soul. Incredible.”

Simeon’s words didn’t really make sense. Crucible of the soul? He’d just been shattering rocks. But that was fine. Because he’d said, “close enough.” That’s all Scorio had heard.

“So we can stop?”

“I’ll speak with Dameon.” Simeon stood up. “Right now, actually. Before he descends. Come on, both of you.”

Scorio felt like laughing, like falling to his knees. A wave of weakness washed over him and he exchanged an incredulous glance with Naomi. She looked equally stunned.

But they followed Simeon to the main hall and into its cool gloom. People were buzzing around, excited about something nobody had shared with them. Dameon was in the center of it all, leaning over a large map with Davelos.

“Dameon!” Simeon’s call was hale and confident. “If I can interrupt your war plan for a moment?”

Dameon glanced up, flicked his gaze to Scorio and Naomi, then smiled. “Of course. Do we need to talk in private?”

“Let’s,” agreed Simeon, and the four of them walked out behind the hall. Five months of wrestling every day upon the ground had worn away the grass to packed dirt; Scorio felt his stomach clench just from being in the space.

“Ydrielle thinks they’re ready,” said Simeon without preamble. “Not absolutely drained, but close enough that it would be cruelty to insist they keep working as they have. Scorio and Naomi are both eager to change things up. What do you say?”

Dameon rubbed his shaved chin and considered the pair of them. The blond Dread Blaze had gone from being merely the head of Manticore to the owner of their Scorio’s hopes and dreams. Scorio’s heart pounded. His palms prickled. He couldn’t breathe. If Dameon demurred, demanded that he took up his sledgehammer once more, he’d walk, simply stride right out of the camp—

“Agreed,” said Dameon warmly. “By the ten hells and every true fiend’s hidden name, you two have awed the whole camp. I’ve never seen the like.”

Scorio blinked.

“When I set you this task I thought we’d get a couple of weeks labor, you’d quit, and I’d release you. I’ve never heard of someone totally desaturating as you two have. People have tried, but to actually accomplish the task?” Dameon let out a low whistle. “What you’ve done these past five months goes beyond willpower. It’s… I’ve thought on it long and hard. It simply has to be part of your nature. Incredible. I thought you were both lost causes when I took you on, but damn, am I not pleased to have been proven so wrong.”

Naomi scowled. “Then why did you take us on in the first place?”

“Jova, mostly.” Dameon shrugged. “It seemed to be a package deal. I don’t think you appreciate how special she is. What she can do when she grows into her full power. With her as part of Manticore, we’re going to blow right past the Iron Weald, through the Telurian Band, and to where belong, in the thick of things.” Dameon shook his head ruefully. “But I didn’t appreciate just how special you two were, either. I’ve never heard of you before, Naomi, and Scorio, with that wrecked Heart of yours? You should have been a cautionary tale for new classes for years to come. But damn, here you are, bodies nearly as clean as a newly incarnated Char. You ready to start going below?”

Scorio couldn’t help himself. He grinned. It felt like a dream. Visions of stones swirled in his head, the mound’s layout, the next targets, how long it would take to break through to the huge plinth in the core, where to strike it, how to break it into thirds, that wretched iron root that had ensnared half the remaining blocks, the…

“Yes,” he whispered. “I’m ready.”

Naomi dry swallowed and merely nodded.

“Excellent. And what perfect timing. We’ve finally located the treasure vault. Where that artifact is kept? Mostly by process of elimination and absolutely wretched experimentation. That whole segment of the complex looks to have collapsed down into the Emerald zone—and still be locked away behind a ton of fallen rock. There’s no getting to it.”

“Then…” Scorio felt as if his wits were addled. He’d gone too long without having conversations like these. “Why are you so excited?”

“We reached out to House Kraken. Their Pyre Lady, Druanna, is en route. She should be here in a few weeks. With her abilities, we’ll be able to break through the obstacles and salvage the artifact. She’ll also keep the worst of the Emerald-ranked fiends at bay.”

 Naomi snorted. “And she’s doing this for free?”

“Of course not. We’ve agreed to sell the artifact to House Kraken instead of opening it to the highest bidder.”

Simeon grinned and tugged at his earlobe. “Because they would have been the highest bidder, regardless.”

Dameon continued smoothly. “We’ll get all the treasure we need to lift Manticore up to the next tier, House Kraken gets the artifact, and everybody wins. We’ll finally be quit of the Chasm, and onto bigger and better things.” Dameon turned grave. “We’ve been here far too long already. Time is pouring through our fingers like grains of sand.”

“Wait,” said Scorio. “If this works… then we’ll be leaving in a few weeks?”

“Less than a month for sure,” said Dameon.

“Then…” He glanced at Naomi. “We’ll only have a few weeks to take advantage of the Chasm’s mana?”

“For now. But don’t worry, we’ll be getting plenty of treasure from this deal. You’ve shown us that you’re not afraid to work. Now show us you can focus sufficiently to heal your Heart. Start sealing up those cracks, and we’ll ply you with such powerful mana that you’ll be spinning in your sleep.” Dameon grinned. “The worst is behind you. Now? You get to soak in that sweet, sweet mana, and start tempering yourself anew with Bronze and Iron. You’ll be tougher, stronger, and far quicker than you would have been before. That and you’ll have built the best foundation possible for your eventual rise to Pyre Lord and Lady. None of the greats who go all the way tempered themselves with anything less than Iron or Bronze.”

Scorio gave a shaky laugh. “We’ll do it. No problem. We’ll get right to work.”

Simeon scrutinized him. “Actually, if I may, I suggest they have the day off. They look like corpses that haven’t realized that they died weeks ago.”

“No—” began Scorio, but Dameon nodded.

“Agreed. You look dazed, my friends. Just do nothing today. Eat when you’re hungry, sleep when you’re tired, and rest. Your bodies have done everything you’ve asked of them up till now, but soon it will be your mind and Heart’s turn. They need to be refreshed before we go below.”

Dameon stepped up and looped an arm around Scorio’s shoulders. “C’mon, both of you. When’s the last time you had some ale? Let’s grab a drink and tell everyone you’ve won through. I think a celebration is in order!”

Scorio found himself grinning fatuously. 

He couldn’t believe it. 

He wasn’t going to fall. Wasn’t going to turn away and step into the darkness.

He looked past Dameon at where the man had corralled a scowling Naomi with his other arm, and met her dark eyes.

She looked incredulous, too.

They’d done it. 

The knowledge dawned on him like the rising sun.

They’d done the impossible and set the stage for future greatness.

 

 

 

Chapter 39

 

 

 

Different ranks, different levels. 

The Emberlings were capable of descending to Iron; that was the limit of their tolerance, where they felt the first edgings of the Curse. A rotating cast of Flame Vaults oversaw their meditation practice and training; the goal was to condense their reservoirs to the point where they could Ignite as quickly as they had as Cinders.

Scorio had walked that road already.

So it was with reluctance that he parted with Naomi, who descended the next morning with Lianshi, Leonis, Zala, and Juniper. He ate well, stretched, and stood in wonder for a spell in the day cycle’s early light, simply staring at the tortured mound of rocks and boulders they’d abandoned. 

It almost felt wrong. To not have executed their plans to the last stone, leveling the site and tossing all of it into the Chasm.

Jova found him standing thus, staring blankly past the shaft. She strolled out of one of the buildings, clad in a new set of Manticore robes with the red trim denoting her status of Flame Vault.

“Miss it already?”

Scorio startled. “No. Not at all. But after all this time, not taking up the hammer feels like that sensation when you think there’s another step at the top of a flight and you stumble, surprised.”

“Perhaps you’d found your vocation.”

Scorio didn’t answer. Merely stared back at her. She looked different. It was subtle, but there. More… relaxed. More confident. Poised? No, she’d always been self-assured. It was hard to pin down. She looked like someone who’d hitherto always been searching for confirmation, and had finally found it.

“Perhaps.” If she wanted to get a rise out of him she’d have to work harder. “Congratulations, by the way. On your ascension.”

“Thanks.” She didn’t sound grateful. “Guess I’m more than a punching bag at last.”

“You were always more than that.”

“That so? I was led to believe otherwise. Foolish of me.”

Scorio pursed his lips. Despite how calm she looked she was itching for an argument. But the past five months of backbreaking labor had sweated the issue out of him. He couldn’t even remember why they’d argued.

“I’m sorry if I offended you.” Had he apologized before? If so, that memory was also gone. “I was rude and out of line. My apologies.”

She pursed her lips and drew herself up. She was clearly adapting to his new demeanor on the fly. Had she thought he’d not changed at all? Perhaps she’d simply been too focused on herself.

“Apology accepted. But enough chatter. Let’s go.”

“Go?”

“I’m your escort to the Bronze level. Dameon said it’s time I started earning my keep. Given how generous he’s been, I can’t find it in me to argue.”

“I see. You’re going to do what—just stand around while I meditate?”

“You think so little of me? No. I’ll engage in my own training. I’ve much to accomplish if I’m to make Dread Blaze soon.”

Soon. 

It was thrown in his face like a slap. Of course she knew how badly he was lagging. Scorio tried to smile and managed a grimace. “I’ll try to not get in your way.”

She strode past him. “Trust me. You won’t.”

The elevator had returned. They stepped onto its ancient platform and Jova nodded to Valt, who emerged from his crane wheel, wiped the sweat from his brow, and took hold of the break. “Releasing in three.”

They descended smoothly. 

For Jova, the ride down had to be rote. For Scorio it was almost as full of wonder as the first time.

“What did he do? Valt?”

Jova didn’t even look at him. “I don’t gossip.”

“It’s a secret?”

She hesitated, clearly reluctant, then shrugged one shoulder. “He offended Dameon.”

“I guess it pays to stay on his good side.”

She turned her head to stare at him directly. “It does.”

“You asked him about the Herdsmen?”

“I thought you’d forgotten all about that.”

“You thought wrong.”

She frowned and looked ahead once more. “I did. He didn’t recognize the term.”

“Secretive group.”

“You think they’d have remained hidden if random Dread Blazes knew about them?”

“Fair point.”

They passed through the waterfall cavern, then back into the darkness. Rode in silence till they emerged into the emerald gloom with its ancient buildings and mysterious machinery. Scorio saw the great platform rise up to greet them. Their friends were engaged in one of the forms, moving slowly through the proscribed attacks and defenses. 

To their credit, they didn’t look up and back at their descending cage.

They passed smoothly through a hole in the platform and dropped into greater gloom. The air, already cool, grew chill. The waterfalls had dispersed into a haze of water. For a while there was nothing but raw cliff walls, and then a great natural ledge coalesced beneath them. Jova tugged on the sister-wire and the platform began to slow. Tugged a second time and they came to a jerking stop a foot above the rock.

Jova opened the cage door and hopped out. It wasn’t quite dark enough to necessitate dark vision, but the twilit gloom came close. Scorio’s skin goose bumped and he resisted the urge to rub his arms. One of the drawbacks of flensing all fat from his frame, it seemed, was that he got cold quickly.

“Bronze level,” said Jova tersely. “I’m not going to give you a tour so don’t hold your breath. This is as far as the elevator goes. From here Great Souls descend by flight or through the cavern system hollowed out in the walls. 

Scorio sharpened his dark vision and saw three massive tunnel entrances appear where the ledge met the wall, each big enough for an avenue.

“They did a lot of building down here,” he said. “How big is the cave complex?”

“Much of it is collapsed. It’s still extensive, and fiends have dug their own tunnels into it. Which is why this place isn’t safe. Don’t worry, however. I’ll protect you.”

“Thanks.” This was his second day now without working. His body felt almost jumpy with an excess of energy. “Dameon share with you what I’m meant to do?”

“You’re to focus on healing your Heart. Saturate, Ignite, burn for as long as you can, then release before it naturally extinguishes. Soon as you can, do it again. The goal is for you to temper your body with Bronze. You’re to do this for two full cycles. The elevator will drop down to collect us when the time’s up.”

As if on cue, the cage lurched upward, swinging to the sides a bit, and then disappeared into the mirk.

Scorio hesitated. “Listen, I know I said some idiotic things back in Bastion. But that was ages ago. Are you still upset with me?”

“Upset?” She arched a brow. “No, Scorio. I was. But I realized my mistake soon after arriving here. You weren’t my peer. I didn’t need to take your insults seriously. On some level, you never were my equal. You gambled everything for your momentary victory, and for a second you shone brightly. But it was just an illusion.”

Her smile was pitying. Scorio stood, frozen, locked in place by her burning gaze.

“One day you might undo the damage you did to yourself. Heal that broken Heart of yours, and eke out an ascension to Flame Vault. But by the time that happens, I’ll be long gone and in the company of those who value hard, honest work, and achieving lasting success. So no, Scorio. I’m not upset with you.” She smiled. “How could I be? Now if you’re done wasting my time, I have to get to work.”

And she turned and walked away calmly.

Scorio realized he was clenching his jaw with terrible force. Slowly, through a constant exertion of his will, he relaxed his body. Focused on nothing but breathing. By the gods, had he thought he’d moved beyond rage? It took a long while to reduce to a simmer.

All the while cutting responses played in his mind. Things he could have said, should have said, if he hadn’t been so shocked by her words.

But no. His mistakes were his own. He’d stopped blaming others in those precious seconds before he made Tomb Spark. If Jova didn’t understand what he’d gone through, or why he’d done what he’d done, then that was on her. He had friends that wanted to stand by his side and that valued his company.

Jova, he finally accepted, was no longer part of that group.

Scorio knelt and squared his shoulders. Thought on rocks and sleds. The ornery bastard of a boulder he’d spent the past two weeks besieging, the cracks that had finally started to show, the sense he’d developed of its fault lines. 

He shook his head, clearing it. 

That wasn’t his life anymore.

He snorted in amusement. How long would it take to cease thinking of that pile?

Peace. He was here at last.

It was time to get to work.

He opened his Heart senses and reached out for the ambient mana.

Traces of Copper flowed through the air, thin filaments needling their way horizontally through the air, curving around the great suspended Iron ingots that slowly flowed along the same vector. 

And there.

Oh, glory.

Bronze mana.

Resplendent like the sun-wire in the late evening reflecting off the canal waters. Not mercurial like Copper, not massive and ponderous like Iron, but rich and noble, great undulating rivers of the stuff slowly pouring through the air.

Scorio reached forth with his mental paddle and then paused. For how long would this image serve him? Ydrielle’s finesse was a stark reminder as to how far he still had to go.

But damn it, it would work for now.

Scorio scooped a mass of Bronze out of an overhead flow and swirled it around his Heart. It was a joy to work with, responsive and blending the best of both Copper and Iron. With a grin, he pulled it into his Heart, more and more till he felt utterly saturated, and then Ignited.

Ah, glory!

Scorio felt his Heart burn brightly. Bronze mana seeped out through the many cracks, but the euphoria was incredible. To Ignite after five months of deprivation! Strength, vitality, and sheer power flooded him. 

He felt his body tremble, like a parched man finally raising a cup of water to his cracked and bleeding lips.

All too soon the Bronze was gone. He’d been so dazzled that he’d failed to extinguish it before it guttered of its own accord. No matter. There was plenty down here. 

It took time for his Heart to recover; guttering always put a strain on his system, making it harder to manipulate mana again. But he Ignited again and again.

Each time was a joy.

How had he deprived himself of this for so long?

But slowly his joy diminished; it was impossible not to see how much Bronze he was venting. His near-six months of self-denial may have healed his body of his Coal saturation, but it had done little to heal his Heart. 

A sound caught his attention. A trio of giant hounds had emerged from one of the three tunnels. Jova was gone. 

Scorio rose to his feet.

The hounds were massive and hairless, their bodies covered in startling patterns of orange slashes against a toxic yellow background. Thick ropes or perhaps tentacles grew living manes around their angular heads, and their eyes burned a livid crimson as they stared at him.

Scorio immediately set to drawing more mana. 

The hounds spread apart as they padded forward. They ran with their jaws parted, revealing huge canines. They moved at an easy trot, unhurried, unconcerned, with one curving out wide to ensure he was herded toward the ledge’s rim.

Scorio inhaled deeply and fought for calm. He tried to read them with his Heart senses. They glowed richly with a deep Bronze burn. 

Snarling silently Scorio moved back, gaze darting about for some advantage. He’d Ignite at the last second, assume his scaled form. They’d dog pile him, come from different sides all at once, seek to bite some part of him, and tear him apart.

The hounds sped up, their manes rising into spiky, rippling collars about their necks, the tip of each tentacle discharging a mysterious red light.

“C’mon then,” rasped Scorio. A mad delight filled him as he Ignited and assumed his scaled form. His lean, compact muscles swelled and he grew taller, more graceful, infinitely more lethal. Always in the past, this form had made him a fearsome fighting force, but now, after five months of endless, brutal labor, he felt as if he’d broken into a different level altogether.

Felt like maybe, just maybe, he could take on all three of these huge hounds at once and survive.

The hounds bayed and leaped at him.

Scorio crouched, prepared to fling himself to one side and try to roll under one of them when three man-sized boulders dropped from the gloom with utter finality to smash into each hound into the ledge, crushing them completely.

Scorio staggered, recovering from his nearly initiated leap, and stared wide-eyed at the dead fiends. Each had burst beneath their rock like an overripe fruit hurled at a wall.

Jova stood at the entrance of the closest tunnel. She looked amused. “Sorry. I hope that wasn’t alarming.”

“Not a problem,” said Scorio hoarsely, releasing his scaled form and sinking down. “I appreciate the assist.”

“The assist.” She smiled coldly. “Sure. Whatever.” And walked back into the darkness.

“Damn,” whispered Scorio. He couldn’t take his eyes off the dead fiend before him. It had never had a chance. The rock had dropped with terrible speed. That put Jova’s range at well over twenty yards.

He couldn’t wrap his mind around that kind of power. 

Evelyn would survive in a fight against Jova only by making her the focus of her immunity power. Simeon could appear next to her, but was her horror aura strong enough to drive him back? Could she shatter Dameon’s forcefield? Davelos would be able to approach her in mist form for as long as he held his breath, but the second he exhaled he’d be pulverized. 

Scorio hung his head and grimaced. 

Right now it was painfully obvious that he wasn’t on the same level as her. Not even close.

But as soon as he made Flame Vault he’d manifest his own new ability.

Maybe that would put him on par. Maybe he’d get something as formidable as her mastery of all thing stone.

Scorio sighed and dropped to his knees.

The only way to find out was to first heal his Heart. And given how long and torturous that route was going to be, there was no time to waste.

 

 


Chapter 40

 

 

 

Three weeks passed.

A new impatience surged within Scorio, making it hard for him to focus, to buckle down and just meditate and let his Heart heal. Ironically, he’d been able to go endless months doing nothing but backbreaking labor without complaint; he’d managed to simply stop thinking, stop hoping, and lose himself in the endless pain of the moment.

But now that he was descending into the Chasm? Now that he felt himself part of his old crew once more, keeping the same hours, dining with them, a Tomb Spark in truth where most of them were just Emberlings?

Now the passage of time grated upon him.

His Heart became his enemy.

Each day he studied it, the fractures and cracks he’d so carelessly inflicted upon its gleaming back body, and willed them to close faster.

It was almost worse that he saw some minor progress. The five months of not Igniting at all had allowed some minor healing to take place, but the channeling of Bronze every day did wonders. The deepest cracks narrowed. Some of the holes and pitted marks grew more shallow. 

But everyone had been correct in their warnings, from Naomi to Hera to Dameon himself. 

This was going to take a grueling amount of time.

And that galled Scorio.

Now that he was back on track he wanted immediate advancement. Rapid healing. To maintain the impossible pace he’d manifested before.

Not to sit every day as if in penance, breathing, focusing not on technique but simply on saturating, on being.

Worse was that Ydrielle had left a week ago to fetch House Kraken’s members. To bring them to the Chasm for the final push.

“The plan’s simple,” Dameon had explained the night before over dinner. “For most of you, at any rate. What we’re going to attempt will rile up the fiends, so you’ll all steer clear of the Chasm while we’re below. We’re going to descend with Druanna to the Gold level and she’ll manifest her golem so as to break through to the treasure vault.”

“Why can’t I come?” Jova had asked. “I can clear the way for you easily.”

“I wish. But the Gold mana will overwhelm you and there are threats down there that will challenge even us Dread Blazes. Plus we want Druanna to feel a sense of ownership over this whole process.” Dameon had grinned. “We want her in our corner when it comes to making sure the transaction goes through.”

Jova had nodded reluctantly.

“We shouldn’t be gone long. We’ve done everything we can to clear the way, so our strike should prove surgical. She’ll break in, we’ll fend off the fiends, we’ll recover the artifact, and then get the hell out of there. Simple.”

Scorio hesitated. “What does this artifact do?”

“That’s right!” Dameon winced. “Sorry. You were already working when we had that talk. It’s called the Font. Or was called. It’s a miraculous creation. You know how the floating islands summon Gold mana from the depths? This artifact duplicates that power on a much smaller scale. It can reach deep into the ground and tear free Gold mana on demand.”

“On demand?” Scorio glanced at his friends to check their incredulity. “That’s…”

“Incredibly powerful, yes, and why we’ve spent more than half a year questing for it. It can’t help in Deep Hell, but it’ll make a world of difference for House Kraken in the northern hemisphere.”

Davelos smiled grimly. “Like having their own pet Crucible.”

“No wonder House Kraken’s interested,” said Scorio.

“And willing to pay through the nose.” Dameon’s expression was eminently self-satisfied. “Enough to make a real difference for all of us. We work together, we rise together.”

Now they stood outside the hall, watching as Ydrielle guided The Sloop down from the heavens. She’d lowered the heavy anchor, and Valt took it easily as if it were made of gossamer thread and affixed it to the huge iron loop embedded in the ground.

“It keeps tripping me up,” Leonis murmured. “Just how strong Valt is. He’s supposed to be much stronger than Crush, even. But he looks like a regular man.”

“There’s a lesson there, you know.” Lianshi sighed. “But I won’t bother trying to spell it out for you.”

Everyone had turned out to welcome The Sloop. People stood stiffly, backs straight, expressions tight.

The moment had finally come.

For them, it was the culmination of all their efforts.

For Scorio it was a grim deadline he’d hoped to put off for as long as possible.

The Sloop bobbed and settled. The rope ladder was thrown down and a dozen people descended. Ydrielle and a handful of Manticore Flame Vaults, but everyone stared at Druanna, the Pyre Lady of House Kraken and keeper of the Farmlands. 

She wore utilitarian House Kraken’s official robes with their totem animal stitched beautifully across the back, and dropped the last few yards off the rope ladder with casual grace. She exuded calm mastery, her manner at once reserved yet watchful. Her full mane of black hair was braided into a thick rope, and her tawny, golden skin glowed with health. Athletic and strikingly handsome, she seemed preeminent amongst the other Great Souls about her, as if everyone faded slightly into the background in her presence.

Dameon strode forward. “Pyre Lady! An honor. Thank you for coming. I trust your journey was smooth.”

“It was,” said Druanna, inclining her head in recognition of Dameon’s bow. “Pilot Ydrielle is admirably talented.” She gazed about the ramshackle camp. “I’ve not been here in six years. It hasn’t changed.”

Dameon turned as if seeing the buildings for the first time. “It’s functional and meets our needs. Nothing less, nothing more. Allow me to introduce the elite members of our company.”

Each Flame Vault bowed as they were introduced, and Scorio felt a pang of envy that he quickly quelled when Jova was mentioned. 

Druanna clearly recognized her; she inclined her head with more respect than she’d shown even Dameon.

Past lives counted.

The Pyre Lady then introduced her own team; she’d come with two Dread Blazes of her own, a dour-faced Mavel, tall and grim, and his opposite, a smiling Tsing Ma, whose face was round and soft and his manner genial.

The Dread Blazes and Pyre Lady retired to the hall for a meal and to confer, leaving the Flame Vaults and their lessers to return to hang about in groups.

“I can’t believe it’s finally happening,” said Juniper in a hushed whisper.

“Finally is right,” said Zala. “As much as I appreciate the mana, I can’t wait to go somewhere new. Anywhere, really.”

“Agreed.” Lianshi peered past Leonis at the hall’s entrance. “With all of Hell just waiting for us, it’s been so frustrating to just squat here in this old camp.”

Scorio bit back his bitter rejoinder.

Leonis had caught Naomi’s expression. “We know, we know what a privilege this is, Naomi. But we can’t hog it for ourselves forever. Did you know a Chimera crew is waiting for us to leave so they can take our place? It’s greedy to remain here this long. Dameon’s had to nearly empty Manticore’s coffers.”

“Only one group can visit the Chasm at a time?” asked Scorio.

“Supposedly.” Leonis shrugged. “Too much activity stirs things up below and makes the whole place dangerous. And there’s just the one shaft. Though I suppose more could be dug. Regardless, it’s tradition to not crowd the place.”

Lianshi shivered. “You only have to look back a century to the last time several crews tried to take advantage of the mana. They all disappeared.”

“Even the ones that were topside?” asked Scorio.

Lianshi pursed her lips and nodded.

“Have you felt it yet?” Leonis’s tone was uncharacteristically hushed. “That sense of being watched while you’re down below?”

Scorio shook his head.

Everyone else looked nervous. 

“We all have,” said Zala quietly. “When the feeling grows too strong the Flame Vaults make us leave. Nobody wants to talk about it, and they say it’s just a precaution, but…”

“But I think it’s time to go,” said Juniper with quiet certainty. “We’ve pushed our luck with whatever power lives below. And after this strike? I’d not go back down for all the mana in the world.”

“Sorry, Scorio.” Lianshi reached out to touch his arm. “I wish you could have gotten more time.”

“Me too.” Again he pushed the bitterness down. “But it is what it is.”

“You’ll be drowning in treasures after this,” said Leonis. “Just watch. You’ll be crying for it to stop.”

“Unlikely,” said Scorio, unable to resist a smile. He glanced sidelong to where Jova stood chatting with Valt and another Flame Vault. “I don’t see Jova spending much time with you all anymore.”

Juniper’s expression tightened and Zala looked down.

“She’s become very impressed with herself,” said Leonis. “I’m surprised she hasn’t asked Ydrielle to ship in a mirror.”

“There’s nothing wrong with taking pride in your accomplishments,” snapped Zala.

“Or talking to your old friends,” said Leonis with a smile.

“She’s busy.” Zala shrugged. “We can’t help her with her training, and she’s got a lot to learn from the other Flame Vaults.”

“Hush, Leonis,” said Lianshi. “Not again.”

“Just saying.”

The seven Dread Blazes and Druanna emerged an hour later. They were focused and moved with purpose toward the shaft.

“We’re doing it now, everyone.” Dameon glanced around the gathered Manticore crew. “By my estimation, it shouldn’t take more than two hours. Once we’re down, all the Flame Vaults are to make their way to Bronze in case they’re needed. Tomb Sparks and Emberlings will remain in camp and guard the perimeter.” Dameon paused, his smile infectious. “This is it, everyone. The moment we’ve been building to. And with Pyre Lady Druanna by our side, I know we’ll be successful. I hope you’re all ready to celebrate tonight.”

A halfhearted cheer went up, but everyone was clearly too nervous to start celebrating already. The Dread Blazes and Druanna got into the cage. Scorio stared fixedly at their faces. Who would return?

He caught Simeon’s eye. The Dread Blaze was pale and focused. He was tugging on his earlobe, but when he met Scorio’s gaze he forced an encouraging smile.

The cage dropped and was gone.

Nobody left. They just stood there, watching the huge chain spindle unroll, the links disappearing into the shaft until at last the signal caused Valt to apply the break and then stop the descent altogether. 

A moment later he was in the giant wheel. He pounded along at a run, respooling the chain at twice the speed.

“Come on,” said Scorio, punching Leonis lightly on the shoulder. “We’re on perimeter duty. Let’s not mess up the one time they’ve entrusted it to us.”

They walked the edge of town, gazing out at the thickly grown forest, the clanking sound of the chain a constant. It took three trips to lower all the Flame Vaults.

Everybody was on alert. Scorio found it hard to relax and kept consciously unclenching his fists. Right now, at this very moment, they were fighting below. Druanna with her invincible six-armed golem. The seven Dread Blazes with every power they had, fending off the outraged Gold-level fiends.

Yet the world was so quiet. The fleeting sun was descending toward the horizon, another miniature day cycle coming to an end.

“Watch the midnight zone,” Scorio called out unnecessarily to his friends, too nervous to restrain himself.

Night fell, darkened, and turned pitch black. Scorio activated his dark vision and ceaselessly swept the tree line, searching for threats. Hoots and cries sounded from deep in the forest. The rushing sound of the river feeding the waterfall’s muted roar seemed even louder in the dark.

Nothing attacked them.

The sky began to lighten. They continued pacing. The sun rose and sped up into the sky. Another day cycle. Scorio paced back and forth. He’d not had enough time. The thought hammered at him as he’d once done at the boulders. Not enough time. They’d close down camp once Druanna left with the artifact and strike back toward the Farmlands. The rumor was they were going to book passage on a full-sized whale ship into the Iron Weald, and there trade House Kraken’s payments for high-quality treasures.

Scorio’s chest was tight. How much would Manticore invest in him when they had over forty talented members all desiring special treatment? Why would they waste rare mana and treasure on bringing him back to the baseline when others could be sprinting toward distant goals?

The sun set again. Darkness became absolute. The howls and cries were closer. 

“You think they can tell the Flame Vaults and Dread Blazes are gone?” whispered Leonis. “Other than Valt?”

“Possibly.” Lianshi and Naomi had paused beside them on their own patrol route. 

“I was talking to Barbos,” said Leonis uneasily. “He said xallop packs can merge into a giant war pack. They can summon each other across impossibly wide distances.”

“Great,” said Naomi. “Let’s all sit around and tell each other horror stories like cute little children. Come on, Lianshi.”

They resumed their patrol, staring nervously into the forest. The howls were definitely more numerous. Closer? It was hard to be sure.

Dawn broke. They were coming up on four hours. Tension was slowly growing. Zala and Juniper took their patrol, so Scorio and Leonis retired to the hall for flagons of water and cold stew. 

There was nothing to say. The atmosphere in the camp grew ever more charged. Each moment lasted forever. They tidied away their bowls and then joined the restless crowd beside the shaft.

Valt was dozing, hands laced behind his head, lying within the curve of the great wheel, the summoning wire wrapped around the toe of his boot.

Scorio stared at the lanky man. How could he sleep now?

The sun dipped down toward the horizon. 

Dusk fell, brief and sudden, then became night. 

“It’s been too long,” whispered Lianshi, who’d joined them. “What do we do if they don’t—”

Valt sat up suddenly with a laugh. “There it is!”

He immediately set to running within the wheel. Scorio couldn’t breathe. Were defeated Flame Vaults coming up with a report of utter loss? A victorious Dameon and Druanna? 

The chain rose and rose, endless.

The darkness thickened. Scorpio sharpened his dark vision and watched the shaft.

The clanking of the cage became visible.

Everybody clustered in closer.

Then, suddenly, the cage was there.

Mavel and Tsing Ma were missing, along with Evelyn and Simeon.

Dameon stood in the center, a body in his arms.

Druanna.
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Everybody clamored and pressed forward, but Davelos barked for order and strode into the crowd, clearing the way so that Dameon could emerge from the cage, Druanna lying limply in his arms.

But for a smear of blood across her temple she appeared unhurt. Her braid hung down to the ground, and Scorio had to resist the urge to lift it onto her body. 

Davelos raised his hands. “I know you have questions, but we have to see to the Pyre Lady. Stand back. Valt? Drop the cage. The Flame Vaults want up.”

Valt inclined his head and moved to the brake switch.

Ydrielle emerged looking drawn and exhausted. Never had Scorio seen the angles of her skull riding so close beneath the skin. She trailed after Davelos toward the hall, shoulders slumped, then turned to regard them all.

“The mission was a success.” Her voice was hoarse from shouting. “We acquired the font. Mavel and Tsing Ma fell in the battle. Simeon and Evelyn are badly hurt. They can’t be moved yet, but they should make full recoveries. The Pyre Lady…” She trailed off, gaze troubled, then shook her head and entered the hall, closing the door firmly behind them.

“By the ten hells,” said Leonis, passing his hand over his head. “What happened down there?”

“Whatever it was, it was bad,” said Lianshi. “For Druanna to have fallen?”

One of the Manticore Tomb Sparks, a hard woman called Ranna, glanced over in consternation. “Her construct’s invulnerable. She’s not.”

“You think she’d stay close to her construct,” said Scorio.

Ranna gave him a withering look. “Such wisdom.”

The chain descended in an endless rattle. 

“By the gods,” said Leonis. “I did none of the fighting, yet I feel a powerful thirst. Anybody hide some ale in their quarters?”

“We should stay sharp.” Naomi glared at the closed door. “No telling what will be needed.”

“Let’s hope this doesn’t sour the deal,” said Sam from the far side of the sparse crowd.

Scorio scowled. “A Pyre Lady’s life is in danger and you’re worrying about the deal?”

“Yes.” Sam was unapologetic. “I’m sorry for the losses, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t get what’s ours.”

Scorio shook his head in disgust and stalked away. Not far. He wanted to be close enough to learn of new developments. He saw Druanna’s head lolling, her braid dragging in the dust. 

What could have done that to her?

The Flame Vaults arrived in batches, but they were none the wiser. They’d waited in readiness but never been called. Simeon and Evelyn were stable but safe within the treasure vault.

The camp failed to settle. Everyone stood about, unsure. The day cycle passed agonizingly slowly. Scorio stood with his friends. Nobody had anything to say.

Finally, Ydrielle emerged. 

Everybody oriented on her.

“The Pyre Lady is awake,” she called out. “But still weak. She wishes to depart for the Fiery Shoals at first light. House Kraken is about to take control of the Consortium, and she wishes to report the losses as well as ensure the Font is aboard The Celestial Coffer as a gift to the Iron Tyrant. Scorio, Dameon wants to speak with you.”

Everybody stared at him in surprise. For a second he just stood there, blinking, but Ydrielle’s impatient stare prompted him to stride through the crowd. 

“Everyone is to rest,” Ydrielle called out, “and resume normal duties after their sleep. I’m heading back down with medical supplies and elixirs, but will return in time to pilot Druanna out. Disperse, everyone.”

The crowd reluctantly did so. Scorio stopped before Ydrielle who looked him up and down. “You’re to be done an honor,” was all she said, then stepped past him.

The hall was dark, the windows shuttered, and Druanna lay asleep before the fireplace on a cot. Davelos sat at the foot of one long table, nursing an ale. Dameon nodded for Scorio to walk with him, and moved to the far end of the hall.

“That was far worse than we expected.” His voice was hushed. “But not as bad as it could have been. If Druanna had died…” He shook his head. “Manticore would have been blamed. As it is, there’s still a chance to salvage this.”

“How can I help?”

Dameon grimaced and passed his hand over his brow. He looked exhausted, face drawn, his blond mop of hair covered in dust and a streak of dried blood. “We need to send people with Druanna to ensure her safe return, and also to honor her rank. She’ll recover some while flying, then heal completely at the Shoals. I want you to go with Ydrielle.”

Scorio went to protest but Dameon raised his hand.

“This isn’t going to look good when Ydrielle arrives. But you’ve a good reputation at the Shoals, and Davelos remembers your speaking with Captain Thorne in Bastion. Are you friendly with him?”

“Not really. He was trying to recruit me for the Iron Tyrant.”

Dameon looked impressed. “Was he now? Well, did you part on bad terms for turning him down?”

“No. He told me to look him up when next I was… ah.”

“Precisely. We’ll send some Flame Vaults with Ydrielle, but your presence will do more than anyone else’s. This is where you can really prove your value to us.”

“But what is it you want me to do?”

“Not much. Make sure nothing goes wrong, really. Make sure Thorne knows that this artifact came from us. I’m not saying Druanna won’t mention that fact, but I don’t want to take the risk. We need to start building our reputation beyond the Plains. This should be—must be—a vital first step.”

“All right.” Scorio fought down the upswell of panic. “I’d wanted to take advantage of the last few days of meditating in the Chasm…”

Dameon laughed softly. “Don’t worry. After this, you’ll get all the mana you need. We’ll be rich. Just make sure Thorne knows Manticore pulled off this project successfully. In fact…”

Dameon paused and stared off pensively into the middle distance.

Scorio raised both brows.

“In fact, let’s force Druanna’s hand. She may be upset with us for what happened below, though… never mind. I’ll show you how to use the artifact. You can provide the demonstration for Thorne. That way Druanna won’t be able to cut us out of the process no matter how bitter she feels about losing her Dread Blazes.”

Scorio hesitated. “Should we withhold that information from a Pyre Lady?”

Dameon seesawed his head from side to side. “If she commands you to reveal the process, obviously do so. We only have so much leverage here. But if you can convince her to let you present the gift, it’ll reflect well on us as well as cement our role in its rediscovery.” Dameon nodded decisively. “Yes. We’ll play it that way. Much as I wish it were otherwise. We have to be pragmatic.”

“Fair enough.” Scorio took a shaky breath. “It’s a four-day trip?”

“Shortest way is to head north, pass Bastion by, then descend again to the Fiery Shoals. Far longer to go laterally, yes.” Dameon blinked and stumbled back. “No, I’m fine. Just… haven’t pushed myself this hard in some time.” He managed a smile. “Guess that teaches me to not neglect my own training as well.” He sat against the edge of the table. “Thank you, Scorio. This is an important task. The future is wide open for us if we can seize the moment. We’ve done the labor. Now we need to get the recognition.”

“If you think they’ll listen to me.”

“Are you joking?” Dameon chuckled. “The man who convinced the White Queen to add civic reform to the Queen’s Accord? Who—well. You know your own successes. By the time you return, we’ll have broken camp and be ready to head back to the Plains. We’ll load everything of value on The Sloop, then cut our way out to the Farmlands. Manticore’s sun has just begun to dawn. But go. Get some sleep. Ydrielle will leave after the fourth night cycle. You’ll want to be as refreshed as possible.”

“Sure.” Scorio hesitated then gave a polite bow. “Glad to be of service.”

Dameon reached behind him and lifted a small case. He popped the lid and revealed a roughly cast golden cup with sapphires mounted around its rim. It looked heavy, precious, and truly a relic from another time.

“Here it is.” Dameon considered the cup, turning it around. “To think it should fit in my hand like any drinking vessel. Anybody can activate it, which is part of its power. They need merely know how. I suppose they were a more suspicious lot back then. Regardless. The process is simple. There are six sapphires, see? Only one had a dot beneath it, this… here. A tiny dimple. That indicates the first stone that you must infuse with mana. You then infuse the third stone along this side, then the fifth—then the sixth, then the fourth, then the second. A simple order, but if you’re ignorant of it the cup remains inert. Even Coal mana should do the trick. Upon activating it the cup fills with Gold mana. Now, repeat the order to me.”

“Dimple, third, fifth, sixth, fourth, second.”

“Precisely so. Don’t write it down. It’s our only leverage.” He returned the cup to its case. “Druanna will carry it, but I doubt she’ll want you to leave her side. Now come, I’ll walk you out. It’s time I spoke with the Flame Vaults.”

Scorio studied Druanna as he left the hall. The flickering flames cast a dancing orange glow over her stern features. A thin vertical line marred her brow as if even now she felt some pain or regret, but her chest rose slowly, steadily, and Scorio left with a certainty that she’d recover.

 

* * *

 

Scorio didn’t sleep. His regrets and frustrations kept him awake. Twice he almost arose to ask Valt to lower him into the depths so he could sneak in a final few hours of meditation.

But that was madness. Given how stirred up the Chasm now was, nobody was allowed to descend unless they were part of the Simeon and Evelyn extraction team.

The door had closed. 

His opportunity here was over.

And what did he have to show for it?

For one, he was the in best shape of his admittedly brief life. But more than that, he didn’t feel like he’d ever been this strong, this tough, this leaned out and compact with heavy muscle. His hands were sufficiently callused that he could probably pluck a lump of coal from a live fire and toss it aside before he burned himself, and his whole body felt alive with potential. Even now, lying in his bunk, he felt ready to leap up and act, strike, work, impose his will upon the world.

What else?

Desaturation. 

His body was cleansed. 

It had been brutal but he’d done it. Why hadn’t the instructors at the Academy mentioned this before? Probably because they were already providing their students with the best treasures. Those Fat Cricket pills and more had ensured that every student was already working with the finest quality mana they could reasonably afford. It would have been like warning them to not drink filthy gutter water when they had crystalline purity at hand. Completely unnecessary. 

So he was physically in the best condition of his life and his body was wrung clean of almost all the Coal mana he’d soaked up over his time in Bastion. 

But his Heart. 

Still fractured. Still venting. The few weeks of Bronze had begun to do its work, but… he needed more.

Which meant making sure Dameon saw fit to cut him a share of Kraken’s payment. He couldn’t countenance just wandering the Plains looking for random pockets of Iron or trying to walk deeper into Hell in the hopes of finding unguarded reservoirs.

For better or worse he had to make Manticore work. 

Which meant ensuring their reputation grew in the Fiery Shoals and the Iron Tyrant was suitably impressed.

Scorio sighed. Was Dameon being duplicitous? What if he hoped Thorne would renew his offer and take Scorio off his hands? That would be a tidy way to cut him loose. No hard feelings all around.

Wasn’t going to happen though.

He’d die before he abandoned his friends.

Finally, the last night cycle ended and everyone rose. Scorio washed, donned clean robes, and bound his ragged mane back into a short ponytail a couple of inches long. He’d find a barber in Fiery Shoals.

“Can’t believe you’re wrangled your way into this mission just to get a soak,” said Leonis, following him outside.

“You missed your opportunity.” Scorio blinked at the activity. People were up early and loading The Sloop. “In a few days’ time, I’ll think of you, though, as I lie there in utter bliss.”

“Sadist,” muttered Leonis.

“Seriously,” said Lianshi, stepping up and tugging his robes into place. “You get to lounge about on The Sloop for four days while we break camp? I guess your fortune has finally turned around.”

“And get to know Druanna,” said Leonis. “She’ll be all stiff and sore from her fight. Maybe you could offer to give her a massage?”

Lianshi scowled and elbowed him in the gut.

“What? She’s a beautiful woman, and Scorio’s not afraid of being with someone stronger than him. Are you?”

Scorio shook his head ruefully and opted not to respond.

The hall door opened to reveal the Pyre Lady in question. She was clad in fresh robes and stood tall, but seemed in some intangible way diminished; she’d undone her braid, and now curled a lock behind one ear. There was a pallor beneath her golden skin, which seemed without luster in the morning sun.

Dameon and Ydrielle followed her out. Davelos had gone below to tend to Simeon and Evelyn, to only the two Dread Blazes escorted Druanna to the rope ladder.

The air was tense. They’d probably already spoken about everything of import while within. Scorio moved up, leaving his friends behind, and stood expectantly. 

“Well, here we are.” Dameon still looked worn out. “I wish you a speedy recovery, Pyre Lady. And if Manticore can ever be of service, please don’t hesitate to send for us.”

Druanna nodded stiffly. “Thank you, Dread Blaze. I hope the next time we meet our losses won’t be so terrible.”

“That’s life in Hell,” said Dameon amiably. “Mavel and Tsing Ma will return to us in time.” But nobody could miss the iron beneath his words. “The artifact is in your possession. Scorio here will show Captain Thorne how to activate it when the time comes, a pleasing demonstration of Manticore’s utility to the Iron Tyrant.”

Druanna drew herself up and for a moment Scorio thought she’d offer a cutting rejoinder, but then she simply nodded and turned away. “Let’s be gone.”

Crush and three other Flame Vaults had already ascended to The Sloop. Druanna followed after, her movements stiff, and then Scorio went next. Dameon caught his eye and gave him a knowing nod which Scorio returned; his friends were more exuberant, with Lianshi waving enthusiastically and even Naomi raising a palm in farewell.

There was no sign of Jova.

Scorio climbed into the hold. A large bed had been fashioned out of cushioned mats and blankets, and Druanna had moved there directly to kneel in the gloom with her eyes closed.

Scorio didn’t linger but climbed all the way to the deck.

Ydrielle appeared a moment later, calling out her commands, and the Flame Vaults worked the rigging as Crush descended below to haul up the anchor. The second it was disengaged they began to rise; Scorio stood at the starboard railing so that he could gaze out over the camp and the Chasm.

His friends diminished below. Lianshi continued to wave. Crush climbed back onto the deck. Scorio regarded her warily; months of being beaten down by her strength had made her very presence a trial. But she ignored him and set to work drawing down the mainsail and helping Ydrielle steer the ship.

The Chasm retreated behind them. The camp was swallowed up by the forest, the great hole grew smaller, and then, just before the end of the day’s first sun cycle, it disappeared into the haze that hung over the jungle, miles behind them.

Nobody asked Scorio to help, so he remained latched to the safety wire by the railing. Copper mana swirled in the air; it wasn’t worth saturating. 

The day cycle became night became day. They entered the broad valley over the marshland, the permanent fog rising up to obscure the details below and turn the world into a twilit mystery.

“Scorio.” Ydrielle’s tone was peremptory.

He stepped over, clipped in beside her.

“A few rules. You’re not to bother Druanna. She needs sleep to recover. The more healed she is by the time we reach the Fiery Shoals the better.”

Scorio nodded.

“There’ll be no training on this trip. I want a minimum of noise disturbing the Pyre Lady, so no sparring or unnecessary movement. You can practice your meditation, but no forms or asking the Fire Vaults to train you.”

There was no point in protesting. “All right.”

Ydrielle took her gaze off the foggy horizon and stared right at him. “Think of this as an extended holiday. Believe me, they’re rare and will only get rarer. Savor it while you can and stay out of the way.”

Scorio inclined his head. The more he got to know Ydrielle, the less he wanted to talk to her. He unclipped and returned to his bench.

The endless and rapid passage of the small sun overhead made it so that the world below remained fascinating, cast in different hues of light, with the glories of sunrise and the somber hues of sunset painting the same landscape in varied tones. He studied the ancient towers in the valley, seeking to make out fiends below in the marshland. Saw the wreckage of a caravan, six old carts partially sunken in the mire with no signs of people about. Saw a great and slowly lurching fiend that looked like a carapaced slug with octopus-like tentacles growing out of a large hump in its back.

At night the swamp lit up with blue and green lights and the cries of fiends rose, as if all the predators waited for darkness in which to hunt each other.

But The Sloop was fast. They broke free of the great valley, the marshland drying out as the rivulets coalesced into a central river that undulated toward the Farmlands. They flew over wild country for a few hours then passed the Golden Circuit. 

A huge island was floating toward them, its base an inverted cone of craggy pale stone, the golden waterfall of mana pouring up and soaking into the stone, but it was the castle that caught Scorio’s attention, a rambling ruin built around a rough peak, complete with towers and battlements and a central keep. Sleek green fiends flew on batwings about the keep, on whose roof he saw a massive nest built of whole trees.

Its owner fortunately never flew into view.

Ydrielle spent much of her time below with Druanna. Scorio was sourly humored by this hypocrisy; he was denied training, but she got to cozy up to a Pyre Lady and no doubt ask her all manner of questions about how to rank up? The perks of power, he supposed.

The Flame Vaults ignored him. That suited him just fine. 

They crossed the Farmlands. Scorio watched the tilled fields and barns roll by. Teams of farmers, Great Soul patrols, all slipped past quickly.

Ydrielle chose not to cross the Rain Wall; instead, they followed the great cliff below it and down whose length spilled countless grand waterfalls. The Dread Blaze didn’t bother to explain her rationale, but Scorio could surmise; she’d have to burn Iron or Bronze to get that high, only to have to recharge the tanks in order to cross again on the far side.

They followed the Rain Wall’s perimeter, and the sight never grew old. Finally, Ydrielle emerged from below to steer them back out over the Farmlands, and the journey mirrored itself in reverse.

The next day passed smoothly; they crossed the Farmlands and the Golden Circuit, then flew out over a brief stretch of woodland before the horizon manifested a dramatic change.

A huge and brutal mountain of black stone reared up ahead, with two chains branching off beyond it in a massive V. Smoke rose from the land contained between both ranges, and the air soon took on a metallic tang. 

Scorio tried to imagine a floating island plunging so hard into the Plains that it would carve up the land to that extreme. How big had the island been? How much momentum had it had before impact?

They sailed between two peaks, rising high to clear the scorched slopes, and passed into a deadland. Here and there Scorio saw greenery, tenacious moss or bushes rising up, but something about the soil had to be inimical to life. The valley between the twin chains was made of congealed black rock, its surface endlessly swirled as if it had once been mud that had cooled and hardened into black rock.

Not mud.

Lava.

Scorio grimaced. Good thing his friends weren’t around to have heard him make that observation.

Up ahead, in the center of the monumental valley arose a single peak like a smith’s anvil. As they drew closer he realized it wasn’t one massive mountain, but a necklace of volcanoes, all of them active and belching fumes as they spilled fitful bursts of lava down their slopes.

Everyone moved to the prow. Their journey was almost at an end. 

 

 

Fitful gusts of sulfur pushed them along and the air was rife with pockets of Iron and Coal mana. Ydrielle spun the wheel expertly, navigating as best she could amongst the reefs of dangerous mana, but even so the ride was fitful and chaotic. The Sloop would drop even as Ydrielle released a puff of Iron or even Bronze, then slew to the side as a blast of Copper would come rushing over them like a gale. 

Despite the coldness between himself and the Flame Vaults, Scorio moved up alongside Crush and clipped in. “Why’s the mana so wild here?”

“You think I know?” But her tone was one of amusement. “Probably something to do with the nature of the whole place. You know that this was all caused by a falling island?”

“Someone told me, yes.”

“Most of the island speared deep into the ground. Or the mana shock stirred up the layers below. I don’t know. But everything’s thrown off here. Makes for a hell of a ride.”

As if on cue, The Sloop suddenly slid down as if it had strayed out onto a steep slope; Scorio’s stomach lurched up and he grabbed onto the railing as Crush let out a whoop of enjoyment. 

Ydrielle grimaced and wrestled with the wheel, buffering their descent with a flash of Bronze, and then they rose swiftly as Iron flowered beneath them, hurling them up a handful of yards.

The anvil of volcanoes drew closer. The stench grew thicker, cloying, and coasted the inside of Scorio’s mouth. Just as he remembered it in the Fiery Shoals.

Druanna emerged from below. She looked greatly recovered, her color returned, her Kraken robes cinched tightly about her trim waist by her sash, a safety harness over both shoulders. She moved hesitantly, however, as if she didn’t quite yet trust her balance, and clipped in beside Ydrielle.

The anvil drew closer, ever closer, looming massive, the volcanoes awesome, each shuddering up great gobbets of fire and white smoke, spewing their lava trails down over endless petrified spills. 

And perched on raw ledges, clinging to lonely outcrops, their branches swaying back and forth as they were buffeted by the wind, were the Lava Trees. Glowing pink petals streamed from their boughs like tears, swirling away into oblivion and smoke without surcease. They were beautiful, appeared fragile, insubstantial, but clearly they were impossibly tough to even grow here in the first place.

The Sloop swung out wide around the flanking volcano and then pulled back in, canting over, sails creaking, to slide down in slope of Copper shot through with Coal between a beetling mass of Iron that was rolling in like a tidal wave of power. 

The volcanic slopes revealed themselves as their ship curved around, and then there it was, the Fiery Shoals themselves, jet black and angular, fitted into the raised edge of a broad plateau like a cork into the neck of a bottle of fresh hell, lava pouring in thick, clotted waterfalls from chutes beneath the fort’s walls to spatter down into the great lava field below, that endless roiling nightmare sea of orange and crimson and black crust. Around it all rose the cliffs upon which the tenuous pink trees grew, and Scorio’s heart rose at the sight, the speed of their approach, Ydrielle’s daring as she slotted them down between the great masses of mana at a precipitous dive toward the huge esplanade where The Celestial Coffer and a second ship bearing House Hydra’s emblem were docked.

The rigging strained, the sail creaked, the very boards beneath their feet groaned. Ydrielle was draining the area of all mana, creating a bubble of nothingness around them, a bubble that sank rapidly toward a lonesome pier.

At the last moment Ydrielle threw the wheel to the side, spinning it so that the spokes blurred. The boom swept across the dock, the sail snapped taut, the ship slurred through the air, the stern coming out wide as the prow turned toward the dock, and they slid through the air several hundred yards above the lava to come in smoothly beside the dock, a final blast of countering Iron bringing them to a standstill just feet from the great stone pier.

Crush leaped over the side to turn and catch a coil of rope which she set to tying around a large iron bollard. Ydrielle’s face was flushed with excitement, and Scorio caught her glance with shining eyes at Druanna, her lips parted. 

Showing off?

Scorio almost snorted. Druanna had surely seen far more thrilling sights—but no, the Pyre Lady returned Ydrielle’s smile without reserve.

Perhaps she enjoyed a thrilling entry as much as anyone else.

The Sloop was made fast as a delegation of House Kraken dignitaries approached, most of them looking like non-Great Soul scholars and bureaucrats.

No one was looking at him, so Scorio shrugged out of his security harness and leaped onto the pier. For a moment he was thrown off by its very solidity, but then he adapted and inhaled deeply. 

Ah, that familiar stink.

The House Kraken delegation stopped where gangplank was extended to the dock, then froze at the sight of Druanna who moved to stand at the side of The Sloop.

“Pyre Lady!” The leader, a heavily shouldered older man looked genuinely shocked. “We didn’t expect you so soon.”

Druanna marched down the plank with supreme indifference to all the bows. “I need warn you?”

“Not at all, of course. I…yes.” The man was scrambling to regain his wits. “Be welcome, we’re honored, this is far too great an honor. We’ve only assumed authority this morning, as surely you know, it’s been a smooth process, House Chimera has been most accommodating, I…”

He ceased babbly as Druanna turned her stare upon him. “Fetch my belongings from the hold. I would deliver a treasure to Captain Thorne before he departs.”

“Of course!” The man gestured furiously to two of the Kraken guards who hurried up the plank under Ydrielle’s amused eye. “Captain Thorne has received the full cargo of Gold from House Chimera and is departing soon. Your arrival is perfectly timed, Pyre Lady. Absolutely perfectly timed.”

“Good. Scorio. You are ready?”

He bit back a half dozen questions and hid his surprise. “I’m at your disposal, Pyre Lady.”

“Good. We will discharge this obligation immediately and then I will meet with the House leadership to discuss our stewardship here.”

“As you command.”

News of the Pyre Lady’s arrival was sending shockwaves across the esplanade. House Kraken guards were everywhere in evidence, especially by the main gate leading into the fortress proper, and they were craning their necks and rising to their tiptoes in an attempt to catch a glimpse of her. 

The Celestial Coffer was alive with activity. Sailor swarmed her deck, climbing the mast and rigging as adroitly as the crimson snake-salamanders from Bastion’s ruins. 

They stood in awkward silence as Druanna waited for her belongings. Crush leaped back onto the ship to rejoin the other watchful Flame Vaults, and Scorio caught her watching him. Her expression was strange: pity? 

The Pyre Lady stood in such splendid dignity that the detachment of bureaucrats could only shuffle and wait. Moments later the two guards emerged with a small chest between them; it didn’t seem too heavy, but perhaps they thought it more dignified to carry it between them.

“We’re ready.” Druanna flipped her black hair back over one shoulder. “The sooner we’ve handed the artifact over the better.”

They followed her down the pier and up the esplanade to where The Celestial Coffer was docked across from the main gate and the freestanding entrance to the Golden Cupola. Everyone was watching. Bron, the heavily mustached Dread Blaze who guarded the Cupola was gone, replaced instead by four competent looking Kraken Great Souls.

Scorio schooled his features into neutrality. The dozen Coffer guards formed a cordon before the pier that ran out alongside the great whale ship. Their expressions were guarded. These men and women weren’t elated to see the Pyre Lady.

Their leader stepped forward. He was a hirsute man, small of stature but with a wily expression as if he’d lived a dozen lives back-to-back exclusively in gambling dens. His armor was the ivory and gold of the Consortium, contrasting sharply with his weaselly demeanor. 

“Greetings, Pyre Lady.” He inclined his head respectfully. “Dread Blaze  Meneleo at your service. Can I be of help?”

Druanna drew herself up before him. “We’ve a delivery for Captain Thorne. House Kraken arranged to have a powerful artifact delivered. I’d like to board so as to deliver it to him.”

“I’m afraid nobody boards The Coffer that’s not employed for the Tyrant. Standing orders, you understand, nothing personal. If you’ll give me the item in question, I’ll have the right paperwork issued to mark receipt and deliver it to him myself.”

Scorio bit back his words, but Druanna was equally displeased. She tugged on her earlobe and smiled. “This is a personal gift from House Kraken to the Iron Tyrant. Please inform the captain that I require his presence.”

“Of course.” Meneleo glanced over his shoulder at a guard and gave a sharp nod. The man took off at a run. Meneleo grinned. “Protocol.”

Again they stood in awkward silence. Scorio glanced around the esplanade again. Everyone was still watching. Scorio couldn’t blame them. Wasn’t every day that regular House members got to see one of their Pyre Ladies stymied by a guard. 

The minutes passed, and then the heavyset and gruff looking Captain Thorne appeared at the gunwale and descended the broad bridge to the pier. A couple of junior officers escorted him, the messenger guard behind, and the quartet strode right up, the cordon parting for them.

“Pyre Lady Druanna!” Thorne grinned, displaying his yellowed ivories amidst his bristling beard. “A rare honor. I hear my guards are being sticklers for protocol. My apologies.”

“No, that’s quite all right. You can’t be too careful with The Coffer. I’ve just returned from the Chasm where I acquired that treasure promised to the Iron Tyrant by Pyre Lady Octavia.”

“You have? Splendid! The Iron Tyrant will be most touched, I assure you.”

“We must relay it to you in private. The instructions are confidential.”

“I see.” The captain frowned and tugged on his beard. “Well, we can always enter the Shoals and find a suitable chamber.”

“Very well. Scorio is the only one who knows the activation sequence. He can explain it to you and then you and I can take a tour of the production area.”

Thorne hesitated, then glanced toward the back of Druanna’s group. His expression brightened. “Ah, I recognize that face. Scorio!”

Scorio moved up and bowed. “Captain Thorne. It’s good to see you again.”

“Let us be quick about this—I know you have little time, and I would rather spend it hearing from you how the transitions have been executed, the minutiae of the production schedules, and perhaps review the mana discharge process so that I can be assured of your satisfaction.”

Thorne blanched. “Yes, yes, all very important.” He smoothed down his beard nervously. “And while it is within your right to recommend such a review, I have done exactly that with both House Hydra and Chimera in the recent past, and plan to do so again with House Kraken when I return for the next shipment. Perhaps… Scorio, did I not promise you a tour of The Coffer?”

“You mentioned the possibility, yes sir.”

“Then perhaps—with Pyre Lady’s forbearance—I can do so now? You can show me the activation sequence, and then we can take a stroll about the deck while we prepare to cast off.”

Scorio glanced at Druanna, who smiled. “As long as the cup is delivered and the sequence conveyed, House Kraken is satisfied.”

Druanna then opened the chest and retrieved the small container which she handed to him. Scorio glanced at her curiously—didn’t she want to be there when the treasure was handed over? Apparently not.

“I’ll await you here on the pier, Scorio. Don’t take long.”

Scorio bowed his head and followed Thorne through the cordon and up the grand gangplank. They paused at the gunwale.

“The ship is shielded, lad. Take my hand. My pass shall extend to you.”

They clasped hands and stepped onto The Coffer’s deck. A wash of power flowed over him as he did so, and Scorio reached out with his senses to see that a great forcefield surrounded the entire ship, infused with a beautiful medley of Iron and Bronze. Sailors studied him, Great Soul guards watched him carefully. The ship was beautiful, a work of art, the deck made of white wood, every buckle and fitting gleaming, all of it looking polished and new.

Thorne led him and his two officers into the forecastle which proved to house four rooms; one was a parlor and miniature library both. There he rounded a table bolted to the ground and hooked his thumbs in his belt. 

“Well, then. It’s not often that we uncover artifacts from a previous age. I must admit I’m most curious.”

Scorio set the container on the table. “This was acquired through great effort and I regret to say great cost. Two of House Kraken’s Dread Blazes perished in the effort, and even Lady Druanna was injured. I wish I could have been of greater help, but…”

“All in due time, Scorio. You are yet but a Tomb Spark, and a storied one at that.”

Scorio opened the container and drew out the heavy gold cup. It radiated power. 

“Ah, now there’s a pretty thing,” said Captain Thorne. His lieutenants leaned forward to examine it. “I was told it’s a portable Crucible, an endless source of Gold mana. To be honest, I can hardly credit it.”

“That’s what I was told by our leader, Dameon,” said Scorio. “He apparently has memories from his past lives, and in one of them saw the artifact used that way. Let me show you the activation sequence.”

Thorne smiled. “It’s good to see you again, lad. You look like you’ve profited from your time with Manticore; I thought you strong before, but now it looks like you’ve eaten nothing but shoe leather and fire since I last saw you.”

Scorio smiled ruefully. “They put me to work, that’s for sure. But I was asked by Dameon to, ah, give this to you with Manticore’s compliments. We’ve worked for over six or seven months to uncover it, and Dameon wishes the Iron Tyrant to know that he’s honored to have been the source of this treasure.”

“That so?” Thorne gave a grave nod. “I’ll make sure he learns. How is it used?”

Scorio took up the cup. “The gems are the key. Search for this dimple here, and pour mana into its gem first.” Scorio explained the rest of the code. “Upon completing it the cup will fill with Gold mana.”

“May I?” Thorne took the cup. “Please don’t take offense. But before I stake my name on this cup’s veracity, I’ll try it myself. A demonstration.”

“Of course,” said Scorio.

Thorne slid wisps of Iron into each sapphire, which lit up as if a flame had been kindled within. 

One by one they lit, and with each the sense of the power in the cup grew. By the fifth gem the air was turgid with crackling tension and potential, as if a storm cloud were about to break.

Thorne hesitated then fed a final wisp of mana into the sixth gem.

The entire cup began to glow as if it had become molten. Thorne dropped it with a cry. It bounced on the table, rolled around and fell to the floor.

The air began to burn as the rippling tension broke and became a great storm, a mana vortex centered on the cup. Scorio felt his Heart spasm as if a hand had reached into his spiritual realm to claw at it.

Thorne snatched up the cup then dropped it once more, his palm burned bright red. Expression livid, face turning scarlet, spittle in the corners of his mouth, he rounded on Scorio.

“Scorio? What have you done?” His shout was almost lost behind the roar of the mana. “Blast your eyes, boy, what have you done?!” 
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The cup was incandescent. Being close to it hurt, tore at the very fabric of Scorio’s being. It felt like his lungs were trying to burst their way up his throat. Gagging, Heart shuddering, every remaining drop of mana torn from its core, he staggered out of the parlor and onto the deck.

Chaos. A vortex arose through the forecastle’s roof, terrifying in its power and wildness, oscillating back and forth as it drained The Coffer’s shields, tore mana from every Great Soul on the deck, ripped Gold from the hold.

Men and women stood aghast, hands clutching their chests, eyes bulging, staring at the vortex. Some bellowed questions, others cried in alarm, while others dropped to their knees or fainted altogether.

Thorne emerged behind Scorio, reeling and with blood pouring from both nostrils and the corners of his eyes. He yelled a command, but Scorio couldn’t parse it. His mind was a haze of confusion and panic. 

Reeling, he made his way to the railing and saw the House Kraken guards staring in horror.

Druanna was at their fore. Shoulders squared, chin raised, she radiated purpose and strength. Raised her arm and pointed at The Coffer.

“They’re trying to steal the Gold mana!” Her voice cracked like a whip. “House Kraken, seize The Coffer!”

Her command was roared with utter authority. The House Kraken Great Souls stared at each other in shock, at what was taking place upon the deck of The Coffer in incomprehension, and then chose to do the one thing that made sense: obey their Pyre Lady.

The vortex was already dying down. The air was completely scoured of mana. Scorio reached forth with his senses but what little fragments wafted in from outside were immediately drained by the desperate Great Souls on deck.

Up the esplanade, Ydrielle and the Manticore Flame Vaults were watching in avid fascination. Even as Scorio sighted them the Dread Blaze gave a command and they all leaped down to the dock.

Beyond them the House Hydra ship was stirring to life.

Kraken Great Souls surged against The Coffer’s cordon. The guards there hadn’t been as affected by the vortex and barked commands for the Kraken fighters to stand down.

Druanna raised both hands and raw power pulsed from her. The air shimmered and coalesced into a massive, six-armed humanoid figure, easily four yards in height and carved as if from one huge block of jet, a great scimitar in each fist.

The Coffer’s guards fell back in dismay as this eidolon approached. 

“Druanna!” Scorio’s yell was lost in the bedlam. “What are you doing?”

The Coffer’s guards rallied around their captain, Meneleo, who split into a dozen mirror images of himself, all of which promptly caught fire. Another hurled a spear that grew in length the farther it flew, while a third sank into the ground and disappeared.

 Druanna’s eidolon set to cutting them all down.

Thorne appeared at the railing beside Scorio, his chest heaving, his beard bloodied. “What? What is she—by every sordid hell…” The old Dread Blaze stared, dazed, then turned savagely on Scorio. “You backstabbing—”

The older man came at him. Without an ounce of mana, Thorne could but swing his fists.

“No,” shouted Scorio, raising his guard and gliding back. “I was used, I swear it, I don’t know what’s happening!”

Thorne cursed and turned back to his crew. “Prepare to be boarded! Break out all weapons! Gannek, get the shields back up! I don’t care how, drain every compression tank, but get them up!

The eidolon cut down the last of Meneleo’s burning copies. Hands emerged from the stone deck to clutch at its feet, but these it instantly severed with downward swipes of his curved blades. 

House Kraken guards ran past it, overwhelming the last of the guards, then surged up the pier.

“Push off!” Thorne’s roar sounded thin, insubstantial over the cries and shouts. “Cut ropes, push off!”

Sailors raced to obey, but it was too late.

Scorio hesitated. He had to get to Druanna. He had to convince her to stop, or at the very least knock her out.

He wanted to laugh at the ludicrous hope. But what else could he do?

Everyone around him was moving clumsily as if half- drunk. Nobody was used to operating without mana. Whereas he’d been doing so for the past five or so months. Lithe as a cat he placed a hand on the polished railing, ready to leap over and drop the six yards to the pier.

The eidolon was bearing down on him, six Great Souls racing before it.

Cursing, Scorio took off at a sprint, racing along the inside of the railing toward the prow which jutted just over the esplanade proper. He darted around sailors, leaped over crates that were lashed to the deck, and through himself into a forward roll when a black scimitar longer than he was tall came sweeping around to cut him in twain seemingly from the heavens themselves.

He hit the deck, rolled, came up running.

Reached the prow and didn’t hesitate. He leaped, placed one foot on the railing beside the figurehead and then hurled himself forward and out over the drop to the lava lake hundreds of yards below.

For a second he flew, arms windmilling, legs kicking, and then he dropped to the docks and again fell into a forward roll. He spilled out, rolled onto his side, but he was aflame with a single urgent need that drove him up to his feet and back into a sprint: reach Druanna.

Chaos was enveloping the dock. Ydrielle and her crew had run into the side of the House Kraken reinforcements. Behind them, Scorio saw a seriously large number of House Hydra Great Souls disembarking from their whale ship. 

The eidolon stood abreast The Coffer, swinging its blades across the deck. It had taken heavy blows, however; cracks spiderwebbed across its chest, and one arm was already missing. House Kraken guards were either scaling the side of the ship or fighting their way up the gangplank, while some hung back and lobbied ranged attacks and others moved forward to raise defensive shields.

Too much was happening. 

He’d lose his chance if he slowed down to take it all in.

What mattered was that out here there was yet mana. Copper. He swirled it into his Heart as he ran out wide, curving around the back of another detachment of House Kraken guards, to come in behind Druanna.

Who laughed at the sight of him and clenched her fist.

Scorio felt the shudder of mana ripple through the air. Instinct kicked in. He Ignited and leaped into the air just as a dozen glass-black blades speared up at crazy angles from the dock in his path, each a yard long, some serrated, all lethally sharp.

Scales swept over his form, horns erupted from his brow, and his talons turned into burning prongs of searing heat. He landed neatly, bolted on. 

Druanna frowned, glanced at the ship, then began to back away.

Scorio put on more speed, only to feel the ground tremble. He looked to his right just in time to see the eidolon charging toward him in an all-out sprint, five arms flashing back and forth. 

Scorio’s eyes widened. How was it so fast? He turned and had time to raise his arms in a block just as the golem swung a fist the size of a pony key and caught him dead center.

The blow lifted Scorio up and hurled him across the esplanade, his arms nearly broken, the world spinning. He crashed to the ground, rolled, came up on his knees then fell back over, losing his scaled form. 

He’d fetched up against the Golden Cupola. 

Blinking, dizzy, arms numb, he grimaced and pushed himself upright. Before his five months sledging stone he’d never have survived such a blow. But now he was able to rise, his breath knocked clear out of him, to sway and stare as the eidolon came for him.

A Pyre Lady’s construct. 

He had no hope in hell of stopping it.

Then Ydrielle was there. Slender, delicate, expression fierce, she reached him just as he pulled his chalk out of his robe.

“Here,” he gasped. “Get behind.” The eidolon pounded toward them just as he raked the chalk over the ground in a long sweep.

A shimmering wall of force immediately sprung up in an arc before him.

The eidolon stopped, didn’t bother swinging.

“There,” gasped Scorio. “That’ll hold it back for a moment. We need to get somewhere safe.”

“You poor idiot,” said Ydrielle. “You still don’t understand, do you? How sad.”

“What?’ Scorio whirled on her just as she reached out to tap his chest. He felt a huge surge of power and then he froze as a coffin of white light appeared around him.

Ydrielle glanced around the esplanade. The eidolon was already powering toward the block of House Hydra guards that were racing toward the fight. Druanna made eye contact with Ydrielle, who nodded, touched the coffin, and lifted it off the ground with her fingertip as if it weighed nothing.

Nobody stood guard over the entrance to the Cupola.

Scorio wanted to scream. Demand answers. It had all happened so fast. Was Ydrielle colluding with House Kraken? Was this Dameon’s plan? The cup, how had it—

They entered the small building. Its primary function was to house the a stairwell that wrapped around the sides of a large shaft that plunged into the levels below. The walls were adorned with ancient mosaics framed in gold. A massive winch was set over the shaft, huge chests and lockers were set against the back wall, all of it was dim, poorly lit—

Ydrielle held him out over the center of the shaft. The coffin adhered to her fingertip like an eyelash. For a moment she simply studied him. He couldn’t move. Wasn’t even breathing. He was utterly frozen, panic bursting in his mind like fireworks.

“We were asked to make you suffer, so I made sure this prism’ll last for a good long while.” She cocked her head to one side. “Give you plenty of time to figure out how badly you screwed up. Oh, Scorio. I’ll bet you have no idea even now. Ah, well. I hope you figure it out before the prism dissipates. Or maybe you’ll just die ignorant.”

Scorio’s mind thrashed even as he remained perfectly still. The white light of the coffin was serene around him, the sensation cool, as if he sat in the shadow of a tree by a riverbank on a hot summer’s day.

Ydrielle extended her arm. He couldn’t even look down.

But he knew what lay below. 

The Golden Cupola housed the shaft to the Crucible far, far below the fort. 

The Dread Blaze flicked her fingers.

“Goodbye, Scorio. What a waste.”

She released him. He couldn’t even howl in fury.

The coffin fell. 

Ydrielle and the Cupola vanished from sight as he plummeted into the bowels of Hell.

 

 


Chapter 43

 

 

 

Scorio fell. 

Released from Ydrielle’s finger the coffin had an all too real weight. They plummeted down the shaft. Scorio’s head was locked in place; even his eyes couldn’t swivel.

A great conveyor belt was looped vertically about huge rollers, buckets attached to its side. Or Scorio thought they were buckets. Each held a crystal the size of his forearm. 

He fell alongside this contraption. Past floors that opened up to different chambers, some with people laboring in them, illuminated, others dark but with a sense of space.

The coffin touched the edge of the shaft, a corner hit a ledge, and the whole glowing mass exploded into a horrific tumble, spinning as it went head over heels, bouncing across the shaft, bouncing back, its graceful fall turning into a riotous descent.

Scorio felt nothing.

He was perfectly inured from all sensation within the glowing white light. Not even the moment of the fall. It was as if he were watching this all take place through another’s eyes.

The levels ceased all too quickly, the coffin still spinning, and the shaft’s smooth walls became unworked rock. It widened swiftly, became a gullet, then the top of a cavern.

Still he spun, the motion dizzying, details blurring, but he saw glowing gold far below, whipping around into his view over and over again. A sense of enormous space, larger than the Academy’s basilica, rock walls, darkness, around and around, and then he hit the ground and all went still.

It was supremely disorienting to not feel any shock from the landing. He’d fallen mercifully on his back. His gaze was locked staring straight up. All around him was the soft, diffuse glow of gold light. Far, far above him was a tiny hole in the roof of the cathedral-like cavern. The entrance to the shaft. Colossal stalactites descended from the ceiling like an inverted mountain range, and about those rippled cones of rock he saw shapes moving, lizard-like, tails wrapped around the rock, their bodies striated with glowing patterns of gold.

What had he landed on? Not enough peripheral vision to tell.

His heart wasn’t pounding. He wasn’t breathing. Pure stasis. The shock was limited to his mind alone.

Scorio wanted to gasp. To pant, to cry out, to shout for help. But he lay immured in that gentle white light, locked into the pose of surprise in which Ydrielle had trapped him. 

The coffin was subtly sinking and tilting to the left. 

As if he lay upon a bed of thick, viscous honey.

His stare tracked down the cavern wall. It was pockmarked with tunnel entrances. On broad ledges more lizards lay, torpid and asleep, some as large as The Sloop, their backs ridged, their mouths extending into great toothy snouts. Gold stripes smoldered across their crimson hides. 

So many of them. And the cavern ceiling was easily as high as the wall that surrounded Bastion, several hundred yards at the very least—how would he climb out?

For that matter, for how long would this stasis last?

The coffin continued to tilt. 

Now he saw in what he lay.

Gold magma.

It glowed like regular lava, that deep, effulgent smolder that filled the air with the aureate light he’d noticed.

The entire floor of the cavern was filled with molten gold. Here and there islands of rock emerged upon which more lizards lay; these were uniformly smaller, fitting on the islands without regard for each other, gorged on the mana and asleep.

Scorio ached to move his limbs. To struggle. To right the coffin as it continued to tilt. He was almost completely on his side now. Would the Gold magma melt the prism? Would he fall straight into the fire? Could he survive long enough if so to climb out?

The magma before him swirled then erupted into a huge, saurian maw. Jaws clapped around his coffin, massively fanged, and drew him under with shocking swiftness.

He was plunged into a world of glowing Gold.

The magma was so thick he couldn’t even make out a shadow of the fiend that had him. Just the huge teeth where they raked across the coffin’s glowing white surface.

The magma swirled. He got a sense of descent. Then the magma rippled and undulated in violent curlicues. Scorio felt nothing, but he thought perhaps the fiend was whipping him back and forth. Trying to tear him apart?

It failed.

The jaws released him. Scorio saw nothing but burning gold till at last several ridges appeared along his left side, emerging from the magma to press against the coffin.

The floor.

He’d sunk to the bottom of a huge lake of Gold-infused magma in which Gold-level fiends swam at their leisure.

Scorio wanted to sob, to laugh. He was so screwed. The second the prism gave out he’d be immediately immolated, and even if he somehow managed to swim up through literal magma infused with mana so powerful it would torch his Heart, he’d be snagged by one of the ship-sized saurians and torn apart.

“We were asked to make you suffer.”

The words played over and over again in his mind. We? Ydrielle and… or all of Manticore? 

His mind recoiled from trying to piece together what had happened. He wanted so desperately to close his eyes, to curl up into a ball. But he was utterly and perfectly trapped.

In his mind, Scorio screamed. Soundless, formless, his rage and panic and terror swirled through his thoughts like a destructive tornado. Each time it abated he’d simply consider his situation and rage and panic would erupt once more.

Not being able to move was its own exquisite torment. Never had he appreciated how his body helped him process emotion. The act of clutching at this head, striding, lashing out, the sheer visceral pleasure to be had in roaring his rage, the sensation of expelling air, clenching his fists, tightening every muscle.

Instead he lay there in cool, hideously fake tranquility, protected from the horrific heat of the magma by Ydrielle’s gift. Only his mind could react.

So he screamed in its depths. An empty, soulless cry without power. 

For how long he lost himself to his emotions he couldn’t say. Nothing changed about him. Even the magma down here barely swirled. It was just a uniform golden glow about six inches from his face.

Get a grip, he finally commanded himself. Had it been two minutes? Half a cycle? He’d no way to tell. You’re still alive. This isn’t over.

It took every ounce of his will but he cast around for something to latch onto, some hook that could trap his spiraling thoughts and mind.

Naomi’s face arose, followed immediately after by her teaching him the first form back in the ruin. 

He saw her with perfect clarity, superimposed on the gold. Dressed in her threadbare robes, her hair dusty and unkempt, pacing out each step, each strike, each block. How he’d marveled at her intensity, her perfect focus. Turn to the side, downward block, step forward and throw a punch. Turn completely around to block a strike at your back, step forward and throw another blow. Turn to your left, block, then advance, strike, strike strike.

Her face had been a mask of ferocious presence. He’d ceased to exist in the room. She’d been surrounded by enemies, and one by one she’d destroyed them all.

Scorio tried to close his eyes, failed.

Tried to relax his shoulders, failed.

So instead he visualized the first form. He stood, feet shoulder width apart, relaxed, hands locked into fists before his belt. At peace. He began no fights, he was no offender. He was a man standing his own ground. 

Woe to the foe that trespassed upon his might.

The first attack came. Scorio had never consciously considered that the first move was a block. 

Philosophically that spoke volumes.

With exacting, trembling precision Scorio worked his way through the form. He couldn’t even cry. Attempted to visualize each block, snapping it out so that in truth his defense was in and of itself a strike. The foes were nondescript and wore House Kraken robes. One blow was all it took to shatter them into crystalline fragments.

Back and forth he worked his mind, repeating the form over and over.

Jaws closed about the coffin, smaller than the first set, and the floor ridges disappeared.

His form fell apart as Scorio stared helplessly out into golden infinities. Again the swirls and swoops of magma thrashing about him, and again he was dropped.

He sank.

The floor embraced him.

All was still.

The very fabric of Scorio’s soul trembled.

He grasped for the first form. Was able to visualize snatches of robes, of punches being thrown, but he couldn’t embody it.

So instead he thought of Naomi’s face. Fierce, sullen, beautiful. Her defiant stare, her natural suspicion, her thick hair falling down like a partition between her and the world.

It was easy to imagine her working through the first form, so he did so, watching her destroy foe after foe, over and over again.

Scorio didn’t know how many repetitions it took until at last he felt himself, if not calm, then feverishly still.

He ached to take a deep, steadying breath.

Where to begin?

First he opened his Heart senses. His Heart had a few vestiges of Copper mana yet within it; the mana wasn’t venting though his Heart was as cracked as ever. Why not?

The prism. It was holding his mana in. Made sense. Ydrielle’s power wouldn’t be of much use of the trapped Great Soul could attack her through its shielding.

He turned his attention to the coffin proper. It was pure, ethereal, complex stuff. He couldn’t tell with what mana it had been crafted, so he looked beyond it. His Heart senses were dimmed by the glowing white light, but not blocked.

He probed at the glowing gold light.

And recoiled as if his hand had been seared off at the wrist.

Pure Gold mana. Toxic in the extreme. Were it not for the prism’s protection his Heart would be ashed.

Panic threatened to swamp his thoughts again, but he thrust it down.

Where to begin?

For a while, the moments simply replayed themselves in his mind’s eye. Druanna summoning her eidolon. Captain Thorne emerging to greet him. Ydrielle guiding The Sloop down in a great arc to the dock.

He had to pick a place to start.

The cup.

The artifact.

Had Thorne made a mistake while activating it? Scorio had watched closely. He summoned the memory and played it over and over again until he couldn’t even be sure. 

No. Thorne had slowly and methodically followed his instructions.

Had Scorio told him the wrong order?

Dimple, third, fifth, sixth, fourth, second. 

No, there was a logic to that order he couldn’t mistake.

Had Dameon told him the wrong combination by accident?

The Dread Blaze had been calmly certain. 

Had Dameon told him the wrong combination on purpose?

Scorio paused.

Saw again Dameon’s exhausted, quietly triumphant expression in the dark of the hall.

“We were asked to make you suffer.”

We. Manticore.

Scorio sought to rebuff the conclusion. But what else could it mean?

Staring deep into the glowing gold, he decided to just run with it. The theoretical. 

Say Dameon had given him the wrong sequence on purpose. Why? He’d not trusted Druanna with the code. Had insisted Scorio represent Manticore, demonstrate the cup’s abilities to Thorne. 

But he couldn’t have been sure as to where that would take place. Thorne himself had suggested the demonstration take place inside the Shoals.

Let us be quick about this—I know you have little time, and I would rather spend it hearing from you how the transitions have been executed, the minutiae of the production schedules, and perhaps review the mana discharge process so that I can be assured of your satisfaction.

Scorio’s thoughts stilled. Awful implications hung over his mind like primed thunderbolts, but he clung tenaciously to this single thread of inquiry.

Druanna had made entering the Shoals sound as onerous as possible. Thorne’s expression had blanched. The Captain had been on a tight schedule, ready to depart, and being pulled into a boring review by a Pyre Lady whose authority exceeded his off the deck of his ship was unappealing in the extreme.

Prompting Thorne to invite Scorio on board.

Davelos remembers your speaking with Captain Thorne in Bastion. Are you friendly with him?

Scorio had thought Dameon was hoping to offload him onto the Iron Tyrant. But what if…?

Scorio’s mind blanked for a moment, but then he forced himself on. Say Dameon had told him the wrong sequence on purpose, then coordinated with Druanna to trick Thorne to have the demonstration take place onboard his ship.

The cup would drain the ship of its shields.

Leaving it open for Druanna to attack.

Was this all a complex ploy for House Kraken to seize The Coffer and its shipment of Gold mana?

That made no sense. It not only would be a violation of the Queen’s Accord and the Consortium’s rules, but would open Kraken to punitive measures from the other three Houses and the Iron Tyrant.

For an uncertain span of time, Scorio’s mind wandered, going over memories, overcome with shock and overwhelmed by what had taken place.

A memory surfaced.

Druanna’s eidolon in battle. Awesome, huge, but missing an arm and with a badly cracked chest. 

Evelyn’s voice from so long ago: “Druanna can manifest the power to summon a twenty-foot tall obsidian golem with six swords that’s invulnerable to damage.”

Had Evelyn exaggerated?

The eidolon had taken damage quickly. Jova alone would probably have been able to batter it apart in moments.

Scorio’s mind froze. A dozen small details all came together at once.

Simeon.

His power was to take control of someone, and in so doing attain a weaker version of their powers.

But he’d been wounded, stayed below with Evelyn.

Unless.

He’d taken control of Druanna. But he couldn’t have been the only one to stay below, that would have been too suspicious, so Evelyn had opted to remain out of sight as well, hiding the fact that Simeon was gone.

But he couldn’t take control of higher ranked Great Souls.

Unless they were rendered unconscious, perhaps? Or drained of all their power?

Had Manticore waited till Druanna was at her weakest to turn on her?

Mavel, Tsing Ma.

Had they died fighting fiends, or…?

Scorio’s mind recoiled from the thought.

He thought of Ydrielle spending most of the trip below decks with Druanna. How the Pyre Lady had avoided all conversation and remained hidden. Her stiff way of handling the House Kraken bureaucrats. How quickly she’d ordered everyone to attack The Coffer.

That look of understanding she’d shared with Ydrielle at the last.

Scorio’s mind went perfectly still.

For long, aching moments he thought of nothing at all.

And then, rising from the tortured depths of his mind, came a silent, soul-shattering scream.

 

 


Chapter 44

 

 

 

Scorio must have fallen asleep. The golden glow became diffuse and fell away even as he continued to stare at it. He fell into a dazed slumber, half-dreams, half-memories playing across the theater of his mind.

Time ceased to have meaning.

His body never ached, never grew restless, never itched and yearned to stretch. It became easy to detach from it.

For his mind to grow unmoored.

Finally he roused himself. 

Manticore had screwed him, screwed Captain Thorne, and engineered the battle on the esplanade.

“We were asked to make you suffer.”

Who’d asked them? House Kraken? No. If that was the case, why would Simeon take over Druanna’s body, why would they have ensured both Kraken Dread Blazes died?

Not died. Were murdered.

House Kraken’s play on the docks made no sense. Even if they seized the mana cargo, they’d only incur the wrath of the Iron Tyrant and the other Houses. 

The Hydra ship.

It had been docked innocently down the way.

When the fight broke out, it had begun to disgorge a serious number of Great Souls. Great Souls who’d rushed eagerly into battle without hesitation or surprise.

Who’d been waiting on a ship with no activity taking place before it. No loading, no cargo, nothing.

Just waiting.

House Hydra.

“We were asked to make you suffer.”

Praximar.

The name hit Scorio like a blow to the chest.

Was this all his doing?

Did he hate Scorio that much?

No, that was foolish. Even Praximar wouldn’t go to such convoluted extremes to settle his petty vengeance with a Tomb Spark.

Then… House Hydra.

The consequences of what had taken place unspooled in Scorio’s mind: House Hydra had shockingly breached the Accord. House Hydra was on hand to help. The Coffer would be recovered—Simeon wouldn’t truly fight in Druanna’s body against his employers. Hydra would take the Shoals in the name of securing peace, and send desperate envoys to the Tyrant. 

But would Praximar wait for the mandated neutral third party to intervene? His heart oath demanded he seek out the Iron Tyrant’s adjudication unless the danger to his House was overwhelming.

Would he deem Kraken’s attack to qualify? If so, he might move against Kraken in Bastion immediately, notified by Moira.

A completely unsuspecting House. Octavia would be ambushed. House Kraken would fall to the sudden attack. By the time the Iron Tyrant’s forces arrived, the battle might already be over.

And then?

House Kraken would be blamed, Hydra perhaps censured for being over enthusiastic. Basilisk wasn’t a serious contender for political power. Chimera was outwardly focused.

Praximar would effectively take control of the Council and the Shoals.

Of course.

Scorio stared out at nothing as this thought resonated in his mind.

But his heart oath. He’d sworn to take no actions against his rivals, either directly or by proxy.

The terms were meant to prevent exactly these kinds of machinations.

Unless he put his plan into play before swearing the oath.

But then the oath would have forced him to cancel his plans.

For a long while Scorio mulled over this paradox. Moira must have notified him before the White Queen appeared in Bastion. Praximar must have done something that his future oath wouldn’t contravene. 

Nothing came to Scorio for entire cycles. His thoughts repeated themselves over and over again, playing over the events of the past six months.

He recalled the first time they’d met Druanna. Her opening query: “You’re quite the group. Where are you headed? Are you on Basilisk business?”

Which immediately led to another memory. Nissa: “We can help get you in touch with Manticore if you like.”

Had…? What if Praximar had received word from Moira, and tasked Basilisk with putting a plan in motion? One whose details he didn’t know? He’d then not be bound to undo a plan that wasn’t his own.

But Basilisk…?

Scorio wanted to curse in frustration. There was so much he didn’t know.

Jaws closed about him. He was lifted. For a while he simply moved about, a toy in the saurian’s maw, and then he was dropped again, this time falling into a diagonal slant, upside down, feet propped on a wall, head against the floor.

Scorio didn’t even feel a flicker of alarm this time.

If Basilisk had hired Manticore to effect Hydra’s plan, than this would have happened when Dameon came to Bastion. Which meant Dameon had been working on this all along.

Scorio felt numb.

Was that why Dameon had set him to smashing rocks for almost six months? Was his story about body desaturation a lie? Had he just been keeping Scorio out of the way, knowing that any effort or resources expended on the Tomb Spark would be wasted?

No. His body was weak. Had been weak. Crush had been genuinely surprised when she’d bloodied his nose so easily. Naomi had agreed that they needed to desaturate.

Regardless.

Dameon had played him false all along. Simeon. All the Dread Blazes.

Of the five of them, only Ydrielle had not bothered to pretend.

For some perverse reason, this raised her in Scorio’s estimation.

And if Basilisk had been behind the plan…

Another memory. Nissa, in the crowd celebrating the newly sworn Queen’s Accord.  Her strained smile. The way she’d almost blurted something out. That look in her eyes: had it been guilt?

Had she known and almost warned him?

Fury choked Scorio. Again he fought to thrash, to rage.

All he could do was shut down his thoughts and allow virulent colors to play through his mind.

Time passed.

A new thought emerged.

His friends. Naomi, Lianshi, Leonis. They’d never believe Scorio would do this on purpose.

Because from the outside it looked bad.

Real bad.

Everyone had seen him take the cup onboard. He’d been the only one who knew the sequence.

But his friends would never believe he was in on the plan with House Kraken.

And like that, a host of new realizations broke open.

Ydrielle calling to him across the hall’s dining table before everyone: “What’s House Kraken’s interest in you?”

Planting seeds. 

Again after they’d acquired the cup. Ydrielle had emerged from the hall to call out to all the assembled Manticore’s: “Scorio, the Pyre Lady has asked for you by name.” 

A claim made for all to hear. And of course Druanna had never bothered to speak to him about it. Simeon had no need to converse with Scorio. It had been a show for everyone else’s benefit.

Perhaps his friends would remember his leaving the party back on Bastion with Ravenna and wonder.

No. They’d never doubt him.

Would they?

But the other members of Manticore. It would be so easy to connect the dots. To see a disgruntled Tomb Spark who’d spent five months hammering rocks apart. Who’d reached a clandestine agreement with the wealthiest House in the Plains. Who’d played a pivotal role in the lowering of The Coffer’s shields.

His friends would never believe him capable of such madness. 

Would they?

Alone, lost in the depths of a living pool of magma, Scorio could only rage.

Time passed. A cycle? A dozen? Scorio had no way of telling.

Over and over he played those damning moments in his mind.

What a fool he’d been. What a credulous idiot. Rising every dawn to take up his hammer and break rocks while Dameon had laughed at him. They must have thought him the must trusting of catspaws. 

And there he’d been. Taking satisfaction in his own masochism, taking a perverse pride in his willingness to do whatever was needed to achieve what people told him was his next goal. 

Shattering rocks while they’d orchestrated his downfall. They must have crowed in delight over how easily he was manipulated.

And what had he thought about all that time? Whether Jova was truly upset with him. How long it would take to get to meditate. How he could best convince Dameon to reward him with rich mana for his self-sacrifice. 

Shattering rocks.

Tearing up his palms.

Hauling that damned sled.

Month after month.

Like a whipped ox. A stupid beast. A dullard, an idiot, content to be told where to sit, where to sleep, where to stand, how to walk, how to breathe.

Unable to piece together what was before him. Unable to see the obvious. They’d never been training him, planning to train him. They’d just kept him around for their nefarious plan.

And he’d walked grinning to the hangman’s block. Had allowed them to drape the noose around his neck and thanked them for it.

His loathing rose like a hurricane of white-hot flame. He wanted to strike himself, tear at his own flesh, rake his nails down his face, bash his head against a rock. But instead, he lay there, upside down, drowned in magma, unable to breathe, to move, to even blink.

Scorio took up the few scraps of Copper in his Heart and Ignited. Strength bolstered by the deepest fury of his life flooded him and he sought to surge up into his scaled form. 

But the prism had no give.

His scales emerged but forced his flesh inward. His horns began to appear and cave in his skull. His fingers crumped and deformed as his talons pressed into them.

The pain was perfect.

For a mad, delirious second he thought of killing himself thus. Shove in his skull with his horns and be done with it. Why not? Any moment now the prism would give way and he’d die burning.

Why not end it?

He saw Dameon’s self-satisfied smirk, Simeon’s gentle smile, Ydrielle’s contempt.

Just end it. 

He didn’t deserve better.

Maybe by dying so ignominiously he could do penance for his stupidity. Maybe he needed to kill himself to expiate his sins.

But with a gasp he released his Heart and the scales, the talons, the horns dissipated. 

His body ached, bled. His skull had distended under the pressure, nearly cracked. 

Yes, he thought. Give me that pain. 

He lost himself in it for a while, but it didn’t last. Couldn’t last. Hours or days later it finally faded away, leaving him there, upside down and staring into golden death.

I’m going to go mad, he thought. I can’t just lie here forever. Madness will take me.

But it didn’t. Not yet. Instead he was left to saturate in a hell of his own devising. His mind turned against him and played every moment again and again. Simeon’s compassion. Dameon’s speeches. The first moment they’d met Evelyn. Nissa’s guilt. Swooping down toward the esplanade. Thorne inviting him aboard The Coffer.

And the rocks. The endless boulders he’d worked on under the burning fleeting sun.

Time melted.

His mind almost melted with it.

For ages Scorio wandered amongst his delirious memories. He felt no hunger. No need to void his bowels. No discomfort. His body faded away altogether, leaving him in an unending nightmare of mishmashed dreams and recollections.

He heard snippets as if they were whispered in his ear.

Evelyn’s initial sales pitch: “No hoarding treasures. No withholding secrets. No dangling incentives before the lower ranks to get them to do the drudge work. We’ll do whatever it takes to advance as long as we advance together.”

Dameon’s many empty promises. His ringing sincerity when it came to Manticore’s philosophy of doing whatever it took for them all to reach the Pit together. His many assurances to Scorio that he’d make every treasure necessary available for Scorio to advance.

In the depths of his mind, Scorio gave a broken laugh.

On that front, he’d not lied.

Scorio was surrounded by more Gold mana than he could use in a hundred lifetimes.

Too bad it would destroy him the moment it got through the prism.

What was happening up above? How long had it been? A day? Ten? Had his friends heard yet? Were they grieving? Coming to find him? If so they were out of luck: nobody less than a Pyre Lord could come down here and survive.

Time passed. Occasional saurians played with his coffin, tossing him about, trying to crack it.

Fury gave way to remorse. Guilt became regret and then brash hatred. He vowed revenge a thousand times over and only felt all the more pathetic for it. Cursed himself, cursed Dameon, Nissa, all of them.

And always he came back to the solitude of his mind.

His thoughts became hazy, slurred. Fear coursed through them all. He tried over and over again to meditate, to focus on Naomi doing the first form, but after a thousand repetitions it no longer served.

What if this coffin lasted for years? He’d go mad. He knew it with cold certainty. He’d lose his mind and lie here, perfectly healthy and raving.

The gold took on a hateful hue.

He had to get away from it.

But he was helpless.

Or was he?

The next time jaws closed around his coffin he Ignited and hit the beast with his aura.

Take me to the surface, he roared at it with all his being.

Did the saurian notice? Its teeth sure didn’t react, which was all Scorio could see. He was thrashed through the magma. Over and over again he screamed his command, and then his Heart guttered.

All his Copper was gone, forever and ever gone.

Then he breached the surface.

Was flung.

 For a second he flew, tumbling, the world vivid, gorgeous, real, only to land back in the golden expanse.

Scorio wanted to shriek his denial.

He began to sink. 

Feet first, down into the Gold.

Only to stop when he was two thirds submerged.

Reclining as if in a hot pool in the Shoals, chest, shoulders, and head above the magma in the shallows.

Success!

It went to his head, made him giddy, and he greedily drank in everything he could see. The stalactites, the precipitous walls, the cavern entrances, the lazing lizards, all of it bathed in golden light.

Glory.

For an endless expanse of time he just stared. Watched. Gave names to different saurians. Came to know the ones who resided on that stretch of ledges, a good twenty of them, each subtly different. The largest was as big as The Sloop and slept for massive expanses of time. The smaller they were, the more active.

Scorio watched with feverish intensity. Worked out their relationships, though they were subtle and he wasn’t sure how much he was projecting. Tried to divine the logic behind their stripes, and realized that they dulled just before the creatures roused themselves to slip off the ledges and dive into the gold below. Once satiated they’d rouse themselves and climb ponderously up the vertical walls, talons clinging to the rocks, bodies dripping gold that dropped off them in gobbets.

Why didn’t the magma harden?

For that matter, how was the Gold mana harvested? Nothing came into his field of vision from above. Was the Crucible inoperable? Did they siphon the Gold in some other manner?

But slowly the sight of the torpid lizards and the cavern wall grew stale. He watched them dive a hundred, a thousand times. Saw them occasionally squabble, snap at each other, retreat into the caves, then emerge.

They were enormously dull and he began to loathe them.

Time crawled by. 

Scorio never got to blink once.

Madness.

He began to sing, to craft poems about his fate, his fury, the lizards themselves. He told a rambling tale involving them all that lasted forever, that encompassed treacheries and love, brutal murder and the eventual genocide of the entire species. Retold it with another saurian as the hero, then again, until he couldn’t stand the sound of his own inner voice.

He fell into a cycle of self-abuse and hatred.

Tried over and over to meditate, to work on his Heart, to advance in some way, to use this time to inch closer toward Flame Vault.

But deprived of all mana he could only envision his shattered Heart and no more.

Voices from his past rose and fell, melded with each other, mocked him, insulted him, and he welcomed their every castigation.

Deserved it.

Just before he lost his mind altogether a vision came to him.

A pile of rocks. Huge boulders embedded in clay, all of it covered in ferns and moss.

The size of a house. Some of the rocks as large as a cart. 

Scorio’s mind grew still.

He knew this pile like the back of his unseen hand. Better, even.

He imagined the pile as they’d left it, half torn apart, surrounded by fragments. Moved it around in his mind, inspected it from every angle, then summoned his plan for its final destruction.

Peace washed over him.

The meditative trance he’d entered over those five months returned like a comfortable coat.

For long cycles he refused to think about the rocks. Held off, his mind trembling in pleasure.

Like a man delaying the best part of a meal, hunger sharpening his anticipation, hands shaking as he stared at the delicacy.

Then, with great deliberation, he envisioned the pile as it had first been. Rebuilt it. Replaced every rock, every shattered boulder. Covered it in clay, regrew the ferns, then stepped back.

At first, he and Naomi had attacked it without a plan or philosophy. They’d swung their hammers like idiots.

Now?

No, no no no. He’d first replay their mistakes. Then he’d do it right.

He felt the hammer in his hand. That smooth grip. The grain, the curve, the strength of the handle. Envisioned his first swing, saw the hammer strike, fragments fly.

Lost himself in the act. For hours he attacked the boulder, absolutely refusing to hurry.

For if he accelerated this mental exercise, if he hurried through it, reached the end, he knew what awaited him.

Madness.

So he worked on the imaginary boulder pile in his mind.

It gave him endless relief.

What had been torment now became escape.

Slowly he chiseled away. Removed blocks. Loaded them on the sled and envisioned himself hauling it to the cliff. Felt the heft of each rock and tumbled it into the Chasm.

Time passed.

He ceased to actively think. His whole being bent itself toward envisioning the destruction of the rocks. He didn’t hurry. He knew in his bones how long it took to crack a stone, how much work each step required. 

He replayed it all with exacting precision.

Time passed.

Occasionally he’d pull back and examine the pile anew. See where he’d gone in real life, how he’d wasted weeks attacking the wrong stone, failed to find the fault lines.

Time passed.

His mind stretched, trembled, occasionally fell into fits of shrieking.

Always the boulders saved him.

They became totemic. A spiritual oasis. Sometimes they taunted him, rose up to tower as if he’d shrunk to the size of an ant.

But always he raised his hammer and struck.

Finally he reached the point he’d achieved with Naomi. The pile was half demolished. Jova’s tone plucked free. Sockets gaped in the clay like an empty jawline.

Now, now he could do it right.

He returned every rock and circled, circled. 

Found the precise right spot. The key to the whole network, the way in. Scorio wanted to crow with glee. Profound happiness suffused him. He held off as long as he could, watching the lizards, then pictured his hammer above his head. Held it high, held it till he imagined his arms burning, then brought it down with all his hammer and struck.

The rock in his mind split, and he screamed with feral joy.

Time passed.

Days? No, surely months.

Time ceased to have meaning.

The coffin remained inviolate, protecting him, keeping him in torment.

He became a monomaniac, obsessed. Spoke to himself, commented on his progress, argued with a fictional Naomi.

The pile fell apart in a clinical fashion.

He took to pausing for long stretches of time to mimic his sleeping hours. 

Eternities flowed by.

Finally, endless ages later, he loaded the final chunk of rock on the sled. Pushed it to the Chasm and tumbled it in.

Turned and regarded the work site.

It was perfectly level.

Every stone. Every rock. Every boulder was gone.

He had no idea how long it had taken him.

For breathless seconds he simply imagined it and felt a terrible and vulnerable sense of triumph.

He’d done it.

And now?

The saurians napped on their ledges. The Gold mana burned. The silence was profound, broken only by the occasional bubble of magma popping.

Scorio mentally inhaled, held his mind as still as possible, and great and trembling expanse of frozen glass, then when he could hold it no more his mind shattered and he screamed.

 

 

 


Chapter 45

 

 

 

Madness was sweet release.

Thoughts melted into each other, became endless, mindless reveries, devolved into shrieking fits, smoothed out into periods of angelic grace. Voices argued, his memories changed, became unreliable. He sank into long periods of muttering paranoia, burst into song. 

Eventually, even this activity grew quiet. 

His mind became an empty cave.

Wind whistled through it occasionally, but no words, no thoughts, barely any emotion.

The saurians slumbered, fought, mated, dove into the magma, and emerged a million times over.

Then, one day, something new.

Scorio watched a saurian emerge from the largest cave. He’d never seen this fiend before. 

It was easily many times larger than the others. If the biggest hitherto had been the size of The Sloop, this one was the size of The Coffer.

It was gigantic. Its back was crenelated, its eyes the size of Scorio’s head, its fangs bigger than Scorio’s legs.

The other saurians scattered with never before seen alacrity.

The behemoth moved to the rim of its ledge and there paused as if surveying its kingdom.

Scorio watched it, breathless with childish wonder. Would it save him? Swallow him whole? Perhaps it could speak, perhaps it could break the spell. It would become his best friend, his mount, they’d ride forth together to kill everyone, no, not everyone, not his friends, yes, his friends too, damn them, they’d abandoned him, not even thrown their lives away to save him, they’d kill everything, become the greatest legends in all of hell…

The behemoth gazed down for an eternity, never blinking, then finally slid forward and poured itself off the ledge to fall into the magma.

Scorio couldn’t follow it down, but its impact had to have been prodigious because a wave of gold rose up around him, lifted his coffin, and tossed it over onto the rocks.

Scorio lay on his side now staring straight down into a dark crevasse.

No. No no no. 

He couldn’t be left like this, staring down at rocks. He couldn’t take it, he couldn’t, he couldn’t—

Something tugged him free. His coffin slid back out into the open. 

The behemoth’s snout was just visible at his feet like a scaled hill.

It gripped his coffin by the base, a nip, and then tossed its head up.

Scorio flew. Rose up, turning, and for a delirious and gleeful second saw all of the cave, details spinning around him, and then he fell back and straight into the monster’s maw.

Devour me!

But no. The behemoth caught him between its leviathan jaws and bit down.

The coffin held.

The behemoth shuffled back, retreating a bit into the magma, raised its head again, and adjusted its grip on the coffin.

Which slid a little deeper between its jaws.

Again it bit down.

Scorio stared in horrified fascination as the huge teeth bore down on the smoky white light.

Nothing happened.

The prism was too strong.

Then Scorio heard a delicate crack.

Eager, he reached out with this Heart’s senses. There, just above his chest, he saw a tiny perforation appear under one of the saurian’s fangs.

Tiny. 

The smallest crack.

The saurian strained for a while longer, then tossed him aside.

Scorio tumbled over the rocks, bounced, and came to a stop propped nearly vertical, caught between two large and ragged rocks.

He watched the behemoth sink back into the magma like a sinking ship. An untold time later, it emerged, climbed lethargically back up the cliff, and disappeared into its cave.

The other fiends returned cautiously to their spots.

Scorio’s mind was blank. A sense of curiosity filled him, and he examined the tiny hole in the prism.

Probed at it with his mind and watched as a tendril of Gold insinuated itself through it.

But the coffin wasn’t just a shell; it was a solid matrix of power. The Gold mana’s progress was incredibly slow. Like touching a cube of sugar with the tip of a wet nail.

Scorio was delighted. Fascinated.

He watched the Gold slowly spread. It took forever. But with the coffin’s seal broken, it could now steal inside.

It spread in slow motion through the coffin’s corpus, flowering, a toxic cloud of splendid power.

 Time passed. Saurians dove and retreated. But Scorio remained rapt. And realized, days, maybe weeks into the process, that the Gold might be spreading slowly at its edges, but was melting the coffin’s core within its cloud. This didn’t make a difference in its progress, but when it broke through to where Scorio lay, it would spray forth like a needle of glory. 

Death.

The knowledge hit him like a blow from his own sledge. 

This was death at last.

Release.

Ydrielle’s plan for eternal torment had been foiled.

The behemoth had saved him. It truly had proven to be his boon companion, his favorite friend.

The Gold cloud spread, drew closer.

Just like the Sapphire mana had done through Nox’s jellied pool.

Scorio’s thoughts stilled.

He refused to think, to dream.

Just like the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique.

Could he?

No no no, a thousand times no.

But that had been Sapphire, which was even more potent than Gold.

But that had been an imperial gel bath, created specifically for that purpose. It had protected him, made manipulating the mana terribly easy. Structured the mana along its matrix.

This coffin. This prism. It was ordered, crystalline.

Scorio’s thoughts came together for the first time in what felt like centuries. The Gold mana would break through to him at a single spot first, but the pressure behind it would inject the Gold straight into his being. 

His Heart would seek to absorb it only to shatter and burn.

The Marinating Technique involved Igniting the mana while pouring the rest into his reservoir, condensing it, making it as hard as a diamond even as it had forced his reservoir to expand to its greatest size.

And even then he’d only survived due to the gel’s active aid, and the finite amount of Sapphire.

There was no end to the Gold.

If he split the stream he’d Ignite and fill his Heart, compacting the Gold in his reservoir without the gel’s ameliorating effect. It would expand his reservoir till it ruptured, then his Heart would shatter and he’d die.

If he could even control it without the gel’s help.

Nox, where are you when I need you most?

Nox failed to appear.

Scorio watched the Gold tunnel its way ever closer.

There had to be a solution. A variation on the Marinating Technique. What had Ydrielle said? That it was an advanced technique Tomb Sparks shouldn’t know about. She used it herself to fly The Sloop, siphoning enough to Ignite and then diverting the rest into the compression tanks…

Scorio stilled once more. What if he did the same? Instead of pouring Gold into his Heart, what if he poured it into something else?

It could be done.

He’d watched Ydrielle do it for days on end.

But into what? There were no compression tanks around.

What else could drink of the Gold?

The rocks around him glowed with power; they were utterly saturated. No room there.

Then?

Scorio’s gaze was locked straight ahead. 

On the saurians.

Each drank of the Gold, rested, expended the mana, then dove back into the lava.

They were compression tanks.

Living tanks.

Scorio wanted to whoop.

Could he direct the mana that far? Up to the ledges?

Probably not. His control would be rough, fevered, limited by the very power of the Gold.

Perhaps a saurian would swim by just in time?

No, that hope was true madness.

Then?

Scorio didn’t know. 

His mind wrestled with the idea, replayed Ydrielle’s technique over and over. The tanks were right below her feet. She just diverted the stream straight down. And she was a Dread Blaze of uncommon talent at mana manipulation.

How was he, a Tomb Spark with a near-ruined Heart, going to duplicate that feat on a vastly bigger scale?

The Gold tunneled closer.

Pressed against the final membrane that separated Scorio from the coffin proper.

Desperate, Scorio tried to think, to plan, but his thoughts fell apart before his panic.

Nothing. He had no idea. 

No real plan on how to handle that limitation.

The Gold burned through the membrane, and opened a tiny hole, and a needle-jet of Gold mana blasted directly into his core.

Scorio couldn’t even scream.

The Gold seared his Heart. Desperate, he sought to engage the Secret Delightful Marinating Technique. 

But this time he had no guidance from the Imperial gel. He shaped and sculpted that line of fire and guided it into his Heart instead of letting it cut it apart. 

There was no time to hesitate. He Ignited and his Heart nearly burst apart. It pulsed like a living organ, coruscating golden light shafting forth from every crack, every fissure, every pitted hole. The inside began to melt.

And more Gold kept coming.

Scorio vibrated within the coffin’s confines. 

The Gold was coming in at a rapid rate, the pinhole widening by the moment.

Death. Here it was. The word reverberated through Scorio’s mind, over and over and over: Death!

But no. He couldn’t clench his jaw, couldn’t brace against the pain, but now that he was here, on life’s very edge, he found that he couldn’t let go. Couldn’t go down without a fight.

With a soul scream he split the Gold. It was like swinging a blade at the sun-wire. He slashed it in twain, a sliver going to fuel his Ignition, the rest coiling within his reservoir.

His Heart was fracturing even further. 

Scorio was frantic, his mind a moth fluttering desperately within cupped hands, his body thrumming with more power than he’d ever experienced, yet he couldn’t expend it, couldn’t burn it off, couldn’t rise into his scaled form even, and by the gods, by the ten hells, more Gold kept coming, there was no end to it—

Scorio reached forth in utter desperation with his Heart’s straining sense and found them augmented by the Gold, clear beyond all belief even as he died upon the richest funeral pyre in all of the Rascor Plains.

There.

The very hole that allowed the Gold in allowed his power out.

Raging, thrashing like a blinded bull, he flung his aura through that hole and out into the cavern.

COME.

His command was freakish in its power, its desperate, bloody authority. COME TO ME.

His Heart was lost in the smoke of its own immolation. His reservoir was already straining, pushed to bursting like a pig’s bladder. 

Scorio strained, writhed, burned. 

COME.

His mind flailed in the space outside the coffin. His command was an indiscriminate whip, lashing in every direction.

Then.

A presence. Dumb, ponderous as a menhir, massive as the inside of a sun.

A Gold-fiend.

The saurian breached the magma’s surface. Had it been compelled, or come because it was merely curious?

Didn’t matter.

Scorio switched techniques. Adapted Nox’s Secret Marinating approach and stumbled rough-shod into Ydrielle’s splitting. 

The mana that fell into his Heart became his own; his to command even if he couldn’t burn it off in time, couldn’t store it, even if it killed him.

But he could direct it.

And he sent it streaming back out the pinhole, coughing, drowning, thrusting it against the flow of impersonal ambient Gold and back out into the world. 

He couldn’t simply spill it out into the air. The mana needed a target.

The saurian sufficed.

The Gold mana speared into the fiend which slowed and hissed with pleasure.

Scorio’s mind skated over a sheen of icy control wrapped around a conflagration of panic and pain.

The Gold mana poured into the saurian, slowing but not emptying out his Heart. 

Stasis. He shared the pinhole with the incoming stream so that the same amount poured in as went out.

The saurian was all but wriggling in pleasure, thrashing its tail as it filled up on refined Gold.

For a second Scorio reeled, felt a pang of relief. Was it enough?

No.

His Heart was still collapsing. If it had been ruined before, it was all but shattered now; only the power that the Gold’s own Ignition allowed him to hold it together. 

But his reservoir was strained to the utmost. 

Any second now it was all going to explode.

Scorio couldn’t scream. Couldn’t do anything but muster the wherewithal to splice the mana stream into three.

A third went into his Heart, incandescing it and filling his with furious, riotous power. The remaining two thirds went against the incoming flow and then split while still within the prism.

The strain was terrible. To cycle those two thirds through his Heart felt like swallowing an endless string of live coals.

But as soon as that mana entered the prism he split it in twain, sent half out to the Saurian and curled other half around to loop back toward himself.

He couldn’t direct mana outward through the membrane. But Gold could burn its way back in.

He needed a second exit.

His Heart was ashing. Chunks fell off. Scorio had never been so grateful for its ability to vent mana unused. The more abused it became, the more it poured right back out.

The pain was so deep, so terrible, that it existed in his mind like a constant lightning strike of white, numbing agony.

His needle of Gold burned its way through the coffin’s substance. It cored through much faster, directed now by his will, and just as Scorio began to black out, his grip loosening, his focus growing dim, it burned through.

Scorio fumbled, nearly lost all control so that the Gold would have simply blasted him apart, but instead changed his pattern.

A sliver for his Heart.

Half the remaining mana against the natural incoming flow of the Gold.

The rest out through the new hole, burning a path toward the coffin’s surface.

The strain was terrible. If Scorio hadn’t gone through endless months of sustained effort, hadn’t spent hour after interminable hour wrestling with Crush, pitting himself against immovable objects and unstoppable forces, he’d not have had the will.

But he persevered, and finally the third needle burst free and arced around to spear into the saurian.

Who lay bloated and dazed, satiated but unable to move.

And by the gods, the pressure abated.

And here was where the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique came into its own. Once the cycle was initiated, the flow of mana became easier to maintain. The Gold fell toward his Heart, passed through it, passed back out, but Scorio required less and less effort to make it do so.

For an agonizingly endless stretch of time, he shepherded the Gold as he wished, keeping enough to maintain his Ignition but tamping that amount down to a whisper so that the damage ceased, and forcing the rest of the Gold back out.

Only then did Scorio relax enough to appreciate the pain. 

The pain that came from even touching Gold in the first place.

Scorio wanted to scream, to clutch at his head. He felt as if his very soul were splitting, the flesh suit of his body about to be torn asunder by terrible pressures from within. The fabric of his being was fraying. His Heart was a mass of charred slivers held together by his will alone. Golden flames raged about it, spiraling up like an inferno, dozens of yards in height.

With supreme effort Scorio reduced the influx by a fraction more, amplified the outgoing streams.

Some hours later the saurian burst.

Scorio couldn’t see it happen, his eyes were directed up at the shelving, but he’d sensed the bloating, the bursting point, and pushed his will forward.

COME.

Another had come, and that expenditure of his will and mana in his reservoir had lessened the strain on his Heart.

The second the next saurian was in range, Scorio hit it with both streams of Gold. This one was larger. It immediately relaxed, delighted.

Turn, Scorio commanded it helplessly. Go. Come closer. Open your mouth. Close it.

With each command he expended a fraction of his mana.

And then he realized he could summon his Shroud.

It flared to life, sustained just outside the coffin.

Attack me.

The saurian lunged forward and snapped at the Shroud. The sheer power behind its attack shattered the invisible shield, but with shuddering delight Scorio summoned it again.

Never had he been so glad for how much mana it took to sustain.

And causing the saurian to attack caused it to expend mana in turn.

Life became an endless loop. Scorio maintained his Shroud and compelled his saurian to attack. The beast, reveling in the pure mana, happily did as it was bid.

And Scorio kept his Heart together through sheer bloody-minded focus.

Eventually the mana built up in this fiend beyond its ability to control; it exploded in a gout of blood and flesh, bones and burning hide, but a third was already there, drawn by the corpse of the first which it had set to devouring.

This one was a hoary elder, massive as The Sloop, hide encrusted with ridges, a true monster.

Scorio poured the twin streams of Gold into it and raised his Shroud.

His Heart hadn’t guttered out once. 

Scorio summoned his Shroud and ordered the monster to attack.

It shredded his Shroud and knocked his coffin over.

For a second, Scorio’s focus broke.

Gold washed over his mind.

It felt like dipping his head into a bucket of boiling water.

Scorio screamed and reasserted his control.

Raised his Shroud and resumed pouring the Gold mana out.

The ancient fiend shuddered in pleasure and tore his Shroud apart.

Again Scorio summoned it.

Lost it.

The cycle repeated itself.

And slowly, painfully slowly, he started to become adept at using both his aura and Shroud at the same time.

It took five times as long for the third fiend to explode as the second. It tried to break away at the last, but was stupefied by its meal and accustomed to obeying Scorio.

When it burst there were four more to take its place.

Scorio kept staring up at the ledges. Scores of fiends lay dozing.

He knew them all.

Had crafted backgrounds and names for each one.

But now they were nothing more than lifelines.

Whatever it took he was going to survive, even if it meant exploding each and every one of them.

In the depths of his mind Scorio began to laugh. It was a helpless, manic sound, one step short of deranged. The fourth saurian had slowed and grown transfixed by the flood of purified Gold. 

Scorio raised his Shroud and tried to make it wider, thicker, to use more mana. When it was as large as he could make it, he directed the saurian to attack.

It tore his Shroud apart with humiliating ease.

So Scorio just raised another.

For an endless span of time that became his existence. He measured time in terms of the number of saurians killed, but he lost count somewhere in the forties.

The rocks around him grew littered with corpses, bones, half-devoured fiends. The others would descend and consume all the bodies, leaving one of their number behind as Scorio’s newest target.

Forty fiends. 

The Gold mana that had pervaded the prism had ceased spreading cloud-like through its body and instead now simply poured through the hole which had widened to the size of Scorio’s fist. 

But as time passed Scorio grew ever more inured to the pain of Gold. 

A deep and savage satisfaction filled him when he considered his Heart again. It was still a charred wreck, but already it had begun to heal. 

After all, what had everyone from Hera to Dameon told him? The only way to repair his ruined Heart was to burn high-quality mana. 

Sure they’d been talking about Iron, maybe Bronze.

Had never dreamed that he would become a wide-open channel for endless Gold. But that’s what he was doing now. Without surcease. An endless Ignition. And for all the damage the Gold did, it was now healing his Heart at a slightly faster rate.

Just barely noticeable.

But by the time Scorio burst his sixtieth or so fiend, he realized that his Heart looked like black stone again, not burned wood. The chunks and slivers were coagulating together, reforging into a whole.

And not a rough obsidian chunk as before.

It was reforming into a sphere.

Scorio had no idea what that meant. But he kept channeling.

After a while—weeks? Months? After an infinitude of its own duration, Scorio realized that he no longer needed to focus quite as hard. The Marinating Technique kept the loop going, and now he could summon the Shroud reflexively. 

And it had grown.

Had grown monstrous, in fact, like some rare and strange mushroom fed blood and ichor and hideous enchantments. At first it had been the size of a regular shield, a few feet down, a one or two across.

But it had slowly swelled in size so that now it was three yards in diameter. With time to kill Scorio experimented on shaping it. He could flatten it into a disc or curve it around into a hemisphere.

His saurian exploded, falling over wetly atop the pile of other corpses. 

Scorio seized control of his next victim and commanded it attack him.

The fiend lumbered forth and snapped at the Shroud.

 And failed to break it.

This time it twisted its head to the side and really chomped.

The shield cracked but didn’t break.

Scorio instantly reforged it.

For the first time his shield survived the Gold-fiends assault.

Scorio ordered it to continue assailing him but it couldn’t get through. He increased the pressure of his aura till it was throwing itself at him in paroxysm of fury but still the shield held.

He needed to try a bigger saurian.

Finally this one exploded in a riot of guts and ichor. Scorio selected the largest specimen in range. It wasn’t the biggest he’d lured to him, but it was almost two thirds the size of The Sloop. Scorio fed it a good amount of mana first, then ordered it attack his shield.

Its bite shattered his shield.

Scorio felt a pulse of satisfaction. Room to grow.

Time passed.

His Heart healed up. Scorio watched the last of the fractures heal over. The pitted holes smooth out. Then one day he realized it was completely fixed, a perfect sphere four or five times the original size of his Heart.

The coffin, however, was in terrible shape. Even though the Gold flowed almost exclusively through the established channels, the pressure and the inevitable waning of Ydrielle’s power had worked in concert to structurally weaken the prism.

Scorio pondered the problem. The moment the coffin fell apart he’d be assailed from all sides by Gold mana. His Heart no longer felt any strain, but how would it handle that assault?

One way to find out. 

Scorio began to pour more of the Gold into the stream that he Ignited.

His Heart didn’t miss a beat. It burned with perfect purity, torching the mana.

Scorio hesitated for what felt like days and then made his decision. He cut the third stream altogether and poured it into his Heart.

Immediately the flames whooshed even higher and the strain and pain wracked him. Scorio returned the stream back to the outside world. He couldn’t process that much Gold. Even his new Heart had its limits.

So then?

Scorio couldn’t think of a solution.

The moment he emerged from the coffin he’d be soaking in the mana. But that didn’t mean he had to draw it all into his Heart. He could simply try to… what? Exist in its midst.

Impossible. It was too concentrated.

But what choice did he have? Scorio again cut the third stream, but instead of pouring it directly into his Heart, he allowed it to suffuse the space taken up by his body. He was ready to cut the flow the second he began to burn, but instead he felt… nothing.

Pleasantly warm.

Scorio marveled. That made no sense. No—wait. He was starting to feel something. To his surprise it felt like being mildly inebriated. A wave of euphoria passed over him, and with it came a brash sense of confidence as well as a loss of focus. 

What the…?

It took him a surprisingly look time to realize what was going on. The Curse. He was a Tomb Spark, which meant he could go as far as the realms washed by Bronze, the Telurian Band. But Gold was far beyond his ability to exist in. It would impede his judgement, make intoxicated, prone to taking risks, to become obsessed with ideas or develop heightened anxiety.

Scorio rerouted the third stream and the feeling gradually faded.

So he’d be experiencing the Curse when he emerged from the coffin, but not burning up.

Why?

The answer came to him all at once: he’d tempered his body in Gold.

The realization made him want to laugh. All that work squeezing out the Coal had left him an empty cup. He’d done a couple of weeks meditating in Bronze, but had gone to the Fiery Shoals still in a state of utter desaturation. And over the past… however long he’d been here processing Gold, he’d completely tempered himself in the highest grade mana he could possibly hope for.

What had that done to his body? Crush had been tempered in Iron and Bronze. Even Jova had only absorbed Bronze. Only. For him to be completely steeped in Gold meant…. 

Scorio had no idea.

But it meant he could survive without the protection of the Crucible.

He’d just have to wrangle with the Curse and the Gold-fiends. And finding a way out of the caverns. Perhaps through the tunnels? The climb to the shaft far above was nearly impossible: he’d have to not only scale the walls, but then cross the ceiling to the hole.

A problem for another day. 

The question was, when should he allow the coffin to collapse?

Four burst fiends later, the matter was decided at last.

After what felt like seven lifetimes trapped in the same position, unblinking, unmoving, at long, long last, the coffin fell apart. At first it was like ice cracking underfoot, panes and panels being outlined by jagged cracks, and then the whole rotted mass of it simply fell away and vanished.

Scorio dropped six inches against the rocks he’d been propped again and took his first ragged breath.

His body was his again.

He was free.

 

 


Chapter 46

 

 

 

It was disorienting to move once more. To be able to turn his eyes, to blink. For a dangerously long while, Scorio did just that: he fell into a crouch, pressed his knuckles into his eyes, and drank deep of darkness.

His body shook and sobs rose up in his throat. In his moment of victory he felt undone. To be free. Himself at last, to be able to breathe, feel his chest expand, feel the baleful heat of the Gold-infused magma, the press of rough rocks against his back, it was heart wrenching, overwhelming, almost terrifying.

But he forced himself back into the present moment. Dropped his hands and opened his eyes. Blinked rapidly and stood.

The sensation was so weird. It felt as if the world around him were delicate, made of stained glass, a static image that would shatter if he moved too quickly, if he disturbed it with movement. 

How long had he remained frozen? Scorio grappled with the problem, time made tangible once more now that he could measure it with breaths. Months, perhaps? Five? It felt like an eternity, but he knew better than to trust that instinct.

He stood on an island. Around him lay the burst and broken bodies of saurian fiends. Most had been devoured by their brethren, but enough chunks and viscera remained to make it look like a slaughterhouse. The stench of the half cooked flesh was thick, sour, but mostly lost in the sulfurous tang of the magma-warmed air.

Scorio flexed his hands and checked in with himself. He stood in a sea of ambient Gold. By all rights it should have been torching his body, his Heart. But he felt… normal. 

No, better than normal. For all his bewilderment and rawness, he felt amazing. Rested, strong, and brimming with energy. 

And his Heart. He’d kept it Ignited this whole time without realizing it. Scorio again visualized it, summoned the great polished sphere so that it hung in his mind’s eye, gold flames raging about it. He’d never had such mastery. The fugue of being interred in the crystal coffin retreated and he felt fresh appreciation for all that he’d done: he gazed at his Heart and marveled at its utter absence of cracks or fissures, holes or even pock marks. 

It was smooth to the point of glossiness, and burned the Gold mana effortless. Some part of him directed the mana to burn, but after countless weeks or months or… years? He no longer has to think about it overtly.

And his body. Scorio extended his arms, turned them about. He looked the same as before. Lean and muscular, the tracery of his veins obvious down the back of his forearms. But there was a density to him that felt strange, almost ponderous, that was new. Not heavy, exactly, but more… real. More there. 

Scorio looked up.

The saurians had taken notice of him. His movements. A half dozen had moved to their ledges to observe him with their great aureate eyes. Another was swimming in his direction through the gold magma, undulating as it came, unhurried.

Scorio gazed the great fiend in the eye and summoned his mastery aura. It’s range had grown; he was able to project it out a good ten, fifteen yards, and flood the fiend with his commands.

Leave me be.

The fiend slowed, resistant. Before Scorio had cajoled them to attack him which had been within the compass of their desires; for the first time his command was contrary to their nature.

Yet after a few more sluggish strokes of its tail the saurian dipped under the magma’s surface and was gone.

Scorio looked about. It was startling to take in the whole of the cavern, to focus on what he willed. Ledges all the way round. The ceiling was far above him and with no obvious path to reaching the shaft. Wanting to see more, Scorio leaped atop the pile of rocks upon which he’d leaned forever. A single bound took him to the apex of the rocks, and he landed lightly.

Scorio turned in a slow circle.

This cavern was the largest, but other, small ones were joined to it. A complex? Through one large opening he saw a smaller chamber filled like a cauldron with molten gold that bubbled and fountained in its center. Another was a mass of heavy ridges beneath which gold turgidly flowed. 

Saurians congregated in this main cavern, but Scorio now saw other fiends. Black spiders whose legs were four or five yards long, their bodies little more than buttons in the center. Louses with articulated bands of gold and crimson armor over their rectangular bodies, feelers twitching and gathered in mobile matts numbering in the hundreds. 

And everywhere tunnels, smaller caverns, islands rising from the magma, all of it lit by a hellish glow.

Scorio frowned up at the shaft. It was easily two hundred yards above him, and from its square opening dropped the conveyor belt of buckets. This was revolving even now, the huge, dull crystals descending into view slowly, taking up a yellow glow as they charged in the atmosphere, then ascending back out of view.

He had to get out.

But how?

Scorio tracked numerous paths up the walls. Along ledges, right up to the ceiling. But then? He could perhaps carve out handholds with his talons and make his way across the rooftop while hanging free, working his way from stalactite to stalactite… but no.

More fiends. Great centipedes were ensconced in the cracks above and curled around the base of the stalactites, some as long as any saurian, their backs hugely armored, their heads sporting pincers as long as Scorio’s arms. 

Not just any fiendish centipedes, but Gold-caliber.

He’d have to contend with them as he clawed his way across the ceiling. Could his aura keep them at bay? While he dug out handholds?

One mistake and he’d fall into the magma below. He could process the air, but falling into the magma proper would kill him.

Scorio lowered into an unsteady crouch and nearly fell off the top of the rock. A wave of dizziness passed over him, followed by a powerful desire to laugh at the ludicrous nature of his situation. 

Scorio grinned, felt his chest tremble with pent-up laughter, then passed his hand over his face. What the hell? 

Of course. The Curse. 

He held his hand out before him. It trembled. There was no way he could get out of here in this condition. And how long could he go without water? The coffin had sustained him all this time, but the heat was already parching his throat. He’d die of thirst down here before the fiends could get him. The full villainy of Ydrielle’s plan came crashing home. Had she anticipated this eventuality? No, probably not, or—perhaps—yes!

Ydrielle. 

Scorio ground the base of his palms into his eyes as he snarled. All this was her fault. She’d—

He forced himself to stop.

The Curse. It kept derailing him. 

Scorio dropped his hands and fought to slow his breathing.

He had to stay calm and focused. There were plenty of tunnels to explore, other caverns. There was no reason to give up hope already.

Scorio looked about himself and saw that he wasn’t on an actual island; an isthmus connected him to the shoreline that hugged the edge of the great cave. Carefully, legs shaky, he descended and crossed to the huge wall. He felt drunk, his reactions delayed, his head woozy.

Taking it slow, he made his way around the cavern’s edge to the next cave, warding off the occasional saurian with a blast of his aura. They weren’t too keen to investigate him; perhaps over time they’d come to associate him with exploding relatives.

The thought made Scorio giggle and he clapped a hand over his mouth, then sagged against the wall. For a while he stayed still, then pushed away and looked around.

Where had he been going? Which way along the wall? He couldn’t recall traversing any of the rocks around him. Fear washed over him. Had he been going in circles? How long ago had he escaped the coffin? Had he been in this cavern before? It was smaller than the huge one he’d spent his imprisonment in. When had he entered this chamber?

“Oh gods,” moaned Scorio and pressed the base of his palm to his brow. He screwed his eyes together shut and swayed. No wonder people spoke of the Curse with such horror.

He had to hurry. The longer he remained down here the worse it would become. 

Scorio moved. The Gold mana fueling his Heart gave him wings, and his body had never felt so responsive, so athletic, so ready for any challenge. He leaped up escarpments, scrambled over boulders, dropped down onto ledges. He’d feel all but invincible right till he overbalanced, wooziness washing over him again, and fall onto his side or stumble down a slope, arms windmilling as he laughed breathlessly.

Wait. Where was he? 

Scorio looked around. A new cavern. Bubbling magma in the center of the glowing lake. He’d seen this place before. Suddenly his gorge rose and his stomach cramped. Scorio gagged and fell to one knee. Spat thick ropes of spit tainted with burning bile, then rose, staggered forward a few steps over crunchy, loose rock, then cried out as the ground collapsed away under him.

He dropped into darkness amidst chunks of rock. Hit the ground hard, fell onto his side, and lay still, trying not to vomit again. 

Hissing filled the air around him.

Scorio forced himself upright and sharpened his dark vision. He’d fallen into a spherical cave whose walls writhed with hundreds of louses. These were larger, the size of dogs, and even as Scorio turned in a wary circle he saw them extrude great cutting blades from their faces.

The walls were riddled with tunnels so tiny he’d have to worm his way into them on his stomach. The thought of doing so filled him with unreasoning terror, but the only other way was the ceiling he’d fallen through some eight yards above his head. And to reach it he’d need to fight his way up the wall covered in the Gold-fiend death grubs.

Who were all orienting on him and streaming down the walls.

Scorio rose into his scaled form and felt a rush of even greater power—why hadn’t he embraced this form from the beginning? But that’s where all thought stopped. He swept his aura around him, ordering the insects back, summoned his Shroud to cover his rear, and with a shout he plunged forward to attack the closest grubs.

His aura had stilled their charge but not deterred them altogether. He brought his burning white talons across the closest one, only to discover that being a Gold-fiend actually meant something; his talons skittered over is banded armor, leaving deep grooves but failing to penetrate. 

Cursing, he renewed his attack, and three strikes later managed to punch a fist through the weakened defense into the insect’s soft interior. He ripped his arm back, lifting the grub with it, and flung the fiend away.

Pale yellow ichor splattered through the air.

GET BACK, he commanded, but the death of the first grub had enraged the rest. 

They swarmed him, incisors clacking.

Scorio reeled back, slipped, and fell on his ass.

No time for thought. He whipped his Shroud around, foiling the forward onslaught. Those who’d been suppressed behind came boiling toward him. Scorio flipped around and flung out his hand: BACK!

They slowed and milled.

Scorio hopped up onto his feet and leaped for the hole. His talons swished the air a yard short.

A memory: a tomb of hammered bronze, the square of orange light, his first attempts at escape.

Scorio wheeled the Shroud around and around himself, wielding the great barrier like a weapon, hammering grubs aside. Again and again, he ordered the grubs back, and then with a laugh, he brought his Shroud up tight against his back, curled it around so that it swept over his head and sides, and flung himself into the fight.

Madness. Pincers and feelers. Bands of armor shattering, ichor spraying. Scorio laughed, yelled, cursed, laughed again. His talons glowed in the dark. He slashed and scored, hammered and kicked.

His back crawled with a wall of frustrated fiends. The Shroud shivered but held. 

Attacks got through, pincers closing on his forearms, his shins. But his ebon scales shimmered and mostly held off the Gold-powered slashes at bay; what should have severed his hand off at the wrist merely opened a laceration.

And all the while the Gold mana burned in his heart, a private kiln that translated power into glory. His blows were thunderous, his talons exquisitely sharp, and though he swayed and fell as if drunk, it was easy to give into the murderous intent, the sweet simplicity of trying to tear things apart.

The ground grew treacherous with corpses.

Again and again, Scorio bellowed the command that the grubs retreat. It was just enough to slow them, confuse them, and so they died, half turned away.

But it was when Scorio discovered the trick of flipping them onto their backs and plunging his claws into their milky white stomachs before they could curl up that the tide of battle changed.

Time grew fluid. The grubs boiled out of their burrows, fell from overhead as they crawled over each other, seeking to surmount the Shroud. His arms were scored with terrible wounds, his shins slashed, and one particularly gruesome attack lopped off all the toes of his left foot. 

Still Scorio fought on, driven by inexhaustible energy, each blow as powerful as the first, his body dripping custard-like gore, his eyes wide, his shoulders heaving with deep breaths.

And then… there was nothing left to kill.

Scorio turned in a ragged circle, studying the walls. He was knee deep in corpses. 

Stillness. 

His Shroud glimmered in the dark. Steam rose from the ichor sizzling on his talons. His own blood ran down his legs, dripped off the points of his elbows.

Scorio laughed, weak, delirious, and then felt a strange, convulsive shiver in the air as if all of Hell had shrugged.

For a moment Scorio didn’t understand, but then Jova’s words returned to him: “To make Flame Vault, you have to heighten that reactive point till ignition becomes reflexive.”

Scorio allowed his Heart to go dark. The flames rose once with a great whoomph then disappeared, leaving his Heart hanging in space, huge and perfect, dark and ominous.

Ignite, thought Scorio, and it immediately roared into flame. 

“Your will is bolstered by your confidence, your trust in your own strength and integrity, your faith in your ability to accomplish your goals.” Jova’s voice was painfully clear. 

Scorio gazed at this taloned hand. After surviving all those months in stasis, he no longer had any doubt about his powers. His ability to wield them. His Shroud, his aura of mastery, his scaled form.

They were who he was. They were part of him. 

Scorio summoned his Shroud. It appeared before him effortlessly. He closed his eyes and focused on his aura. It hung about him, weightless, diffuse, awaiting his will to grow directed. 

Stillness descended him, a sense of self that defied the Curse’s delirium. 

Scorio felt himself whole. 

In his mind’s eye, his huge Heart burned. He gazed into its depths, its immensely dense reservoir of Gold mana, and felt a powerful and abiding sense of self-knowledge, of confidence, or focus.

Whatever he had lost, whatever mistakes he’d made, he longer had any doubt as to his unity of self, of purpose, of resolve.

Then the pain of his limbs, the mania of the Curse, and fever-bright delirium—all of it fell away and disappeared.

And Scorio found himself standing on a gray slate platform from whose edges arose two freestanding portals, the void beyond starless and infinite. 

One of the doors was sealed shut, but the second stood open. 

Deep satisfaction washed through Scorio. For a long, aching moment he simply stared at the portal, its iron frame, its massive reality. Then, with calm purpose, he stepped through and into his third trial.

 

 


Chapter 47

 

 

 

“We’ve received word.” Sir Oyster stood at the grand cabin’s door, his lined and stubbled features looking all the more worn for the three days of continuous naval battle. “Harkan and his army’s camped out on both the King’s Road and the Western Way. There’s no retreating for the bastards.”

Scorio rose from the heavy captain’s chair to study the map of Spurn Harbor. The great bay was occupied by his three stolen royal galleons and seven frigates. The Sea Baron’s ships littered the bottom of the bay and the flotsam from their shattered masts and torn rigging yet bobbed in the waves.

Waberly took up the red markers of Harkan’s army and placed them on the two main roads departing from Spurn Harbor proper. “That’s all we needed, sir. The city is ours once more. They’re like pigs in a pen.”

Scorio frowned at the two gold markers placed square in the port’s center. Sea Barons Uln and Pothos.

Sir Oyster moved up alongside the table to join the small group of officers and trusted men. “They must know by now the king’s forces won’t reach them in time. They placed the rope around their own necks when they refused to flee.”

“We can set the terms,” continued Waberly. “Dictate them as we will.”

“Terms,” said Sir Oyster with disdain. “Did Uln give the port terms before they hung every suspected leader of the rebellion and drove the people out into the countryside to starve?”

“No,” agreed Waberly uncomfortably, “but we are not the Sea Barons. If we occupy the port the king will cease his advance. He’s equipped for battle in the field, not for a siege. He’ll realize that our forces will harry his flanks while he tries to build siege engines. This is an unrivaled opportunity to demonstrate to all and one that the king’s lies about our nature are precisely that: vile slander.”

Scorio returned to his chair, thoughtful.

Garvis, white-haired and face puckered by a dramatic scar, stared angrily at the former king’s man. “What are you suggesting, lieutenant? That we slap Uln and Pothos on the wrist, tax them for their slaughter, and let them go?”

“The Sea Barons are split,” said Waberly quietly. “Uln and Pothos for the king, the Ivory Jester and Tegram hewing to neutrality, and Kiln considering throwing in with us. If we release Uln and Pothos we can convince the whole league to join us.”

“Pah.” Garvis brushed his fingers under his chin in Waberly’s direction. “Scorio’s own brother courted the bastards for months and got nowhere. No. We need to teach ’em a lesson. There are consequences, even for the wealthy. This is no game. They bloody their hands, we’ll bloody their necks.”

“Scorio?” Waberly’s voice was calm but his expression tense. “Which way do you incline?”

Scorio frowned at the map. He could hear the calls of sailors on the deck. The creak of the rigging. The hushing sigh of the sea against the hull. “The king is four days march away?”

Sir Oyster nodded. “So says Velos, and his scouts are rarely wrong.”

“How many Legendaries march with them?”

“That we’re not sure. Parcival the Green, assuredly, and Miranis, the King’s Scepter. Gerbaine was seen with the army two weeks ago, which means the Bear and the Blind Healer.”

“There will be more.” Scorio tapped his lips. “The king knew I’d be leading our fleet. Cut the head from the snake and the threat’s ended.”

“Four or five Legendaries can’t take an entire port,” said Waberly.

“But ten could. Kuragin, for example.” Scorio’s thoughts turned dark. “I split with my brother, Waberly, because I chose not to court the lords of the realm. It’s a fools game. The Sea Barons had ample opportunity to throw in with us before.”

“But their situation has never been so dire,” protested Waberly. “Policy changes.”

Scorio rose and moved to the map. His gaze ranged over its expanse. From the coastlines to the farmlands, from the deep woods to the mountains in the far east. Here and there little red markers announced where his forces stood. Most were placed deep in forests or hopelessly out of date as they fled mercenaries or local lords’ forces.

“We’ve won an important battle here,” said Waberly softly. “Word will spread. But there’s a second opportunity at hand. We release the Sea Barons, take their gold and provisions, and demonstrate to one and all that it pays to bend knee to our forces. That and it’ll save lives; the port’s a rat’s nest of ruins and half-collapsed buildings. Rooting out the enemy will take time and cost us in men.”

“Gold and provisions,” said Scorio softly. “Time and men.”

“With such things are wars won,” insisted Waberly, “even if you don’t think the Barons will join us.”

Scorio glanced around the cabin. Those who stood with him were weary. And not just in body. He saw exhaustion in their eyes. The joy of their first, heady victories had long since fled, replaced instead by the grim resolve of those who knew they’d not return home for months yet to come, if ever.

Again he gazed out over the land. A year and a half now they’d been fighting, and all things being equal they were winning. But Scorio could sense it. The growing fatigue. The desire in men’s hearts to return to their families and livelihoods. To tend to their farms, to return to the way things were.

But Waberly was right. It would be pragmatic to force the Barons into an alliance now. Sure, it would sit ill with the many who’d suffered beneath their oppression and brutality, but if they swore their ships and wealth to Scorio, it would do much to turn the tide.

But the very thought made Scorio want to growl.

“When Uln took Spurn Harbor he lined the walls with bodies,” said Scorio softly. “The tales of the women and children starving in the countryside drove more men into our ranks than any victory of ours.”

“Aye,” said Garvis, running a finger down his scar. “A black deed, that was. A black day.”

“The people follow me because I promise change,” continued Scorio. “Justice, whatever that means.”

Waberly felt the tide against him turning. “You will inflame the king’s supporters if you do the same.”

“Gold. Provisions.” Scorio sat back heavily in his chair. “What will we spend it on? Who will carry this food to our people? But word of what happens here will spread faster than the wind.”

“Then show them the kind of ruler you mean to be.” Waberly took an urgent half-step forward. “It isn’t glamorous nor does it set the heart racing, but the long game is won by careful moves. We strip and eject the Barons, showing them we are masterful and in control. We offer to enroll any soldier who wishes to defect—”

Growls filled the cabin.

“I’d sooner cut off my hand then fight along those cowardly dogs,” snarled Sir Oyster. “You’d have us accept the men who’ve burned our homes, killed our families, and hunted us like rats as our own?”

“We need the numbers,” said Waberly, voice rising. “We add them to Harkan’s men and march directly against the king—”

“No.”

Scorio realized it had never even been a decision. His anger, his fury, his bitterness had finally overflowed. “The king’s forces are excused every horror because they’re stamping out cockroaches, while we’re asked to turn the cheek and forgive every sin to prove ourselves better men. Every soldier in Spurn Harbor knew what he was doing when he agreed to fight for the Barons and kill our people. Every man and woman behind those walls had ample opportunity to walk away from the atrocities they’ve been ordered to commit.”

“This will feel good in the moment, but it will doom our cause in the long run. Wars are won with full bellies and paid wages, Scorio.” Waberly drew himself up. “Idealism and grand gestures last a day and are then forgotten. You must be practical. I understand your desire for vengeance and to redress wrongs, but you cannot sink to their level.”

“Oh, but I can.” Scorio felt resolve solidify within his heart. “Spurn Harbor will be a warning to the kingdom. A message of righteous vengeance to our people, and an accounting to every soldier who thinks they can hide behind the king’s cloak. At dawn we’ll dock just as Harkan attacks the gates. We’ll force our way inside and slaughter every kingsmen and mercenary we can find. And by the day’s end, I want Uln and Pothos swinging by their necks for all to see.”

Cheers filled the cabin, savage and fell.

Waberly sighed, shoulders sagging. “The other Barons will quit the sidelines. Every nobleman will move to join the king. It’s all fun and games till you hang one of their own.”

“It was never fun and games,” said Scorio rising. “Let this finally show them.”

And with that thought, the world went dark, and Scorio found himself kneeling once more in the dark surrounded by the corpses of the Gold-fiends.

He blinked, raised his head, then calm certainty filled him. There. A Flame Vault at last.

 

 

Chapter 48

 

 

 

Scorio remained kneeling. Around him the clicks of dying grubs sounded. His wounds had closed up. He felt self-contained, clear-minded, the worst of the Curse receding. 

Flame Vault.

That meant he could withstand up to Silver level mana. Gold was but one step into the Curse now, not two.

He’d returned from his third trial in his human form, his Heart quiescent. With the barest flexion of his will he caused it to Ignite. The great sphere blazed to life. His body felt… calmer. Resolved. As if it had been in a state of flux before, raw, alive to change, to growth, to… ah. Of course. 

Scorio focused his perception and felt the Gold mana locked within his form. No, that wasn’t quite right; it wasn’t locked, like a reservoir of water underground, but permanently bonded. 

Tempered. 

No amount of effort would drain it now of that power. That heightened strength and durability. 

Scorio summoned his Shroud. It appeared before him, inches thick and curving in a great hemisphere, three yards in diameter. Superficially it appeared the same, but it was concrete now, more resilient. Enhanced by the nauseous infinity of practice he’d subjected it to while trapped in Ydrielle’s coffin. 

His heart began to pound. His aura would be similarly augmented. But what else? What power had he manifested as a Flame Vault?

Scorio rose to his feet and willed his scaled form to manifest. His talons extended to white-hot tips, black scales flourished down his arms, across his shoulders and back, his chest and torso, down his legs and shins. Horns burst free from his brow, larger now, and his feet extended into three-toed talons, capable of gripping like a bird of prey’s.

But then a sense of potential filled him, fey and pregnant with possibility. For a glorious second he hesitated, enjoying that sense of immanence, and then he allowed the new power to blossom.

His back stirred, roiled, stretched. He felt a second set of limbs extend from a new configuration of bone behind his shoulders, felt huge, slab-like muscles swell down his back. The sensation was disorienting at first; he felt stretched out, alien to himself, bizarre. As if he’d been smeared through the air, distended, and only when he flapped his wings did he the rightness of his body fall into place.

“Hell yes!” he roared, turning about to try and get a look at them, his wings of course turning with his body. It took effort, strange focus, but he extended one great wing so that he could study it. Not feathered but leathery like a bat’s, scales along the limb, horn-like protrusions at the end of each elongated finger, easily six yards in length.

Scorio’s eyes widened in wonder. He whipped back to the other side and extended his other wing. It felt fantastic, like stretching after a day spent cramped in a chair, the new muscles down his back powerful and possessing deep reserves of energy and stamina that were fueled directly by his Heart.

Scorio let out a second whoop and twisted about again, only to bang one wing into the wall and send a shiver of pain and strangeness down its length, like when he accidentally banged his elbow in precisely the wrong manner.

“Ow, sorry, I mean…”

He furled his wings and stared up. They arced overhead, massive and leathery down the length of his back, reaching nearly to his heels. He gave a few experimental jumps. It felt unwieldy. Scorio frowned, focused, and the wings sank back into his body, the huge muscles shrinking. A moment later, he was his normal scaled version once more, albeit with more of his body now covered in his black armor. Gazing at this arm, he saw a faint, subtle golden luster glowing just above the scales proper, as if they now gave off a spiritual glow.

“All right.” Scorio shook out his shoulders then settled into a crouch. “Let’s see how this works.” He willed his wings to emerge once more. It took a few seconds for them to stretch forth. He glanced up at the hole in the ceiling. This would be tricky.

He took a deep breath, leaped, and flapped his wings once as powerful as he could.

It felt like a hand scooped him up from below and hurled him toward the sky. At the last second he furled his wings behind his back and then he shot up through the hole with a cry of joy. He snapped open his wings again and beat powerfully at the apex of his ascent, propelling him even higher up.

Scorio gave a wordless shout of primal exultation as he flew up. Each beat of his wings propelled him higher, faster, and the golden magma and raw rocks fell away behind him as he twisted from one side to the other, arid air blasting into his face, up toward the stalactites around which he swerved, laughing.

His flight was jerky and marked by a sharp drop after each beat of his wings, but he focused and found that by simply flapping his wings faster he could maintain a smoother trajectory. It was surreal, glorious, magnificent to feel the huge muscles that ran down his back and wrapped around his chest as a second, larger set of pectorals propelling him forward. 

Laughing Scorio swooped about the stalactites, pushing himself to go faster. The more he flew the more natural it felt. He flapped his wings as hard as he could, leaped forward, and furled his wings as he threw himself into a spin. Hands crossed over his chest he spun and then fell, spearing down headfirst toward the magma only to snap his wings open at the last moment and pull up into a glide, skimming over the burning gold with reckless glee. He pulled up, flew powerfully toward the cavern ceiling, and furled his wings once more, turning onto his back and into a fall that became a somersault. 

He momentarily lost his orientation, panicked, opened his wings, and fell about, beating frantically to try and right himself. Fell a handful of yards then nearly flew straight into a stalactite only to swerve aside with a cry that became laughter once more.

He slowed, lowered his wings, changed the plane of his flapping wings, and realized that he could tread air, hovering in the same place as he rose and fell with each beat.

Laughing weakly, he wiped sweat from his brow. The Curse was milder but still messing with him. Resolving to be more careful, he studied the flow of power through his Heart; the Delightful Secret Marinating Technique variation had an endless stream of Gold falling into his Heart; most went into maintaining his Ignition while the rest fueled his scaled and winged form. 

That’s when it truly hit home: his Ignition technique was now theoretically endless for as long as there was mana in the air.  Was this how Pyre Lords operated? In the past he’d saturate and then burn what he’d stored in his reservoir, but now his reservoir lay untouched for as long as there was ambient mana to burn. 

And his Heart. Its spherical perfection made it so that he vented nothing. All was perfectly burned in service to his power. The conversion ratio of mana to power output was unlike anything he’d ever seen. And his reservoir. It was as dense as before, the hallmark of his having made Tomb Spark, but even in that enhanced state it was now vastly increased in size by his Heart’s expansion.

Awe filled Scorio as he watched his own system maintain itself.  Gold mana flowed into his Heart, was split, fed his Ignition and altered form, unceasing and requiring little by way of concentration on his part.

The confidence and surety of a Flame Vault but taken to a ridiculous extreme by this, the Crucible, his cradle of manifestation. 

Scorio’s elation slowly faded as he landed atop a towering menhir, halfway up to the cavern’s roof. 

He could escape now. 

The realization was wild and powerful, and his desire to be free of this golden prison was nearly irresistible. He even rose to his feet rapidly, his body moving of its own accord, wings expanding for their first beat.

But no. He couldn’t just fly upstairs like a fool. The rage and self-loathing from his time imprisoned in the coffin came back to him, but diluted now by his new status and freedom. 

He’d been too trusting before. Too complacent and willing to do as others commanded. For all his pride and spurning Praximar and the Academy, he’d simply turned and accepted a new set of masters who’d puppeted him and his friends with equally masterful skill.

What was it that he wished for now more than anything else?

The answer was as cold and clear as a drawn blade reflecting a summer’s day: vengeance.

Against Manticore. Against Dameon especially, but Ydrielle, Simeon, Davelos, and Evelyn had all been party to his humiliation and downfall.

He wanted to find his friends. Were they still at the Chasm? No, they’d have left by now, were perhaps somewhere in the Farmlands if not ready to depart for the Iron Tyrant and deeper Hell. Naomi, Lianshi, and Leonis. He wanted to find them, needed to tell them he yet lived, what had truly happened.

But more than anything he wanted to bring justice to the architect of all this. Praximar. Seated in the center of his web, a spider pulling strings and manipulating all and sundry to his own twisted ends. 

Scorio closed his eyes and shuddered with loathing. He’d been a fool. A naïve, trusting, hopeful fool, and he’d paid the price. His extended stay down here in the Crucible had ultimately proven to be a superior way to temper his body and rise to Flame Vault than any other method he could imagine, but he’d never forget what had brought him here in the first place:

 Treachery and betrayal most foul.

So: he would escape into the Fiery Shoals but keep a low profile. First he needed information. For how long had been he been down here? Several months, easily. Perhaps more? Five? Six? His mind shuddered at the lost expanse of time. Then he needed to discover what the repercussion had been for Druanna’s attack on The Celestial Coffer. See if anybody knew where Manticore was, and how best to get in touch with his friends.

He’d have to be careful. He’d been a prominent part of The Coffer’s debacle, and his high profile meant that most would know what he looked like. If possible, then, he’d try to listen in on conversations until he had a sense of the world above.

Emotions roiled within him. Chagrin, anger, and fear. It wasn’t that he wished for a second to stay down here a moment longer, but rather… 

No.

Scorio stood and squared his shoulders. He’d made mistakes, and now he would rectify them and provide restitution. Whatever had happened in his absence had already taken place. Hiding from the turn of events would do nothing. He would rise, discover the lay of the land, and then set about exacting his revenge.

But most importantly he would learn from all this. Never again would he blindly trust anybody who said they had his interest at heart. Never again would he allow himself to be used as a catspaw in their schemes.

Scorio flew off the top of the monolith and made his way through the caverns till he reached the massive central chamber. The saurians lifted their heads to watch his pass. Scorio gave them a rueful salute; their numbers were hugely diminished. For a moment he gloried once more in flight itself, in being able to rise high into the very air he’d studied for so many months while trapped in the coffin, and then he set his eyes on the shaft.

Up he flew, steadily, his nervousness battling with his resolve. Massive fiendish centipedes bestirred themselves and scuttled away, their hundreds of legs clutching dexterously to the rocky underside.

The conveyor belt was in motion, continuously dipping new buckets of crystal down into the Gold mana-soaked air then rising back up. He’d not have room to flap his wings within the shaft, but that was no matter.

Scorio glided the last few yards, furling his wings and then absorbing them into his back, and sank his talons in the inside of the shaft just before he began to fall. His talons bit deep into the rock and took his weight.

For a moment Scorio felt the urge to look back down, down at the island upon which he’d rested and suffered and endured madness all this time. Then he clenched his jaw, set his gaze on the dim light suffusing the shaft above, and began to climb.

 

 

 

Chapter 49

 

 

 

Scorio moved slowly. The conveyor belt of gold-infused crystals creaked and rotated endlessly past him. He couldn’t help but be bitterly amused: the entire eco-system generated by the Crucible and managed by the Celestial Consortium consisted mostly of dipping empty cups into a well. For some reason he’d expected a grander setup, a more elaborate means of harvesting the mana. 

Still, he couldn’t fault the simplicity.

When he’d fallen, he’d espied a handful of levels. Most had been dark and still, but a couple close to the top had been obviously busy and tightly secured. He studied the upper reaches of the shaft as he climbed, trying for silence, pausing after each new handhold to listen for an alarm.

None came.

However, a fragment of the Queen’s Accord came back to him, as outlined in broad by the White Queen herself: something about each House overseeing the defenses against the fiends in the Crucible. Clearly they didn’t want those centipedes or whatever else crawling out and causing havoc.

A grating appeared in the gloom above. It was massive, a latticework of iron bars as thick as his harm, the underside partially covered in what looked like gold rust and occasionally marred by deep, violent grooves. The conveyor belt system dipped through a gap just large enough for the buckets and rose on the far side through the same.

Scorio paused to consider. 

So. The first line of defense. How hard it not arrested his fall when he’d been tossed down? The answer was obvious: somebody had opened it, which meant both that the attack was expected, and that the grating could be moved.

Who could have known? The answer was obvious: Moira. 

He clawed his way closer. His dark vision now was nearly perfect, encompassing all but the edges of his vision. The grating was split down the center with hinges along either side. It could be hauled up and open by chains attached to huge eyebolts. 

After a few moments consideration he worked his way around the shaft to the rising segment, timed his move carefully, then reached out to take hold of the chain to which the buckets were affixed.

It rose with inexorable power and he released the wall to hold on tight, legs hanging down around the lower bucket. The Gold mana radiating from the crystals were a warm, comforting glow.

Up he rose, through the open square. He stepped out neatly onto the grating and released the chain before anybody could detect strain on the mechanism. The conveyor continued to cycle up past him, grinding and creaking as ever.

Ten yards up, the shaft opened to one side. A man right beside the edge in House Hydra robes, chin hanging low over his crossed arms as he slept. 

The sentry. Scorio repressed a snort. He couldn’t blame the man for falling asleep. How many hours of watching buckets could one take before the monotony drove one crazy?

His smile died on his face. Such questions were no longer rhetorical.

Scorio canted hid head to one side and listened. No voices came from deeper within the room, but that meant little given the racket the conveyor belt made. He could leap up to the sleeping guard but what were the odds he was posted alone?

Nonexistent. 

So—leap up, knock the man into the shaft so that he fell onto the grate, then turn to fight whomever else was within the chamber?

Too many variables. 

Perhaps Scorio could take advantage of the man’s negligence in another manner. But security couldn’t be this lax. What was he missing?

 Scorio opened his Heart senses and studied the shaft above him. Ah. There. A field of Gold mana filled a flat plane just below the sentry. It drew faint amounts of Gold from the rising crystals to fuel it, and forged a loop that ran through crystals embedded in the four walls of the shaft. 

An alarm system. Simple in design but probably too complex for a fiend to notice or bother with. Breaking the golden field would no doubt alert the sentry and anyone else within the room.

Again, another system that must have been disarmed on the day of the attack.

Scorio watched the flow of mana. It was indeed simple, and he’d grown adept at its manipulation. So he reached out, seized the great chain once more, and arose. When his head breached the golden plane, he channeled a tiny sliver of Gold from his reservoir into the crystal whose reception would be interrupted. He flowed smoothly up, past the sleeping sentry, and saw briefly into the chamber itself. A half dozen men sat around a circular table playing guards, all clad in the robes of House Hydra.

Nobody looked at the silent Scorio as he glided straight up and out of sight. 

Scorio exhaled in relief. Secrecy was key. He drew a tendril of Gold from the crystal bucket above him, refilling his reservoir, and craned his neck to sight up to the next level. 

The shaft didn’t slow at all under his weight. Then again, so much chain had to weigh literal tons. Whatever mechanism revolved the conveyor system apparently wasn’t fussed by Scorio’s added weight.

The next level appeared above. This one was dark. Scorio waited till the last second and then hopped off the chain to land neatly within the railing and sank into a crouch.

A storage room. No, not quite; a repair room. It was large, the center dominated by workstations on which tools were laid out. Lengths of ruptured and rusted chain were set out, and the walls were covered in shelving filled with boxes and supplies.

Scorio ghosted forward. The Gold mana from the caverns below was almost completely out of reach now. After so long spent bathed in its illimitable power Scorio felt like a man stepping into a dark room; any mana he expended would have to be replaced with Iron or Copper.

The very thought filled him with mingled distaste and relief.

He slipped by the repair tables. The workstations were for scraping gold rust off the chains to reveal the iron links beneath. Did the Gold mana weaken the iron after repeated exposure?

Not his problem.

Scorio paused at the huge door. It was massively reinforced and strong enough to resist a battering ram. Scorio pressed his ear to the iron. Was that a murmur on the far side? Were guards placed on watch?

Scorio rubbed his chin and sank back into his human form. Gazed down at this torn and singed robes, then saw folded sets of workman’s robes on a shelf close by. A few moments later he was dressed in sturdy House Hydra robes, with reinforced elbows and knees. 

He stared at the green House Hydra trim and badge in distaste. He would bear it for now. But even so dressed there was no reason for him to emerge from the off-shift work room. 

Scorio stepped back up to the door once more and listened. Again came the faint murmur. He studied the inside of the door. There were large brackets for a door brace and a keyhole. No key was in the hole; bending down he gazed through into a well-lit hallway. The sound of voices was ever so slightly louder when he placed his ear to the hole.

Scorio rubbed at this chin and looked around once more. There, hanging beside the door from a hook, was an iron key. Could it be this easy? Then again, where would be safer to keep a spare key then inside the very room it was meant to open? He took it and examined the head, glanced at the keyhole, then back. It looked like it would fit.

Placing one hand against the door he closed his eyes and pushed forth his aura. Would it work through a door? He’d no idea.

LEAVE, he commanded, the word powerful and undeniable in his mind.

He felt Gold mana burn away within his Heart. 

After a moment, the murmur stopped.

Heart pounding, Scorio slipped the key in the lock and twisted. It didn’t turn. He withdrew it, took a steadying breath, then tried again.

KL-THONK.

The hidden bold slid home. Scorio pulled the door open and slipped into the hallway. It was lit by a familiar burning lantern, the same kind he’d seen throughout the Fiery Shoals. 

The hallway was empty. 

Scorio quickly relocked the door, then blew out the lantern. He padded down the left and peered around the corner. A long hall led past a number of doorways, half of them open. The sound of industry echoed in the hall, the clink of hammers on metal, voices in low conversation.

Grimacing, Scorio hurried to the other corner and saw that it led straight to a rising stairwell. He hurried up, listening intently, the sound of his pulse roaring in his ears near deafening him. 

The stairwell was narrow, the steps tall, and it revolved twice before opening into a new hallway. To continue going up or step out here? For that matter, how was he even getting out of the Shoals? 

One step at a time.

He emerged into the hall. It opened up into a large room where two guards were being dressed down by a commander, the rest of a squad watching with surprised amusement. 

Scorio didn’t want to go in there, so he backed into the stairwell and climbed around once more.

Only to emerge into familiar territory. Or, more accurately, a familiar smell: that mineral, humid tang of the hot baths. He had to be on the third floor down now, the lowest he and his friends had been allowed to visit. 

There’d be more people here, but he’d be less likely to be noticed for being where he didn’t belong. Confidence. He emerged from the stairwell, strode past a few open doors, and then stepped out into a broad hallway that he recalled. It bifurcated the floor, with the baths and changing rooms to one side, and storage rooms, offices, and servant quarters on the other.

People were walking to and fro. Some were obviously guests or people of import, voices raised and at ease as they made their way to the bath’s entrance, while others strode with the quick and self-effacing purpose of servants.

Scorio moved down the hallway with his head bowed, heart still pounding, and for a moment he thought the Curse was upon him; he felt dizzy, overwhelmed, the sight of faces making him feel nauseous, furious, dazed.

His shoulder rubbed against one wall. Voices seemed to echo. He needed a plan, a goal, he needed to find a way to board a whale ship or discover how people left on foot.

Moreover, he needed to learn how much time had passed and what had changed in Hell.

Lingering in this hallway would only get him in trouble, however; already he was drawing curious stares from other servants as they bustled by.

Scorio pushed off the wall and strode blindly forward. As long as he looked purposeful, nobody would stop him. He climbed a set of stairs, took a few turns, and found himself within a network of corridors that led past guest quarters. Similar to those he’d stayed in with his friends when they’d first arrived. 

One of the suite doors stood open.

Scorio peered within. No personal effects remained, just the remnants of someone’s visit.

Scorio stepped inside, searched the three rooms, and finding nothing of interest, took up a tray of dirty dishes and set back out to find the kitchens.

It was odd, speaking to people. To not growl at them, to force himself to sound polite and reserved. He felt like a raging beast trapped within a paper-thin mask of servility. Mostly. The other servant of whom he asked directions looked almost terrified of him by the end of their brief exchange.

Scorio made his way down to the servants’ quarters. Entered the kitchens, and found them to be a large and steamy domain, filled with cooks, assistants, huge pots, spits of meat, and all manner of industry.

He set the dirty dishes on a broadside table laden with the same, and was promptly ordered to begin scrubbing pots by an iron-haired older lady. Unsure of himself he set to work, unbothered by the searing hot water.

But he soon realized he’d found an ideal location. 

By simply tackling the endless pile of dirty silverware, pots, pans, and plates, he was able to overhear endless snippets of fascinating conversation.

And then a harried servant charged into the room, a person of import in the kitchen kingdom, for half the staff turned to regard her expectantly.

“All right everyone, listen up. We’ve another meeting taking place in the council chambers. Davelos is going to be hosting an unexpected embassy from the Virulent Warren this evening, and you know they’ve not eaten decent food in a year’s time.”

She went on to detail what everyone needed to do, and the kitchen sprang into action, people racing to and fro as they sought to obey her commands.

Scorio stood as if in a dream. Casually, he reached out and took a young man by the arm as the youth hurried by.

“She said Davelos. Davelos is hosting?”

The young cook glared at Scorio. “Are you touched? Davelos? Yes? The Overseer? Did you fall and hit your head?”

Scorio rounded on the man and something in his expression made the other’s face go white. “Davelos of Manticore? He’s in charge of the Fiery Shoals?”

“I… yes, he…” The youth glanced desperately from side to side as if seeking help. “It’s been over a year now, he was promoted after House Hydra cycled a few Great Souls through the position, but now it’s permanent, or would be, but… excuse me, excuse me.”

And the man tore himself free and practically ran away.

Scorio pulled his apron off and dropped it. Strode away before anyone could stop him.

Davelos was in charge of the Fiery Shoals?

He quit the kitchens and climbed a few floors. With great effort, he schooled his expression and paused a cleaner as they trundled by with their mop and bucket.

“Excuse me, which way to Pyre Lady Moira’s suite?”

The man looked him up and down. “You got business with the Pyre Lady?”

“She asked me to let her know if something took place. It has.”

“I see.” The man relaxed a fraction. No doubt Moira had a reputation for manipulating a web of informants. “Second floor, off the Hall of Refulgence.”

So Moira was still here.

“And do you know if any other members of Manticore have arrived?”

“Manticore?” The man stared blankly at him for a moment. “Oh, no, not for a week or so yet.”

“Ah, right, of course. They’re all coming here, though?”

Again the man stared at him strangely. Scorio could feel his objection rising, so he summoned his aura of command. ANSWER.

The man tensed, his nostrils flared, and he practically fell over himself in responding. “Yes, yes, all of them are coming, it’s the end of Overseer Davelos’s term, he and Dameon and the other Dread Blazes are heading into the Iron Weald, or so I’ve been told, along with their entire school—”

“School?”

“Their—their school?” The man sounded almost plaintive. “Dread Blaze Dameon started a Manticore training center on the island of Azurith? It was his reward for helping Autocrator Praximar ascend to controlling the Consortium?”

“I see.” Scorio held the man’s panicked stare. He wanted to ask more, how long it had been since Druanna’s attack, so much more—but he’d already made a wildly inappropriate impression on the other. So he forced a smile and hit him with a second command: RELAX.

The man exhaled shakily and gave Scorio a nervous smile.

“Don’t worry,” said Scorio, returning the smile. “Moira just wanted me to ask some basic questions. Gauge the mood, as it were, before their departure. You’ve been most helpful.”

The servant nodded swiftly. “Glad to have been of service.”

He took a tentative step back and then rushed away.

Damn. Scorio’s own shock had made his interrogation crude. No matter. He needed the information.

Praximar had given Dameon an island. The only ones Scorio knew about were the floating islands along the Golden Circuit. And Davelos had been promoted to Overseer. With his ability to increase his intelligence based on his mana consumption, he’d no doubt have run this place with the utmost efficiency if he was working off Gold.

Scorio scowled. While he’d suffered in the Crucible, his enemies had been rewarded beyond their dreams. 

He found an empty guest room and sat in the darkness, pondering. His anger was so virulent it made planning difficult. He wanted to charge straight upstairs and attack Davelos. 

But no.

The man was a Dread Blaze and had access to Gold mana. 

Scorio needed a plan.

He needed allies. 

He needed the kind of information that only an insider could provide him. Listening in on servants would only get him so far.

Whom could he approach?

His options were limited.

Then he remembered the guide the White Queen had assigned them: Kyrie, the scholar. He’d seemed smart, compassionate, wry, and sympathetic to the Queen’s principles. 

Yes.

It was a risk, but Scorio couldn’t play it safe forever. He’d approach the scholar, and if the man proved less than trustworthy or sympathetic… well.

Scorio would cover his tracks and try a different approach.

Rising from the gloom, he exited into the complex and made his way to the library. Kyrie had once told them that he spent all his free time there. Perhaps that remained the case.

But a quick exploration of the interconnected rooms and their floor to ceiling bookcases revealed no sign of the scholar. A librarian watched him with growing annoyance, then accosted him.

“Can I help you?” It was clear from his tone that his next command would be to eject Scorio from the premises.

“I’ve a message for Great Soul Kyrie,” said Scorio softly. “Can you tell me where I can find him?”

“He just left for the baths,” sniffed the older man. “If you hurry, you might catch him. Elsewise I’d suggest you try him later; he spends an inordinate amount of time bathing.”

“Thank you.”

Scorio bowed and slipped back out into the hall, then rushed down the increasingly familiar hallways and staircases to the hot pools’ level. He peered ahead, trying to make out Kyrie’s angular form, and had almost reached the pools’ entrance when he saw the young man moving slowly ahead.

Tall but stooped, light brown hair pulled back into an artless knot, his crimson and white robes appearing ill-fitting on his gangly frame.

Kyrie.

Scorio slowed. The scholar didn’t glance back. 

Scorio decided to follow for now. Better than risking a scene in the hallway.

Kyrie entered the baths, his manner tense, almost wary. Scorio followed him down a short flight of steps and into the changing rooms. Collected a towel and light bathing robe from the baskets, ignored the attendant’s curious stare, and again followed Kyrie into the dimply lit quarters where benches were set before lockers. The air was so humid here that the walls ran with moisture and warm puddles failed to evaporate. Other men were in various states of disrobing and toweling off. Scorio had barely paid attention to this long series of rooms when he’d come through with Leonis, but now he took a corner where he could keep Kyrie in sight, and, not knowing what else to do, changed into the bathing robe, placed the towel over his shoulder, and followed the gangly man through the archway and into the baths proper.

General courtesy kept bathers from staring as they passed each other by. Scorio kept his head bowed and followed Kyrie around the first pools, the largest steaming alarmingly and filled with bathers who looked sunken into ecstatic trances. Around smaller, cooler tubs. Past secluded grottos in which knots of people chatted amiably.

He was heading for a specific spot, Scorio realized, at the very back of the pools.

Perfect. 

He dropped back, not wanting to alarm his quarry. They crossed almost the entirety of the floor, passing momentarily behind a warm waterfall that gushed from a vent high in the ceiling and filled the air with mist, over black bridges that arched overflowing channels, past rooms where men and women lay out in slabs or luxuriated in steam rooms, until finally, Kyrie entered a natural grotto that he found to his liking.

Scorio waited a minute before following him in.

Kyrie was sunken neck deep in the steaming water, towel and bathing robe folded on the small bench. Scorio set his down next to them, stepped out of the sandals, then slid into the pool across from the scholar.

Who smiled and reluctantly opened one eye. “If we’re to keep meeting like this word will get out, and while my reputation is…” His tone trailed off as his face grew pale, his eyes wide. “You.”

“Hello, Kyrie.” Scorio forced a smile. To his immense relief, the scholar didn’t immediately begin to yell for help or seek to rise from the water. “I’ve just a couple of questions and then I’ll leave you alone.”

“But… you’re dead.” The man looked indeed like he was staring at a ghost. “Everyone said you…”

“Guess they were wrong.” Scorio sank deeper till the scalding water was about his chin and grinned. “But they’ll learn their mistake soon enough.”

 

 


Interlude - Moira

 

 

 

Information was power. In a Hell where the fastest means of travel was the whale ship and the best way to communicate the sealed missive, Moira knew from the moment she developed her Tomb Spark power what her role in House Hydra would be.

When younger she’d envisioned a sprawling network flung across the far reaches of Hell, with her at its center, advising, guiding, and informing key players as to optimum strategies with which to turn the tide of war.

But she’d been naïve. There was no accounting for suspicion, for fear. The fact that her power could dull wits, incite rage, and induce lethargy in even the greatest of warriors made them loath to trust her; no matter that she’d offered in good faith to act only in the service of the greater good.

What an ignominious fall it had been, from that utopia to her small, vicious empire of the mind. A limited spiderweb stretching from Bastion to the Iron Weald, peopled by unwitting allies and gullible pawns. 

Rising from her desk, Moira quickly bound her hair back and donned a loose outer robe. As her hands moved with mechanical precision she allowed her thoughts to stray, her focus to travel along the channels established by touch.

Greetings, Pellimer. How goes it in the Academy?

She sensed, as always, the secretary’s startlement, felt their flash of fear and doubt, resentment, and then desire to impress. Chancellor Praximar is spending his morning meeting with prospective House Hydra recruits. There are two candidates in particular that he’s eager to induct, though I’m not sure why. He’s lunching alone, and then this afternoon will teach his seminars with the upperclassmen. I know he’s traveling into Ward 7 tonight in secrecy, but don’t know where or why.

You know what I desire.

I will do my best.

She cut the connection and paused before the silver mirror. Adjusted her robe, raised her chin, and gave a curt nod. The more ascetic and passionless the world thought her, the less they worried about her private ambitions. Moira. Loyal servant of House Hydra.

She emerged from her suite and swept down the hall, passing through pools of roseate light that filtered down from the bank of windows. 

She reached out with her thoughts and found Davelos. She’d never spoken to his mind directly, and didn’t now; she wasn’t sure if he’d forgotten that one time their hands had brushed in passing, but she didn’t wish to remind him.

He was bored. Not channeling Gold, then; tapping into his mind when he was thusly elevated was an electrifying experience, his thoughts mercurial, his nature roused, his persona overwhelming. Now he merely waited, his impatience rising, his hunger held at bay.

Nothing of note, then.

Moira ignored the bows that trailed her passage. Gazed serenely forward as if she walked the hallways alone. In quick succession, she reached out to the dozens of servants and guards with whom she’d established a connection here in the Fiery Shoals, searching for anything out of the ordinary: nothing appeared to have alarmed nor frightened the staff on the various levels.

She reached the grand staircase and descended to the second floor. House Hydra colors were everywhere. The Shoals still served as the entry point to the Plains for most of Deep Hell, but it seemed to her that there were fewer visitors than usual; the trend had increased gradually since the White Queen’s departure. 

Moira cast her thoughts back to Bastion.

Ravenna.

Lady Moira. 

As always, she took pleasure in the young Tomb Spark’s composure. She’d yet to catch her unawares. Such composure, such steadfast purpose. How fares our Lady Octavia?

Better this morning. She visited the Citadel so as to conduct business, though she was furious when she returned to the palace. I don’t think she’ll ever accept the taxes imposed on all Kraken trade or the oversight. 

I don’t blame her. Do you have a sense of when you might be able to approach her?

Not yet. She alternates between public equanimity and locking herself away in her suite for hours at a time. I’ve made myself useful, however. She’s called for me twice this week. Soon I hope to have time alone with her.

Very good. 

Moira cut the connection and paused to exchange platitudes with Blood Baron Korvin. He styled himself as “The Ruinous,” and in truth, his small outfit had done well, but still. Moira had little tolerance for those who chose their own monikers.

He was careful not to come too close.

Down another flight of steps. Kyrie would be arriving at their assignation. Kyrie, with his smooth skin, his gentle touch, his hesitant nature, his delightful tendency to blush at any impropriety. She reached out to him to gauge his emotional state: excited, nervous, guilty, afraid.

That would change.

Moira stepped out onto the third floor and cycled through yet more contacts. A captain of the guard on the Whale Ship platform outside Bastion. A House Chimera Great Soul on patrol just outside the Golden Circuit. A cook in the Fury Spires. Johannes in the Virulent Warren just within the Telurian Band. Assorted high placed Hydra officials in Bastion. 

Just as a seamstress might run her fingers idly over the weft of a new pattern, so did she check swiftly for any knots or unseemly emotions, any cause to dip in deeper to ascertain what was going on.

Swiftly she changed, donned her bathing robe, and stepped out into the baths. The humidity was a welcome assault. She perhaps indulged in soaking too often; was twice a day too much? But there was nothing more pleasurable than sinking into a solitary tub and administering her network, pulling on threads, pushing her agenda, and deciding where next she needed to plant an informant.

Not today, however. Today’s soak was to be of a decidedly different pleasure. 

She made her way to their grotto. Just before she entered the secluded nook she reached out to Kyrie one last time as a customary precaution.

Shock, horror, terror.

Moira froze, her own eyes going wide as the sheer power and proximity of Kyrie’s emotions caused her body to react. No screams, however, no shouts.

Kyrie? What’s going on?

A visitor. The young man’s voice was a croak. Scorio.

Moira felt a second wave of shock. Impossible. Ydrielle had assured them that the Tomb Spark had been dropped straight into the Crucible. Alive? Now? And here?

Moira’s thoughts flickered, her expression expansive, and then she composed her features and entered the dimly lit grotto.

It was Scorio that sat chest-deep in the waters, but a Scorio transfigured; gone was the easy youth that she’d met, the open confidence and healthy frame. In his place sat a man, mightily shouldered and deep of chest, the fat flensed from his body so that there was no disguising his newfound strength. His black hair hung in a ragged, dusty mane, but beneath its fringe Scorio’s blue eyes smoldered with a new inner fire. He was dark and sinister in the gloom, hard and dangerous, but it was his aura that frightened Moira: it filled the grotto like a crackling black flame, intense and powerful far beyond what any Tomb Spark or even Flame Vault could manifest.

“Scorio.” She was proud that her voice sounded so even keel as she removed her robes. “Why is it that we keep meeting while almost naked?”

A desperate sally; the boy she’d met would have blushed, his thoughts racing toward images and actions that he’d be flustered to entertain.

But this new Scorio merely watched her with narrowed eyes as she slid into the water.

“Moira.” His voice was changed, too: gone was the rich, easy lilt. His now was a rasp, like a rusted blade drawn over a whetstone. “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you and flee.”

Kill me? The man’s temerity didn’t amuse her as it should. “Because you’re in desperate need of allies and have nowhere to flee to.”

“Allies.” Scorio’s lip curved into a sneer. “I’d have better luck searching a midden for allies than House Hydra.”

“House Kraken’s midden, perhaps.” Moira’s heart was racing but she forced herself to speak slowly, to inject humor into her words. Her powers were potent but not geared toward combat. Would Kyrie attempt to save her if Scorio lunged across the pool? “I imagine you’re interested in one thing only: revenge.”

“And it would be easy to begin here.” Scorio leaned forward and the crackling force of his dark aura grew more oppressive. “You’ve seconds to give me a compelling reason. Stall for time and you die.”

“Really Scorio. Threatening a Pyre Lady in such fashion?” She picked and discarded a dozen witticisms. No; he was past easy manipulation. She could read the killing intent in his stare. “Your friends are dead.”

He jerked back. “What are you talking about?”

“That handsome fellow who was in the pool with you that time we met: Leonis? Along with Lianshi and Naomi. Emberlings all, were they not? Manticore slew them.”

Scorio seemed to wilt, sinking back against the edge of the pool. “You’re lying.”

There. She had him off kilter. “I wish that I were. Dameon didn’t trust them to not cause problems after your death. To not investigate, to not raise questions. Thus he slew them the moment you departed the Chasm. The official version is that they were killed by fiends while meditating in the depths. They’re buried, I was told, just outside the settlement.”

Scorio blinked slowly as if dazed. His head sagged, rose, and his chest began to rise and fall as if his breath were suddenly labored. “If you’re lying to me. I swear…”

“I’m sorry.” Moira fought to make her voice as earnest as possible. “Truly Scorio. I am.”

This gave him something new to grasp onto, and his shock gave way to fresh fury. A flood of power slipped from within him—was that Gold mana he used?—and his form rose into a frightful monstrosity, black scaled, massively behorned, fangs pressing down over his lower lip, easily rising another couple of feet in height. The water, already steaming, began to bubble, and he raised twin sets of white-hot claws from the depths. “You’re sorry?” His voice took on a demonic undertone, unworldly and terrifying. 

He was about to remove her head. Moira fought the urge to leap from the pool. She’d never get away in time.

“It wasn’t my intent that they should suffer. Nor you. I didn’t know what the plan was, its full dimension, nor how Praximar would run with it to consequences so extreme that I barely recognize the Hell we now live in.”

 Scorio hunched, ready to lunge at her.

She raised one forestalling hand. “I’m an enemy of Praximar’s and nearly a traitor to my House, Scorio. I’m working with rebels to undo the damage that was done. I swear this upon my heart.”

The self-inflicted heart oath flooded the room with the stored Silver mana she kept secreted in the bottom of her reservoir, sealing the words with absolute truth. The man felt the power of her words and paused.

“I warned Praximar of the White Queen’s intentions, thought we could leverage the chaos for advantage. He never confided to me what his plan was, he left the matter in Eira’s hands, who turned to Manticore. I promise you that I am aghast as what has taken place, and will work with you to undo it.”

Scorio’s shoulders relaxed but a fraction. “Is that so? Tell me what’s happened since I fell.”

Moira gently exhaled. So far so good. “Pyre Lady Druanna’s attack on The Celestial Coffer failed due to a timely and planned intervention of House Hydra warriors. The Coffer was able to escape, though Captain Thorne died. Druanna surrendered, was taken prisoner, and executed. Octavia and her forces were meant to be taken by surprise, but they were ready for Hydra’s assault in Bastion. Basilisk turned traitor, warning Kraken of the plan. For a month Bastion was a battlefield, as Hydra fought Basilisk and Kraken in the streets. It wasn’t till Chimera was convinced to join Hydra that a tense peace took place, which was sealed by the Iron Tyrant’s arrival. 

“He was, as you can imagine, quite wroth. Praximar apologized for the interruption in shipments and explained that there had been no time to appeal to the Tyrant to adjudicate.”

Moira smiled darkly. “All knew that treachery had taken place, but the Tyrant cared only for establishing order. Kraken was broken, Basilisk driven into hiding, and none of their higher ranked members were able to intervene in a timely manner. The Tyrant respects strength, which Praximar had demonstrated. He accepted Praximar’s promises that shipments would resume on time, and departed.”

“What of the White Queen?”

“By the time she must have heard of it the situation was fait accompli.” Moira relaxed further, extending her arms out on either side of the pool’s edge. “She could have worked her way back, I suppose, but that would have meant giving up her new commitments and battles to reassume her mantle as ruler of the Plains. No. I’m sure she rued Praximar’s actions and the failure of her plans, but we’ve not heard from her.”

Scorio shrank back down into his human form. “So that’s it? Praximar got away with his coup?”

“In short? Yes. Basilisk was removed from the Council, along with the people’s representative… ah.”

Scorio’s expression turned venomous. “What?”

“Praximar was…” She tried to find the right words.

Kyrie came to her rescue. “Brutal. Visiting retribution on the people of Bastion.”

Scorio went very still.

“He found the ringleaders of the rebellion—they weren’t hiding anymore—and had them executed,” said Moira softly. “Their bodies put on display. He reinstated the old policies and bolstered the House Hydra guard numbers so that punitive patrols could walk the poorer wards. From what I understand it has not been… gentle.”

Scorio closed his eyes, lowered his chin, and shuddered. The black aura that crackled in the chamber grew so oppressive that Moira couldn’t restrain sharing a worried glance with Kyrie.

“The bastard,” whispered Scorio.

“Yes, precisely. I sought to stop him, but… well. I failed. The more I complained, the more I was sidelined.”

“Why do you care?” Scorio’s eyes flicked open. “You’re House Hydra. You benefit.”

“Praximar benefits. His visions for the Academy benefit. He’s confiscated House Basilisk’s share of the Gold mana and given House Kraken’s to the Iron Tyrant. But in Deep Hell, the Blood Barons and Crimson Earls have taken note. For now House Hydra’s leaders stymie those of the other houses, but one day soon a Charnel Duke or Crimson Earl from a rival House shall find the opportunity to return and exact revenge.”

“The Accord of Indemnity,” said Kyrie softly, “proscribes anyone above Blood Baron from ruling Bastion directly. But that doesn’t mean someone of power might not return to right the scales.”

Scorio didn’t seem to be listening. He was staring down at the heated water, eyes wide.

“It’s a perilous balancing game,” said Moira softly. “Should a Basilisk Charnel Duke come to confront Praximar, it’s likely that a House Hydra Crimson Earl would follow. They hesitate so as to not start an inter-house war.”

“Praximar has already begun one,” said Scorio dully.

“But everything that has happened here is of relatively low stakes,” said Moira. “Those embroiled in Deep Hell are not affected. Even the Iron Tyrant has benefitted from his increased stake. This is, for the most part, a local matter. Right up until it’s not. And that comeuppance is what I seek to avoid.”

“How long?” Scorio blinked and fixed her with his smoldering stare. “How long was I below?”

“It’s been over two years since you died.”

Scorio closed his eyes as his head rocked back. She saw him take that fact and internalize it. “Two years.”

“Much has changed.” She kept her voice soft, soothing. 

“Manticore?”

“Exalted for their role in what took place. Davelos has been made the permanent steward of the Fiery Shoals. He has increased the monthly quota in a variety of ingenious ways due to how Gold mana enhances his intellect. Simeon and Ydrielle command The Celestial Coffer. Evelyn operates an extraction operation at the Chasm, attempting to duplicate the system in place here.”

“And Dameon?” Scorio’s voice was hard, but he seemed in control of himself. “Where’s Dameon?”

“He’s been given command of one of the floating islands as his own. He runs a Manticore training camp there.”

Scorio nodded as if he’d suspected as much.

For the first time, Moira wondered how much of this all Scorio already knew.

“But not for much longer.” She watched Scorio carefully, trying to gauge how quickly to continue revealing information. “They’ve grown in wealth, power, and prestige. Dameon has announced that Manticore departs for the Iron Weald when next The Celestial Coffer arrives. He intends to make his way to the Silver Unfathom, where he means to establish an outpost for his group, as well as venture deeper into the Lustrous Maria.”

Scorio considered. “The Lustrous Maria. That’s as far as Dread Blazes can go.”

Moira said nothing.

They sat in silence but for the watery echoes of voices deeper within the baths.

“I know what you want and I can give it to you,” said Moira. “You have no reason to trust me but that trust can be earned with blood.”

“Davelos.”

“I won’t fight him, but I can help. I can make it so that he’s slower, prone to confusion, to making poor decisions. But he’s a Dread Blaze. You are?”

Scorio just stared at her.

“You’ll have to face him alone. But I can tell you where he is and how to get him. If I do this, will you trust me?”

“No.”

Moira smiled. “A first step, then. The Shoals are full of House Hydra guards and Great Souls, however. You will have to be careful. If he calls for help you will be swamped.”

“How many?”

“Guards? Some fifty. Great Souls? Twelve. Four Flame Vaults, six Dread Vaults, and two Emberlings.”

Scorio’s smile was cold. “Then they’d best not get in my way. Where is Davelos?”

“If we do this…” Moira hesitated, considering. “Your memory has been vilified, Scorio. If you’re seen you will be attacked or at the very least hunted. Most blame you for what happened.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“Dameon made sure that your reputation was completely ruined. What I’m saying is that killing Davelos won’t change your immediate situation. You’ll need to get out of the Shoals immediately thereafter. You need to think three steps ahead.”

“You have a suggestion.” It wasn’t a question.

“I’ll work on it. I’ll arrange to arrive on the scene after Davelos’s death. If you trust me enough by that point, I’ll show you how to get out.”

Scorio studied her. “I can’t tell if you’re sincere. I guess that’s what happens when you spend your life lying.”

Moira felt a pang of annoyance but hid it well. “Judge me by my actions. You’ve heard my heart oath.”

“How do I get to Davelos?”

Kyrie’s eyes widened. “You’re going after him now?”

“Now,” said Scorio softly. “What’s coming to him is already two years overdue.”

“He’s in the White Queen’s offices at the top of the fortress. The main approach is both heavily trafficked and guarded. However, there’s a private stairwell used for important guests and officials who want to avoid being seen. I can show you how to access it. Simply climb to the top and you’ll find Davelos there.”

“How can you sure he’ll be alone?”

“I’ll check in on him.” Moira smiled. “The curse of his genius is that he often grows bored. When his mind begins to wander, I’ll signal for you to begin climbing.”

“Very well.” Scorio rose from the water and again Moira marveled at the hard, dangerous lines of his limbs. What would it take, she wondered, to get him to bed? It would be like mating with a savage wolf. 

The thought only enticed her more.

“Let’s be away. Kyrie, wait here. We’ll resume our meeting after this is all settled.”

“I—yes.” Kyrie sank deeper into the water, clearly eager to be free of Scorio’s company.

Moira rose and stepped out, taking up her towel and making sure to dry herself artfully. Scorio wasn’t seeing her as a woman yet, but that might change. And once he did so, she’d have leverage. “Give me a moment to dress and I’ll lead you to my quarters by a private approach. You have House Hydra robes?”

Scorio sneered. “Yes.”

“Good.” She looked him up and down. “Though we’ll need to get you something hooded. The way you are right now it’ll be like trying to sneak a bonfire past the guards.”

“I’ve managed to get around without too much of a problem.”

“A miracle. Your aura. It’s… something else. You’ll have to learn to restrain it in time. But not today. Ready?”

Scorio tied the sash around his bathing robe tightly. His stare was answer enough. 

Moira quit the grotto, heart pounding, more excited and hopeful than she’d been in years.

 

 


Chapter 50

 

 

 

Scorio padded after Moira, hood pulled down past his nose, shoulders hunched, and doing his damned best to not draw attention. It was hard. His very presence drew frowns and stares as if he reeked.

But it was his aura. He’d no idea what Moira had meant, but its consequences were clear. Especially now that he his fury was stoked and choking him. He might as well have dragged a snarling hound alongside him by a chain.

No matter. Moira’s presence stayed any questions.

Scorio allowed his Heart’s senses to range forth. Nothing but Iron and Copper. He hadn’t thought he’d miss Gold so quickly, not after growing to loath it in the Crucible. But the mana available to him now, even the Iron, felt paltry.

He was doing his best not to think. To not give scope to the pain that sought to howl up from his ruined soul.

They were dead.

Scorio grimaced and pushed the thought away. 

They were dead and buried. 

Naomi with her sullen intensity and fierce independence. Lianshi with her ever-bright curiosity and iron focus. Leonis, his booming friend, a man of infinite soul and unparalleled generosity.

Put down like dogs by Manticore.

Scorio’s anger caused his the Gold in his reservoir to ripple, his body to swell momentarily as his scaled form roiled beneath the skin.

Moira glanced back in alarm and Scorio mastered himself.

Two years.

Two years he’d been locked below. Lost in madness, lost in the labyrinth of his own thoughts. Then awake and training his powers on the saurians. Two years. During which Bastion’s civil advances had been thrown back, Manticore hailed as heroes and rewarded for their perfidy.

Scorio’s rage was as bright as the very tips of his talons. 

He’d loathed Manticore for betraying him before. Had spent literal years sharpening his hatred, living for revenge. 

But now? Now that great and inchoate fury was condensed to a superdense core. 

Nothing would stop him from tracking down each and every Dread Blaze and tearing their heads from their shoulders. 

He didn’t care that they were all ranked a level above him. Didn’t care that they were experienced fighters. Nothing would stand his way.

Naomi.

Lianshi.

Leonis.

His chest shuddered. It was hard to breathe. He felt light as if he might float up at any moment. His strength and power yearned to be given release, to burst forth in a welter of bloody revenge.

Discipline. Control. Focus.

Scorio wrestled his urge to howl down and clenched his jaw. One foe at a time. Davelos was above. He had to focus his might on destroying him. This would be no easy fight. Davelos had access to Gold mana, which meant his golem form would be supremely powerful and his mind sharpened to brilliance. Add in the man’s ability to go ephemeral and Scorio would have to deploy his own powers with care. 

But he had surprise. That was his one true advantage. Davelos thought him two years dead. In that moment of horrified surprise Scorio would strike.

Moira took a side door. Scorio passed through it warily. An ambush would not surprise him. He trusted the Pyre Lady not at all, despite her heart oath, but everything she’d revealed had been in line with what he’d already learned. She’d not lied to him, not that he could tell. Even so, if she were leading him into an ambush he’d make sure she fell before he did. 

Down a short hall, up a circular flight of stairs, and into another hallway whose expensive rugs and artwork denoted its august nature. 

“This connects my suite to that of the other top level administrators such as Davelos,” Moira whispered. “The private staircase lies at the end. Come. The moment is opportune. I once touched his elbow without his noticing, and can now always read his mood. Davelos is focused on reading scrolls, I believe. As soon as I sense his shock I’ll dampen his wits and confuse his mind.”

Scorio gestured for Moira to go first. Her mesmerizing malachite eyes gleamed with amusement, and she inclined her head before striding down the hallway.

“Here,” she said, gesturing to a narrow arch. “Climb swiftly. It’s only two flights. The door opens to the private council room. Davelos’s office is beyond that.”

Scorio waited for Moira to step aside so that there could be no accidental touching then entered the archway without taking his eyes off her.  

“Good luck,” she said. “Descend to my rooms when you’re done. If I sense Davelos’s death but you don’t arrive promptly, I’ll climb up to see how I can help.”

Scorio watched her carefully, trying to sense any duplicity, but her freckled face was a genial mask. 

 Without a word, he turned and loped up the stone steps. Round and round, once, twice, only to fetch up against a narrow door.

Heart hammering, Scorio pressed his ear to the wood.

Silence.

She was using him. There was no question. Moira saw herself the queen and himself perhaps a knight that she could direct at Praximar’s pieces. No matter. If it meant he achieved his vengeance then he was willing to let her think herself in control.

Thus far, at any rate, she’d been honest with him.

For a moment Scorio just stood there, inhaling deeply.

Leonis. Lianshi. Naomi.

Pain twisted in his heart like a knife, a literal pang that caused his muscles to contract. Scorio grimaced.

What would he do, even if he killed the Dread Blazes? What would become of him without his friends, his—

No.

He straightened. 

There’d be time to think of that later.

Calm befell him. He inhaled smoothly one last time and pushed the door open.

It was a large room, one side given to bay windows that looked out over the cliffs and magma plumes. Precious little furniture but for the massive table around which he’d once sat with his friends while making his report to the White Queen. Its obsidian surface was blank now, devoid of all reports and papers. High-backed chairs. Double doors to his right that led to the hallway.

Archway that led to the office beyond.

Two men in House Hydra robes stood in low conversation to one side of the table. One was balding, iron-haired, face long, scholarly. The other heavy shouldered, head shaved, hands beringed and gleaming.

They both glanced up curiously as he emerged.

His hood was low.

Their conversation stalled as he strode toward them.

“Here,” said the scholar. “What are you doing? Who are you?”

Scorio approached without breaking his stride.

Both men stepped back, shocked into confusion.

Scorio slammed his fist into the scholar’s face hard enough to knock him off his feet. Grasped the back of the bald man’s head and wrenched it down into the table’s edge. He released so that the man bounced off the obsidian, an arc of blood falling from his shattered nose.

He strode on even as they collapsed behind him.

Through the archway he saw an equally large room. High ceilinged, open on the same side to the lava lakes, columns separating a broad balcony. Davelos was rising from behind a rectangular table, his handsome features contorted into a frown, his athletic frame clad in a black silk robe with House Manticore emblazoned over his heart. The red light from without lit one half of his face and cast the rest into shadow.

“You’ve made a mistake, my friend,” said Davelos, and oh, his voice was so familiar, and without an ounce of fear. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to accomplish, but—”

Scorio pulled his hood back.

Davelos blinked, hesitated, then took leaned forward. “Scorio?”

Who Ignited his Heart and surged up smoothly into his scaled form. In a flicker flash, he was massive. He’d not appreciated how much larger his Flame Vault form was than that of his Tomb Spark; he now stood nearly two feet taller than the Dread Blaze, his scales oily and thick, his body alive with the fiery need for violence.

Davelos’s reaction was just as rapid; his Heart Ignited with a blast of power and he flowed into his Iron form, growing ponderous and huge, reinforced plating emerging to wrap him like a suit of armor, his face disappearing behind a helm, his fists overly massive, his whole being rivetted and reinforced and powerful.

Scorio dove over the table, talons extended.

Davelos misted so that Scorio plunged through his outline and fell into a roll, came up smoothly and turned.

Davelos stepped back through the table and reformed. “How the hell did you survive?”

Scorio swung a claw at the heavy chair and flung it at the Dread Blaze who didn’t even flinch; the chair shattered across his iron frame but Scorio came right behind it and this time he blasted the man with his aura.

STAND STILL.

Davelos’s expression had already taken a slightly confused cast, as if he’d just recalled something of import; Scorio’s aura washed over him, his imperious command, and the Dread Blaze remained solid as Scorio vaulted over the table and crashed into him.

The impact was tremendous. Davelos was a Dread Blaze, his body tempered in some of the finest mana available, his bulk prodigious, his stance defensive.

But Scorio hit him like an avalanche, both heels driving into the iron eidolon’s chest and knocking him backward.

Davelos staggered, tripped, fell.

“What the—?” 

Scorio fell upon him, one hand wrapped around his neck, the other slashing back and forth across the man’s helm, his talons tearing through iron leaving huge rents behind. Flicker flash, back and forth, pure rage fueling each strike.

Davelos’s head rocked back and forth and then he misted. Scorio dropped into a crouch as the Dread Blaze materialized behind him and slammed a ferocious punch across Scorio’s jaw as he turned.

Scorio’s head snapped to one side but that was all. 

Slowly, lips writhing back from his fangs, he turned back to glare at Davelos.

The Dread Blaze’s astonishment was palpable. “By the ten hells,” he whispered. “What have you become?”

In response, Scorio stepped in and formed his Shroud just behind the Dread Blaze’s form a second before he punched him in the chest, slashed his claws across the man’s neck, across his ruined helm, and then slammed his knuckles into his chest once more.

STAY STILL, he commanded with all his fury.

Davelos was knocked from one side to the other then blasted back into the Shroud which he bounced off of and right back into Scorio’s attacks. Gold mana roared through Scorio’s Heart even as his modified Marinating Technique pulled Iron mana into his reservoir. 

Davelos was like a doll. His massive iron form bounced off the Shroud again, fell back, rocked to the side, and then he misted. Staggered back through the Shroud, through the desk, and appeared just as he tore open a drawer.

Scorio was on him, diving over the table, but the Dread Blaze misted again as he raised an elixir to his lips.

Scorio sensed the Gold mana flood the other man’s Heart and then blaze.

With a snarl he waited, shoulders heaving, chin lowered, ready to spring.

 The Dread Blaze’s outline shifted, grew more slender, solidified.

Scorio pounced but Davelos threw himself into a reverse handspring, his form elongated and lithe, svelte and made of molten gold.  He landed on the far side of the desk, turned his momentum into a cartwheel and then came up running.

Scorio chased after. “Coward!”

The man dropped his Shroud in the office archway as he left, but Scorio roared and slashed his talons through it. Their tips left deep grooves and a second slash caused the Shroud to burst apart.

Davelos ran to the double doors, threw them open, and plunged into the hall beyond.

Scorio leaped, pushed off the edge of the obsidian table and landed before the doors. Ran out and saw a dozen people turn in confusion as Davelos raced through their number.

“Stop him!” shouted Davelos, his voice charged with fear and authority.

The men and women were wearing House Hydra and Manticore robes. That was all Scorio needed.

He ran at them, aura sweeping out like a blast from an opened oven door: FLEE!

The mental blast caused the Great Souls to hesitate, a few to step back.

The first, a heavily tattooed man with a mane of curly caramel locks and piercing blue eyes, leaped back and raised his palm so that a stream of blue beads flew at Scorio. These detonated as they hit, each successive blast growing stronger, but Scorio wheeled toward a disfigured man with red-gold hair and a burned face whose features had slurried into each other. This youth rose up and began to shift into a furred monstrosity, blood-blonde hide growing over his brutish musculature, face extending into a snout.

Scorio seized him by his corded neck and hurled him bodily at the tattooed man, causing both of them to slam into the wall. 

A third man ran at him, his arms turning into steel blades. He pointed one at Scorio and it extended, growing thinner as it speared at him. Scorio swiveled, the blade traced a line of fire across his chest as it missed, only for Scorio to slash his talons through the living metal and shear it in half. He surged up the remaining length, Shroud blocking the second attack, and head butt the man full in the face with his curling horns. 

The man’s head crunched. 

Fireworks exploded across the ceiling, riotously loud and filling the air with smoke and sparking lights from which fragments of colored glass rained down, each wickedly sharp and aimed at Scorio.

Who swung his Shroud above him and charged the back pedaling woman before him. Swan-necked, her black hair pulled into a bun, she looked terrified as she raised both hands.

Immediately Scorio felt himself slow. The closer he came to her the slower he moved as if he’d fallen into a nightmare, his limbs locked in mud.

“Now,” someone shouted, “while Barras has him—”

Scorio hit Barras with his aura as someone blasted him from behind. The fireworks were still going off across the ceiling so he curved the Shroud down and around behind him, blocking most of the explosive bombardments even as he screamed point blank into Barras’s face.

STOP!

The command hit the woman like a bat and she momentarily relinquished her power. Scorio exploded back into full speed and hammered his elbow across her face, knocking her horizontal in the air, her feet lifting right up as he charged past her.

A tousle-haired young woman squared off against him, hair dyed pink and cut short, her face cast into a determined glare even as the air between them burst into a mass of spiderwebbing that stretched from floor to ceiling to walls.

Spiderwebbing that was razor sharp. Scorio’s forearm split into a mass of cuts as he tried to brush his way through. Hissing he skidded to a stop. Attacks were still coming from above and behind, preventing him from using his Shroud, so he slashed at the webbing with this talons and split it apart.

The pink-haired woman screamed and hurled herself forward, disregarding the filaments that cut through her, the sound of her cry stunning Scorio, causing the walls and floor to swim around him.

Dazed, shocked by the vehemence of her cry, he staggered back and concentrated his aura on her: SILENCE!

Her cry grew muted, enough that he stepped inside her guard and got to work hammering her apart, elbows and knees, pounding her so that she bent, fell to one knee, then fell back sprawling.

Scorio slashed his way forward, tearing at the webbing, Shroud still taking punishment, another six or seven Great Souls yet before him. One, a disaffected young man with a bulbous nose and floppy black hair had manifested a revolving crown of flame above whose tines spun small rocks. The first of these flew at Scorio, growing rapidly in size.

Instinct caused Scorio to bring the Shroud about and the rock hit and exploded with terrifying power, sending huge cracks running through its curvature.

The blasts from behind picked up in intensity; each now was rocking Scorio where he stood, shattering his scales, concussing him with each detonation. With a hiss, Scorio drew his chalk and spun down and around, sealing off the hallway behind him with one scrawl of the short white nub.

The razor webbing suddenly released the walls and wrapped around him like a thousand garottes.

Scorio snarled, raked his talons down his own length, severing the wires and flared his Gold mana, causing his Heart to burn twice as bright.

Raw power filled him.

For all his foes talents they were burning Copper and Iron.

Scorio roared and pounded forward, slashing the filaments as they reformed, his scales crisscrossed by the finest of lacerations, and slammed his fist into a young woman’s face, crumpling the architecture of her skull, then dove under another flung meteor to come up and tackle the crowned Great Soul and bear him to the ground, slashing his Shroud apart and palming his face to hammer his head into the flagstones.

A handsome woman with raven black hair and a singular eyepatch over her left eye reared up before him, a blade of living lightning in her fist. She brought it down with a cry and Scorio reached up to catch it in his fist, stopping it cold.

Her eye widened as he snarled up at her, waves of enervating energy washing down his arm.

It was a lethal weapon, but merely fueled by Copper.

Scorio flexed his wrist and the living lightning dispersed. He rose and head butted the woman. She dropped like a marionette whose strings had been cut.

Heaving for breath, Scorio rose and stalked toward the two remaining Great Souls. They looked terrified. Had a couple of their number fled?

Twin Shrouds appeared before him.

Scorio shattered them.

The fireworks had died. The blasts from behind were blocked by his chalk’s wall of force. One of the Great Souls gave a sharp cry and the ground beneath Scorio’s feet turned to sucking mud, thick as pitch and strong. 

“Back up, back up,” he cried, his rough features distorted by fear. “That’ll hold him.”

The second, a doll of a woman with long black hair that flowed like a veil over her bony shoulders, had one palm raised. A pinprick of light was slowly growing there, endlessly consuming her Iron mana.

“Just hold him,” she shouted. “A few moments more!”

The entirety of the hallway between them liquefied into that dense tar. Crossing it would be impossible.

So Scorio leaped and willed his wings to burst forth. They tore free of his back with a snap, and to Scorio’s surprise their breadth was the width of the large hall, perhaps three yards aside instead of their previously majestic six. 

It meant he had to beat them rapidly, burning up more of his remaining Gold mana as he flew forward.

“How the hell?!” demanded the guy even as the woman panicked and hurled her mote of light.

Again Scorio swung his Shroud before him, but this time it shattered when the mote struck it. The blast wrapped around Scorio, plucked him from the air and hurled him tumbling back to fall upon the ground and roll clear.

The pink-haired girl leaped upon him with a knife and began stabbing furiously at his neck, her every wound healed.

Scorio blinked, dazed, his forearms where he’d crossed them badly burned and devoid of scales.

But with a grunt he sat up and headbutted the pink-haired girl in the face, sending her sprawling.

Down the hall, the remaining Great Souls gaped.

“That’s…” The woman tried to find her voice. “He can’t…”

Scorio flipped up to this feet and leaped, wings extending with a powerful beat that sent him streaming down the hall. Both Hydra Great Souls yelled in alarm and turned to run.

Scorio clipped them each in the back of the head as he retracted his wings, falling into a run as they collapsed behind him.

Biting down a roar of fury he sprinted down the rest of the hall only to stagger to a stop before charging through the end doors into the cross hall.

Davelos was in his Gold form. That meant his intellect was formidable. He’d opted to flee and allow Scorio to wear himself down on a mass of Hydra Great Souls. That didn’t mean he’d continue his blind escape. 

Scorio glanced back at the scattered bodies. Great Souls lay either completely still or were slowly picking themselves off the floor. Scorio eyed the door through which Davelos had fled, then jogged lightly back up the hall toward the council room.

Great Souls flinched as he erased the chalk mark with the ball of his foot and drew back as he passed, while a few others threw questions his way.

Scorio ignored them all. He reentered the large chamber and crossed directly to the four alcoves that led out to the balcony. Arid wind blew sulfurous stench, stirring his hair and robes. Scorio moved to the balcony’s edge and gazed out over the lava lake, then the fortress’s flank.

In the distance he could espy the esplanade, one level down and currently devoid of whale ships but a tiny one. Scorio clenched his jaw at the sight of The Sloop. But here, the uppermost floor, the obsidian walls were smooth and brutal, perforated by deep windows or lined with other balconies. 

Scorio hopped up onto the railing and willed his wings to spread. The extended to their full length, six yards a side, and he leaped forward into a shallow glide.

The heat rising from the lava far below gave him lift, and he cruised alongside the exterior of the fortress, peering in through windows as he went. Activity outside was minimal. The esplanade was deserted but for the House Hydra guards. Potted Lava Trees with their fragile pink blossoms were set on different balconies, but for the most part everything was minimalist and stark. 

The alarm had been raised. Scorio saw people rushing back and forth within the hallways. Nobody glanced outside. He swept on, not needing to beat his wings, and saw up ahead a promontory of clean lines that terminated in a deep balcony. It had the air of importance, extending as it did like an accusatory finger into the void, and Scorio arced out toward it.

The promontory housed a suite; large bays revealed heavy furniture, roseate light streaming down from a ceiling window, warriors and guards gathering in the hall outside and facing toward the rest of the fort.

Scorio banked and swept out over the lava lake, a great curve that he tightened so that he flew directly toward the courtyard. He angled his wings intuitively so that he rose and cleared the railing, then dropped to the flagstones as his wings sank back into his body.

Black columns supported a portico in whose shadow heavy bronze doors stood open, revealing the interior of the suite. 

Davelos stood within, a naked blade in hand, facing the heavy doors outside of which he’d placed his guards.

Scorio smirked. 

For all his Gold-enhanced intellect he’d not guessed Scorio’s Flame Vault power.

His Heart was nearly filled with Iron and Copper now; most of the Gold was expended, though his huge Heart had managed to burn it at a remarkably refined rate. 

Time for the final burst.

Scorio ran on the balls of his feet under the portico, through the open doors, and got as far as leaping a low table before Davelos swung around.

SILENCE.

Scorio followed his command with a tackle, but Davelos shifted to mist and he plunged through the man’s form. He caught his balance, twisted back, and took a blade straight to the heart. Davelos had plunged it down in his golden form, two-fisted, but the angle was off; the tip skittered off Scorio’s scales and caught over his right breast, plunging into the massive muscle and wedging into the shoulder joint.

The pain was exquisite but Scorio swept his talons across Davelos’s face. The man misted, reappeared to hammer a punch into the side of the blade, causing the sword’s tip to grind against bone.

Again Scorio slashed with his left arm, again Davelos misted. 

Scorio drew the blade free. It was a beautiful weapon, an antique, basket-hilted and with ornate patterns writhing up its blade. Supernaturally sharp, too, for having cut through his scales.

Scorio tracked Davelos as he moved toward the double doors in mist form.

The smart play would be to exit and let Scorio fight another host of Great Hearts.

“Coward,” Scorio snarled. “Always knew you were the weakest of the five. Coal-brained idiot. A useful idiot, though. Everyone else is out there making the most of their time while you’re left here to shuffle papers.”

The misted form hesitated.

“Why?” Scorio grinned. “Because that’s all you’re good for. Coward. Your power is made for running. Weakest link. Pathetic. Running from a Tomb Spark.”

He had to be holding his breath this whole time. 

“Go on,” laughed Scorio. “Go tell the world you fled someone half your rank. See how your reputation soars in the Silver Fathom. See how the Blood Barons and Charnel Duchesses welcome your sorry ass with open arms.”

But Davelos wasn’t falling for it. He turned back to the doors.

“You know how I survived?” Scorio tried one last ploy. “The secret of the Crucible?”

If pride wouldn’t hook the man, maybe greed would.

“The font is still down there.” Scorio began walking toward the Dread Blaze. “The original castle’s font. The mechanism. It can be controlled. It can grant eternal life.”

Davelos’s outline stared at him. Perhaps it was Moira’s influence that made him credulous, or slow-witted, or indecisive, but he hesitated.

“You know who release me?” Scorio spread his scaled arm, the other hanging loose by his side. “Ydrielle. You don’t think she really threw me down there, did you?”

Again Davelos hesitated, then, suddenly panicked, he whipped around to flee through the doors.

Burning the last of his Gold mana, Scorio thundered at him, STOP!

Davelos staggered, stopped, then appeared and inhaled a desperate gasp.

Scorio was on him. He rode the gold man to the ground and set to tearing at his head, blow after blow. Davelos misted, went to climb up, appeared again, unable to get a lungful of air. Scorio tore his leg out at the knee, hooked his talons in the man’s chest and flung him away from the door.

Davelos flew, misted through a chair, appeared again. His golden body was already healing the deep wounds. 

Scorio tackled him around the waist and lifted him up. Powered across the room as the man drove his elbow down again and again with terrible force into Scorio’s shoulder and neck. Each blow crunched against his scales, against his dense musculature.

Again Davelos misted, but Scorio simply chased the man as he sprinted back to the door and when he appeared again a second later, he sank his talons into the back of his head and jerked him back.

Davelos’s feet went out from under him as he crashed onto his ass. Scorio raced back to the double bronze doors. The man didn’t immediately mist; he reached up to clasp at Scorio’s wrist, panting, trying to get in a deep breath, to cry out.

Scorio powered through the furniture. People were hammering on the closed doors and a moment later panel shattered as someone crashed it in.

Davelos misted but it only lasted a second; he barely had time to rise to his feet before he was there again, gasping in pain, flickering in and out of existence, his whole body shaking.

“Wait,” the man cried out, voice resonant but trembling as he phased in and out of existence. “I can explain.”

“Sure you can,” growled Scorio and barreled him out the doors onto the balcony.

“I know where your friends are,” shouted Davelos, voice raw with panic. 

Scorio almost hesitated. 

But no. That was the exact right thing to say to get him to slow down, to stop.

Scorio tore his talons through the golden man’s throat the next time he appeared. Davelos wheezed and ceased breathing, clutched at his neck and misted.

The door behind him caved in. Great Souls spilled into the room.

Davelos reappeared. Scorio leaped up as his wings emerged, his three-toed feet sinking their talons into Davelos’s golden shoulders. Three powerful beats of his wings allowed him to clear the railing.

“Wait!” Davelos clutched at his legs. How had his throat healed so quickly? “Wait, I can tell you—”

Scorio propelled himself forward, flying out over the lava lake, and then released.

For a second Davelos held on, his grip crushing, but then Scorio reached down and raked his talons through the man’s fingers, severing a number of them, and the Dread Blaze fell.

His scream of horror turned into grim silence as he plummeted. Scorio watched, mesmerized, as Davelos misted seconds before hitting the churning lava.

Watched as the misted form raced over the lava toward the shore.

He was almost there when he reappeared and sank shin-deep into the crimson. His scream was appalling. He misted again, crawled forward, appeared, and now both his hands sank into the lava.

He misted one last time.

Flailed.

Appeared, struggled, his knees and burned golden stumps pressing into the heat. For a moment he struggled, but then his body began to run, gold flooding out in rivulets over the lake.

He reverted to his human form at the very last, the heat so intense that his flesh and hair burned, then he went still and quickly charred, forming a small hump that eventually sank into the lava and was gone.

 

 


Chapter 51

 

 

 

Scorio hung high in the air, staring down at the fallen Dread Blaze, his mind blank, his heart thudding, his whole body alive and shuddering and wrenched with emotion. 

He’d done it. 

Did it salve the wounds? Staring at the spot that had inhaled Davelos, he realized that it was but a start.

Shouts. 

Great Souls had flooded out onto the balcony. Scorio snapped back into the moment, glanced around wildly. Should he make from the cliff tops, take shelter amongst the pink blossoms?

No, there, below: a figure waving at him.

Moira.

She was leaning out of a deeply recessed window, gesturing for him to descend.

Scorio bit his lower lip, considered the Great Souls, the bulk of the fortress. The question was simple, elementary: did he trust her?

No, that wasn’t quite it. Could he use her further? She’d delivered Davelos. He had no doubt the Dread Blaze would have been an order of magnitude more dangerous without her mental interference. But could she help in serving up the rest of Manticore?

Scorio grimaced, torn, and then banked his wings and dove down and around the promontory’s extension. The Great Souls above shouted, ran to the far railing. Moira disappeared from the window. Scorio flared his wings at the very last, nearly arresting his glide down to a stop, then pulled them back into his body so that he dropped at an angle in his human form and slotted in neatly through the window to land in a crouch upon the floor of a storage room.

“By the ten hells and every last true fiend,” whispered Moira, her malachite eyes wide. “What have you become?”

Scorio rose to his feet. His arms and shins were crimson from a multitude of shallow cuts, his back badly bruised, his head ringing. But the pain was as nothing. His Heart yet burned with the very last fumes of Gold. “Those were just wings. I’m sure you’ve seen their like before.”

“No.” She shook her head in wonder. “I’m speaking of your Heart, your strength, your ability to go toe to toe with a Dread Blaze of Davelos’s caliber and emerge victorious. That’s… incredible.”

“Jova could have done it.” Scorio refused to let her coax his ego to the fore. “There are Great Souls born with talents that dwarf mine.”

“Jova of LastRock, sure.” Moira brushed that consideration aside. “But she wasn’t tempered in Gold. It’s only hitting me now: you’ve been inside the heart of the Crucible for the entirety of these past two years, haven’t you? How? How did a Tomb Spark survive that intensity of power without being destroyed?”

“It’s just a quick jump down there.” Scorio examined his forearms dispassionately. Their fronts were badly burned where that Great Soul’s meteor had detonated. “Wouldn’t take long for you to find out yourself.”

“Quite.” Moira curled a strand of black hair behind one ear. “A possible line of research for another day. But we need to move. They’ve marked this window and are coming this way. Let’s retreat to my quarters. Follow.”

Her Pyre Lady tone had returned, sharp and peremptory. She cracked open the door, peered outside, then handed him a new set of robes and set off down the hall.

Scorio tried not to be impressed. He’d never had thought of acquiring new camouflage, nor of inviting him into a decoy chamber. 

He couldn’t forget how dangerous she was, nor that she was House Hydra.

They strode rapidly down the halls. The Shoals were in an uproar. Servants were gathered in groups, earnestly whispering to each other. They didn’t sound horrified, but rather delightedly scandalized. 

The sound of pounding boots echoed distantly down the hall, and Scorio was reminded of his flight from the Academy with his friends after Praximar placed a price on their heads.

A pang of pain filled him. They couldn’t be dead. They couldn’t.

“Davelos said my companions were still alive.”

“He lied.” Moira didn’t look back.

Scorio grimaced and didn’t protest.

Up a flight, down a hall, past a group of guards who bowed their heads to Moira as they raced past, then through a large doorway into that private hall that led to her suite.

“Wait in here,” she said, opening her front door and stepping aside. “I need to restore order. Once I can return I shall.”

Scorio entered her chambers warily. She closed the door behind him and was one.

As a Pyre Lady of the dominant House, her quarters were spacious and lush. An expansive living room stretched to large windows that looked out over a pocket orchard of Lava Trees, their pink blossoms blocking the view of the cliffs beyond. Everything was subtly and tastefully color coordinated; blacks, caramel beige, slate blues, dark burgundies. A conversation pit was sunken into one corner, its edge lined with cushioned seating. A small dining table set beneath a spun glass chandelier; gorgeous wall scrolls hung along one wall depicting stylized landscapes in which miniature figures imparted on the rest a sense of grand scale. A cabinet filled with liquors and glasses. A comfortable reading chair set beside a broad case of books. 

Scorio hesitated upon the threshold. An archway led to what was clearly her bedchamber. He should wash out his wounds. It was surprising how little they hurt; the lacerations stung more like paper cuts than anything else. 

With a thought he Ignited his Heart. The room was filled with heavy Iron mana; he set to replenishing his reservoir and realized it was still almost full. His modified Marinating Technique had done its job.

The pain dimmed further. Scorio doffed the robe, its sleeves already bloody, and padded into the bed chamber in search of a washroom.

The drapes were drawn, plunging all into velvety darkness, and the room smelled of Moira, an intimate, musky scent, delicate and feminine. Scorio ignored it, ignored her clothing laid out over the black silk sheets that were draped over the truly enormous bed, and entered a side chamber that was lit by the gentle glow of a Copper mana-light.

A marble wash basin was set beneath a wall mounted faucet, while half the small room was a shower, a second pipe emerging from the ceiling to terminate in a broad perforated disc. Small bottles of ointments and unguents lined various shelves, along with hairbrushes and other items of Moira.

Scorio scowled, resenting the fact that he felt as if he were trespassing, but he needed to wash out his wound. He turned the corrugated wheel beside the faucet and warm water spilled forth generously.

He shook his head. Whomever had designed the water system that fed the baths hadn’t stinted in their wonders.

Carefully, methodically, Scorio set to washing his wounds. But even as he cleaned them he felt the mana coruscating in his Heart augmenting his body and causing him to heal faster. 

Faster than should have been possible. Flaps of skin sealed with his flesh, cuts pressed closed, and deeper wounds began to scab over.

Scorio turned off the water and simply watched. The last of the Gold burned away, and his great orb of a Heart lit up with Iron flames, ghostly silver and slow to dance in comparison with Gold’s virtuosity.

It was the first time he’d burned anything but Gold in literal years, and the change was dramatic. It felt as if he’d gone from shod in light sandals to being shod in boots of metal. His Heart grew heavy, cumbersome, and the very sensation that suffused his body changed from glorious illimitability to a direct and forceful strength.

Scorio frowned. The sensation was illusory; the Iron might enhance his strength and resilience, but it was still a shallow replica of what Gold imparted. He felt like a lantern whose wick had been trimmed, his blazing luminosity reduced to a mere glow.

There was nothing to be done. Gold mana was shipped to the Iron Tyrant and formed the backbone of the political order for a reason. He couldn’t expect to subsist on it forever.

Still, his body remained Gold-tempered; he watched with growing delight as the burn marks receded, the cuts sealed over, and felt the bone-deep ache in his backs begin to fade.

He washed his face vigorously, raked back his hair, and briefly contemplated a shower. But no. Moira would only delight in catching him naked and off-balance.

So he emerged back into the living room and passed out through a doorway into the pocket orchard. A dozen small trees grew in a semicircular balcony, their roots wizened and proving into broken rocks. A single bench was set in their midst, and Scorio sat warily, never allowing himself to forget that this was an enemy Pyre Lady’s private domain.

But the arid wind caused the pink blossoms to stir peacefully, the occasional petal falling gently through the air, and the obsidian cliffs were framed by the dark trunks and crooked boughs, becoming abstracted. The blossoms had their own scent, he realized: floral, soft, cutting through the heavy sulfur and enlivening him.

Scorio opened his Heart senses and studied the trees. Each was a subtle vortex for Iron mana. 

He closed his eyes.

Silence but for the distant, clotted roar of the lava waterfalls somewhere below. 

The wind caused the boughs to whisper and sigh.

Scorio lowered his chin. 

Two years had passed. 

They’d stolen two years from him. Two years spent in madness and self-loathing, in horror and desperation. When he tried to think back to that existence his mind recoiled, as if loath to relive it. It felt endless now. An eternity that stood as a gulf between him and his previous life.

Two whole years.

Scorio waited, patient, for his spirit to be ready to take the next step, and when it did, the thought arose of its own accord: Praximar had killed the leaders of the rebellion, strung their bodies up for all to see, and crushed the people’s movement. 

Dola. Abentha. Gethane. Ferric. Walsham. Whomever else had been brave enough to stand up for the others.

A petty and needless revenge on their effrontery.

The Queen’s Accords were broken. House Kraken crippled. House Basilisk driven into hiding. House Chimera? Indifferent, perhaps, focused on their own concerns. 

Which left Praximar preeminent.

Scorio summoned the chancellor’s visage and felt a deep and endless hatred uncoil itself within his core. What had Ydrielle said? “We were asked to make you suffer.” Amidst all his machinations, his maneuvering for power and the destruction of the old order, Praximar had singled him out for personal retribution.

Scorio’s hatred flowered and became savage. Well, he’d failed. Now Scorio was loose and stronger than ever. 

But if he’d only been able to take down a Dread Blaze with the help of a Pyre Lady, Gold mana, and enormous surprise, how would he ever hope to defeat an actual Pyre Lord? 

Two years.

Naomi. Leonis. Lianshi.

Abentha, Dola, Ferric, and the other brave citizens of Bastion.

There was no bringing back what was lost, but he would gladly give his life avenging them.

Scorio’s thoughts sank deeper and he entered a meditative trance. He set to drawing Iron mana from the air and fueling his Ignition. Focused on his Heart, watched its ghostly flames, and gave himself time to grow accustomed to Iron’s insubstantial nature.

There’d be no more leaning on Gold once he left the Shoals. Iron would be as good as it got, and in Bastion? 

Coal.

He’d have to learn to fight without that godly feeling of supremacy.

Time passed. He remained still, focused, alert. After endless months trapped in the prism it was easy to remain thus; time ceased to have meaning. The fleeting sun dipped and night fell, became pitch dark, lightened, and the little sun dawned once more. 

Three cycles passed.

Fatigue tugged at Scorio, but he refused to succumb. To sleep was to become vulnerable. So he maintained a low-level meditative trance, his Heart ever-burning, and fueled himself with Iron’s power.

Finally he heard the front door open. He rose smoothly from the bench, instantly alert and ready to flee. Six long strides to the railing, a leap, his wings, and he’d be gone.

But it was Moira, alone. She carefully closed the door, her thoughts distant, and stood for a moment facing it, one hand still pressed to the dark wood grain. Then she sighed and looked sharply over her shoulder at where he stood outside.

“You’re still here. Good.”

Scorio watched her in silence as she moved about her quarters. She removed her formal outer robe and draped it over the back of her reading chair. Remained in her intimate underrobe, as if he were family, a boon companion, or a lover, and poured herself a glass of water.

A calculated ploy. Everything was a tool in her hands, even casual intimacy. Scorio resisted a smile. She’d have to do better than that to throw him off his balance.

She emerged onto the balcony and studied him. “You’re already healed.”

Scorio saw no need to respond.

“You really are tempered in Gold. I’ve heard of that happening, but only in tall tales of legendary Great Souls long dead.”

“Why does nobody do it today?”

“Why?” She smiled as if the question were adorable. “Because Tomb Sparks can’t withstand Gold mana. It ruptures their Hearts immediately. But clearly you were able to accomplish the impossible. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to share how?”

Scorio simply raised an eyebrow.

“Well, you surely paid for the privilege.” She sipped her water thoughtfully. “And seeing as you intend to set yourself against Dread Blazes and a Pyre Lord, you’ll need every advantage you can get. The Shoals is momentarily returned to order. I’ve lied and told everyone that I’ve notified Praximar of what’s taken place. By the time they realize I’ve misled them it will be too late.”

“If I fail, Praximar will know you helped me.”

“At which point I may finally quit the Rascor Plains and head deeper into Hell.” She smiled coldly. “I’ll miss the baths, but there’s always room for one more Pyre Lady at the front.”

“You’re hoping I’ll kill Praximar.”

She snorted. “Dreaming, more like. But there are disparate elements scattered throughout the Plains that would welcome such an attempt. Nobody seizes power without creating discontent.”

“House Kraken.”

“And House Basilisk. But don’t get your hopes up. Nobody will stir at your request. You’ve no credibility; in fact you’re seen as the vainglorious and selfish fool who caused this mess. You’ll need to change your reputation before anyone risks rising against House Hydra.”

“And you have a suggestion.”

“Of course I do.” Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Great Souls respect power. There’s its most obvious manifestation, the ranks, but one can also demonstrate power by achieving what others believe to be impossible.”

“Killing Manticore.”

“You’ve publicly slain one Dread Blaze. Kill the rest and no one will deny your ability.”

Scorio mused. It wasn’t the principle of the matter that would inspire his fellow Great Souls, nor even his personal morality. It was his ability to impose his will on the world and slay his foes.

Moira watched him carefully. “Nobody cares whether you truly sought to aid House Kraken in confiscating The Coffer. Even if you convinced them of your innocence you’d only earn their contempt for being so easily manipulated. Your only hope lies in earning their respect.”

“By killing Dread Blazes.”

“By showing you can effect impossible change. I’ll be honest, Scorio. I don’t think you can do it. You had my assistance and incredible good luck in defeating Davelos. But Dameon? Ydrielle and Simeon? Evelyn? You might defeat one more, but luck will only carry you so far.”

“I don’t need your faith.” Scorio frowned at her. “What more can you do for me?”

“Dameon and Evelyn will gather here in seven days’ time to meet The Coffer. With Praximar’s favor they need no longer walk nor even ride by whale ship. Praximar intends to tender his gratitude for all they’ve done by having them teleported directly here. Which means you’ve seven days to kill them both. The best I can do is vouchsafe you Manticore’s whale craft.”

“The Sloop? You can help me steal it?”

“Easily. Davelos isn’t here to gainsay me. But even The Sloop will achieve a certain speed. It’s a three-day trip to the Chasm for a full crew. You should be able to make it five.”

“Three sounds about right.”

For a moment Moira looked as if she’d laugh, but then she grew solemn. “You’re serious.”

Scorio said nothing.

“What did happen to you below? It’s a Pyre Lord ability to disperse vortices that automate the collection of mana. You didn’t… no. You can’t have.”

“How do I get on The Sloop? I’ve little time.”

“I’ll have it brought to an out of the way location beyond the cliffs. You can obviously get there yourself without much difficulty.”

Scorio nodded. 

“You’ve two targets. Dameon’s location is mobile; his island swings once around the entire plains every ten days. Evelyn, last I heard, was at the Chasm.”

“Can you pinpoint where Dameon’s island is now?”

“Not off-handedly. But.” She gestured for him to follow and entered her suite. Moved to her small collection of books and pulled down a scroll tube as long as her arm. Opened it and drew forth a heavy scroll, one edge attached to a slender pole. She spread this across her dining table. Scorio moved to the other side of the table and from there studied a map of the Plains with tables of figures inked in neatly along the margins.

His gaze wandered hungrily over the depiction. It was gorgeously painted, with deep, vivid colors and elegant brush strokes. Bastion at the center, the hub of the wheel, then the Ash Belt, the Rain Wall, the cliffs that led down the Farmlands, the sinuous rivers that ran toward the rim like spokes of a wheel, and the mountain chains that paralleled them. There were fourteen valleys in all, if you included the Fiery Shoals’ nightmarish realm. Each was numbered, with the topmost marked as 14, and the Chasm in the next one over to the left as 1. The numbers proceeded counterclockwise all the way round.

But the greatest attention had been paid to the eight islands that floated about the Golden Circuit. They were meticulously depicted, and ranged in size from a conglomeration the size of three of the other islands joined together to a single dagger of rock like a great tooth, a tower perched on its top.

“This one is gone,” said Moira, tapping the second-largest island. “The genesis of the Fiery Shoals. The rest remain trapped in their endless orbit. Dameon claimed the old castle on Azurith, the third largest. Now, as for where it is…”

Moira leaned over the charts and worked silently. She wrote her calculations out on a page covered in messy scrawls, and eventually straightened. “Azurith is currently passing over the mountains separating the fifth and sixth valleys.” She tapped the map. “All islands move at a set pace, crossing three valleys every two days. By the seventh day, it will have swung all the way around to the first valley which, fortunately for you, houses the Chasm.”

“Can’t be a coincidence,” said Scorio.

“It probably isn’t. I wouldn’t put it past Praximar to ask Evelyn and Dameon to gather before teleporting them to the Fiery Shoals. It may very well be seven days because that’s when next Azurith crosses the Chasm’s valley.”

“Then I make for the Chasm. I can be there in three, four days. I’ll slay Evelyn and be ready for Dameon’s arrival.”

Moira arched a brow in amusement. “His arrival, and that of Manticore’s school. He’s nearly doubled the number of recruits since your supposed death.”

“So he has nearly eighty followers?”

“At the school? Perhaps half that number. The rest are distributed amongst the remaining Dread Blazes. You saw, perhaps, a few of their adherents above when you fought Davelos?”

Scorio recalled the individuals wearing Manticore patches. “Yes.”

“Still, Dameon will be challenge enough. Forty more Great Souls would prove… well. You excel in defying the odds, don’t you, Scorio?”

“Sometimes.” Scorio stepped back. “When can you have The Sloop ready?”

“Before you go. An offer. Don’t reject it out of hand, but rather give me your answer when I see you next on The Sloop. Allow me to touch you.”

Scorio went immediately to protect but she raised one hand to forestall him. “The benefits are immense. I gain the ability to notify you of developments. You’ll be cut off from all information the moment you leave the Fiery Shoals. With my help, you can keep an ear to the ground and learn what forces move against you.”

Scorio laughed. “Right. I can see how well that worked for Davelos.”

“Davelos and I were irrevocably at odds.” She shrugged a slender shoulder, non-plussed. “He desired power and fame at the expense of the greater well-being. I’m sure I don’t need to point out Manticore’s hypocrisy in that regard. Whereas I—well. I’ve never made a great show of earnestly hoping we survive this Hell and defeat the Pit, but that’s truly all I care about.”

“Sure. Tell me. Does the name, ‘The Herdsmen’ mean anything to you?”

Moira’s expression flickered in confusion. “Is that a sect or…? No. I’m afraid not. Should I have?”

“No,” said Scorio. “Forget I mentioned it. The Sloop?”

“Yes. But I urge you to consider my offer.” Her smile was wry. “That being said, if you reach Bastion, you can contact me through your friend Ravenna.” Moira’s smile turned complicit. “She’s an ambitious young woman and is no friend of Praximar’s.”

“Ravenna?” Scorio stared at the Dread Blaze. “How did that come about?”

“She’s desperate to escape Bastion, House Kraken, all of this. She reached out to me when I was last visiting the city. A risky ploy, but after courting me with a fair amount of skill we met in private, and she made her offer: to assist me in whatever way she could if I in turn helped break her House oaths.”

“Why didn’t she go to Praximar?” 

“Have you met Praximar? Precisely. I’ve held her in reserve till now, but I think she’ll be useful to both of us. Her indifference to her House’s politics has perversely resulted in her rapid rise through the lower ranks; with my aid, she has come to command much respect. She’ll be able to orient you to the realities of the city. If you get that far. For now, I’ll see to The Sloop’s removal myself. Come.” She led him back out into the orchard and up to the railing. “See that crest there? Beyond it is a small valley composed of a series of descending ledges.  Wait till the next night cycle and fly out to it. I’ll bring The Sloop over the next sun cycle after.”

“Very well.” The small sun was already descending toward the cliffs. Shadows lengthened.

“I’ll leave you, then.” She took a step back and then paused, considering him. “You’ll scoff, but I hope you succeed. You’ve piqued my interest, Scorio. If you survive your bloody-minded quest over the next seven days, I don’t doubt you’ll go far. Already you have accomplished more miracles than most Great Souls achieve in several lifetimes. Don’t throw your life away needlessly.”

“I don’t intend to.”

“Really.” Her gaze turned skeptical. “Good luck.”

And with that, she turned and departed her suite. Scorio watched her go, and only once the door closed behind her did he draw a deep breath. Her presence was unsettling, her intensity unrelenting, her amusement and interest weaponized so as to encourage him to imagine all manner of possibilities between them.

He was glad she was gone.

Rubbing at his face, he retreated from the railing and sat once more on the simple bench, waiting for the sun to set.

Closed his eyes and allowed Moira’s musky scent to fade away, the memory of her green gaze. 

And once all was dark and still, he felt his simmering fury rise up, allowed it to become prominent and all-consuming once more.

Naomi. Leonis. Lianshi.

Despite what he’d told Moira, absolutely nothing mattered beyond avenging them. 

Nothing.

 

 


Chapter 52

 

 

 

Scorio stood at The Sloop’s wheel for twenty-one fleeting sun day cycles without rest. The craft was alive beneath his feet, the deck thrumming with the channeled mana, absorbing the wind’s torque, the sails filled, the boom occasionally swinging back and forth as he tacked. 

It felt similar to being trapped in Ydrielle’s prism. Scorio stood, feet planted in a wide stance, one hand on the wheel, chin lowered, eyes heavy-lidded, his huge Heart burning at a constant low ebb, his senses flung out ahead of him to track the vagaries of the mana.

Always he had taken mana formations as he found it, not trying to predict or understand its behavior. While running in the ruins he’d strained to simply be aware of the seams of Coal; while walking through the Ash Belt he’d fought to just walk with a saturated Heart. Whatever he walked into he accepted as inevitable, unremarkable.

But now he strained his senses forward and sought to divine into what waters his whale ship sailed. Copper was ubiquitous, buoyant, and lively, a thousand streaming eels of brazen metal endlessly interweaving and making its way north toward Bastion. 

Only to part and reveal a mesa of Iron that would violently thrust The Sloop toward the sky, or a depression of Coal into which his craft would suddenly dive. Worse was when the mana grew discombobulated, Copper streaming through seams in the Iron, Coal pitting the mass, so that The Sloop jigged and rose, dropped roughly and veered. 

It was a balancing game. Speed versus safety. At first, his impatience had caused him to go as fast as he could, only to slam into discordant mana banks again and again, like a regular ship slamming into breakers as it fought to outrun a storm. 

The Sloop had strained, boards creaking and shuddering as the aerite bones had either sucked the craft down or thrown it violently toward the sky. It was eerie, how the sails could hang slack even as the mana changed; Scorio learned to disassociate speed from the smoothness of his passage.

But he was up to the task. His Heart was indomitable. It hung in his mind’s eye, a great and glossy sphere of the purest jet, burning endlessly with ghostly Iron flames. When the sailing was smooth, Scorio would divert mana into the compression tanks; these greedily absorbed the concentrated streams in a manner wholly unnatural. However they’d been crafted, it was clear their design had optimized their ability to soak mana as much as any Heart.

When the going got rough, Scorio would tap the tanks. At first, his instinct was to simply rise above whatever rough patch he’d sailed into, but soon he realized that he had to scan above and below before making a decision; he once released Iron to climb over a patch of Coal only to rise into an even denser Coal bank which had pushed down on The Sloop like a great leaden hand. Panicked, Scorio had released even more Iron, and The Sloop had wrestled its way up, its groaning and creaking rising to tortured heights till at last, it burst free into Copper.

From them on, Scorio checked above and below. Sometimes it was better to dive, sometimes to dive and veer or bank around columns and vortices. The more he sailed The Sloop, the more aware he became of the skies as a three-dimensional chess board, with optimum avenues of avoiding turbulence occasionally demanding that he rise then bank then drop then turn, following wormholes through the roiling clouds.

It kept him busy at first, the Farmlands endlessly rolling by beneath him, but somewhere along the way it began to feel rote; he navigated with his attention cast past the prow, maintaining a steady clip, and his mind wandered.

Undirected, it played with his memories like a child sorting through a chest of old-fashioned toys. Taking up one, turning it around, examining it, then rapidly losing interest and tossing it back amongst the others. But more and more his thoughts circled about his friends.

Trapping Naomi in that ruined hallway and coercing her to train him for a week. The joy and fear and relief he’d felt when he’d first espied Leonis and Lianshi walking arm in arm through the market. Their assaults on the Old Gauntlet. Riotous feasts. Bathing in their suite’s azure pool. Lianshi completely absorbed by her old diaries, Leonis boasting about his prowess at just about everything. Naomi’s tower in the ruins. Lianshi’s giddy excitement at exploring the Rascor Plains. Over and over, endless small moments, intimacies, exchanges, but most of all the sense that they were a crew, a team, that they would see these challenges through together, one step at a time, all the way to the Pit.

Davelos had said his friends yet lived. Scorio fought to not believe him, to accept that had been a desperate ploy. But what if they were being held in a prison somewhere? He couldn’t believe they were two years dead and buried.

He just couldn’t.

The Sloop’s path cut across from the Fiery Shoals to the Chasm over endless expanses of Farmlands. For a while, the Rain Wall was visible to port, a hazy line of gray in the far distance. It eventually fell away.

Day cycle followed night. Moira had provided him with a satchel filled with hard tack, cured meat, small wheels of cheese the size of his fist, and dark rolls of bread. He steadily consumed it all over the first dozen cycles, then subsisted on water for the remainder of the journey. 

Time passed.

Scorio existed in a realm of roiling mana and painful memories.

His one, true constant, was his desire for vengeance. It prevented him from resting. From going slowly. From doing anything but thinking on Evelyn, her powers, her strengths and weaknesses, and how he might best defeat her when the moment came.

Finally, he entered the mouth of the Chasm’s valley. It narrowed, grew misty and dark, and for hours he sailed as if lost in the depths of a nightmare, the mountains barely visible on either side, the marshland below peopled by shifting shapes and winding rivulets, the sound of howls and harsh cries sifting up as he navigated between the brutal, ancient towers.

At last, the mist receded; The Sloop sailed out into the gigantic amphitheater-like valley enclosed on all sides by cliffs. The rivulets merged to form the twin rivers that rushed toward the edge of the distant Chasm.

Scorio studied the sky, seeking any sign of another ship, anything that could spot him. He dared not sail too close; instead, he went about halfway toward the Chasm so that he was still well hidden, then found a pocket of Coal into which The Sloop could sink. He inhaled as much of the rough mana as he could, causing the ship to lower even more, then leaped down into the hold, tore open the hull door, and dropped the anchor, leaping down right after.

The drop was eight yards. Scorio landed lightly on thick, spongy moss, then grasped the chain and set to hauling The Sloop even lower. He fed Iron into his Heart, rosing into his scaled form, and sought to clear the air of as much mana as possible as he leaned back. 

The muscles along his arms writhed; his back bunched, his heels duck deep into the moss, and slowly The Sloop descended, one aching yard at a time. When Scorio thought he could draw it down no more, he looped the chain around a large tree and slammed the anchor deep into the earth.

One deep breath and he climbed the chain back into the hold. Set about furling the sails and taking care of the rigging, locking the steering wheel, and otherwise preparing The Sloop for its stay. 

That done, he leaped lightly down to the mossy forest floor once more, and looked around.

He was perhaps a couple of miles from the Chasm. Flocks of birds flew overhead. The world beneath the canopy was emerald green and ethereal, with strange mushrooms glowing softly amongst grasping roots, shelfs of fungi growing in spirals up trees, and rotting trunks half smothered by vines and ferns lying crosswise here and there.

No sign of fiends, though he felt himself watched.

Scorio took off a run, keeping to his scaled form. The ground was springy, endlessly covered in deep, yielding moss, and occasionally Scorio saw creatures fleeing before him, leaping from branch to branch or diving into thicker areas of undergrowth.

As long as they didn’t bother him he couldn’t care less. 

Come night, however, it would be a different equation.

All too soon he reached the edge of the forest. He’d veered too far to the side and emerged nearly at the Chasm’s lip; the huge hole yawned open massively before him, big enough to swallow all of Bastion. He’d forgotten just how damn big it was. 

The Manticore settlement was visible a mile or so along the rim. Scorio sank back into the forest and loped toward it, taking care now to be silent. He made his way carefully through the thinner trunks until at last he saw light ahead. Cautiously, almost holding his breath, he crept forward and peered out.

The sight of it was like a hammer blow to the chest. So familiar, yet somehow dingier, the buildings patched up and barely cared for, the crane wheel’s apex rising into view in the distant center, the boulder pile where he and Naomi had labored for so long visible to the far side.

Scorio shuddered with an excess of emotion. Memories cascaded through him. He heard voices, saw a patrol of two Great Souls walking leisurely along the tree line. Smoke rose from chimneys. He could smell grilling meat.

Overcome, Scorio stepped back and fell into a crouch, eyes closed, and focused on controlling his breath.

The sight of the boulder pile alone had driven home how time had passed like nothing else. When last he’d seen it the pile had been a livid mass of raw claw and gaping holes where they’d pried out rocks. Now it was completely overgrown once more, diminished, luxurious ferns thick upon its top. 

Scorio couldn’t catch his breath. His hatred and self-loathing choked him. For long, blind moments he remained thus, brow pressed to his knees, and then he rose once more, mind blank, and peered back out.

The tiny graveyard was set beyond the clearing behind the main hall. 

Scorio sank back into the forest a hundred yards and worked his way around. Moved slowly, silently, as if in a dream. Returned to the tree line once more and found himself nearly atop the tombstones.

They leaned as drunkenly as before, moss-covered and ill-kempt, the fence around them rotted and more symbolic than anything else.

Beyond, the clearing in which he and Naomi had endlessly wrestled with Crush. The back of the hall. 

Nobody was back here, so he scanned the tombstones, and then all went still and silent, the world fading away when he spotted the three new stones at the graveyard’s front.

He shuddered, his chest convulsing. A wave of dizziness washed over him and nearly spilled. Not thinking, not even breathing, he crawled forward, between the older stones, until he reached the front and could turn to see what was carved in each stone.

 

LEONIS

873 - 873

 

LIANSHI

873 - 873

 

NAOMI

873

 

Moss had begun to grow on the stones. The ground before them was flat, unremarkable.

Hot tears filled Scorio’s eyes. He gasped, looked back over his shoulder, then bowed his head and fought sobs. 

It hadn’t felt real till this moment.

He’d failed his friends. Not been smart enough, wise enough, good enough to see the noose around their necks.

Brutal instinct bade him return to the forest. He wandered into its depths, not looking, not caring where his feet took him, and eventually tripped and fell into a fern-choked hollow, flanked on one side by a huge rotting trunk and on the other by a lichen-covered boulder.

Scorio curled into a ball and pressed his fists into his eyes. He shuddered in silence, teeth clenched, tears scalding his cheeks. The sight of those three stones were seared into his mind’s eye. 

Dead. 

Leonis’s booming laugh. Lianshi’s bright eyes. Naomi’s wry smile. 

Two years gone.

Dusk was falling when he finally unclenched his body and lay still. He felt exhausted, febrile, worn out by his endless stint navigating The Sloop and this violent grief. For a long spell he simply lay there, staring up at the branches above him. 

It grew dark.

He heard distant barks, then snuffling sounds. Shapes moved to surround his hollow. A dozen fiends, each the size of a pony, shaggy haired and with burning white eyes.

They stared down at him. He made no move to defend himself, but his baleful stare must have dissuaded the fiends for they retreated and didn’t return.

The fleeting sun rose. Scorio passed his arm over his cheeks. He didn’t have time for grief. All too soon Azurith would sail past the entrance to the Chasm’s valley. 

He had Dread Blazes to kill.

 

 


Chapter 53

 

 

 

Scorio shifted his weight, his three-toed feet clutching the slender branch. His talons were sunken deep into the charred trunk. Even the slightest breeze set the tree to swaying wildly. Around him the canopy was alive with the sounds of the night. His aura kept the mildly curious fiends at bay, but they were around him, watching him as intently as he was watching the camp.

Three hundred yards away and below, the sprawl of the ramshackle Manticore base was a collection of shadows and lanterns. The Chasm a gulf just beyond it. Two days had passed. They’d felt nearly as long as the entire time he’d spent in the Crucible. Two days of watching, waiting, learning, planning.

The first time he’d seen Evelyn he’d snarled uncontrollably. She’d been laughing, carefree, her caramel hair braided, a hand on Sam’s shoulder. Moving to the main hall, surrounded by those who’d emerged from the shaft with her.

She was rarely alone. She seemed to crave company, to be surrounded by younger Great Souls. He thought she was sleeping with this handsome new Great Soul, a youth with a haunted expression and luxuriant black curls. They’d sneak away from camp to make love in the shadowed depressions that rimmed the Chasm. Why they didn’t use the hall was beyond Scorio; they ignored each other during the day. An illicit relationship of some kind? 

Didn’t matter.

Scorio had settled on a plan. 

This was the first night cycle of the series in which the camp slumbered. Patrols were out, of course. Scorio recognized half the faces below. He waited. Dark vision sharpened, he watched as the young man slipped out of his dormitory and ghosted through the camp to the rear. 

Evelyn was more practiced; for all Scorio’s efforts he’d failed to see her leave the main hall until she emerged from deep shadows to pull the man’s face down toward her own, her hair stealing out to coil around his body possessively.

For a while they clung to each other, then, pulling him by the hand, Evelyn pulled the youth toward the Chasm and into the shadowed declivity they favored. 

Scorio waited. 

Not out of any respect or desire to afford Evelyn a final moment of bliss, but out of pure cold calculation that she’d be less alert when she emerged from their time together.

True night fell. 

Scorio sensed the fiends circling the base of his tree. Looking down, he realized he’d not see their like before. They were hard to make out, ambulatory masses of pale mussel shells embedded in dark pitch, roughly cuboid in shape and with burning singular eyes dug deep in their center.

They were aware of him. A dozen? Twenty? The clearing below was filled with their number. Scorio grimaced. They opened their shells and thin, tongue-like filaments wavered forth, causing the mana around them to grow greasy and fey.

Scorio glanced back across the settlement. Should he cancel his attack? Flee across the canopy?

The first of the fiends began to climb the tree, engulfing the trunk and rising with great rippling undulations.

Scorio sighted along the Chasm’s rim. He had to time it precisely. It would take him twenty or so seconds to reach Evelyn. If he left too soon, he’d fly out fruitlessly over the Void. Too late and they’d be gone.

As before, Evelyn’s hair rose into sight, a great weaving web that tensed, extending out like a great halo, and then slowly sank back out of view.

Now.

Scorio rose, extruded his wings to their greatest extent and leaped.

The fiend rising up the tree shrieked in frustration.

Wings spread, Scorio glided through the night air. Over the treetops, gradually losing height, as silent as the wind. 

Reflexively he thought of pumping out Iron to give himself lift, but then he smiled darkly; he was no aerite craft.

Out over the camp. Over the heads of a passing a patrol, out just wide enough to not cross the central square with its great wheel and shaft. Over the roof of the hall, dropping still, and out over the raw rocks.

The river glimmered to his far right, an ebon rush with silver highlights. 

Evelyn never lingered after her own climax; right on cue she and the youth climbed out of their depression, hand in hand, Evelyn laughing throatily and caressing his arm.

Scorio banked slightly so that he rose a few yards, then narrowed his wingspan so that he fell into a faster drop, knifing down out of the darkness and right into Evelyn.

Who sensed him at the last second.

She whipped her head about, eyes wide, but then his clawed feet grasped her by the shoulders and tore her from her lover, off the ground.

She screamed in rage and her hair instantly lashed about him, enveloping him like vines.

But it was too late. With a cry of exultation he flew out over the Chasm. The darkness below was eerie, the depths illuminated in subtle hues.

“You bastard,” Evelyn cried, “I’ll crush you, I’ll—”

Scorio beat his wings powerfully and rose higher, shifted into a glide as he hit thermals and began to arc out widely around the inner perimeter of the Chasm.

Evelyn’s hair was woven all over him, around his limbs, his neck, the base of his wings.

“Go on,” he laughed. “Squeeze me shut. We’ll both fall.”

Evelyn’s hands gripped his ankles as she swung beneath him. He saw her stare down in horror. If they fell, they’d plummet deep, deep into the Chasm.

“Who…?” She stared up frantically. She’d no doubt already hit him with her immunity power, but what good did it do her out here? Her voice rose in shock. “Scorio?”

“Hello, Evelyn.” Oh, his pleasure was savage, his desire to hurt her, terrify her, beyond anything he’d ever felt. “It’s been awhile.”

“But…” She bit down on her shock and he could sense her mind rapidly working to adapt, to calculate, to figure out how to turn this to her advantage. “I had nothing to do with it,” she blurted out. “Dameon didn’t consult with me. He knew I was too attached to you all.”

“Did you fight to protect my friends once I was gone? Did you quit Manticore in disgust?” Scorio laughed. “Do you think I’ll believe anything you say?”

She cursed and her hair tightened about him, cutting into scales. “You can’t drop me. I’ll never release you. Take me to the edge. We’ll work something out.”

“Can’t I?” He reached down with one hand and slashed his talons through her hair, severing half of it in one go. 

She shrieked as she swung about, her hair immediately regrew, redoubled its grip on him, cocooning his arms to his sides. His wings she left free, but everything from his feet to his shoulders was soon wrapped in her gleaming, luxurious mane.

“There,” she said, voice shaky. “Now we can talk.”

“There’s just one thing I want to know.” He’d considered interrogating her, learning why Manticore had done it, how they’d been able to be so cruel. But in truth none of it mattered. Just one question remained, one matter he’d not had the presence of mind to raise with Moira. “Where’s Jova? Juniper? Zala?”

“Jova?” Evelyn’s voice thickened with delight. “Oh, she’s still with us. She was upset when it all went down, but Jova’s cold, the most pragmatic Great Soul I’ve yet met. Zala followed her lead. Juniper? It was too much for her. I think she was close to—what was her name? The girl?”

She was provoking him on purpose. 

“That’s all I needed to know.” Scorio poured Iron into his body and began straining against her hair. 

“Give it up, Scorio. I’m a Dread Blaze, you’ll never—”

LET GO, he commanded.

Evelyn went quiet as his elbows pushed away from his side, his talons scoring the air wrapped around his abdomen. He revolved his arms so that they could slash the hairs binding his wrists to his body, then worked his way up even as more hair slithered around him.

But it was hard. Despite his heavy aura Evelyn’s hair replaced every cut strand almost immediately. Scorio had thought his talons would prove its match, but though he could slash through it instantly, he couldn’t ever build enough space with which to swing down at her.

He released his grip on her shoulders. Her immunity prevented direct attacks on her being; allowing her to fall had been a gamble, but a smart one: it proved sufficiently indirect that he could do it. 

Pity her grip on his ankles was crushing, her hair guaranteeing her safety.

Scorio folded one wing and whipped into a wicked turn, Evelyn rising up and flinging around as he thrashed. 

Her laughter was interrupted by curses. He slashed, cut, got one arm free, reached down only for a thousand strands to bind it back to his side.

“I don’t know what you did while you were gone,” she panted, “but I’m impressed. You’ve grown strong, Scorio. Stop a moment and let’s talk! We can figure something out, we can find a way to apologize—”

Scorio cursed. He’d overestimated his ability to sever her hair. No matter. He had a backup plan.

Scorio furled his wings and dove down into the Chasm.

“What are you doing?” Evelyn rose up behind him. 

Scorio narrowed his eyes against the wind. Down he flew, faster and faster like a plunging hawk, into the gloom and toward the eerie depths below.

The mana around him grew rich in Copper. The waterfalls billowed before their caves, then they were past them, hurtling like a stone. They punched into Iron moments later and Scorio felt the mana pouring stolidly into his reservoir even as he tapped it for his Ignition, eternally fueling his power.

“Stop!” cried Evelyn. “Scorio, I wasn’t part of it, I didn’t know, stop!”

Down he flew. He saw the great ledge where the shaft let out, where Emberlings trained in rich Iron. Whipped past it. The Chasm’s breadth was narrowing, growing crooked, great elbows of stone extending into the void with folded draperies of rock joining them to the walls. Ancient constructions, half-collapsed buildings, catwalks, piers, platforms jutted out into the dark.

Scorio opened his wings just wide enough to steer clear.

Down, the effulgence in the depths growing bright, a subtle emerald green, a heart of rich and wondrous blue, hints of crimson.

Evelyn screamed in rage and flung out her hair, great lassos of coiling caramel that whipped about them. 

Her range was impressive; a braided rope lashed around a crane, went taught and slammed them to a stop. The web of hair around Scorio flexed tight, almost cutting into his scales, and he heard Evelyn scream in pain—then the crane shattered and its arm fell with them, still held by her length of hair.

Bronze. It was rich and glorious, and Scorio immediately set about replacing his Iron. He sensed Evelyn doing the same, her hair strengthening its grip about him. 

The chasm was merely four or five hundred yards across here, half that in width, pocked with caverns and ledges. They plunged past the great ledge on which he’d spent those frantic two weeks meditating with Jova, still going deeper.

“Scorio!” Evelyn’s cry was furious, imperial. “Damn your eyes! Enough… is… enough!”

He didn’t see what she did, but again he slammed to a halt, the web of hair constricting him like a fist. Blood rushed into his head, made his face swell, his eyes bulge. Her grunt was pained. They swung like the base of a pendulum, his wings beating futilely as he pounded her with his aura, commanding her to release him, to stop, but then they slammed into the façade of an ancient edifice and all was exploding boards, dust, and chaos.

Scorio had the wherewithal to pull his wings back into his body. They flew into the darkness together, twisting, turning at the end of her massive rope of hair, through a thin partition, and then she released him, the cocoon suddenly gone, and he tumbled onto a warped wooden floor, rolled through a table and set of chairs so desiccated they exploded into splinters, and fetched up against a stone wall.

Scorio hopped up into a crouch. The floor groaned and cracked beneath him. The air was filled with dust. Where was she? What was this place? Multiple floors. He could see another floor directly above, gaps in the floorboards, another floor below, maybe more. But shallow. Affixed to the Chasm wall, fifteen yards deep, long abandoned, some impossibly ancient construction.

Hair began to whisper through the darkness, connecting to walls, ceiling, furniture, the floor.

“Oh, Scorio.” Evelyn’s whisper was husky. “I applaud your attempt. But you should have never dared raise your hand against me.”

Scorio remained still, calculating. His mental aura was of limited use against her. Perhaps because she was a Dread Blaze? He’d stunned Davelos but that had to have been Moira’s help. That left his Gold-tempered body and talons. If he could get out into the Chasm he could fly free and keep her trapped like a spider in a crevasse.

But right now?

Worst case scenario.

“Did you really think your little ploy would work? It was clever, I’ll give you that.” He tried to track her voice, but it echoed around him, its vague source sliding about. He recalled how she could travel through her hair, shifting to anywhere it touched with ease. 

Even worse was her immunity. He couldn’t attack her. He had to get out.

The broad, low-ceilinged, broad room was filling with more hair. A veritable tangle. 

Still, flying The Sloop had opened him to new possibilities.

Scorio leaped up, brought his knees to his chest, and when he dropped, he hammered his feet through the old boards.

They shattered and he dropped into the room below.  He hit the boards running, but his scaled form weighed too much; boards buckled beneath him and he foundered. He thought of bursting his wings out, flinging himself through the gloom, but there were too many hairs down here already.

Evelyn shuttled down into view, her cocoon of hair withdrawing to reveal her form at the very far edge of the chamber.

“Where do you think you’re going, honey?” She canted her head to one side as he pulled himself free of the ruined boards. “You think I’m going to end this so quickly? Oh, no. Do you know how long it took your friends to die? They had a lot of fight in them.”

Scorio’s upper lip writhed back from his fangs.

“Oh, you look upset. We gave them a chance, you know. If they could beat any one Flame Vault in combat. Over and over again they lost. They broke too quickly, you see. They both had incredible resolve, but their bodies? Too weak.”

Scorio flung himself forward, slashing with his talons as he went, opening a way. He flung his Shroud before him, trying to use it as a battering ram, but it merely caught against the webs till he dismissed it. Evelyn laughed and moved to the side. “You wish to leave? Go right ahead.”

Scorio tore a path to the far wall. A window, his only chance. He dove through it, arms crossed before his face, wild hope surging within him as he emerged over the chasm—but before he could even begin to extrude his wings Evelyn’s mane shot out after him, enmeshed his legs and yanked him back.

He slammed into the window sill, shattered it, fell against the boards, was dragged across them then hauled up by his feet to hang upside down from the ceiling.

“You little piece of filth,” hissed Evelyn, flowing right up to him, leaning down so that she could glare into his face. “Threaten me? Your death is going to be horrific. I’ll make you beg like your friends did, make you—”

Scorio roared and jackknifed up, slashed through the rope of hair binding his ankles and fell, twisting like a cat as he dropped and lashing out at Evelyn’s face.

She didn’t even flinch as his talons came to a stop an inch from her cheek, his entire arm quivering with effort.

“Pathetic.” She flowed back, carried by flowing coils of hair. “But oh, this is going to be fun. You’re so easy to provoke. Just as you were to manipulate. To lead by the nose. Do you know how much we laughed as you and that stupid cow shattered rocks? Those endless months of wasting your time? But you tried so hard.” She pouted sympathetically. “Yes you did. You really worked, didn’t you? But for what? Nothing.”

Scorio slammed his heel against the floorboard, shattering it, only to discover a matt of caramel hair right beneath it, thick and springy like the forest moss. He crouched to slash at it but was then slammed back by a blast of hair that hit him like a geyser, lifting him and pinning him to the wall.

“Hmm, I’m impressed.” Evelyn considered him. “Your Heart is… impressive. You’ve used your time wisely. The old Scorio would be gasping for breath by now. What a waste.”

Scorio strained but thick coils of hair bound his wrists and ankles, pinning him to the wall. He snarled and flexed, writhed and fought, but the hair was intractable, resilient.

His gasps began to emerge as pants of fog. The air had suddenly grown chill. Scorio stilled, confused. This wasn’t part of Evelyn’s power set. Was it?

The darkness began to congeal. Even his dark vision began to have difficulty penetrating the rising shadows. 

Evelyn froze, gaze flicking back and forth, and then snarled and looked up as if through the ceiling.

“Damn it,” she hissed. “How did she find us so quickly?”

Scorio hit Evelyn with his aura: RELEASE ME.

Evelyn flinched but was otherwise unbothered. “Looks like we’ll have to make this quick after all.” A coil of hair wrapped around his throat and began to squeeze with horrific strength while more hair spread across his face, sliding into his nostrils, mouth, under his eyelids and into his ears.

Scorio’s scream became a gargling choke.

 

 

Chapter 54

 

 

 

Pain. 

It lanced into his head from every direction. A thick rope forced its way down his throat, tendrils worked their way behind his eyes, more bunched in his ears and sent agony shooting into his mind.

He heard shouting, the crash of wood, and then the hair assaulting his faculties fell lip. Scorio fell to the ground, staggered, and dropped to his knees. His gorge rose convulsively as he hauled the rope of hair out of his mouth, wiped frantically as the strands hanging limply from his tear-blinded eyes. 

Gagging, hacking violently, he looked up and saw a new figure between him and Evelyn.

It was horrific, a skeletal, distended frame of black, oily skin wrapped over protruding bones. She was tall but stood hunched over, as if ready to leap. Her legs were reverse jointed like those of a wolf, and black hair hung in long, greasy locks about her hidden visage. 

And a massive, skeletal tail floated about her, looking to be made of ebon vertebrae, its tip ending in a foot-long triangular blade aimed at Evelyn. 

Scorio couldn’t breathe all over again.

The room about them had continued to change. Darkness welled up the walls, filled the corners, spread and gathered and dispersed like drops of oil. Here and there duplicates of the bladed tail rose from the ground like a sepulchral tree, articulated and alive, triangular blades slashing back and forth as they shredded Evelyn’s webs.

“Well, this has been fun.” Evelyn backed toward the hole in the building’s front. “I’ll leave you two to catch up.”

And she cocooned and flowed up her network of hair to disappear.

“Naomi?” 

The horrific creature glared back at him, her fulminous eyes burning a virulent green. 

Scorio rose to his feet. Incredulity and relief swamped him. He didn’t know what to say. How to react. He wanted to step forward and embrace her, but she bounded to the opening in the front wall and peered up. “We’ll talk after. First we kill her.”

Scorio broke into a run, raced toward the window and dove out a second time. He snapped out his wings, flared them wide so that he rose in tight curve, and saw Evelyn making her way up the wall, suspended in the center of a caramel web that flung out ever more tendrils and retracted its lowermost anchors like an octopus making its way over rocks.

But fast.

Scorio hesitated, studied the cliff face, then flew up, straining with great beats of his wings till he reached an overhanging ledge some twenty yards above. He studied it rapidly then plunged, feet first, to crack into its rim.

Stone broke, boulders pulled free and fell.

He leaped out again, saw Evelyn pulling herself rapidly from side to side to avoid the falling debris which tore through her hair, reducing her grip on the cliff face.

Scorio inhaled deep of the Bronze. The Nightmare Lady emerged from a cloud of ink just behind Evelyn and set to climbing, more tails extruding themselves from the vertical face to slash at the Dread Blaze and her webbing.

Scorio furled his wings and dove at her feet first. Evelyn snarled up at him and he felt her immunity lock into place; at the last second he was forced to veer aside, but as he did the Nightmare Lady leaped and slashed at the Dread Blaze.

Who switched her immunity down.

Naomi cursed and gripped fast to the wall as hair swept around her wrists and sought to lever her grip away from the rocks.

Scorio rose with a flap of his wings and lunged at Evelyn once more.

Who threw a mess of hair at this face. Scorio slashed it aside, the stench of burning hair filling his nose, and slammed into her.

She immediately pulled away, funneling along an outflung rope, but Naomi was there, scampering up the wall like a horrific spider, slashing with her tail to sever the rope.

 Evelyn screamed as she fell. She flung up her Shroud, blocking Naomi, hit Scorio with her immunity, and desperately resumed climbing.

But Naomi’s tails had now grown thickly about them; they slashed their great blades from the noxious shadows, cutting Evelyn’s hair in great locks and causing the Dread Blaze to fling herself from side to side.

Scorio felt the immunity leave him just as a tail went to slash Evelyn in half. He powered up and grasped Evelyn by the ankle, his talons sinking into the joint. 

The Dread Blaze screamed. “Stop! Please, I’ll help you, I’ll—”

Immunity hit him and he released her, but Naomi was there to slam the point of her tail straight through Evelyn’s ribs. 

Immunity left him as a Shroud materialized in its place. Scorio snarled and slammed his talons into it, again and again till it shattered.

Naomi had withdrawn her tail, circled above Evelyn so that she clung head down, eyes burning bright.

“Stop!” Evelyn was sobbing. “It’s not fair, I can help you, I never wanted any of this to happen, please—”

Scorio slashed a great wound down the back of Evelyn’s thigh. Naomi slammed her blade into the woman’s neck when immunity left her, and for a moment the Dread Blaze hung there, eyes wide, held in place by the last of her hair, then all of it lost animation and she fell.

Scorio pivoted to let her drop past him and watched as she fell, hair a shimmering banner trailing after, turning slowly as she sank into the Chasm’s depths and was gone.

Heaving for breath, he reached out for a rocky protrusion, dug his claws into the cliff face and looked up at the Nightmare Lady.

Her burning eyes were narrowed. The forest of tails were sinking back into the rock. Her own tail lashed back and forth like a furious cat’s, and then she righted herself and began to flee back up the cliff.

Scorio pushed off and flew after her. Instinct bade him remain quiet. He rose, shadowing her, and followed into a narrow tunnel opening. Landed neatly in its mouth and paused as the Nightmare Lady whipped around to glare at him once more.

“Naomi?”

She hissed. “You’re dead.”

“I might as well have been. But I’ve returned.”

“No. You’re dead. Dead dead dead.” And she fled down the tunnel.

 Scorio gave chase. He reached out with his Heart’s senses, feeling the burning flicker of her Heart. It was a maze, and one she seemed to know by heart. She darted down side openings, leaped broad cracks, dropped into cramped caves, fled ever deeper.

But soon her Heart gave out and she wheeled about, shoulders heaving, black hair matted and falling in her face, her human eyes feverish and hate-filled. Her slender frame was clothed in rags, and she looked emaciated.

“You’re dead,” she hissed.

He raised both palms. “I swear I’m not. It’s me. Scorio.”

“You’re dead!” She flung herself at him, abandoning all fighting skills to hammer her fists against his scaled chest, to kick his shins, to bite at his arm.

Scorio released his scaled form and embraced her, held her as she flailed and spat and screamed.

“Naomi!” He let her pummel him, ignored the pain. “It’s me. It’s me. It’s me.”

She fought him for as long as she had strength and then she just collapsed in his arms, sobbing, brow against his shoulder. He held her close, heart breaking all over again, and slowly sank to his knees. 

“You’re dead,” she wept. “You’re not real.”

Finally she subsided, his shoulder soaked by her tears, her whole body shivering. He fell against the side of the cramped tunnel and pulled her closer into his embrace, resting his head against hers. 

They remained thus for a long time.

Finally she drew back, sniffed, and wiped her torn sleeve across her face. Moved away slowly, warily, to sit across from him, their legs touching, to stare at him with wild hope and fear.

“Hey,” he said softly. “It’s me. I promise.”

She just stared.

He didn’t want to ask. Already knew the answer. “Leonis? Lianshi?”

She didn’t react. He was about to ask again when she finally shook her head. 

What little hope her appearance had sparked died, and he hung his head.

They remained thus until he gathered his strength once more and lifted his gaze to her own. For a while, they simply studied each other.

“You can fly,” she said at last.

“You continue to be utterly terrifying.” 

She huffed a hollow laugh.

“There’s a gravestone up there with your name on it.”

“I know. They didn’t want to admit I’d gotten away.”

“How’d you do it?”

“I jumped. Fell into one of the old buildings at the Iron level.”

“That had to hurt.”

“It did.”

Again they subsided into silence. Scorio shook his head, took a suddenly startled breath as his eyes filled with tears and grinned. “It’s so good to see you.”

“They said you were dead.”

“They did their best to kill me.” And Scorio told her everything. From their arrival at the esplanade, Druanna’s demands, the cup’s malfunction, Ydrielle’s betrayal.

“That’s what the cup really does,” said Naomi dully. “It was a lie. That it’s a miniature Crucible. It just drains mana. It’s a defensive artifact.”

“Oh.” Scorio considered. “Makes sense.” 

He told her about the Crucible. Ydrielle’s prism. Tried to put into words what he’d been through but found his throat constricting. Naomi reached out and touched his arm. “I understand.”

He told her about how he’d used Nox’s technique to survive, adapted it, killed the saurians.

She raised both brows. “You just popped them?”

“Just popped them.”

She gave a startled laugh. “You’re kidding me. Gold-fiends?”

“Strong but dumb, I guess.”

“Reminds me of someone I know.”

Even her insults were comforting.

He recounted his eventual ascension to Flame Vault. His escape. Moira. His hunting down of Davelos and watching him burn.

“He’s dead?” Naomi’s voice grew savage. “Good. I’m glad he burned slow. That bastard. That—that—”

Tears filled her eyes and she looked away.

Scorio waited. 

“He was the one who killed Leonis. Lianshi and I were forced to watch. It was… it was not a good death, Scorio.” Naomi’s voice grew tight. “I tried to break free, to help, but…”

Scorio closed his eyes and fought for stillness.

“I swore I’d avenge you all.” Naomi’s voice grew small. “I swore I’d not leave the Chasm till I could kill each and every one of them.”

“You’ve been down here the whole time?”

“When I recovered from my fall I realized I had nowhere else to go. My legs were broken, anyway, so I dug myself into the deepest crack I could find. They searched for me for weeks. Decided that I must have fallen all the way down. I waited. I healed. Then  I realized that I was an empty vessel. All that desaturation had left me primed. I crawled down to Bronze.”

“You were an Emberling,” protested Scorio.

Naomi smiled crookedly. “I didn’t say it didn’t hurt. But I just lay there. It felt like a fever dream. But my desire for vengeance gave me purpose. Made my old grievances feel petty, so… I let them go. And that’s when I made Tomb Spark.”

“And healed.”

“And healed. My new power allowed me to pass from shadow to shadow. It made it easy to descend to where the Silver was. It was all I could bear. I took sips. It felt like drinking fire, but the pain… the pain was good. It was all I felt, for a while.”

Scorio nodded, understanding.

“I only dared Ignite with Silver. But occasionally I’d climb up to spy on the camp. To listen in. Enough to be sure our enemies were still there. To refuel my hate. Then I’d drop. I learned how to get around, how to best use my shadow step. Not using the obvious ways Manticore prefers. Secret ways. Hidden ways. I learned to avoid the most dangerous fiends. They learned to respect me as I hunted them, one by one. It was… hard.”

He didn’t need her to elaborate.

“I…” Her eyes filled with tears again. “There were times when I… when I would grow weak, and… but then I’d think of you, of Leonis crying, and I’d promise myself, over and over again that I’d not end it till…”

Scorio reached out and touched her hand. “I understand.”

A single sob tore itself free and she ducked her chin. 

Again he moved up alongside her, put an arm over her shoulders, and they remained thus, still. He listened to the sound of her breathing, felt her warmth against his side, and a part of him that he’d thought forever wounded began to heal.

“There’s four left,” said Naomi softly. 

“Four?”

“Crush made Dread Blaze. I heard them say it. When I made Flame Vault I decided to leave the Chasm and start hunting. I was about to begin. I swear I was.”

“And Evelyn said Jova’s with them.”

Naomi’s anger curdled the air. “She is.”

Scorio squeezed her against him. “We’ll make them pay. All of them.”

“All of them,” whispered Naomi.

And in her Scorio knew that he’d found a friend with the same endless capacity for rage and hatred.

 

 

 


Chapter 55

 

 

 

“So you’re tempered with Gold?” It wasn’t really a question. Naomi was gazing at him sidelong, half skeptical, half disapproving. 

“Almost exclusively, yeah.”

They had made their way to her small camp. It was dismal, cramped, and located in the Silver region, reachable only by dark cracks deep within the rock. Little more than a blanket and a few stolen books, it barely merited the name.

“What?” He almost wanted to laugh. “You look upset.”

She glowered as she stalked over to him. Stared at his chest and punched him lightly. He barely felt it. 

“I felt immense satisfaction with tempering Silver.” Her glower remained. “And you show up tempered Gold. It’s not… fair.”

Her statement was so ridiculous that he did laugh.

She scowled at him and punched him, harder. He barely rocked back. The blow felt distant, like the echo of a punch distantly heard.

“You feel… dense. Heavy.” She poked at his chest with a finger. “Like metal wrapped in a thin layer of leather.”

“A far cry from tempering Coal.”

“Let me try something.” Scorio watched her with mild apprehension as she took up a board of wood as long as her arm from her miniscule wood pile. “This probably won’t hurt.”

“What are you—?”

She brought it down two-handed. The board was thick, but Naomi’s Silver-tempered strength was such that she broke it across his shoulder.

“Ow,” said Scorio, more out of a sense of obligation.

Naomi frowned at the broken piece in her hand. “Ridiculous. You must heal like it’s a unique power of yours.”

“I do heal pretty quickly now.”

She met his eyes. “How did you survive Gold, Scorio? Silver felt like being lowered into molten metal. Gold would have killed me.”

“I told you. Nox’s Marinating Technique, adjusted by how I saw Ydrielle control The Sloop. Also, I had no choice.”

Naomi frowned, Ignited her Heart, and flowed up into her Nightmare Lady form almost faster than he could follow. She slammed her huge knuckled fist into his sternum hard enough to lift him off the ground and slam him against the stone wall.

Scorio bounced off and fell to the ground with a cry of shock and anger. But she’d immediately shifted back down to her human form and dropped into a crouch to watch him curiously. “Anything broken?”

Scorio rubbed his chest. The pain was already fading. “No nothing’s broken, but what the hell?”

“Don’t be a baby.” She frowned at him. “That’s incredible, Scorio. A punch from me should have shattered your chest.”

“That’s how you do your research?” He scooted back against the wall. “For your information, that hurt.”

“No wonder you were able to go toe to toe with Davelos.” She rubbed a finger over her chapped lips. “I don’t think you appreciate how incredible this is. Silver’s impressive. Gold? Unheard of.”

“Well, good.” The pain was gone. “Because we’re hunting Dread Blazes.”

“And your Heart? You lasted far longer against Evelyn than you used to. While using several powers at once.”

“Yeah, my Heart’s improved, too. It’s… bigger. The cracks and weaknesses are gone. And it’s… spherical?”

She frowned at him. “What do you mean, spherical?”

“It’s a big word, I know—”

She feint a backhand at him and he flinched with a laugh. “It’s a huge black sphere, now. Perfectly smooth. Easily four or five times larger than it used to be.”

“No way.” She sat back on her heels. “It changed shape? I didn’t know Hearts could do that.”

“Nor me. But now I can used the Marinating Technique all the time. I drain ambient mana while Ignited, so that I never run out of mana.”

“Scorio, that’s a Pyre Lord technique.” She sounded flat out disgusted. “They can send out vortices that drain mana all around them, sending it directly to their Hearts. Blood Barons and up can send them out ever farther so they can drink mana from ever larger areas.”

“Well, I don’t do that. I just cause mana to endlessly fall into my Heart so my reservoir never runs dry.”

Naomi shook her head. “Ridiculous. You’re going to have to teach me how that works.”

“Sure. But we might need some imperial jelly. It didn’t make sense to me until I had Nox’s bath to help regulate the process. I don’t even know exactly how to explain it.”

“I’ll get in that disgusting slime pool if it allows me to manifest a Pyre Lord ability.”

“And we’ll need high grade mana to infuse into the pool.”

“Whatever. We’ll find it. My Heart is powerful, but my reservoir is finite. You saw me run out of mana against Evelyn. Do you think I can learn it before we kill Praximar?”

Scorio stilled. “So we’re going all the way?”

“Of course. You said he pulled the strings. Would all this have happened without him?”

“No.”

“Then he dies.”

“You think we can kill a Pyre Lord? An Autocrator and the chancellor of the Academy?”

“Yes.” She sounded absolutely convinced. “I don’t know how, yet, but we can do it.”

“Good.” Scorio felt the rightness of that resolve. “You know, it’s funny. When things were going well for us—at least, when I thought they were—it felt like I was losing my way. But now everything seems crystal clear. I feel… calm. Focused. Resolved.”

“I feel nothing but unrelenting hate and fury.”

“Well, that too. But all of that emotion is like a storm raging outside my mind. Inside I feel… ready.”

“Yeah.” Naomi sighed. “I know what you mean. Relieved, even. It’s been… a very long two years. On some level I was able to lean on my experience being alone in the ruins, but this was worse. Back then I’d always felt alone. But to have made friends and lost them… it made everything worse.”

“You didn’t lose all of them.”

“No.” She stared at him, unsmiling. “I didn’t. But I don’t want to start crying again. You said Dameon’s island is floating into place tomorrow. What’s our plan?”

“The Golden Circuit is a good half-day’s flight by Sloop from the Chasm camp. Nobody above was preparing for a journey, not that I saw, so I’m guessing Dameon’s planning to come to the camp.”

“Manticore has a full-sized whale ship. It’s visited the camp a couple of times over the past few years.”

“Praximar’s generous. But that makes sense. Dameon’s collecting everyone in the camp. So he’ll fly in on his whale ship.”

“Do you think Evelyn’s lover recognized you?”

Scorio considered. “I don’t think so. I hit them fast and from the sky. Nobody outside of the Fiery Shoals knows about my wings, and I doubt word has already reached Dameon seeing as Moira is sabotaging communications. Her lover might think it was a fiend of some kind.”

Naomi rubbed her chin and finally nodded. “Yes. So they’ll give up Evelyn for lost.”

“You don’t think they’ll mount a search?”

“She’s a Dread Blaze with excellent mobility powers. If she was alive she’d have emerged from the Chasm already. Mana isn’t a problem down here. The fact that she’s been gone for a day or two will tell Dameon all he needs to know. And the man’s a bastard. He’ll abandon her.”

“So they’ll load up and fly back on the whale ship to Azurith, then teleport to the Fiery Shoals. That’s some eighty Manticores.”

“The best ambushes come when least expected. He’ll be wary while he’s out here, especially when he learns of Evelyn’s death. But once he gets back to Azurith he’ll relax.”

“For good reason. He’ll be surrounded by nearly a hundred loyal Great Souls.”

“I doubt he beds down in the same great hall as they do. He’ll have his own quarters. We take your Sloop… no, we can’t risk running into him on the way out.”

“We could leave now,” suggested Scorio. “Fly out past the Golden Circuit and wait for Azurith to come in. Then approach it from the interior, come in low and anchor to its underside while Dameon’s gone.”

Naomi nodded. “That sounds good. Sloop’s small enough that we should be able to find a spot under the island to hide it. Then we crawl up onto the island proper and scope out the castle. Observe it and formulate the next step there.”

Scorio laughed. “This plan is mad. I love it.”

Naomi flashed a smile and rose. “Then we’d best get going.”

She brought nothing with her but her water cannister. They climbed back up the cracks to Bronze, then out along a mined seam to the cliff’s face. There Scorio convinced Naomi to climb onto his back and wrap her legs around his waist as he flew up the remaining distance; his huge wings allowed them to rise with slow but inexorable beats, his Marinating Technique ensuring that he never ran out of mana, his Gold-tempered body making it so that he never grew tired.

It was a day cycle outside. Scorio flew to the far side of the Chasm from the camp, and together they crawled up the last few hundred yards of raw cliff face and over the rim into the forest.

They both assumed their monstrous forms and together raced through the undergrowth. Fiends cleared out before them. They swept out wide, curving in gradually through a night cycle and by dawn had found The Sloop once more.

A mess of fiends were inside the hull, trying to rupture the Bronze tank, but Scorio’s aura of command sent them fleeing. Scorio unwound the anchor then flew up to the rising whale ship to land behind the wheel. Naomi raised the chain as he drained the air around them of Copper, keeping the ship low, and tacking into the wind they sailed away from the Chasm.

Scorio remained alert throughout their passage out of the foggy valley. He flew low and hugged the rocky slopes. If Dameon’s great whale ship came through early, hopefully it would surge down the center and miss them.

But eventually they broke out into the sunlight once more, the wilderness outside the Golden Circuit revealing no sign of Azurith or Dameon’s ship. Scorio kept them low and fought for as much speed as possible, skimming over banks of Iron, tapping Copper to glide over declivities of Coal. The fleeting sun arced overhead, night fell, deepened to pitch, and lightened to dawn just as they passed over the Golden Circuit’s rotten course. 

“We’re in the clear,” Naomi called back from the prow. 

“Now to go to ground.” Scorio guided them deeper into the Farmlands till he spotted an abandoned barn. They slowed as they approached it, and a wordless glance set their course. Naomi leaped down in Nightmare Lady form and heaved the massive double doors open. Scorio released Coal so that The Sloop sank low, furled the sail so that their momentum slowed to a crawl, and with the Nightmare Lady hauling on a guide rope, nudged The Sloop inside the barn.

It fit like a hand inside a glove. The anchor secured them just beneath the rafters, and when they closed the doors their camouflage was perfect.

The sun cycle was already darkening as they climbed up onto the peaked roof, and there sat and gazed rimwards toward the circuit, passing Naomi’s water bottle back and forth.

They didn’t speak. When night fell Naomi inched closer so that they sat shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip, and both kept their gaze trained on the murky distance.

One of them remained always on watch through the cycles that followed while the other either hunted or did exercises below. Scorio was working his way through one of the Forms one dusk when Naomi called down softly to him.

He extruded his wings and flew up to land neatly beside her and look where she was pointing.

A faint glimmer of lights had appeared in the distance, a necklace of pinpricks above a smudge from whose base descended a water fall of burning golden mana.

“There it is,” whispered Scorio. “Azurith.”

“Dameon will leave before reaching the valley mouth,” said Naomi. “The island won’t wait for him. So he’ll leave early to reach Evelyn and then turn around to catch the island late.”

Scorio knew what she meant. “Time to go. We can reach it by the end of this night cycle if we go fast.”

They moved with purpose. Together they dragged The Sloop back out of the barn, ropes creaking, the mast cracking through the doorway’s lintel. But the damage was minimal and they climbed up the ropes as The Sloop rose. They turned the craft around and Scorio strained to catch every whisper of wind; the sails filled limply and they crawled toward the distant floating island.

Night darkened. The Farmlands below became a quilt of wilderness, abandoned fields and overgrown roads. 

The sailed in silently on the growing wind, through the stroke of true darkness and then drew close as dawn approached. 

Azurith was indeed massive, a molar of gray, scabrous rock whose uneven plateau was drenched in greenery and the impressive remains of a once grand castle. It rose high above them, the golden cascade of mana surging up from the Circuit to spatter into its core, and Scorio felt eddies of Copper mana encircling the island like waves. 

He skimmed The Sloop along the ground right up to the Circuit, alert and tense from shouts or other signs that their approach had been noticed, but the island was too massive and the castle too far above.

Just before the golden deluge Scorio released Iron, and The Sloop rose on a cushion of mana, drawing perilously close to the aureate curtain and rising, rising into the great stalactites that hung like inverted peaks from the island’s underside.

It was shadowed and cool, and Scorio raked his dark vision across the rocky sides for an inviting nook or grotto in which to hide the ship. Here and there he saw the remains of rusted catwalks bolted to the rock, windows bored into the ancient stone, and realized that once this underworld must have bustled with its own activity.

No longer. 

Naomi called out soft directions as they ascended into the inverted ravines, until at last, a score of yards from the golden mana, they came to a stop in a hollow. The Sloop’s mast cracked against the rocky ceiling, and Scorio quickly released a jet of Coal to bring them back down a few yards. 

Naomi shifted into the Nightmare Lady and leaped onto the railing at the prow, rope in hand. Scorio buffered The Sloop from banging against the rocks; the island continued its inexorable procession around the Circuit, forcing Scorio to continuously release puffs of Copper just behind them to keep them in place.

Naomi leaped; a moment later the rope grew taut, and Scorio ceased to nudge The Sloop along. He moved to the fore and saw the Nightmare Lady tying off a knot around protrusion of stone.

“It’ll keep in place,” he said once she returned, “but there’s no preventing it getting beaten up. We’ll have to be quick so that it doesn’t get too badly battered.”

He rose into his scaled form, extended his wings, and leaped overboard, falling into a smooth glide. The sensation was still exhilarating; he doubted he’d ever grow tired of flight.

 The Nightmare Lady climbed the rock face with skill, and together they rose through the pre-dawn gloom, up and around and out to the Island’s exterior, then up the sheer cliff to where vines hung down, then grassy ledges.

They passed several tunnel entrances that had been filled with large rocks mortared together; Scorio was tempted to try and force an entrance, but crumbly as the mortar was, it would have been too costly and loud a labor.

Up they climbed, higher and higher, till at last, they reached the main plateau’s edge.

Carefully, slowly, they made their way up a bush-choked cleft and peered across the plateau.

The ruins of the castle covered most of the island; a massive gray curtain wall wrapped around the level ground’s edge, almost nowhere straight as it followed the contours. Most of it was badly dilapidated, with wiry trees growing from cracks and creepers engulfing the battlements, and here and there entire sections had cracked or fallen apart, providing easy entry to the grounds within.

Two large buildings rose in prominence amongst the numerous wall towers; one was a great keep, a huge donjon tower rising from its back, a second, narrower spire from its side; while on the castle’s opposite side a triple-towered building guarded what looked to be the main entrance that opened up to an overgrown expanse of meadow and light forest that might have once been a clearing leading to a half-collapsed dock.

They studied the walls and tower tops with their dark vision, and pointed out sentries to each other in whispers. There were many. One figure stood atop the donjon, six more walked the walls in a desultory fashion, while an eighth stood guard upon the foremost of the gate building’s towers.

After absorbing the castle’s extent, then climbed back down, found a ledge beneath an overhang, and sat, gazing out over the morning Farmlands.

“They look like they expect trouble,” said Scorio.

“Dameon probably warned them. His Dread Blaze power, remember? He’s probably sensed a threat to his plans. But no matter. He won’t know what form the danger will take, and by the time he figures it out it will be too late.”

“Right,” said Scorio. “Still. I don’t like him being in a state of heightened paranoia.”

“Nothing we can do about it. Now, Dameon will have claimed a room in that back fortress,” said Naomi. “Probably at the top.”

“There are supposed to be forty Manticore trainees here.” Scorio ran the tips of his white-hot talons over his chin; he was inured to both their sharpness and heat. “If it gets messy we’ll rapidly be overwhelmed.”

“If it gets messy, we jump off the island and you fly us to safety.”

“Some half of them should have ranged attacks.”

“Then we’d best not botch our plan. He’ll have taken a skeleton crew with him to the Chasm camp. So say there are thirty-five left behind.”

“You want to infiltrate while he’s gone? Claim a hidden spot in the donjon tower and wait for him there?”

“Or we could descend on the tower from above once he’s arrived.” Naomi pursed her lips. “Though once he hears that Evelyn was killed by a flying fiend, he might double the number of guards.”

“The guards will be less attentive with Dameon gone. Possibly. We could work our way around the island to where the donjon is part of the curtain wall and examine it for a way in.”

“This place won’t be filled with secret passages and abandoned storage rooms. It’s not like the Academy. There won’t even be corridors or hallways. Just rooms that open up into each other. The keep may look big from here, but try and put twenty people inside it and you’ll quickly think otherwise.”

Scorio frowned. The rising sun was burning off the low-hanging fog that had spread out from the Chasm valley entrance, and cast long shadows across the wilderness. Birds flew below, and in the distance he saw a pack of smaller fiends coursing after a larger beast and nipping at its heels.

“A formal challenge? Him against he both of us?” Scorio scowled. “Sorry, stupid idea. There’s no reason to trust him.”

“We’ll have to attempt a surprise attack once he’s arrived. You can lift me high above the keep and drop me onto one of the guards while you dive at the other. If we can take them out quietly we can slip down into the keep. My Flame Vault power can infest the place with shadows and blades.”

She considered. “Or.”

“Or?”

“We try to kill everyone now. We’ve possibly a day in which to assassinate them all. I doubt they can leave the island, and everyone will be a Flame Vault or lower.”

Scorio stared at her. “Thirty-five Great Souls.”

Naomi moved her head from side to side. “We take out the sentries first, then attack isolated groups… I fill each building with my miasma—don’t worry, I can make it so that it doesn’t affect you—and then we descend from the top and kill everyone inside.”

“You’re serious?”

“They’re Manticore.” She shrugged. “Most of them witnessed what happened two years ago, and the new recruits? Bad choice on their part if they haven’t realized yet whom they’ve decided to follow.”

“All right, but—say we do slaughter thirty-five Great Souls. The moment Dameon arrives with forty more he’ll immediately be on the alert.”

“Yes…” Naomi tapped her lips. “Hmm. And that would make it impossible to get at him. No, all right. Forget the mass assassination plan.”

“Good.” Scorio gave her a look. “What if I planted my rod in the island’s path? In the air where the fortress will pass? It would hold firm and demolish the walls as they swung into it…?”

Naomi frowned, considering.

“How about we get an aerial view of this place next night cycle?” offered Scorio instead. “See if anything else suggests itself? For now we can work our way around to the donjon.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Naomi stretched, reaching for the sky, then grew into her Nightmare Lady form and began crawling along the rock face.

Scorio extruded his wings and stepped out into nothingness. For a second he simply fell, his wings wrapped around his body like a bat, the plummet causing his stomach to rise, his body to feel more alive than ever—then he spread his wings, slowed and spiraled, and rose with great beats to cruise below Naomi, wingtip nearly scratching the rocks.

The day cycle was nearly ending when they judged themselves in place; Scorio latched onto the rock face, and together they climbed, talons and claws dislodging slivers of stone as they climbed up the center of a chimney crack to finally peer up once more at the ancient walls and the great donjon tower that loomed like a brutal fist above them. 

They ducked back down and waited. Soon enough the day cycle ended. The darkness thickened. When it grew near absolute Naomi climbed between Scorio’s wings to clutch her arms around his neck as he pushed off the cliff. For a moment they fell together, her grip tightening, and then he fought for altitude.

The darkness grew absolute. They didn’t have long. True midnight lasted for only a brief while. The faint outline of the wall and the huge keep slid past, and then all was black.

Higher and higher Scorio flew, reaching out with his Heart senses. The air shuddered with the faintest of Gold flavor, insufficient to draw on but intoxicating all the same, like biting down into a Dawn Apple. Great banks of Copper swirled about the island like leviathans, and Iron hung low and heavy over the castle itself.

Higher until he was sure he must hover hundreds of yards above the castle. 

The darkness began to lighten.

Both Naomi and Scorio studied the castle below. Marked its floorplan, a rough, organic rectangle, its interior bifurcated by ruined walls that divided its grounds into isolated courtyards. The whole of it gradually sloped upward, sections connected by ramps, great blocks from fallen towers, bushes and grass. Tents were pitched in the larger central areas. Cook fires burned bright. People milled. 

The donjon’s top was an octagon, no trapdoor but instead a flight of stone steps rising up a side facing the castle’s interior. Light shone through large cracks in its flagstones, and a section of stone had collapsed inwards, revealing the heavy latticework for new rafters. A pile of barrels and wooden debris. The sentry leaned against the parapet gazing outward, a slender woman, tiny below them. 

Dawn was coming. 

Time to dive.

Scorio turned and descended in a smooth glide which he turned into a dive when they were sufficiently far away; he grinned as the night air rushed past them, felt Naomi holding tight, her cheek against his own, her body lifting off his back, heard her laughter, husky and wild, and they knifed down below the plateau’s level just before the dawn broke.

 

 

Chapter 56

 

 

 

Scorio and Naomi awaited Dameon’s arrival in the bowels of the island, resting on the deck of the ship and peering out occasionally to check for the whale ship’s approach. 

Four more day cycles passed before they spotted it.

Though the urge was strong to watch its approach, they agreed to remain completely out of sight. They knew where the ship would dock. There was no sense in endangering themselves.

It took two more day cycles for the ship to arrive. It was of medium size, two masted, easily fifty feet in length. The aerite bones were a jaundiced yellow and gleamed as if heavily varnished; the hull itself was matt black, its deep rudder reinforced with bands of iron.

Time slowed to a crawl. 

They’d agreed to wait a single day cycle so that Dameon could settle in. They dared not wait longer; Evelyn’s disappearance could have prompted him to activate the teleportation to the Fiery Shoals ahead of schedule. 

So they waited in silence upon the deck of their little Sloop, resting, meditating, the air between them tense.

But Scorio realized he wasn’t afraid. He didn’t care that eighty Great Souls were above. That the next night cycle could very well bring his death. For this was exactly where he wanted to be, and nothing more mattered than vengeance.

He knelt, chin lowered, eyes closed, and thought of his dead friends. Leonis’s bluff, honest face, his heart laugh, his love of drink and good cheer. Thought of Lianshi, whip-smart and learned, endlessly inquisitive and deeply caring for them all.

He welcomed the pain, sought it out. Once the memories lit that fire in his heart, he sheltered it, brought it close, allowed it to reawaken his rage.

Dusk fell. 

There was no need for further conversation. Together they quit The Sloop’s deck and made their way to the island’s outer edge. There they waited, talons buried in the rock, the golden mana roaring up behind them, watching the fleeting sun descend toward the distant horizon.

Finally, it grew dark. 

Naomi climbed onto Scorio’s back, abandoning her Nightmare Lady form. She felt absurdly small and delicate against his huge back muscles, nestled between his wings. 

Scorio waited for the darkness to grow just right and pushed off. Fell, snapped open his wings, and began his climb.

Torches were lit along the walls. Great Souls patrolled in pairs, alert and peering about themselves. The midnight moment was only making them more paranoid.

Scorio flew away from the island, curved back around, and rose in spirals, higher and higher into the frigid air. 

The land about them lost all features in the thick gloom, became a darker blanket of ebony beneath the deep gray sky.

Lights burned in the donjon’s windows. Shadows passed before them. At the right height, Scorio drew forth his treasure and hovered.

He had to set it just right.

Eyeing the approaching dark mass of the island, he flew to his left, rose a little, then extended the rod.

“No,” hissed Naomi. “More to to the left.”

“More? We’ll miss it.”

“Trust me. More. There. Now set it.”

Scorio grimaced. They were way out wide. But he trusted Naomi, so he swept as much quality mana as he could into the rod. 

It activated and froze in place, fifty or so yards ahead of the island’s path.

Beating his wings, Scorio fought for altitude. On the great octagonal roof, four Great Souls stood, each at the point of a square, as far apart from each other as possible within the battlement’s confines.

“Damn,” hissed Naomi. “Four? That’s excessive.”

“Just have to time it right. Hold on.”

Scorio poured his frustration into his steady climb and began sweeping back over the castle.

The darkness grew total but for the torch and lantern light below. They were a hundred yards above the castle. Flecks of amber fire moved about steadily, cook fires were lit, the whole castle was alive.

Caution urged Scorio to call this off. To allow Dameon to travel to the Fiery Shoals, to follow him deeper into Hell and await a better opportunity. To play it slow, play it smart, to wait months if need be for revenge, even years.

“We strike now,” hissed Naomi.

It suited his fury, his lust for vengeance. It wasn’t the smartest play, but it felt like the right one. 

The island drifted into the rod. The donjon swung smoothly toward it. The rod was out too wide. Scorio could barely make it out below with his dark vision, locked in place by power and magic, but he was sure it was going to miss by inches.

The great blocky tower floated into the rod which hit its corner. 

The result was incredible.

The rod remained perfectly set in space which meant the first block of stone exploded into fragments and splinters of rock as the entire tower rumbled on its foundations, its structural integrity growing increasingly compromised as the rod began to cut through its outer wall like a knife through cake.

The roar was magnificent, stone exploding, the huge wall buckling, the rod’s progress remarkable.

“Now!” hissed Scorio and furled his wings into a dive.

The tower top came rushing toward them. The sentries had all raced to the same side, there to peer down at the sound of shattering rock and chaos. The tower rumbled, the rooftop shivered and shook, shouts arose from within.

The wind shrieked about Scorio’s ears. Naomi clung to his back, light and strong. He aimed for the wooden trapdoor set flush in the tower’s center. At the last second, he crossed his arms before him and then the boards exploded before him as they dove through.

And into the uppermost floor, which was a ruin. Scorio had no time to react; the stone floor had mostly fallen away to reveal timbered rafters and ancient crates pressed against the wall. Desperate, he twisted violently aside to avoid the remaining flagstones and smashed into a second gap, pain flaring through his shoulder as he shattered a rafter and burst out into the main chamber below.

The rod had already shattered half the far wall and was still going, tearing the wall apart as mortar crumbled, blocks exploded into fragments and the lines of the huge room grew warped. The sound was tremendous, its effect mesmerizing, as attested by the gaping Great Souls who simply stood there, seeming unable to reconcile what they were seeing with their understanding of reality.

Scorio snapped open his wings to arrest his fall and sank into a crouch. Naomi leaped off his back, already twisting into her Nightmare Lady form. 

Dameon wheeled about to gape at him. Jova was there, equally shocked, along with four other Great Souls, men and women Scorio didn’t recognize.

“Scorio?” Dameon laughed. “It is you!”

Hatred so virulent swept through Scorio that he nearly choked. Hatred born of two years trapped in the Crucible, watered at Leonis and Lianshi’s grave, nurtured by endless reviews of every lie, every moment of shining hypocrisy, every fake smile, the sweet, easy way he’d lulled Scorio into shattering rocks like a fool and then sent him to undo the White Queen’s work and cause the slaughter of the brave men and women of Bastion.

Dameon.

“The tower’s going to fall!” barked Jova.

Inky black mist was rising up from the floor, thick and cloying. Skeletal tails sprouted like weeds, blade-tipped and growing longer by the second.

A forcefield snapped up around Dameon, gleaming like a bubble. “You look upset, Scorio. Want to talk about it?”

Scorio roared and hurled himself at the Dread Blaze, white-hot talons outstretched, but one of the other Great Souls gave a shout, and bands of light formed around his ankles and wrists, trapping him in place.

For a second Scorio struggled, his rage blanketing his mind in a white inferno, but then one of the skeletal tails lashed out and cut the Great Soul’s stomach open.

The bands disappeared. Scorio dropped to the ground. The rod continued shearing its way through the wall and now burst out the far side to disappear from sight. 

The tower groaned and began to spiral around upon itself, rafters exploding above, blocks blasting out from the walls, squeezed out by tremendous pressure, veils of dust falling down from above.

Jova snapped her fingers and a block the size of a wheelbarrow flew at Scorio, who summoned his Shroud at an angle. It was so broad and thick that the block bounced off it without leaving a crack; he sprinted at Dameon just as the Nightmare Lady leaped out of the ever growing shadows and fell upon his forcefield, her tail scything down to slam into its curvature.

The other Great Souls shouted in fear, gazing all about them, and fought to reach the exit. Scorio slashed his talons across Dameon’s bubble.

“Die!” he screamed, almost incoherent, his grief and rage seizing him by the throat. His talons left streaming trails across the forcefield but failed to penetrate.

“That a request?” asked Dameon, backpedaling toward the donjon’s main door. 

A flurry of rocks flew at the Nightmare Lady, slamming into her much smaller Shroud, and she was knocked off the bubble by the sheer force of their assault.

The tower’s groaning rose to a roar and the whole donjon fell upon them.

Scorio had but a brief moment to glance up, to see formerly massive walls turn to an avalanche of blocks and broken beams, and realize he’d never reach the door in time.

He flung up his Shroud, but that’s when Jova raised both hands and screamed.

The whole donjon slowed, the massive stone squares seeming to lose all volition, then they began to sweep to the side.

The amount of power baking off Jova was terrifying.

Scorio remained down on one knee and stared, amazed, as she wrestled with the entire edifice. Her eyes blazed with white fire as she strained and the hundreds upon hundreds of stone blocks obeyed her will.

To form a slowly churning vortex of stone, huge blocks cracking against each other as they rotated ever faster, wooden rafters and shattered planks falling down through the chaos.

“Scorio!” Naomi’s cry was panicked. “Outside!”

Scorio snapped out of his daze and bounded after her. But the front door, the windows, every exit was gone. All was the cyclone of stone, Jova at its center, and she turned her burning eyes upon them both.

“You should have stayed dead,” she growled, and he sensed her killing intent.

Dameon simply ran at the curtain of revolving blocks that parted for him. Grimacing, Scorio ran past Naomi, grabbed her gaunt arm as he passed, and dove into the maelstrom.

He flung up his Shroud to his right into the path of the oncoming blocks. They thundered into its great curvature but it opened a gap; together they dove into the forecourt and came up on their feet.

To turn as the entire donjon collapsed behind them, Jova’s control over them finally faltering. Heaving for breath, Scorio and everyone else just stared.

Was she dead?

Entombed?

The rocks rumbled, shook, shifted apart. 

Revealed Jova, eyes still burning white, as she strode slowly from the center of the ruin, blocks rolling aside and opening a path for her.

“Damn,” whispered Naomi.

“She’s weaker now.” Scorio glanced about them. “She used everything she had. After Dameon!”

The a sparse crowd yet stood, horrified by the collapse, amazed by Jova’s exit, but Dameon was rushing through them, shoving them aside.

The Nightmare Lady bounded through the crowd, inhumanly fast, and leaped to soar over the remaining heads and fall upon the fleeing Dread Blaze.

Jova startled. She snapped up a fist in a short uppercut. A slab of rock tore itself out of the ground like an oversized tombstone and shielded Dameon from the Nightmare Lady’s assault.

Scorio had to take Jova now, while she was low on mana. He raced toward her, snarling, only for her athletic frame to be replaced by a gestating mass of tumorous flesh that grew teeth and thick bristly hairs, eyes popping in jets of vitreous fluid, tongues flapping—

STOP, he commanded, reeling back in shock and horror, and to his surprise the monstrous image disappeared, revealing an equally stunned Jova.

The Nightmare Lady landed in a scrabble of claws and hurled herself at Dameon who flung out his Shroud. It encompassed him almost completely, foiling her assault, but black, inky clouds were already starting to form about the courtyard, the tops of triangular blades emerging from the soil atop segmented tails. Naomi’s eyes burned an even more virulent green as she leaped into a somersault, whipping her tail all the way about her to bring it cracking down like a whip upon the Dread Blaze’s Shroud.

Scorio charged Jova’s flank. Gold mana infused him, made him feel perilous, unstoppable, a god amongst mortals. She flung up her Shroud but he tore through it with two swipes, causing her to fall back in shock. He lunged swiping at her, but the rock on which she stood tore free and flew up, carrying her out of reach into the air.

Scorio continued his charge through where she’d stood and raced toward Dameon, who was bellowing at the stunned crowd to get involved. The Nightmare Lady was slashing her tail again and again at the Dread Blaze’s Shroud, and when Scorio joined her the shimmering shield collapsed only to allow them a few inches approach before they hit Dameon’s forcefield.

 “Sindra!” Dameon grinned as he searched the crowd. “Someone fetch Sindra!”

Sindra, the teleporter.

Scorio sensed movement and drew up his great Shroud behind him and Naomi both. An avalanche of rocks crashed against it, shattering and thundering as they bounced off the invisible wall. 

Scorio circled out wide, drawing both Gold-infused sets of talons along the forcefield, causing sparks to fly, and then roared and slammed his horns into the curvature of the field. Its hemispherical body warped and undulated alarmingly, and Dameon’s grin vanished.

DROP THE SHIELD, Scorio blasted at the Dread Blaze, but though Dameon’s head rocked back he resisted the command.

A roar sounded from the curtain wall as an alien being leaped down. It was built like a bull, its black body covered in a mass of crimson spikes with a huge horn emerging from its elongated muzzle. It charged them, moving ever faster the longer it ran, and the Nightmare Lady leaped into a bank of darkness and disappeared just in time. The spiked creature powered past and slammed into the courtyard’s wall, causing the blocks to slide and shift as if impacted by a direct catapult hit.

A second Great Soul appeared in an archway that led to the next enclosed ruin and raised both hands, summoning a disc of burning light between them. Jova flew higher overhead and tore a large section of the curtain wall free, straining as she lifted a dozen huge blocks of stone into the air.

“Time to finish this!” shouted Scorio.

Naomi’s bladed tails now grew thickly in the courtyard and thick banks of inky misty floated about. Scorio could see through them as if they were but patches of Coal, but from the way Dameon cast about, it was obvious he was growing blinded.

And the Nightmare Lady.

The longer she remained in this area the more menacing she became, gaunter, taller, her tail longer, an air of horrific mastery just burning off her skeletal frame. She flitted from shadow to shadow, as if they were connected by invisible tunnels, evading attacks only to appear behind their foes.

Five Great Souls had joined the fight, only to be beaten back by her thrashing tails, each trying to pin her down with a combination of long and short-range attacks.

“Now!” she cried and leaped at Dameon from out of a bank of shadow, pirouetting mid-air so that her tail whipped about and cracked against the forcefield even as four of her dark tails did the same. Scorio slashed with both Gold-infused talons once more.

The forcefield shattered.

Then Jova cried out and hurled her blocks of stone upon them.

Scorio leaped to the Nightmare Lady’s side and placed his Shroud directly above, layering it over her own.

The world fell upon them, blocks as big as cartwheels pounding into the curved surfaces, bouncing off, knocked away by other blocks.

Scorio grit his teeth and was forced down to one knee as he fought to keep his splintering, fracturing Shroud from exploding. 

Naomi hissed in fury.

Scorio looked around. 

Dameon was sprinting toward the courtyard exit.

STOP, he mentally roared at Jova again, who grunted as the last of the blocks fell from the sky. She flew up higher, as if seeking to escape the range of his power.

Three more Great Souls had entered the court yard, wild-eyed and wearing Manticore robes.

“Stop them!” shouted Dameon, thrusting past them and out of sight.

The Nightmare Lady raced up the curtain wall, lithe and limber as a flickering spider, and was up on the battlements before anyone could react. 

Scorio could still hear the rod. It was bursting its way through another ruin, still in place, the Gold mana he’d placed inside it holding in place for far longer than he’d ever witnessed before.

Scorio thrust his way out of the mess of blocks, his Shroud acting as a great shoulder, and then charged the three Great Souls who fell into prepared crouches only to gape as wings burst from his back and he leaped into the sky, powering upwards in great beats that caused a dusty downdraft to swirl about the trio, stinging their eyes.

But the centermost woman drew a golden spear from the air and hurled it at him with unerring precision. Scorio wheeled, Shroud slamming into place at just the right angle, and the spear bounced off its curvature to fly into the sky.

Shouts, chaos, panic. The island was coming to life, Great Souls everywhere stirring into action but confused by the rod’s assault. 

Scorio powered forward, beating his wings powerfully, gaining speed, but Jova was flying in from the side, a swarm of rocks bristling over her shoulders, leaning into the curve on her stone slab, black hair streaming back.

A heavyset youth rose into the air ahead, sighted Scorio, and flew at him. His fists were encased in glowing gauntlets of silver, their knuckles spiked, and he came in fast and with obviously better maneuverability.

Scorio placed his Shroud between them, and when the youth went to swing at it blasted him with his command aura: FALL.

To the man’s obvious confusion, he complied.

Rocks flew at him and Scorio wheeled, Shroud coming about again, but Jova was high and far back, fighting to keep out of his range. The shards exploded over the face of Scorio’s Shroud, but even with his Gold mana he could feel its integrity beginning to go.

It was time to finish this.

He tore around, thrust himself forward through the air and fell into a shallow dive, aiming at Dameon’s back.

Dark fog was rising in this courtyard, new bladed tails pushing free of the undergrowth and even blank expanses of stone. 

Dameon was fighting his way to Sindra’s side. She stood, eyes wide in shock, until he grabbed hold of her arm and pulled her in close.

Sindra, freckled and mysterious, with her gazelle-like grace and hesitancy.

Another building across from them collapsed as the rod tore itself free. Great Souls cried out from within.

“Dameon!” shouted Scorio, fury and desire making him reckless. It was now or never—he fell upon the man only to be rebuffed by his forcefield once more. Sensed Jova coming from behind, saw countless rocks and stones flying up into the air, under her command.

ATTACK ME! Scorio commanded, and Jova, already so inclined, complied.

Scorio waited a terrible second, clawing at the forcefield as Dameon retreated before him, then flung himself into a desperate dive.

A storm of stones flew past him to impact the forcefield.

They shattered, bounced, ricocheted off, only for Jova to catch herself and cut away the assault. 

But then the Nightmare Lady appeared, falling upon the forcefield with her claws and tails, maw opened wide as she shrieked, segmented tails whip cracking at the forcefield from the side.

Which shattered. 

The Nightmare Lady hit the ground just beside Dameon. Scorio leaped at him, claws outstretched.

“To Bastion!” Dameon screamed.

Sindra flared gold, brighter than the fleeting sun, brighter than the sun-wire at amber, and the pair of them disappeared.

Scorio collided with the Nightmare Lady, her tail wrapping around his shoulder and driving him face first into the stone floor. 

Immediately they thrust themselves apart, but Dameon and the woman were gone. 

“Coward!” seethed Naomi, then looked up in alarm. “Jova!”

“Worse, everyone else’s coming.” Scorio tore at the ground in his effort to get moving, and threw himself forward as fresh blocks of stone pounded behind him. The air began to flicker with colorful lights even as thousands of pellets rained from the sky, each a weaponized bullet. Scorio raised his Shroud above them both and ran. A hail of glowing arrows flew past them. The air began to grow so hot his lungs began to burn.

Time to go.

Naomi raced through the growing banks of dark fog, darting from one to the next, and together they leaped, ran up the inside of the wall and hurled themselves off its top into the void.

Scorio extruded his wings, curled around, and dove after Naomi, who was falling in her human form, her Heart having finally guttered out. He swept down and caught her, holding her to his chest as he dove under the island’s lip.

“She’s behind us!” shouted Naomi, and Scorio cast a desperate glance behind at where Jova dropped into view on her stone slab. She flung out her hand and rocks flew after them, but Scorio swung wide and then darted back with quick beats of his wings and the stones exploded against the island’s underside. 

“Wait, she’s leaving—she’s gone!”

“Her Heart,” gasped Scorio. “She must have almost run out of mana and feared the drop.”

Where was the—there. Slowly bobbing along, the battered Sloop awaited them.

Weary, frustrated, Scorio flew over to it and landed on its deck. Its railing was smashed in several spaces but it had otherwise survived being anchored to the island.

They cut the rope and Scorio inhaled mana from the air so that The Sloop dropped free of the huge stalactites. He and Naomi frantically worked the rigging, turning The Sloop around, and then he released Iron so that they rose meteorically into the sky.

“Look!” Naomi sounded gleeful.

The great whale ship was being mauled by the rod which had finally torn its way free of the ruined castle complex. Several Great Souls were assaulting it, but nobody could muster enough power to knock it off course. Even as Scorio watched the anchored whale ship was dragged into its path. Aerite bones exploded, planks shattered, and then it caught the base of the rear mast.

With a great splintering roar it toppled over, tearing its rigging free.

“Yes!” Naomi practically jumped.

Great Souls immediately set to cutting the ropes and wrestling with the fallen mast. Everybody was clambering aboard, and most were glaring across the intervening space at them.

“Time to go,” he whispered. That one ruined mast wouldn’t delay their whale ship for long. “Time to go!”
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Scorio grasped the wheel and urged The Sloop on. Naomi scaled up and down the mast, hissing in fury as she managed the rigging as best she could, clearly resisting the urge to just slash through the mess of ropes with her tail. They flew through a miasma of abused mana; the island’s passage had caused every mana type to swirl into each other, resulting in streaks of Copper through blocks of torn Iron, pockets of Coal sinking slowly while all was speckled with flecks of Gold.

“We’ll outrace them, won’t we?” Naomi called down after a moment spent observing their pursuers.

“They’ve got plenty more hands to get things shipshape,” Scorio muttered, reaching out with his senses for the optimum path. He wanted height and speed, a confluence of Iron and Copper. The ship bucked and rattled like a cart rushing over cobblestones, jostled by the stirred mana and making poor time as its sails fitfully managed to catch the wind.

“It’s a day and a half to Bastion,” Naomi called down, frantically tugging at a pulley. “Do you think we can outfly them?”

“One way to find out.” Scorio locked the wheel and rushed forward to help. The Sloop’s size ensured relatively a relatively simple set up with the one mast; but docking under the island had damaged the top of the mast. A single yard had shattered and in doing so allowed sails to flutter half spread. Scorio found a replacement in the hold, and with much cursing and inventive work they affixed it in place.

“There,” breathed Scorio as the topgallant filled out. He took the wheel and eased them around so that they were before the wind. Released a little Iron once more so that they rose, and risked a glance over his shoulder.

The big whale ship was still embroiled with its own fouled lines. Great Souls climbed about it like ants, but he doubted the majority knew what they were doing. Even as he watched a small group gathered at the port railing, facing them. A tiny figure reached out, touched each in turn, then unleashed a sun.

For a second the distant figure’s chest shone as bright as the heart of a mirror, and then a lance of white fire that wasn’t quite lightning nor quite a flame roared through the air to fly past them, missing their mast by a yard. The air immediately became superheated, the moisture in Scorio’s mouth and throat vanishing, his skin smarting from the sting.

“What was that?” hissed the Naomi, leaping down to the deck.

“Motivation.”

They pulled away, rising ever higher so as to leave the stirred mana behind. Occasionally Scorio glanced back, either at the ship or the now distant island. He felt a pang of loss at leaving the rod behind, but he couldn’t even see it now. It must have run out of mana and fallen to the earth.

One day, he’d return and reclaim it.

The fleeting sun dipped below the horizon, but when it rose they both saw that the other ship had finally sorted itself out and was in pursuit.

“At least Jova’s got no rocks close by,” said Naomi, then shuddered and passed a hand over her face. “But damn that coward. How dare he run from us?”

“He can’t run forever.”

“With Sindra he can. What a coward. All of Manticore around him and he couldn’t stand and fight.”

“Guess we’ll have to stop looking up to him now. Pity.”

Naomi glowered at him. “You’re taking this well. All that effort for nothing.”

“Oh, he’s a dead man. He just doesn’t know it yet. Wherever he goes we’ll follow.” Scorio felt his roiling rage sinking deep but still there, unquenchable. “And to be honest, he must be scared now. He knows we’ll come for him. I find that I like that fact.”

“But now he knows we’re coming. And if he’s in Bastion that means Praximar is now also aware.”

“One problem at a time. First we need to outrun that ship.”

But it slowly gained on them. Two giant masts remained, its great sails billowing and driving it through the different banks of mana. Where Scorio had to navigate around pockets of Coal, they could simply use the ship’s mass and momentum to coast through. 

“That lancer is going for another attack,” called Naomi, voice tense. Scorio spun the wheel and released Coal; The Sloop dove and swerved just as another bolt of white power flashed past them, searing the air.

“At least it takes them a while to regain their power,” muttered Naomi. “What can I do to help?”

“Not much,” said Scorio. “Keep an eye on them. Make sure they don’t try anything else.”

They flew in tense silence. The ship drew closer, and finally Scorio lost his patience and began using The Sloop’s mobility to their advantage; it meant losing speed, but each time the greater ship began to correct its course to match them Scorio would simply tack back or catch the wind hard, pulling ahead once more.

It was a game of inches, but slowly he pulled ahead. Where the larger ship could force its way through Copper or Coal, Scorio could avoid them altogether, ensuring on average a slightly higher speed. 

It was grueling work. The Farmlands passed by below. Every time the lancer sought to release another blast, Scorio would throw the ship in a new direction, sometimes rising, others falling, and three more times they got lucky. 

But all it would take was one correct blast and they’d be done for.

The Rain Wall appeared up ahead. Scorio rose to meet it, but now the mana grew more uniform, depriving him of his ability to duck and dodge. The huge ship began once more to draw close.

“Wait, someone just threw themselves off the railing,” said Naomi. “They’re falling—everyone’s watching…” Then she winced and drew back. “That had to hurt.”

“They fell? Were thrown overboard?”

“No, they clearly jumped.”

“Suicide?”

“I guess? Or… who knows what’s happening on that ship.”

The Sloop rose higher, fighting for altitude as the huge cliffs drew closer. The air grew damp with the heavy mist, and the roar of the countless waterfalls filled the air.

“Wait,” said Naomi. “That’s… damn it.”

“What?”

“Jova. She’s coming in fast on one of her stone slabs.”

“What?” Scorio twisted about. There, far below, came Jova. Her slab was going so fast it left a spiraling contrail of dirt and dust roiling behind her. “She threw herself off the ship?”

“Yep. Must have been her. Only way to get at the rocks. Watch out, she’s rising.”

Scorio grimaced. They were rising too, but slowly, fighting to clear the huge face of storm clouds. “We going to make it?”

“If you go faster!”

Scorio considered dumping their Iron. They’d rise like a cork, but that would leave them depleted, unable to navigate the storm’s top…

“Hold on!” He cut off the flow of Iron and issued a coil of Copper behind the stern just as he’d seen Ydrielle do. Then he compressed it, and The Sloop bolted forward.

“What are you doing?”

“Losing Jova.” Scorio lowered his chin and widened his stance. “Furl the mainsail!”

Curtains of rain and mist swept past them as they speared straight into the wall. Naomi hissed and rushed to obey, unclipping her tether. “She’s closing!”

As if in affirmation, a fist sized rock fell from the skies to punch a hole in the deck. 

“She’s got our range! Here comes—”

But then they hit the Rain Wall.

Rain blasted across the deck raising a furious, hissing drum beat and the sky became storm all around them. The mana was whipped into a frenzy, tornadoes of Copper ripping past slowly swirling masses of Iron. The ship rose, fell, spun like a leaf in a fast-moving stream. Scorio swung the wheel about, doing his best to catch the right-flowing rivers of mana, but for the most part he’d lost control; the timbers groaned and cracked as the aerite bones fought to rise or drop. Wind whipped past them, and all was madness.

Scorio laughed. Occasionally the wind sought to pull him off the deck, so that he clung to the great wheel as his feet lifted up behind him. The urge to just give up control was strong, but he fought to keep his senses alert, to steer them into the masses of tormented Iron when he could so that they rose every higher. The rudder had limited purchase on the winds, but slowly he coaxed them higher.

“There!” screamed Naomi over the howling winds. Scorio whipped around and saw Jova came sliding through the curtains of rain, crouched low on her slab, eyes narrowed, a dozen boulders flying behind her.

“Take the wheel!” Scorio unclipped himself and ran to the back of The Sloop just as Jova gave a soundless cry and hurled her rocks at them.

Scorio raised his Shroud. It protected most of the rear of the ship. The boulders flew toward them then suddenly parted, split out to the flanks, curved around his Shroud and then flew toward the hull.

Scorio roared and leaped to bring his Shroud to bear on the stern, and Naomi did her best at port, but still he distantly heard the shattering crack of planks and felt the ship shudder beyond that which even the wind could do.

Jova drew closer, fighting for speed, her expression desperate, and then gestured and the rocks flew back out of the hold, causing more destruction.

“Grab the wheel,” Scorio bellowed. “Steer for Iron!”

“What?” Naomi did as she was bid, her expression wild with confusion. “Where are you—no!”

Scorio took six long steps, leaped up onto the stern railing and dove into the storm. 

Iron incandesced about his Heart and he extruded his wings, keeping them to a mere couple of yards each. Rain lashed his face, but then the cold and sting ceased as his scales insulated him. 

Jova’s eyes widened in shock as he flew toward her, but a buffet of wind sent him spiraling head over heels. He fought for stability and ceased to focus on his vision, paying more attention instead to his Heart senses.

A chimney of Iron amidst the swirling Copper. A great pool of sinking Coal. The storm winds in the Rain Wall were affected by the mana, and by watching for what was happening he could navigate the gales and hurricane blasts as if he yet stood on the deck of The Sloop. 

The key, he suddenly realized, were the huge spirals of Copper. They remained in place, anchored by some invisible power, and drew the other mana and the winds about them. Some were no wider than a house, but looking further he saw that those were contained within colossal spirals, vortices the size of Bastion itself. 

Jova crashed through all of this without care; she angled around, boulders flying to her side, her whole body tensed as she rode the whirlwind, slab bouncing and rising and falling away beneath her boots.

Scorio laughed, exhilarated, furled his wings as he hit Coal and dove down through a chute of stillness. Jova flung rocks at him but he cut beneath her too quickly, then turned onto his back and weaponized his aura as he slimmed just beneath her boots, JUMP OFF!

Jova screamed in fury and did so, leaving her slab behind to plunge back-first into the storm.

For a second Scorio saw her features creased in fury, and then he saw her slab catch itself and fling itself down after her. 

The Sloop? There, almost capsizing as a great front of Coal washed over it. Scorio cursed, fought for momentum, tore himself free of the storm’s pull and flew toward it.

It felt like trying to make your way through a rioting crowd. Scorio was shoved, pulled, and whipped around. He made his wings smaller, giving himself greater maneuverability and wheeled and darted back to this ship.

A rock the size of his head smashed into his stomach, folding him around it as it rose. Blood spurted into his mouth as his innards liquefied and he fell off the rock to go spinning, head over heels into the storm. Almost he lost his Ignition, but he focused on the ghostly flames as he struggled to extend his wings and catch his balance.

Coughing, hand on his stomach, he saw Jova rise up from the depths, standing atop her slab, face a mask of fury. She pointed her hand and two more boulders flew at him. 

Scorio’s own anger arose. He summoned his Shroud and dove toward her. 

Wind blasted at him, rain blinded him. The howl of the storm rose in pitch. Jova flung both rocks. Scorio tracked them, no longer relying on his Shroud to do the work, and at the last moment tumbled about, bringing its curved surface slashing around to block one.

But the second cracked into his side. His scales bent beneath the impact and Scorio felt bones break. 

The rocks flew away; they were like fists under Jova’s control. Coughing up more blood, Scorio angled toward her even as she retreated, her body buffeted and knocked about, the slab having to arc from side to side to help her keep her balance.

Her expression was one of keen desperation. Her eyes were large, her mouth a thin line. 

Scorio beat his wings with frantic strength, jagging from side to side, jerked about by the winds. A rock flew past him, missing as he dropped, and he blocked the second with his Shroud, causing it to shatter.

Just as he got close enough to use his aura her face went blank. The slab of stone fell away as her Heart died and she fell.

Scorio dove down and clasped her wrist. Heaving mightily, wings straining at the air, he arrested their fall.

Jova stared up at him, expression glassy with shock. “What are you doing?!”

She’d fall, be broken, only to heal. Such was her gift.

For a long, aching moment he stared down at her, rain running over his features, his body straining, in terrible pain. “Why? Why’d you betray us?.”

She narrowed her eyes. Her make-up had run in ragged streaks down her cheeks, past her temples. “Dameon promised answers!” Her cry was almost lost in the scream of the storm. “Decisive action! You were a disappointment!”

Scorio heaved, tried to fight for altitude, but they were dropping. A wicked gust sent them spinning around, and Jova’s wet wrist almost slipped from his fingers.

Scorio held on with all his strength. “Has he delivered?”

Jova’s eyes widened in anger, bitterness, and in her glare he saw his answer. But then she yanked her arm free and was gone, swallowed up by the storm.

Scorio heaved himself aloft, fighting for every yard, and eventually reached The Sloop. The Nightmare Lady stood with her talons about the wheel, her tail having lashed deep cuts into the stern railing. She gladly relinquished her post and sank back into her human form.

“Jova?”

“Spread out across the rocks below.”

“You’re hurt!”

He had to pitch his voice over the roar. “Nothing I can’t heal!” He strained at the wheel, fought to bring The Sloop around. “Let’s get out of here!”

It took them an eternity, but they finally slid free of the Rain Wall and into the blessed stillness of night. Scorio’s ears rang, his head swam, and though his reservoir was filled with Copper and Iron he relinquished Ignition to simply let his body rest. He’d healed up, his Gold-tempered body quickly recovering, but even now as they sailed forth into the interweaving curtains of mist that preceded the Wall by several hundred yards he could see Jova’s glare, her indomitable expression, her scathing resentment.

Did she hate him for falling for Dameon’s ploy? Had his weakness been permission for her betrayal?

The Sloop was at once badly damaged but still operational; the hull was a mess of shattered planks and gaping holes, but enough of the internal structure remained to hold the aerite bones in place, and that was all that mattered. It was growing darker by the moment, so Scorio fought to mend the tattered sails only to finally give it up as no good.

“We didn’t have time to reef them or square away,” he said at last, sitting beside Naomi. They drifted on a tranquil breeze, buoyed by Copper. “Between Jova and the storm, The Sloop’s about done.”

“It got us within striking distance of Bastion,” she said. 

“Strange to think that its centuries-long flight is coming to an end here.” Scorio reached out and touched the deck. “If it doesn’t float back into the storm wall it might last awhile yet.”

“Someone will recover it.” Naomi stood, stretched. “It’s too precious to ignore. Someone with the time and willingness to fix it back up.”

“Yeah.” Scorio rose as well. “I’m feeling worn out, but I’ll see how far I can get us.”

“You’re going to fly?”

“We can’t risk running into Jova on the ground.”

“Why not? There are no rocks in the Ash Belt. Just crystalized mana.”

“The thought of her somehow being able to wield that and form a living storm is just too much. We’ll fly. Best if we’re far from The Sloop when the sun rises, regardless.”

“It’s your back,” she said.

Scorio inhaled deeply. His massive Heart lit up with gray flames again; it still felt weird to be able to do so on command, to never run out of mana, to feel endlessly capable. 

Scorio rose to his full height as his horns burst forth, his body grew enshrouded in its black scales, his shoulders broadened even as his waist narrowed. Heavy strength suffused him, a sense of great and ponderous power that he knew could be goaded into the swiftest of action. He pushed forth his wings to their greatest span, six yards aside, flexed them, then placed a clawed foot on the railing. “Mount up.”

Naomi did so silently. She looped her arms around his neck, knees about his side, and whispered quietly into his ear, “Ready.”

With a final deep breath Scorio launched himself from The Sloop’s side, abandoning it for good, and flew forth into the night air, wings stretched out wide. With great, slow beats he began to make his way toward Hell’s summit, to Praximar’s seat of power, to Bastion.

 

 


Chapter 58

 

 

 

With a wingspan of twelve yards Scorio found himself able to glide for long stretches above the Ash Belt. Naomi’s frame was light enough to not impede him much, and so he fell into a meditative state, sipping on a constant stream of mana so that his reservoir never fell below half empty, accepting Copper which was prevalent out here in the wastes.

The Belt was eerily beautiful from above; the variegated patterns of inert mana spread out before him over the endless dunes that extended toward the horizon, the troughs of Coal, lightening up through thin bands of copper, iron, and even to bronze and emerald. A thin, dry wind blew constantly, shifting the motes below, but high above where they flew it was arid and clear.

Entrancing.

Naomi was a quiet passenger; she shifted her weight occasionally upon his scaled back, and a few times relaxed into sleep, her limbs hanging loose about his torso, cheek between his shoulder blades. He drew a deep comfort from her presence, from her utter trust in his keeping her safe. She was a warm, real presence, and every time his thoughts strayed to Leonis or Lianshi they’d recoil to her weight and solidity in his life.

The massive whale ship was a distant presence on the eastern horizon. Scorio cut obliquely away from it, however, and gradually receded into a speck and then was gone. 

On and on they flew, not as quickly as The Sloop but far faster than their first walk out of the city. Eventually the walls that surrounded Bastion appeared on the northern horizon; for a long while Scorio thought his eyes were deceived, but then the pencil-thin line resolved itself into a smudge, and then gradually the monumental walls themselves.

“Naomi. We’re almost there.”

She stirred, lifted her face. “You’ve been flying this whole time?”

“Only way to get here.”

“That’s insane.” She didn’t sound too surprised, her voice thick with sleep. “Since we’ve actually survived and gotten this far, it might be time to discuss a plan.”

“I’ve been mulling one over.” Scorio beat his huge wings powerfully so that they forged forward anew, rising slightly through the sere air. “My name’s been slandered. I’ll need to keep a low profile and look for friends.”

“Your friends are all dead,” said Naomi harshly.

“There’s one who might help. Ravenna, with House Kraken.”

“Oh, right.” Naomi’s tone turned stiff. “I forgot about your connection. It lasted all of what, one night?”

“House Kraken’s been crippled by Praximar. She’s got reason to loath him. We reached an understanding that night. She might be willing to orient us, help us understand how the city’s changed. Perhaps arrange a meeting between us and Octavia.”

“Steer clear of Autocrators. They’re nothing but bad news.”

“We can’t afford to be choosy. We’ve lost the element of surprise. I doubt they’re afraid of us, but they’ll be wary. Word might have reached the city of Davelos’s death, and they’ll know we’re behind Evelyn’s assassination. Dameon will want his revenge, and Praximar will be furious that I’m still alive.”

“He will, won’t he?” Naomi sounded satisfied. “Poor Praximar. No matter how hard he brings down his heel, he still can’t crush you.”

“We’ll go to ground in the ruins, then find a way to contact Ravenna. I might walk around the Narrows, see if we can’t reach out to Feiyan and Helena without endangering them. First we get information as to the lay of the land, then we plan our strike.”

“You know, at first I found your impossible optimism aggravating. What was more infuriating was that I couldn’t beat it out of you. Since then you’ve not only continued to defy the odds, but you’ve survived and succeeded at almost every ton. I consider Praximar and Dameon both as good as dead.”

Scorio snorted. “I’m honored.”

“How do we get into the city proper? We’ll be stopped at the stairwells.”

“See these wings?”

Naomi laughed, surprised. “You’re just going to fly right in?”

“Worked for Imogen the Woe.”

“I find that comparison troubling.”

“So, hopefully, will Praximar. We dive down, hit the streets—”

“And outrun House guards and Great Souls all the way to the ruins? Let’s just fly straight down along the sun-wire. They know we’re coming. By the time they react, we’ll be past them and gone to ground.”

Scorio considered, beating his wings once more. “Just fly straight through all of Bastion.”

“Better than attempting it on foot, I say.”

“Let’s have that as our primary plan, then. If it goes wrong, we dive for cover.”

“Deal.” Naomi hugged herself and lay down against his back once more. “Wake me when we’re there.”

Scorio drew ever closer, the huge muscles of his back weary and aching but his mind yearning for arrival, for an end to this reverie of desert and memories. The walls loomed massive, traffic concentrating into trickles that fed themselves into the main quarterly gate at their base. 

To land and walk within? 

No. 

Scorio strained and fought for height, shortening his wings slightly so that he could beat them quicker. Higher he flew, the wind growing sharp and cutting, toward one of the great cataclysmic gaps in the leaden wall’s face.

A few travelers below noticed him, looked up, pointed. The whale ship platform was a good distance away, and Scorio flew in below its line of sight. Nobody walked the walls. They were too massive, too cold, to bleak and inhospitable for sentries.

Naomi stirred again and startled as they glided through the ragged gap. The wind grew concentrated and funneled them through, so that Scorio accelerated past the raw stone wound and shot out into the sky above the huge enclosed plain.

Activity swarmed below. Caravans and travelers made their way to sky cranes and stairwell entrances, minute and inching along. House guards stood attentive and in larger numbers. 

Lookouts scanned the skies, and several saw him at once, blowing whistles and pointing frantically up at them.

“Hold on,” said Scorio grimly, his heart pounding in excitement. “Here we go.”

He furled his wings about Naomi’s slender form and dove into the frigid air. Faster and faster they fell at a steep slant, aiming into one of the huge open expanses that led down into Bastion itself. Voices were raised in shouts, and slew of golden fuzzy motes the size of Scorio’s fist flew past them, a few bursting against his Shroud while other simply glommed on and began to pulse ever brighter.

Guards and Great Souls tracked their descent, a handful sprinting around the sky cranes, people milling, faces upturned in surprise and fear.

A boomerang of white light flew toward them but Scorio shifted his wings a fraction, tilted to the left, and veered just shy of the attack as it blasted through his former trajectory.

“It’s coming back around!” shouted Naomi in his ear.

There had been Great Souls stationed on the main hub itself, and now they raced along the great ivory and steel bridge alongside the open segment he’d chosen. One of them raised her hands and a great translucent bubble appeared over the entirety of the space, its surface iridescent and glimmering.

“Hold on!” shouted Scorio as more attacks flashed by them, unable to track their descent for his terrible speed.

“Scorio, we don’t know what that—”

Scorio interlaced his fingers behind his neck, pressed his forearms tight under his jaw so as to brace his head, and slammed into the surface horns first.

It wasn’t brittle, but rather gave way before him, sinking rapidly and encapsulating them both within a bubble. His speed began to dramatically lessen as the bubble-enclosed tunnel behind them lengthened and narrowed, and then Naomi shifted into the Nightmare Lady and lashed out with her tail even as Scorio slashed forth with his talons.

The thick, rubbering surface about them shredded and they fell free.

All of Bastion lay beneath them, the sun-wire burning Amber bright, the city rolled up along the inside of the cylinder, complex, endless, a hive of humanity after the endless wild desolation of the hinterlands. The heat and smells, the smoke and humidity, the sounds of tens of thousands of people working, hauling carts, living, breathing, filled the air, and Scorio felt as if he fell into a yawning maw of life that was about to close about them.

But then his stomach lurched as he began to fall not down but to the side, his wings shifting intuitively to catch the new plane upon which he soared, and the side of the cylinder became the city below him, over which he flew hundreds of yards up, streets and avenues, rowhouses and mansions, squares and fountains, grand domes and narrow alleys.

Scorio adjusted on the fly, his gorge momentarily rising as the sun-wire burned bright and hot above them, and then he laughed, wings outstretched, and flew higher and higher.

The sun-wire’s brilliance was scorching hot, but the closer he got the more rapidly the city revolved beneath them, his lateral swoop as he flew deeper needing to traverse less sky so that far below them wards spun by faster than a man could sprint.

“Good idea!” Naomi had shrunk back down, and her voice was alive with savage glee. “Make it so they can’t track us through the air!”

Bastion overwhelmed the senses. Everywhere he looked he saw life piled atop itself, buildings extended ever upward, others ruptured by Imogen’s attack and rendered nonsensical, guild halls and palaces, traffic clogging streets and market squares shielded by awnings. Plane trees and graveyards, towers and shops, an endless hive that promised intrigue and wealth, desperation and greed, complexity and ambition.

Word had to have spread, for several Great Souls rose into the air behind them, only to be left behind as Scorio rotated around the sun-wire. One left a trail of white fire behind them as they flew, another was stood along the burning blade of a sword four yards in length, while a third seem to fling herself into the air, begin to fall, catch herself again and hurl herself on a new trajectory once more.

The poorer wards rolled into sight below; streets grew narrow, buildings more ragged and tumbled atop each other, squares cramped, the sky hazy with smoke. Scorio waited till the flyers were mostly hidden above him by the sun-wire and dove down, a quick plummet that brought him below the height of the rooftops. He glided over crowds that yelled and spun around to watch him go, past endless building fronts and gaping strangers on balconies. 

Naomi was perched on his back, watching the sky, but since she remained silent Scorio shortened his wings further and beat them furiously, his whole body aching, his shoulders in agony from the protracted flight. Coal mana filled the air everywhere, clotted and heavy, and Scorio siphoned it into his Heart, its heavy sensation familiar and strange after years spent burning Gold.

Shouts, cries of alarm, and then they burst out into the ruins, the avenues cracked and burned, buildings windowless and tottering, everything decayed and uniform in color. No life, no movement, nothing but cloying Coal, though Scorio knew this to be a lie, knew that from the shadows countless small fiends watched them pass.

He banked around the corner of an old tenement building and landed onto the loose rocks and detritus, running forth a few steps as he slowed his momentum and shrank his wings.

“Come on,” he said as Naomi leaped down. “Inside!”

“Not that building, it’s free standing. This one, we can move deeper from within!” Naomi darted across the street and dove into a dark doorway. She led him through gloomy rooms, their boots crunching on curled husks of stone that had peeled off the walls and ceiling, the desiccated remains of furniture, a long-abandoned fire pit.

They reached a back wall but Naomi shifted into the Nightmare Lady and slammed her shoulder into its warped surface, breaking through into a room beyond, blocks of stone rolling free as the ceiling groaned.

They ran, light of food and unafraid of the dark. Made their way down the length of the block, paused at a window to study the skies, then darted to the next building over to again plunge into gloom.

Eventually they found an opening to an extensive basement, and from there a chasm that led deep into the city’s bowels, fiery tints revealing the murderous heat of the magma pools below. Coal flowed like treacle into this broad crack, whose walls were lined with barnacles as large as dinner plates, their bony mouths open to extrude feathery feelers that drank of the rich mana.

The Nightmare Lady went to climb down but Scorio laughed, grew his wings, and leaped so as to close his clawed feet over each of her shoulders. She let out an uncharacteristic yelp of surprise as he glided down into the depths, past ledges on which spiky, heavily shelled fiends watched them with burning eyes on extended eyestalks, past glowing shelfs of luminous purple fungus, down into the tunnels and caverns of Bastion’s undercity.

Scorio turned into an open cavern a good eighty yards below the surface of the city and released the Nightmare Lady, who landed neatly as he dropped to the cavern floor beside her. 

They both turned back to the chasm and listened intently.

Silence.

“Guess we gave them the slip,” said Scorio. “They must be flying in circles above the ruins.”

The Nightmare Lady stalked around the cavern, tail lashing as she inspected its walls and the narrow tunnel at its end. “Doesn’t mean we’re safe. Fiends infest these lower levels.”

“Really?” Scorio relinquished Ignition and sank into his human form at long last. A deep fatigue washed over him, the consequence of days’ worth of continuous burning that mana-infused energy couldn’t prevent. “Tell me more.” He cracked a huge yawn. “Maybe start with the—the Final Door, then tell me about… the labyrinth that leads… you know.”

The Nightmare Lady turned back to glare at him through slitted green-burning eyes. “You’ve made your point.”

“Oh, good.” It felt like a dozen hands had grasped him by the shoulder and were hauling him under the waves of a black sea. He sat and leaned against the wall, arms crossed, head nodding. “You’re on watch. I need to sleep. Just give me, I don’t know, thirty or forty cycles.”

“We’re in Bastion,” he heard her say acidly. “Each cycle down here is a full day.”

“I know. Just thirty or… forty… should do.”

And then, more comfortable than he’d ever been in his life, he sank into an oblivion of pure exhaustion, and slept.

 

 

Interlude - Dameon

 

 

 

The glass exploded against the study wall, shards of crystal flying in every direction. Dameon strode right up into the messenger’s face and loomed over the youth, wanting to strike him, wanting to tear some measure of satisfaction from the man’s bovine expression.

“What do you mean they just flew into the city? Are you even listening to the words coming out of your head?”

The man flinched and stared fixedly through Dameon’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, sir, I wasn’t there to see it myself. I received word that—”

“Enough.” Dameon forced himself to take a step back. “Was there anybody competent on watch? Anyone whatsoever? Where did they go? Or are you telling me they just disappeared into thin air?”

“Sir, they flew down the length of the sun-wire and hid in the ruins. There are search parties being organized right now and Flame Vault Actus is leading an aerial search—”

“Bah!” Dameon flung out his hand, dismissing the messenger as he turned back to where Praximar sat.

“Thank you, Wevam.” Praximar’s voice was mild in comparison. “Let us know if something of note is discovered.”

Wevam bowed and hurriedly retreated, closing the door behind him.

“I’ve not seen you like this before, Dameon.” Praximar leaned back in his chair, glass in hand. 

Dameon wanted room to pace, but instead forced himself to stand behind his chair and breathe deeply. “I am indeed irate. Why now? Just as everything lay within reach? The… the temerity of his timing. And Davelos? How could he have defeated Davelos? The man had Gold mana at his disposal, he should have been untouchable.”

“The element of surprise,” said Praximar dryly. “Believe you me, Scorio has shocked me in my time. If there’s anything that Red Lister is good at it’s refusing to die. He’s like a fiendish cockroach.” The chancellor tapped his glass. “But he’s here now, in my center of power. He can no longer surprise us. Ambushes are out of the question. You have the full might of House Hydra behind you, Dameon. Fear not.”

Dameon nodded and closed his eyes. As he’d done a dozen times since arriving he reached out to his Dread Blaze talent. Just as he could summon his Heart in his mind’s eye, so could he summon what he’d come to think of as the paths of the future. They all sought to reach his stipulated goal: Manticore in the depths of Hell, resplendent, wealthy, and all glory heaped upon him, his leader. But the paths had warped violently over the past few days, with roads that had been broad and golden for years suddenly growing crooked and the angry vermillion of danger and peril.

Dameon scowled as he traced their outlines. They didn’t assist in daily decisions, but were invaluable when it came to broad-stroke decisions. Whom to ally with, where to go, and when. To his amazement and fury, the only golden paths were as slender as threads and far-flung; he drew them closer, and felt understood their message: his best chance of survival lay in quitting Bastion immediately and setting forth on foot alone toward the Iron Weald. He ran his finger along the length and realized to his horror and amazement that his talent was urging him to avoid the Fiery Shoals. There was no sign of Simeon or Ydrielle, of The Celestial Coffer. Tracing its length to the end, he gave a bark of laughter when he saw no sign of the Fury Spires either.

“How can he be so dangerous?” he whispered. “He’s just a—a Flame Vault, I guess, but how he survived the Crucible, how he emerged and—he must have had help.”

“A traitor?” Praximar mulled this over. “Unlikely. Nobody knew of our plans, not even myself. Unless you suspect Simeon or Ydrielle?”

“No, no.” Dameon raked his fingers through his hair. “No, they’re solid. There’s no benefit in this for them. Then…?”

“He is a Red Lister.” Praximar sipped his drink demurely. “And an uncommon one at that. Did you know he’s only been reborn five times? Unheard of. Especially when you consider he’s never risen above Blood Baron. I’ve researched his past. There’s precious little but signs of censorship. Whomever he’s been in his past lives he consistently made powerful enemies. A trend that I can now easily understand.”

Dameon didn’t return Praximar’s smile. Again he visualized the paths to the future. If he refused to set forth in utter ignominy on foot his next best chance of survival was to take a whale ship directly to the Fiery Shoals and await Simeon and Ydrielle. But even that fell from golden clarity to dark and menacing bronze. Exasperated he searched amongst the many paths that involved his remaining in Bastion. Almost all were an unbelievable crimson. 

But there. Deep in the midst of options he found an improbable sliver of silver. Not assured, but far better than bronze and worse. Biting his lip pensively, he traced its course. House Kraken featured prominently. Not for the first time he restrained the urge to curse his gift’s vagueness. This chance of victory required approaching Kraken’s leadership and offering them reprieve from their weighty obligations in exchange for setting a trap. But why…?

“You’re thinking of something,” said Praximar quietly. “What does your gift tell you, my friend?”

Dameon sat slowly. “Nothing of immediate and practical use. But my best chances of survival lie in approaching House Kraken.”

Praximar grunted in surprise. “Is that so?”

“Which… could make sense. Chimera is unlikely to become involved with this situation, and Basilisk is gone.” Dameon glanced at the chancellor. “Correct?”

Praximar spread his hands with a disarming smile. “I’ve reliable intelligence that Eira was last seen licking her wounds in the Virulent Warren. What elements remain are negligible or excel at remaining unseen.”

“Then that leaves Kraken. Scorio will need allies before coming at us. He’ll look to those who hate us most.”

“House Kraken would qualify.” Praximar ran a finger around the rim of his glass. “But their leadership is sworn to not oppose us.”

“Right, right.” Dameon rose to his feet, paced to the door, then turned back. “But not all of Kraken is sworn. Perhaps he has friends amongst the lower ranks? Former classmates from his year?”

“Hmm.” Praximar considered. “Easy to determine, but yes. I recall Octavia snapping up over thirty promising students.”

Dameon nodded slowly. “If we use Kraken to set a trap, there’s a good chance of our all walking out of this alive.”

“I’m happy to hear that my survival is instrumental to your long-term success.”

“Of course it is,” lied Dameon. “We need to act quickly. Somehow Scorio poses a threat to us all. I can’t believe it, but… there it is.”

“We have our own secret weapons,” said Praximar. “If possible, I would welcome the opportunity to reel him. A little chat before we send him back to the Archspire would do wonders for my spiritual balance.”

“You and me both.” Dameon scowled. “The man’s a monster. You should have felt his Heart. It was… oppressive. And for him to have reached Bastion so quickly? Azurith’s orbit would have taken him farther away. I can’t understand it.”

“I think we can agree that it will be a pleasure to tear the answers out of him.”

“Yeah.” Dameon rubbed at this stubbled jaw. “Absolutely.”

“The setup is simple.” Praximar considered. “Ydrielle cast him into the Crucible within her prism. It must have shielded Scorio from the Gold mana and perhaps… filtered it, during his immurement, so that when it finally failed he was able to process the mana without immediately dying. I admit I find that far-fetched, but the facts are as they are. Which, of course, means we must begin testing Ydrielle’s prism on other Academy members and see if we haven’t accidentally discovered a means for advanced temperament.”

Dameon wanted to wave away these academic considerations. Scorio was out there right now and thirsting for blood. Gone to ground like a louse in a sheepdog’s pelt, hidden till he bit. He’d survived the Crucible, had killed Davelos—Davelos!—and then assassinated Evelyn before knocking Dameon’s castle right out of the bleeding sky.

“The man has no limits,” he said. “Nothing is sacred to him. He’ll destroy anyone and everyone for his revenge.”

“Which is why he’s a Red Lister,” agreed Praximar. “He’s congenitally unable to respect tradition, the way things should be and are. It is in his nature to destroy.  I recognized it from the first and sought to remove him from the board, but alas.”

Dameon rubbed at his jaw, took three strides, turned. “House Kraken. We must summon Octavia and force her to help us in setting up this trap. We have to kill him fast before he…” Dameon trailed off, unable to voice aloud the impossibility. 

“I will send for Octavia. I do so enjoy my audiences with her. Such impotent fury, such neutered strength.” Praximar chuckled. “It’s a true delight, I’ll confess, to see such a powerful figure forced to bend knee. Ah, the perquisites of authority. And don’t you fear, Dameon, I won’t forget who helped make all this a reality. Did I tell you that the latest class includes Thaddeus Grim? It’s been seventy years since he was last reborn. Reached Crimson Earl the last time, and his resonance ability is literally quite stunning.” Praximar all but rubbed his hands together as he sat forward. “It’s a sign, my friend. The greatest of us are yet to return, and if I can but hold this place together a little longer, keep the hearth fires burning, then they shall be called in from the dark. Who knows who may appear in next year’s class? Which figures from legend… perhaps even Iulius the Golden. Can you imagine? It will have all been worth it, our sacrifices, our being forced into all this distasteful politicking…”

Dameon tuned the older man out. He’d heard these rambles plenty of times before. Again he dove into his future paths, and again he snarled at the sight of so much crimson. He’d known there were risks in helping Praximar. The paths had shown him as much. But the payoff had been too grand to ignore, the quickest way to achieve his goals.

And damn it, was it too much to ask? For him to be recognized for his ability, his talents? He’d achieved Imperator in his third life. He remembered well that dizzying climb to power. Remembered helping establish the Red Keep alongside his boon companions.

But ever since… nothing higher than Pyre Lord. 

The fact grated on his nerves, tormented his soul. Pyre Lord! Praximar might gloat like bloated toad, but he, Dameon, had known true power, had established preeminence, had hollowed out his own Dominion, had—

Dameon closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe easy. Scorio would not stop him. This was his last life, his last big bid for Imperator. The Academy only had eight years left. Praximar could dream, but Dameon dealt with the cold, brutal reality: ascend now, or nevermore.

He just had to crush Scorio. A man he’d never met, not through all his past lives.

“…bring us to our surfeit of justice,” concluded Praximar contentedly. “Dameon?”

“Hmm? Yes. Of course. You always clarify matters for me.” Dameon forced his charismatic smile, the rueful one that made his ‘elders’ feel warm and proud. “I’m sorry for letting this get to me, but losing such dear friends as Davelos and Evelyn, and then the confrontation on Azurith… it has me rattled.” He gave a shaky laugh. “Ah, life in hell! Always full of surprises.”

“Yes, quite.” Praximars studied him with pensive intensity. “We must not forget ourselves, dear boy. You are a Dread Blaze. Once an Imperator! I have your entry here in my tome. Together we shall rework the hells to our liking. Don’t let this one upstart Red Lister undo your sense of self. We’ll work together. Octavia will have no choice but to help us in this matter. I’ll ask Moira to alert us when your twin companions arrive at the Shoals, and we shall send for them. We’ll weave ourselves a noose that Scorio will willingly use to hang himself.”

“Yes,” said Dameon. “I am, of course, and as always, at your service. Thank you, chancellor.”

“Think nothing of it. It will bring me great pleasure to remove this inflamed little boil from the arse of our community.” Praximar grinned, showing yellowed teeth. “Now. Let’s set events in motion.”

And so saying, he rang the little bell on his desk.

The door opened and Dameon stiffened. The large man who entered the room gazed at him with mild curiosity, but no recognition.

Good. 

That would have been… awkward.

“Leonis, yes, I’ve a message for you to run for to House Kraken.”

The bearded man stood straight, his House Hydra robes perhaps a little more disheveled than was appropriate, but to Dameon’s surprise the chancellor made no objection.

“Of course, chancellor.” Leonis’s voice was a familiar rumble. An image appeared in Dameon’s mind: this very same man down on one knee in the mud, bellowing in pain and outrage as he was broken, one defeat at a time, by the cheering members of Manticore.

“Here.” Praximar penned a quick missive, rolled it up, then sealed it with hot wax and his signet ring. “Deliver this to Kraken’s seneschal. They’ll know to give it to Autocrator Octavia.”

“Of course.” Leonis stepped up and took the scroll. Again he studied Dameon curiously, then bowed and left the room.

“He doesn’t remember?” asked Dameon once the door closed.

“Of course not.” Praximar smiled and sat back. “And I’ve made sure to tell them both just the right version of events to embed them deeply on our side. Wave treasures and pills in a reborn Great Soul’s face, tell them they’re special and they’ll eat right out of your palm. Don’t you worry, Dameon. We’ve plenty of our own surprises in store for Scorio. Let him come at us. He won’t be able to regret it for long.”

 

 

Chapter 59

 

 

 

Scorio pulled his hood down and drew his newly acquired cloak about himself.  It was voluminous and stained, torn along the hems and reeking of old gruel, but it allowed him to drift through the streets and get a sense for how the city had changed.

Most prevalent were the patrols. Not Great Souls, but regular House guards in gleaming armor and smart uniforms who strolled about in groups of six as if they owned the place. The crowds parted for them fearfully, worked hard to not draw attention, nor protested when they shoved people over, took wares from food stalls without paying, or accosted people to search them or corner an attractive man or woman.

Scorio forced himself to not intercede. Occasionally a Great Soul flew overhead, scanning the streets, and the easiest way to end their mission would be to get embroiled in a street fight.

So instead, Scorio kept walking, seething with fury, until he reached the first gruel fountain square.

Great iron spikes had burst out from the cobblestones around the fountain, forming a cruel crown upon whose tines the desiccated remains of corpses were impaled.

Scorio had the wit to step aside and out of the flow of traffic to press his back against a shop wall and sink into a crouch.

A dozen spikes, rusted and cruel, each easily four yards tall. Most of the corpses had rotted off their points, but here and there sinews and bones and leathery patches of skin yet hung like grisly ornaments. 

The people ignored them with grim resolve. Stood in line and shuffled between the spikes to reach the fountain’s broad basin. There was no chatter, no laughter, none of the usual communal activities that had once filled squares like these.

A patrol wandered through, spoiling for trouble. They shoved their way through the lines, finding the largest men to knock back. Stared openly into faces, seeking any sign of anger, of rebellion.

Nobody looked up.

Scorio shuddered with the effort it took him to not spring forward and knock those monsters down.

Then the patrol stopped as their leader looked back at a family they’d just passed.

“What was that?”

The whole crowd seemed to shudder and recoil.

“What was that you said?” asked the patrol leader, turning back to approach the stern-faced woman who stepped before her three children. “Want to say it nice and loud so we can all hear?”

“I didn’t say anything.” The woman’s voice was low, defeated. As if she knew there was nothing she could say that would avert what was coming.

The guards gathered behind their leader, smirking and watching the rest of the square for any sign of trouble. There had to be several hundred people all told in the immediate area. 

Not one of them returned the guard’s gaze.

“You called me ‘filth,’” said the captain. “Me. An upstanding member of House Hydra’s guard.”

“You know I didn’t,” murmured the woman. “Please. I don’t want any trouble.”

“Too late for that,” said the captain. He might have been handsome were it not for his overly small nose; it made his eyes appear too large, his mouth too wide. “Disrespecting the guards is the first sign of rebellion. And we don’t want any of that, do we?”

“Get back,” said the woman to her children. “Bron, take them away. Hurry.”

“No, Ma.” Bron had to be thirteen, his face narrowed by hunger, but he stepped up alongside her, fists clenched. “I’ll—”

“Go!” His mother shoved him back and stepped in front of him. “You’ll—”

The captain struck her. She staggered, caught her balance, hand going to her cheek.

“Don’t interrupt me,” snarled the captain. “You think you can have a chat while I’m—”

“Hey.” Scorio pushed off the wall. His voice carried. The crowd around him stared in wonder and horror and parted as if he were diseased. “Ugly.”

The guards turned as one, several of them grinning, the captain’s face turning pale. “What did you say?”

“I called you ugly. But I wasn’t referencing your crap face.” Scorio walked forward slowly, berating himself as he went. Stupid stupid stupid. This would lead him nowhere good. “I was talking about your mean-spirited soul. You’re a coward, a bully, and I’m going to break your hand for hitting that woman.”

“Are you now?” The captain forced a grin, but his face had gone pale and splotched with fury. “Well, thank you for volunteering. See, lads? A little initiative always flushes out the bad elements.”

The guards fanned out into a semi-circle, smacking their truncheons into the palms of their hands. Their grins grew a trifle uncertain, however; Scorio wasn’t cowering like he should.

Instead, Scorio stopped before the captain. “I’ll give you one blow for free. However you like. But it’s got to be you, rat stain. Or are you too scared?”

The captain blinked. The whole square was watching, rapt. He forced a laugh. “Me? Scared? Of you? As if! One blow is all I’ll need. Scum!”

But his words sounded forced. He was staring at Scorio with growing fascination and fear. The cloak did nothing to disguise Scorio’s physique, his broad shoulders, his obviously impressive frame. But more than that, it was how Scorio simply stared at the man, gaze level, patient, and grimly furious.

“Get him, Frolch,” said one of the other guards. “Right between the eyes.”

The captain smacked his truncheon a few more times into his palm, then skipped forward and swung with a cry, tension or fear or panic making his blow wild. The truncheon came arcing around and cracked against the side of Scorio’s head.

“In the ear?” Scorio grimaced. “You hit me in the ear?”

Frolch froze. “I—wait, what?”

Scorio rubbed the side of his head. The blow had stung, but that was it. Gold-tempered meant he could take a blow from a club to the head from a man like Frolch. 

Turned out.

With a hiss Scorio darted forward and headbutt Frolch. The man’s head snapped back, he staggered, then crashed down onto his arse. 

The other five guards gaped then shouted as one and came at him.

Scorio tried not to take too much pleasure in taking them down. For a moment they were all around him, shouting encouragement to each other and smashing their truncheons upon his head, shoulders, ribs.

But the blows felt distant, like faint echoes of the real thing.

Scorio got to work.

It was over before he even got warmed up. A blow each and they fell. The last man turned to run, pushing his way through the crowd. Scorio frowned, took up a truncheon, hefted it.

The crowd subtly blocked his passage, people refusing to step aside, stubborn as cattle in his path.

Scorio gauged the distance and then hurled the club. It spun through the air and flew straight as an arrow to crack into the back of the man’s head, spilling him face down onto the cobblestones.

Scorio straightened, looked at the guards around him. A few groaned. The rest were out cold.

The crowd didn’t cheer. They studied him instead, eyes hard, fully aware of what this meant for them. And then it hit Scorio, too: more guards would come. They’d rough people up, looking for witnesses. Swing their clubs at those who’d really feel it.

But the woman was there, her son by her side. He met her sober gaze. 

“Thank you,” she said, voice quiet. Then, “Who are you?”

“Just a stranger.” He turned to go, raising his hood.

“Wait,” said an older man, stepping out of the crowd. “I recognize you. You’re Scorio. I was there when you convinced Dola to trust you. You’re Scorio the Scourer.”

The crowd shifted and murmured, flickers of uncertainty and fear running against a rising anger.

Scorio paused. Considered. Then looked back. “I am. House Hydra framed me for what happened. I don’t care if you believe me or not. But Praximar’s hated me since I was reborn. They thought they killed me, that I’d not come back to tell the truth. But here I am. And I’m going to tear House Hydra apart.”

People drew back, confused, uncertain. The old man had been about to yell something, but the ferocity in Scorio’s words stilled his tongue.

Scorio pitched his voice to carry. “What happened here two years ago was a crime. It wasn’t my doing. My mistake was trusting the Autocrators. Well, that trust is gone. When the guards come, tell them what I said. It doesn’t matter. This time when I change Bastion, it won’t be peacefully. This time I’m going to make them pay.”

And then he did pull the hood over his head, and stalked out of the square, trailed by murmurs and buzzing conversation.

Scorio plunged back into the depths of Ward 4. Left behind the square quickly, and lost himself amongst strangers. The atmosphere was tense. People hurried about their business. There were enough patrols that nobody lingered on street corners or outside taverns. Posters had been plastered over the walls. Scorio read their slogans with growing ire:

 

Defiance Feeds the Pit

 

Order Brings Safety

 

Informants Move to Better Wards

 

Each gruel and water fountain plaza had its own ring of iron spikes. A few boasted fresh corpses. Everywhere Scorio looked he saw greater poverty and misery. Hollow-cheeked children, slumped shoulders, faces devoid of emotion. No music played from distant windows, but rather the cries of the hungry.

Scorio’s feet took him into the Narrows. Several buildings had been demolished, the rubble left to lie across the alleyways. Windows were closed, and the presence of Patrols were even more frequent. Shadows lay thick as always even during First Bronze, but the place had the air of a graveyard instead of a den of iniquity. 

His own presence was marked; more than one patrol eyed him speculatively as he hurried along. If they accosted him, Scorio knew, his control would slip. 

He finally reached the little square where he’d last met Nissa. The old fountain had been demolished and in its place rose a basalt plinth. A bronze plaque was affixed to its base:

 

May this memorial serve as a warning

To selfish souls who place

Their comfort over the war against the Pit

 

Scorio stared at the engraved words balefully, his pulse pounding in his temple. Few people stood around the square, whispering to each other, and others watched from some overhead windows.

There was no point in going to the Double. Dola was dead and her establishment no doubt torn down. If anything it was probably being watched.

There was nothing for him here. Nothing but defeated and brutalized people under the watchful eye of the guards.

Scorio pulled his cloak about himself and retreated into an alley. Where to? He’d agreed to meet with Naomi at the edge of the ruins at Second Bronze, but there wasn’t much left to see. Whatever embers of rebellion might have yet smoldered after the rebellion was crushed had clearly been stamped out.

Scorio ground the base of his palm into his eye, grimacing, then turned to leave. Enough. He’d seen all he needed.

He made his way down a few alleyways, roughly picking his course by the sight of landmarks far overhead, when he realized he was being followed. 

Not by guards; this wasn’t the tromp of boots or the sound of many people rushing after him. 

Instead it was a subtle sound, or even more of a prickling sense; nothing overt, nothing he could even pinpoint, but the awareness that the Narrows around him had come alive with a pursuing intelligence.

Scorio maintained the same pace but when he turned a corner he Ignited his Heart and leaped straight up, wings bursting forth so that with three quick beats he rose into a sheltered balcony, where he dropped into a crouch behind a large clay pot whose bush had died years before.

Releasing his scaled form he watched, barely breathing. Nothing happened, but then—there. A woman flitted from shadow to shadow, peering ahead, her brassy hair hanging lank about her bony shoulders, robes poor and unremarkable.

Nissa.

Scorio didn’t hesitate. He rose smoothly and vaulted over the railing to fall upon her, Heart Igniting as he grew instantly into his scaled form.

She sensed him coming and threw herself into a dive, but he reached out and snagged her ankle. Hauled her back to him, flipping her over, and lunged down to encircle her throat with his taloned hands.

“Shh,” he whispered. Her expression was wild, but she stilled as he tightened his grip about her neck. “Hello, Nissa.”

“Scorio.” Her smile was strained. “Fancy seeing you here.”

Scorio studied her. “You were watching for me. At the fountain.”

“Word’s spread of your arrival. That you’d flown into the ruins. Nice wings, by the way. You’re a Flame Vault now?”

Rage flushed through Scorio like acid surging through rotted pipes. “You knew what was going to happen.” He squeezed and leaned in. “You knew what Manticore planned. You knew.”

Nissa choked, face growing dark, her hands hovering around his wrist but not touching him. “Yes.”

Scorio tore his hand back as if he’d touched flame. “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.”

“Well, you can try.” She rubbed at her throat. “But I’ve grown even harder to kill.” She coughed. “Maybe we can have this conversation somewhere more private.”

Scorio glanced about and then up. Leaped lightly from where he’d been straddling her. “Up.”

She rose, wincing, and then followed as he pulled his hood low once more to one of the demolished buildings. Scaled the piled rubble and dropped into the back of an old room, partially open to the sky but hidden from the street. There were signs of habitation here: an old fire pit, discarded rags, some empty flasks.

Nobody at present.

Nissa slid down the slope of broken bricks and scree and glanced about before nodding. “This’ll suit. And yes, I knew. I wasn’t pleased, but damn it, Scorio, you aren’t and weren’t my future. Basilisk was.”

“You picked wisely.”

“Quite.” Nissa sighed and lowered into a crouch, arms wrapped around her shins. “What a mess that turned out to be. I thought of telling you, some misplaced solidarity about our both being Red Listers, but we both know that bond was paper-thin. Not like I didn’t abandon you that first time, either.”

Scorio crossed his arms and stared angrily at her.

“I didn’t know all the details. Back then I was just a fresh hire and still suspect. But I found out later. Praximar had a working relationship with Eira. She’d do his dirty work and be rewarded for it. Before the Queen’s Accords were set in place—some joke they turned out to be—Praximar activated a plan he’d discussed with her.”

“Moira,” said Scorio.

“Precisely. But this plan was long in the works. Eira wasn’t surprised when the White Queen signaled that she was ready to leave. I don’t think any of the Pyre Lords were. Some, like Octavia, saw it as an opportunity to advance, an opening they could exploit. But others, like Praximar, saw it for what it was: the chance to change the very nature of the game.”

“Get to the point, Nissa.”

“I’m trying.” She smiled, the expression complex and barely reaching her eyes. “I know you want to get to the point where you decide whether or not to kill me. Patience.”

Was this a setup? Scorio peered out the cracks in the ceiling. But he couldn’t drag her into the ruins. Could he? She was Basilisk, she couldn’t go to the guards, unless she thought turning him in would be to her advantage…

“Praximar had laid down vague plans for this eventuality. He’d tasked Eira with engineering the details. She also kept it vague by outsourcing the plan to Manticore. This allowed both Pyre Lords to swear the heart oaths without knowing exactly what was in the works; did you notice how the White Queen focused on future crimes? So naïve.” Nissa shook her head. “Regardless. Manticore’s secret weapon was Davelos. When hopped up on Gold mana or better he was a genius. I knew when I saw you last that Manticore was going to come up with a plan, but not what it was.”

“And that I was to be a casualty.”

“Yes.” Nissa pursed her lips. “Sorry. Praximar made that clear.”

“You could have warned me.”

“I could have. Almost did! But game it out with me. You’re not subtle, Scorio. You would have done something dramatic and gotten yourself killed, or worse, gotten Manticore caught in the act, which would have led to Eira, which would have ruined things for me. And at the time, Basilisk’s outlook was very exciting.”

“At least you’re being honest.”

“I’m nothing if not honest about my shortcomings. Still. It was hard. Watching everyone get excited. The people voting by ward, forming the first parliament, nominating candidates to the council. It was… hard.”

“Spare me.”

“Then word came that Pyre Lady Druanna had assaulted The Celestial Coffer with your aid. Everything went to hell incredibly quickly. House Kraken was assaulted, but Eira, in all her…” Nissa’s expression twisted in a flash of deep frustration. “…in all her wisdom, thought it best to betray Praximar and side with Kraken. Take out the biggest dog in the pack, cast Basilisk in a heroic role, and earn huge favor from Kraken. But she was defeated. Hydra took a mauling, Kraken was crushed, and Eira fled the city.”

“But the Queen’s Accord,” said Scorio. “They were designed to prevent exactly that.”

“It’s in the fine print.” Nissa sounded tired. “In the event of a problem, the Autocrators were meant to appeal to the Iron Tyrant. Except if the safety or survival of their House was at stake. In that case, they could defend themselves.”

“Defend themselves,” said Scorio bitterly.

“Kraken’s attack on The Coffer was foiled by a large number of Hydra Great Souls who just happened to be at dock. Several died in the altercation. Druanna killed most of them herself with her six-armed doll, apparently. Praximar took that as justification to assume his House was in danger here in Bastion, and acted to defend it. Or so he told the Tyrant when he showed up.”

“So the oath didn’t work.”

“It had a vague loophole.” Nissa shrugged. “The White Queen wouldn’t have gotten the Autocrators to sign on without it. Who’d agree to not defend themselves if attacked? Getting the Iron Tyrant out here could take weeks.” Nissa picked up a rock and tossed it. “The White Queen had to of known. I think the Accords were a symbolic gesture on her part. A way to salve her conscience over abandoning the Plains. Though I bet even she was surprised at how quickly everything fell apart.”

Scorio shook his head in disgust. “They could have worked. They could have benefitted everyone.”

Nissa’s look turned pitying. “Oh, Scorio. You really don’t understand human nature, do you? Nobody’s altruistic. Nobody’s good. Everyone pretends to be in private while stabbing each other in the dark. Praximar’s a fiend, Eira tried to be one, Octavia thought she’d win through with economic muscle, and Raugr? The only reason he and Chimera walked away looking good was because they just didn’t care. There are no high-minded leaders. Even the White Queen abandoned her responsibilities for her own advancement.”

“I’m not going to waste my breath arguing with you. What…” Scorio was unsure he wanted to know. “What happened to the rebellion?”

“Praximar was thorough.” Again she took up a rock and tossed it. “The six months it took for everyone to get organized was all he needed to identify every single leader of every faction. When Kraken fell he had them all rounded up and killed.”

“All of them?”

“All of them.” Nissa’s expression turned bleak. “Every gruel fountain south of the midline was turned into an execution space. Councilwoman Abentha herself was beheaded in Imperator Square. Everyone was compelled to turn out and watch. We all were read the same speech, how by forcing this issue the people of Bastion had weakened the war effort, how these leaders were traitors to the cause, and so forth. The bodies were strung up and left to rot, and that was it for the rebellion.”

Scorio felt a wave of weakness wash over him. “He had them all killed. The whole parliament?”

“He’s nothing if not thorough.” Nissa sighed. “It’s been quiet ever since. Kraken leadership was forced to swear heart oaths. Basilisk was crushed, its members either forcibly converted to House Hydra or expelled or killed. The Academy was cleansed of Kraken and Basilisk instructors, and the Iron Tyrant didn’t even make a peep because Praximar bribed him with more Gold mana.”

Nissa grinned crookedly at him. “And now here you are. Back from the dead. The man who gave the people of Bastion false hope before crushing them all with his foolish attempt to aid House Kraken. You’re hated now, you know that? People blame you for everything.”

“Everything? My supposed role was minor.”

“Safer to hate you than Praximar. Safer to hate you than the Houses or the consortium. You’re the one who tricked everyone into revealing themselves. You’re the one who nearly destroyed The Coffer. Scorio the Scourer, they call you. Scorio the Bringer of Ash and Darkness. Scorio the Red Lister.”

“That’s sweet. So what are you still doing in town? How come you didn’t run for it like the rest of your House.”

“I didn’t say everybody ran. I said most. And I’m good at hiding. I spent a lot of time in the ruins. Still do. It’s hilarious: Praximar just can’t seem to think there’s anything of value out there. So that’s where we’ve gone to ground.”

“We?”

“Like I said. Not everybody ran. A few of us are in communication with the higher ranked Basilisk’s out in Deep Hell. There’s been a lot of politicking going on, apparently, out in Red Keep and beyond. A lot of powerful Great Souls eyeing each other and trying to maneuver for advantage while fighting their own wars. Apparently it’s hard to take what’s happening here seriously when the Blood Ox keeps eating your best fighters and the Viridian Heart is making inroads into the Lustrous Maria. But still.” Nissa tossed another rock. “The Seamstress is, apparently, a genius at politics. Some of the survivors say Eira was ordered to betray Praximar to setup some greater ploy. If that’s the case, it’s a long time coming.”

Scorio tried to process all of that and then shook his head, clearing it. “And you were following me why?”

“Why?” Nissa closed one eye and canted her head to one side. “You’re a miracle maker, Scorio, a reanimator of dead dreams. Look at you, standing hale and hearty before me after all that’s been thrown at you. I don’t know how you do it, but you’re unstoppable. Mostly. When word spread of a black scaled fiend flying into Bastion and hiding in the ruins, my boss put two and two together. It’s what she does. It’s what she’s brilliant at, and she demanded I find you and bring you to her.”

“Your boss.”

“Actually, you might have heard of her. Her escape drove Praximar to distraction, apparently. He’s been worried about her ever since. She used to be an instructor of yours?” Nissa smiled cruelly. “Helminth the Hell Whip.”

 

 


Chapter 60

 

 

 

They collected Naomi at the fringes of the ruins. Nissa spread her arms as if welcoming censure or punishment; the Nightmare Lady strode up to them out of the shadowed depths of a decrepit manor, tail lashing, eyes burning extra bright.

“She claims she can lead us to Helminth,” Scorio began, but cut off as the Nightmare Lady’s tail snapped out to crack against the side of Nissa’s head with punishing force with the flat of the blade.

Nissa dropped like a sack of dawn apples, just spilled out across the street.

“By the ten hells, Naomi!” Scorio stared down at Nissa’s body, aghast.

“Oh, be quiet.” The Nightmare Lady prowled around the fallen Great Soul. “She survived incineration. A smack to head won’t stop her.”

Nissa groaned, her eyelids fluttered, and then she sat up. “Ow.”

The Nightmare Lady cracked her tail against her head again, sending her sprawling.

“Naomi!”

“You’re too rational, Scorio.” Naomi continued circling the fallen woman. “Too calm, too goal oriented. This woman betrayed us. A few smacks is too little for what she did.”

“Trust me. I want my vengeance as badly as you do.” Scorio stepped into the Nightmare Lady’s path. “But beating Nissa isn’t the answer. She’s a means to an end. Not a friend, not an ally, not even an enemy. Just a means.”

Nissa groaned and rolled onto her side. “Are you quite finished?”

The Nightmare Lady hissed and stabbed the point of her blade straight into the loose rock an inch from Nissa’s face, causing the other woman to jerk back. “No. But I’ll pause for now.”

“Good.” Nissa sat up, worked her jaw, then smiled. “Now that that’s out of the way—”

Flicker flash, the Nightmare Lady smacked her tail across Nissa’s head again and sent her tumbling.

“There,” sniffed Naomi, sinking down to her human form. “Now I’m finished.”

Scorio rolled his eyes. Nissa lay still for a few moments then groaned into the crackled street. She pushed herself up and Scorio saw the bulge of her skull push itself back out, the bruising begin to lighten.

He crushed the urge to apologize ruthlessly.

Nissa cracked her neck, blinked, then scanned the skies. “If we’re done playing? We need to get deeper into the ruins. This close isn’t safe.”

They followed her. Nissa moved with confidence, often taking covered routes through networks of ancient buildings, trails that had been carved through walls or which looped down into basement networks. Nothing overtly artificial, but the way forward was too straight for this to be an fortuitous approach.

Deeper they plunged. It felt like coming home. The banks of Coal, the fiendish fauna, the dull, cracked buildings, the dark windows, the ravines, the broken bridges. 

Finally the descended into a basement at whose rear a tight crack opened to a broader shaft in whose side hand holds had been carved. Nissa insisted they weight a spell, listening intently, then led them down, one by one, just as she had that night long ago when Scorio and his friends had been fleeing the slain Enforcer.

The memory brought back an image of Leonis as he’d offered to go down first. “A true friend,” he’d said, but Scorio could no longer remember the context. A joke, no doubt.

Old pain burned in his heart.

They descended into the dark. Followed Nissa out onto a shelf of raw rock, and from there scrambled over a shoulder into a cramped passageway that meandered back and forth. There were signs of passage here. Scrapes in the luminous moss. A discarded cheroot. A path where dust and dirt had been worn away.

“Hold up,” whispered Nissa as they entered a tall cavern whose far side was a frozen waterfall of caramel rock. Luminous blue moss clung to the ceiling, imparting on everything an ethereal glow. “The wicked fear what the wise man knows.”

“The wise man knows nothing,” said a male voice from above. “That you Nissa?”

“Mission accomplished. We’re coming up.”

 A ladder had been carved into the far side of the gleaming waterfall of ribbed rock, and Scorio followed Nissa up to the top where a tunnel led further into the depths. A man stood there, hand resting lighting on the hammer slipped into his belt, his features craggy, his shoulders broad, his head coming no higher than Naomi’s shoulder. 

“You got him,” said the skinny man. His black hair was shaved down to stubble, a widow’s peak sharp against his tanned skin, his face expressive, his eyes overly large.

“B’vaari, meet Scorio and Naomi.”

“Not sure if this is an honor or not.” B’vaari grinned widely, nervously, as if hoping they’d laugh. “But it’s a change of pace, you wouldn’t believe how dull it gets guarding an empty cave—”

“Later, B’vaari.” Nissa strode past the skinny man, hand patting his shoulder. “C’mon you two.”

The tunnel cut left, cut right, then opened into a broad cavern filled with rustic warm lighting. But it was the whale ship that caught Scorio’s eye, a great wooden vessel so ancient it was half buried in the warm brown stone which had flowed over its stern and starboard side to encase it. 

No, not a whale ship—there was no sign of aerite bones. Just a regular sailing vessel, its ancient mast reduced to a stump, individual boards shrunken and atrophied so that it was riddled with gaps. It filled half the cave, its deck at such an angle that you couldn’t have stood on it if you’d tried.

“What the hell?” whispered Naomi.

“Precisely.” The voice was firm and confident, husky and strong. A familiar figure straightened from a scroll-strewn table to approach. She had a natural air of command, was tall, handsome, and athletic, with skin the color of wheat and dark, chocolate brown hair worn in a thick braid that hung down over one shoulder nearly to her waist. “One of Hell’s many mysteries. But here’s a fresh set. How are you two alive?”

“Instructor,” said Scorio.

“No longer.” Helminth stopped before them, hands on her hips. Other her worn robes and lines of fatigue carved into her face she appeared almost exactly the same. “Though you already knew that.”

There were a handful of other figures within the cavern; some emerged from the ancient ship’s hull by means of an improvised doorway; another two rose from hammocks strung between stalagmites. Scorio recognized none of them. 

“Found him as you guessed,” said Nissa. “Walking around taking in the sights.”

“Bastion’s changed since last you were here,” said Helminth softly, gauging him. “I doubt you’d say it’s for the better.”

“Would you?”

“This is a grave of my House’s own making. I’ve no room to complain. Though I never favored Eira’s plan.” Helminth’s smile was hard. “But what can you do? Here we are. Your arrival has made much possible.”

The other Basilisk members had formed a loose semi-circle about them. Scorio didn’t feel threatened, but nor did he like the way they all stared at him with hungry eyes. One a large, soft looking man with face like it had been stepped on by a horse, large freckles scattered across his brown face. Another man would have been handsome if his skin wasn’t dry and prematurely aged. The third was a creepy looking young woman, her round face chalk-white, her lips set in a pout, her eyes jet black like holes into the void. 

“You’ve got a plan?”

“When do I not?” Helminth gave a bark of laughter. “You’re aware of my Dread Blaze power?” 

“I remember the White Queen depending on it during Imogen’s attack.”

“You’re too kind. That was mostly Desiree. She has a more… practical power, you could say. Broader scope. My own scales with the complexity of the problem at hand. Up until now our challenge has been too simple and overwhelming for my power to be of much use, but your arrival changes that equation, introduces all manner of interesting complexities.”

“We’re glad to be of service,” said Naomi dourly.

“Oh come, don’t pout. This is life in Hell, children. A never-ending sequence of disasters that we must manage with aplomb. But before we get started: are you amenable to working together?”

Scorio looked about the small cavern once more. “This it? All you’ve got?”

Helminth turned to survey the same sight. “It is. Two years of being hunted has taken its toll, especially when we were all told we could escape Bastion if we did so with no intention of ever returning. Eira’s departure clinched a veritable exodus. But those of us who’ve remained are dedicated, united, if nothing else, by the power of our conviction.”

“And hate,” smiled the weirdly aged youth, his dirty blond hair framing his face in a wild mane, his manner affable.

“And hate,” allowed Helminth. She smiled. “So. Shall we get to work?”

“What do you need from us?”

Helminth’s smile widened to a grin. “Information. The more you can give me, the better. Come. Sit over here. Someone bring a new pot of mushroom tea. It’s a new dawn, people. This could be what we’ve been waiting for.”

The small crowd gathered stools or sat on tumbled rocks. Scorio sat uneasily on a rickety chair and watched Helminth lean back in hers and set her feet on the table. Memories assailed him: Helminth escorting him out of the basilica on his first day to throw him through the Final Door. Helminth working with the White Queen and Desiree to craft an emergency plan to foil Imogen. Helminth exercising and covered in a sheen of sweat as he asked to enter the tournament.

Now here she was, dressed in rags but as confident and leonine as ever.

The Dread Blaze held his gaze with dark amusement. “We’ve come a long way, haven’t we, Scorio.”

“You better make Pyre Lady soon.” His voice was soft. “I’m nipping at your heels.”

She smirked. “I’m not worried. You’re an exception to every rule. I’m not taking it personally.”

“So what do you need to know?”

“Oh, just about everything. Begin with when you declined Praximar’s offer and leave nothing out. The more I data I have, the better my plans will become.”

“Everything?” asked Naomi skeptically.

“We’re up against stupendously bad odds. Do you think this is the time to keep cards close to your chest?”

Naomi crossed her arms and sat back.

“Everything,” said Scorio softly. He cast his mind back to that shining moment in the basilica, his moment of triumph and defiance. “Feels like a lifetime ago.”

Helminth nodded encouragingly.

So he told them. About their flight from the Academy, their running battles and eventual killing of the Enforcer. Going to ground, negotiating with the rebellion, enlisting with Evelyn, and escaping out onto the Rascor Plains. The White Queen’s rescue, their time at the Fiery Shoals, Moira, The Celestial Coffer, and the following meeting. Their return to Bastion, his meeting with Ravenna.

“Really?” Helminth’s voice became a delighted trawl. “Octavia used a new recruit to fish for your favor? I love that woman. She’s so refreshingly frank about her skullduggery. What did Ravenna tell you?”

“Octavia reports to Charnel Duke Plassus, who reports to Broic the Brawler in Deep Hell. She said something was wrong with Plassus. That Octavia was frustrated with him. That he was acting constrained, or… checked, in some way, like in a game of chess.”

Helminth considered. “Yes. I can see that. Go on.”

Nissa’s own refusal to warn him, their journey to the Chasm, his and Naomi’s six months of demolishing rocks.

“Excuse me?” Helminth arched a brow. “Dameon had you pound dirt for six months?”

Naomi glowered.

“We had to wring out the Coal mana,” said Scorio. “And I guess he needed to wait for Kraken to assume control of Fiery Shoals.”

“What a bastard,” said Helminth, delighted. “Conserving his resources while watching you undertake a futile cleansing. Impressive.”

“He’s come to regret it,” hissed Naomi.

“So I can sense. I’m eager to learn what happened next. How you both came to be so… impressive. Continue.”

Scorio relayed the rest quickly. Druanna’s arrival, the con, his enlistment to escort her to the Fiery Shoals, the betrayal. How he was cast into the Crucible.

“I was down there two years. When I emerged—”

“You’re skipping details.”

“I know.”

Helminth studied him. “You were encased in Ydrielle’s prism. It preserves the body while allowing the mind to wander. It precludes your using mana, which means that foreign mana should also be kept out. Unless during its last moments of decay that hermetic seal broke. Which means Gold would seep in while you were still trapped. But Gold, even in small amounts, should have killed you. So some latent property of the prism must have refracted it, allowed you to handle it safely. Remarkable. And no doubt torturous. To be held captive and forced to process mana far above your pay grade for—what—a year? Months, at the very least? But your Heart.” 

Scorio felt her reach out to him with her senses, the lightest of brushing.

Her eyes widened. “My, my, but you have grown, Scorio. Flame Vault and with a remarkable Heart. Its weaknesses are gone. Completely gone. And I’ve never sensed its like.” She dropped her feet to the ground and leaned forward. “The Gold must have seeped in continuously, seeing as you were in the Crucible itself. You must have remained Ignited the whole time you were down there. How could you not? To gutter would mean allowing the mana to overwhelm you.” Her gaze sharpened. “How? How did you maintain Ignition the entire time you were there? The prism explains part of it, providing a medium that aided in your processing, but for your Heart to be so large, so perfect… remarkable.”

“If you’re done drooling?” asked Naomi.

Scorio flushed. Helminth was studying him with unabashed interest and hunger. “I don’t think my technique is relevant to the problem at hand.”

“It’s not, but you can’t blame me for asking.” Helminth laughed in amazement and then waved her hand. “Proceed.”

Scorio did so. His conversation with Moira immediately drew everyone’s attention.

“She’s at odds with Praximar? Or at least claims to be so?”

“Her aid allowed me to kill Davelos.”

“You killed Davelos.”

Scorio’s voice grew soft and lethal. “Oh yes.”

“By the ten hells and the skies above.” Helminth turned to her companions as if to share her amazement. “Will wonders never cease? But Moira. Now that is a key element. Did she touch you?”

“No.”

“Good. Do you know whom she’s touched in Bastion?”

“Yes, a former classmate of mine. Ravenna, with House Kraken. I know she’s also connected to Dameon.”

“And Praximar. Interesting. Very interesting. Ravenna, I remember her well. She was in a friendly rivalry with Jova Spike, was she not? Long-range attack, denoting a reserved personality, cerebral, pensive. Very intense, I recall, but she broke after her defeat to Jova. Signed up promptly with House Kraken. Interesting indeed. Repeat again Moira’s stated objectives?”

Scorio did so, then at Helminth’s prompting continued to his journey to the Chasm, his killing of Evelyn—

“A second Dread Blaze? Scorio, this simply isn’t done.” Helminth looked inordinately pleased. “Dameon must be having kittens.”

“Wait till you hear how Scorio shattered the castle on Azurith with his rod,” muttered Naomi.

Helminth sat forward again. “What?”

“Dameon was too well guarded in his castle.” Scorio fought to not sound defensive. “So I thought it best to drop the castle on his head. A pity Jova was there to hold back the blocks.”

The silence in the cavern ached.

“He attacked Manticore’s home island?” asked the large, soft looking man, tone dreamy with awe and disbelief. His tugged at his bulbous, mis-aligned nose and raised his brows at Helminth.

“Dameon got away, though. One of his Great Souls, a young woman called Sindra, teleported them both here to Bastion. We flew away on The Sloop and came directly here. The rest you know. We flew right into the ruins and from there I set about learning what I could.”

“Very well. Now let me think.” Helminth rose and began to pace. “What are your goals, Scorio?”

“Simple. Kill Dameon and Praximar.”

“Simple,” laughed Helminth. “Quite. Very well.” She continued her pacing, brow furrowed. “No element of surprise, and given your killing of Davelos, Evelyn, and attacking Azurith it will be hard to make them underestimate you. Moira would not reveal her true allegiance to you without greater knowledge of the situation, information only she is privy to. That means there’s something opportune about this time, a reason she would be willing to confide in you. The heart oaths preclude… but then again, loop holes can always…” Helminth paused and stared fixedly at nothing.

“I love it when she does this,” said a black-eyed young woman as she idly curled a strand of ink-black hair around her pale finger.

Helminth nodded decisively. “We’ll need to confirm this with Moira by means of Ravenna, but I suspect she’s counting on Druanna to aid us.”

“Druanna?” Scorio stared at Helminth. “She’s alive?”

“She was executed shortly after her assault on The Coffer, supposedly,” said Helminth. “But I always thought that suspect. She was helpless while under Simeon’s possession, and easily controlled.”

“Easily? She could summon an invincible—”

“But only while she could see. She can only activate her power when she can see where her eidolon was meant to appear. Keep her blindfolded and she’s helpless.”

“Oh,” breathed Naomi. “So you think Praximar…?”

“It’s too risky for Moira to throw in with Scorio. A Flame Vault against a Pyre Lord, his House, and all of Manticore? No. She must have intelligence we aren’t privy to, but when all is said and done we can only defeat our foes by killing them. With ambushes and assassinations out, that means acquiring a force that can go toe to toe with them, and that means Druanna.”

Excitement quickened in Scorio. “How certain are you of this?”

“It’s a solid assumption, but still only that. It’s entirely possible she has other elements in play we know nothing about. Hence our need to talk to her. It’ll have to be Ravenna, as unfortunately all the other agents whom she’s touched that I know of are members of House Hydra. We’d have to capture one and force them to act as an intermediary, but that would be tricky, as they’d realize we’d have to kill them thereafter unless they turned traitor, too.”

Helminth tapped her lips and resumed pacing. “Obvious allies: House Kraken, but their leadership has been crippled by heart oaths. Ravenna would thus serve more than one function, which Moira must have counted on. It helps that you have that emotional entanglement with her—”

“No emotional entanglement.”

“As that will assist in determining how sincere Ravenna is. Now, Dameon’s Dread Blaze power is something to keep in mind as well; it allows him to visualize the multiple paths to accomplishing his goals, and determine the danger and chances of success of each. His goal must be to kill you; his ego demands nothing less. Waiting for you to strike would grate on his patience. He’ll want to act. Which means anticipating your moves, which would involve… not searching the ruins, but laying a trap. House Kraken?”

Scorio hesitated for a second, trying to determine whether she was asking him a question.

“House Kraken,” Helminth confirmed. “The rest of Manticore will be flooding the city soon, say half its original number, forty of fifty Great Souls. The remnants of the army he hoped to lead to the Silver Unfathom.” Helminth grimaced. “I’m not familiar with all of their abilities, but most will be Tomb Sparks and Flame Vaults, limiting their powers to offensive capabilities, controlling others, obfuscating themselves, and either manipulating their environment or their very form. Not particularly useful for locating us. He’ll keep them close as personal guards. Simeon and Ydrielle are absent, leaving Crush, but her powers won’t help in this particular situation, so….”

There was a moment of silence. 

“You lost me,” said Scorio at last.

Helminth blinked and smiled. “We need to arrange a meeting with Ravenna. Everything will depend on what we learn from Moira, and if we can trust Ravenna to alert us to Dameon’s trap or if she tries to spring it on us. Maron?”

The doughy man with the ruined features tugged his hood down low. “I’ll find her.”

“Good.” Helminth sat again, placed her hands on her knees, and beamed at Scorio. “That’s settled. Tea?"

 


Chapter 61

 

 

 

It took Maron a full day to get in touch with Ravenna. His power disguised him as whatever kind of person his target expected to see in any given location. In Ward 4 he might appear as a hard-bitten yet cowed worker; around the Academy, he might stand tall and move with the briskness of a courier delivering important messages; and around House Kraken, he took on the ever-changing appearance of a House servant, his features changing from moment to moment in each passerby’s mind.

While they waited, Helminth gathered everyone round. “Odds are this will be a trap. I doubt Ravenna would betray Moira and thus you, Scorio, but Hydra will dangle some manner of reward or reprieve before the rest of House Kraken to compel them to watch her in hopes of catching you.”

Scorio nodded slowly. “It’s possible, sure.”

“More than possible—likely.” Helminth spoke with complete assurance. “Octavia desires her independence more than anything, and Praximar and Dameon would love to have you snatched up without their having to lift a finger. Chimera is too removed to assist you, and they can’t lean on Basilisk.” Helminth smiled. “So they’ll put their trap in place and hope you walk into it. They’ll not know of your connection to Ravenna, but Octavia will recall and order her watched. Maron’s talents should allow him to speak to her safely enough, but when she moves to meet with us, they’ll follow.”

Naomi leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “Seems unwise to meet with Ravenna, then.”

“We need to connect with Moira. And seeing as we can anticipate the trap, we can prepare ourselves to turn the tables on them. Octavia will no doubt bring her elite House members to the job; that would be her two Dread Blazes and four Flame Vaults. You’re aware of Octavia’s own power set?”

Scorio hesitated. “I know she can be really compelling?”

“Correct. She can cause a single person in her line of sight to remain locked in place, and coerce those who can hear her with her commands. But what she doesn’t flaunt is her ungodly strength and skintight forcefield that makes her practically invulnerable to physical harm.”

“Great,” said Naomi.

“Not bad,” said Helminth, “but ultimately nothing remarkable. There’s a reason she’s in Bastion and not Deep Hell. Now, the one we’ll have to watch out for—if that’s even possible—is the Shadow Petal.”

“Urgh,” said B’vaari. “If she shows up, we’re done for.”

“She’ll be there,” said Helminth coolly. “You’ve heard of her? House Kraken’s premiere assassin and heavy hitter?”

Naomi and Scorio exchanged a glance and then shook their heads.

“The Shadow Petal possesses a combination of powers that makes her a top-tier Great Soul. She wields two swords. One can cut through flesh but passes through bone, the other through mana. That means she can render your limbs useless if she cuts through them with her black blade, or, if she prepares a lethal strike, hit your Heart directly.”

Scorio winced.

“But more, she’s invisible if you’re not thinking about her,” continued Helminth. “And while invisible she can travel instantly between spots in her line of sight. Finally, her Dread Blaze power was transforming into a creature of ebony and bone that’s incredibly durable.”

“The worst,” called B’vaari.

The prematurely aged young man sighed. “Pretty bad. It means she can sneak up on you and shatter your Heart with one blow.”

“Her counterpart is Galvon. Also a Dread Blaze, but where the Shadow Petal executes surgical strikes, Galvon unleashes blasts of psychic force around himself that cause those affected to become staggered and confused. Galvon is able to learn about those he affects, including what their intentions were. He’s heavily involved in the politics of the Council, but I’m confident Octavia will bring him forth on this mission.”

“All right,” said Scorio. “So we need to avoid having our Hearts cut apart and not get to close to this Galvon. Sounds  easy.”

Helminth smiled apologetically. “Nobody said this would be easy. The Flame Vaults she’s most likely to bring out to play are Ermina, Cianus, Pale, and Spark. Pale and Spark are from the same class, complete opposites but a long-standing couple. Pale can fill a given area with a bone-chilling fog into which he can evaporate and through which he can hurl blasts of ice, while Spark can fill another area with raging flame. She can burn up at will, disappearing into a column of ash, and her attacks are up close and fiery in nature. Ermina’s powers are defensive and bolster her companions; the more outmatched she is in a fight, the more powerful her armor becomes, and the more soldiers in matching sets of armor she can summon. She can also encourage her companions and bolster their resolve. Cianus in turn can hurl spears of light, much like Sol, and rides a winged lion. When pressed he can grow into a formidable fighting form that heals rapidly and is hard to injure.”

Scorio took a deep breath. “All right. First, I’m impressed you know all their abilities, but second, this sounds… overwhelming? How are we supposed to counter such a powerful array of forces?”

“By not attempting to defeat them in hand-to-hand combat. All we need is to escape with Ravenna. I’m not advocating for a street brawl, but rather a clean extraction. Maron’s asking her to meet at a restaurant with an escape chute down into the caverns. Our own forces have survived for as long we have due to our unique set of talents. It will be dangerous, but we need to pressure Moira into revealing Druanna’s location.”

Scorio rubbed at his jaw worriedly. “All right. So what can our people do?”

Helminth leaned back, tea in hand. “I’ll let them tell you themselves.”

 

* * *

 

Ravenna proved elusive. When finally Maron returned, it was with news that she had been at the Citadel where Octavia and other Kraken higher-ups had been summoned for a mysterious emergency audience with Praximar. It proved difficult for Maron to insinuate himself into the antechambers in which Ravenna waited, but once he did she agreed to meet at the designated restaurant within the Kraken’s Ward after Second Clay.

“Why the Kraken ward?” Naomi demanded. “Couldn’t we have asked for her to meet somewhere safer?”

“Assuming she’s being watched, which she is, the moment she left Ward 6 all of Kraken’s elite would turn out to follow her. This way at least there’s a chance only a couple will be watching when we attempt to secret her out.”

They took advantage of Bastion’s rain shower that followed once the sun-wire went dark, sweeping spiraling curtains of water across the streets and avenues, washing them out and flooding the canals. Once Scorio had thought these showers heavy; having traversed the Rain Wall, he knew they were anything but.

Few took to the streets while the rain scoured them, so they hurried with water-proofed outer layers protecting them in relative safety, following Helminth as she led them along the best route. 

They made good time. The mana-lights were just starting to glow in all their effulgent lavender and copper glory, causing the cobblestones to gleam in the rich illumination, but even here where the wealthy lived the nightlife was grown strained and meager. Where before Bastion had reveled in the dark hours, a time when license was allowed and personal pursuits followed, now people moved quickly home or gathered outside tea parlors to whisper, if they emerged at all.

They made sure to arrive early at the restaurant, their party splitting up just before they reached the courtyard so that only Helminth and Scorio entered. Their anonymity would end the moment Ravenna showed up. The restaurant was set within one of Bastion’s many courtyards, a statue of a long-forgotten Great Soul dominating its center, and benches arranged around the perimeter. The restaurant itself spilled tables and chairs out into the night air, but these were empty, with only a few tables taken within.

Helminth dealt with the proprietor with such authority and calm that he all but bowed and scraped as he led their small party to the back and into a private room whose walls were decorated with old art scrolls depicting fanciful scenes from Eterra, while a low octagonal table lacquered a lustrous black filled the center, cushions strewn around its edge.

Ravenna arrived not long after. She wore the rich robes of House Kraken, its symbol emblazoned over her breast, and looked subtly different from the last time Scorio had seen her; assured yet wary, poised yet confident. Her black hair was yet cut in bangs across the front, but now grown long along the sides and back so that it fell smoothly past her shoulders. Her blue-eyed gaze was steady, severe, and she felt older in a way that went beyond the mere two years that had passed. 

“Instructor Helminth. What a pleasant surprise. Everyone thought you long gone.”

“They thought incorrectly, Ravenna.” Helminth studied the other woman. “Yes, you’ve grown. And taken a daring hand in local politics. A perilous pastime.”

Ravenna smiled and glanced at Scorio. “Another face I’d not expected to see again. Scorio. You don’t know how happy I am to see you again.”

Was she being mocking? Scorio couldn’t tell. “Ravenna.”

“As sweet as reunions are, we need to get moving.” Helminth smoothed down her robes as she stood. “Scorio? Ready?”

Ravenna frowned, wary. “What’s going on?”

“You’re being followed, my dear. If we’re to have this conversation without being interrupted than we must do so elsewhere. Scorio will draw off your tails while we abscond to a safer locale. Scorio? You know which way to go?”

“It’s simple enough. As long as nobody stops me.” Scorio took a deep breath. “See you all soon.”

Ravenna nodded uncertainly. 

“Luck,” said Helminth, and Scorio left the private room. Waved the proprietor away as he moved to the restaurant’s main door and there drew back his hood. 

Deep breaths.

It was just a short run. A couple of blocks.

Nothing to it, really.

Scorio’s Heart was already filled, a crude combination of Coal and Copper leavened with fleeting amounts of Iron. He Ignited and burst into a sprint.

It was all out dash. He ran so fast that the balls of his feet barely touched the ground. Out into the courtyard and leaning into the curve as he bolted down the covered alley to the street over, the air humid and heavy.

Shouts sounded out behind him.

He grinned and ran faster.

Flames exploded along the street, virulent and hungry, painting the walls with their dancing tongues, licking along the cobblestones, filling the air with snapping undulations that faded from view as quickly as they manifested. 

Scorio surged up into his scaled form and the heat became manageable; power filled him, unyielding might, a wicked athleticism that gave him proverbial wings without needing to extrude his own. 

He outran the flames. Hurdled a cart, ignoring the startled gasp of the two costermongers trundling it along, and skidded around a corner.

Not much farther.

A mounted figure flew into sight overhead. Scorio glanced up and his eyes widened. A man rode a huge, white-furred lion, its wings feathered glory, its mane streaming white fire. Athwart its shoulders a figure from legend leaned out, his own mane of pale gold hair flying like a banner in the wind, his features classically handsome, his brow furrowed, a burning spear of effulgent gold clasped in his upraised fist.

The man hurled.

The spear lanced down, lightning quick.

Scorio leaped aside as the cobblestones exploded. Such was his speed that he hit the wall, rolled along its weathered surface, came down on both feet, spilled over and into a forward roll. 

The ground behind him exploded once more as another spear flew down from the heavens.

Scorio came up sprinting only to see a new figure emerge in the street before him.

A figure so frightening she gave the Nightmare Lady a run for her money. Of medium height, her petite and slender form was bulked out by huge pauldrons of warped ivory cast in thick grids; her body was wrapped in pale bandages under a corset of black tooled leather. 

But it was her death mask of a face that harrowed Scorio, her dull crimson eyes sunken in deep sockets shaded black, her skin stretched taut over her skull, her cheekbones painfully prominent, her cheeks sunken, her lips painted in subtle ridges of dark and light so that they looked like teeth. Her thick mane of hair grew from the sides of her scalp, the top of her head smooth bone, with streaks of crimson running like rivulets of blood through its length.

But more than her appearance it was the horrific weight of her presence that alarmed Scorio, the malevolence pulsing off her, the certainty that to fight her was to court death.

“Hell no,” whispered Scorio as he leaped, wings bursting forth, and with a great beat he attempted to fly over her.

She drew two curved blades from scabbards crossed over her back and leaped to meet him. 

LEAVE ME, Scorio commanded, even as he summoned his Shroud beneath himself.

His command failed to find any traction. She swiped one of her curved swords at his Shroud, its slender length so black it seemed more an absence than a color, and cleaved through his Shroud as if it were mist.

Scorio let out a cry of alarm and twisted aside into a clumsy barrel roll; Shadow Petal lashed out with her white blade and cut through his shoulder just before he could get away. The edge parted his scales and muscle as if he were fattened veal, cut through sinews and tendons, but failed to slash into his chest.

Scorio ground his teeth against the pain and turned his roll into a dive as another burning spear flashed past him.

Hit the ground, left arm hanging loosely by his side, blood sheeting down its length, and ran.

Cianus landed in the street ahead of him, his huge lion sinking low on its haunches, black lips writhing back from its massive fangs as it snarled. Cianus drew back another burning spear as his mount prepared to leap, its wings flared outside to block the street, but Scorio hurled himself through the closest window, shattering the wooden shutters and glass to fall into a rough sideways roll through a small kitchen.

Shouts and screams filled the room as the family pushed back against the walls. Shadow Petal appeared in one corner, blades ready to lash out, but Scorio hurled himself through the doorway, under her flashing blade, came up running, and bolted to the back of the house where he threw himself at the rear door and burst through it.

Out into a tiny pocket courtyard, washing hung up on crisscrossing lines, a fire panderling barking furiously at him from the length of its chain. He vaulted the back fence with his good arm, fell into an alley so narrow both shoulders brushed the sides, and sprinted down its length, his Heart still burning bright, Coal mana swirling into its reservoir.

He burst out into a night market and nearly cried out in relief. Stalls were everywhere, vendors calling out their wares, luxuries and fanciful fruits, pyramids of spices and sugary treats, silvered pots and lamps, mounds of densely woven carpets, and heavily guarded displays of jewelry.

Shouts and cries of alarm trailed his scaled form as he lurched through the market, casting desperate looks about himself. The fountain. The central fountain, where was—there!

Maron and B’vaari stood beside it, alert and peering through the shifting crowd.

“Here!” cried Scorio, not believing his luck, emerging from the crowd to be steadied by Maron as he sank into his human form.

Who wasted no time before activating his Flame Vault power.

He immediately lost weight and grew in height, his face shifting into a mirror copy of Scorio’s, his hair, his clothing, even his bloodied arm duplicating Scorio’s appearance with perfect exactitude.

But his power wasn’t finished. Like dropping a stone into a pool, everyone around them took on Scorio’s appearance as well, beginning with B’vaari and then spreading to passersby, vendors, street urchins, everyone.

It was eerie and surreal. Scorio felt as if he’d been dropped into a world of shattered mirrors.

B’vaari grinned with Scorio’s mouth and blew into his palm. A swirling ball of black energy appeared there, which he hurled at the closest  Scorio, who was shouting in confusion as he turned about in circles, patting himself in alarm.

Only to stop, his body going rigid, eyes wide in sudden terror, and then he let loose a harrowing scream of fear and plunged into the crowd of Scorio’s. 

“And… spread,” whispered B’vaari just as Cianus flew overhead astride his lion.

B’vaari gestured, and the screaming man’s terror turned contagious. Confusion and alarm became universal panic, and all the Scorios began to bellow and scream and wail as they surged in a great mass into the rest of the market.

“Let’s go,” said Maron, running into the crowd.

Scorio followed. Everywhere he saw copies of himself, each of the same height but possessing a variety of different voices, some wailing like children, others shouting with men’s voices, some screaming, all clawing at each other as they sought to get away.

Scorio caught a glimpse of the Shadow Petal crouched neatly atop a wooden stall, blades at the ready, watching the chaos calmly. 

Then they plunged into an alley, four Scorios ahead of them, three more behind, and Maron led them to the street over, into another alley, then up onto an elevated walkway that crossed a busier avenue. Down into a courtyard filled with stacked barrels, through a knife-cut of a passageway into the back of a warehouse, then around and into a meandering passageway that was less an alley and more a crooked path between the backs of houses.

“Looking good,” said B’vaari, glancing behind them. “Worked like a charm! Ha!”

“We’re not home yet,” said Maron. “C’mon.”

They filtered through backways out of Ward 6 and then instead of plunging on toward the ruins turned to hurry radially west, through the busy streets of Ward 3. They paused only so that Maron could bind Scorio’s shoulder and fashion a sling for his arm, and then continued on, only to finally turn south and enter the ruins before crossing into Ward 4. 

Scorio kept his Heart Ignited, and by the time they passed into the ruins the deep wound in his shoulder had sealed over tenuously. The moment they entered the dark ruins, however, a weight lifted off his mind and he couldn’t resist a feral grin.

“It worked,” he hissed, hurrying along behind Maron. “It actually worked!”

Maron grunted, unwilling to celebrate yet, but B’vaari stepped up alongside Scorio. “Like a charm! Kraken might pack a bigger punch, but what use is it against wily folks like ourselves? You see that stupid Shadow Petal looking around like a lost child? Ha!”

“Tone it down,” muttered Maron.

“What? It’s not like saying her name will summon her. Shadow Petal, Shadow Petal, Shadow Petal—”

Scorio glanced around uneasily. “Maybe ease off, yeah?”

B’vaari laughed. “You’re both too wound up. We did it!”

Still, he subsided before both their glares. Their team made their way deeper into the ruins, and it became quickly apparent that Maron was as familiar with the shattered streets as Scorio. Together they avoided troublesome areas, picked a path through and around collapsed buildings, and eventually made their way radially east till they reached the entrance to the subterranean Basilisk lair.

“Here’s hoping Helminth got away as neatly,” murmured Maron, rubbing at his distorted features.

They descended, crossed through the caverns, and finally entered the antechamber cavern with its caramel waterfall of glistening stone. Voices came from the ship chamber beyond, and Scorio’s heart rose in fierce satisfaction as he heard Helminth speaking confidently to someone else.

“The wicked fear what the wise man knows,” called Maron huskily.

“The wise man knows nothing,” Nissa called back. “Thank the forgotten gods. Hey, they’re back!”

Scorio eschewed the ladder carved into the stone to simply leap up and with a beat of his wings land atop the petrified waterfall. Nissa eyed him, her watery blue gaze sharp.

“Looks like you didn’t get away unscathed.”

“It was the Shadow Petal,” said B’vaari eagerly as he climbed into view. “Scorio outran her, can you believe it?”

Nissa frowned. “Not really, no.”

“Well, here I am.” Scorio forced a smile and entered the cavern beyond. Everyone was standing in a tight knot beside the lantern-lit table, their faces turned toward him.

“Finally,” said Naomi. “Ravenna here won’t spill a word till you showed up.”

Ravenna stood with her hands on her hips, chin raised, her pose dominant and tense. “What can I say, I hate repeating myself. And I wouldn’t want Scorio to miss a thing.”

Scorio frowned. “You’re safe here. I know this could get you in trouble with your House, but you want out regardless, don’t you? If we work together here, we could all accomplish our goals.”

“Oh, are you worried about my safety?” Ravenna’s grin turned cruel. “How charming. You always were such a generous soul, Scorio. So eager to please, so gullible.”

Everybody froze.

“What now?” asked Nissa.

“Don’t get me wrong, I do appreciate the escort. So this is where Basilisk has been hiding out all this time. How pathetic.” Ravenna sneered. “But if there’s any silver lining to this little escapade, it’s that you won’t have to live like rats any longer.”

Helminth stepped back with a snarl, “That’s not her. Everybody out!”

“Too late, Fell Whip.” Ravenna grinned. “Any moment now.”

There was a swirl in the darkness and then the point of a curved white blade emerged from Helminth’s stomach.

“Damn it,” hissed Helminth, and Scorio felt the pull of gravity around them become overwhelming, his whole body sagging just before a second black blade cleaved through Helminth’s neck, passing through it as if immaterial.

Helminth’s eyes immediately rolled up in their sockets and she fell, to reveal the Shadow Petal behind her.

 

 

 


Interlude - Leonis

 

 

 

“How did it go?” asked Lianshi. 

She sat cross-legged in the corner of their suite upon a mound of cushions, her journals arrayed before her.

“As you might expect.” Leonis pushed their front door closed and sighed. “Nobody wants to confirm what’s going on, but you can’t avoid the rumors. Scorio’s arrived with a second Great Soul. Dameon, the Manticore leader, is locked up with Praximar in his study. They’re thick as thieves in there. Course I couldn’t hear anything through the door, but they were… tense.”

“Hmm.” Lianshi flipped through the pages of the journal in her lap then set it aside. “I’ve still found no mention of Scorio in these.”

Leonis crossed his arms. “And still no sign of your latest one?”

“Still missing. Or stolen.”

“I don’t know. This all has me on edge.” Leonis pushed off the door and strode over to their dining table. Took up a pitcher and drank water directly from its mouth. “I—”

“Can you not do that?”

“Hmm?” Leonis considered the pitcher. “Ah. Sorry. Too late now, though.” He sat against the table’s edge. “We’re reborn after being dead less than a year. Nobody else in our class came back so soon.”

“Yes,” said Lianshi tiredly, leaning back onto one elbow.

“We appear in the Gauntlet alone. Just the two of us. Again, unheard of. And, may I add, a huge detriment to our performance in there.”

“Mmhmm.”

“But despite that Praximar singles us out as his favorites. Which only grows stranger the more I learn. And over everything looms our past association with this Scorio character, whom everyone is forbidden from discussing on pain of expulsion.”

“He’s a Red Lister,” said Lianshi weakly.

“So we can’t even discuss him?” Leonis set the carafe aside and began pacing. “Our past selves weren’t idiots. I’m assuming. So if we chose to associate with him there had to have been a good reason.”

“I know, Leonis. I know.” Lianshi sighed. “We’ve been over this a thousand times. Do you have a new conclusion to offer?”

“No, it’s just that…” Leonis came to a stop, staring moodily toward their azure pool. “You should have seen the way this Dameon guy stared at me. Like I was a ghost. He must have known us in our past life. I’m just a Tomb Spark. What’s a Dread Blaze like him got to be afraid of?”

“He came to Bastion to escape Scorio,” said Lianshi. “I overheard Hera discussing it in the hallway. We were Scorio’s companions in our last life. Therefore—”

“Therefore we need to know what they’re hiding from us.” Leonis grimaced. “Why’s Praximar treated us like we’re royalty?”

“Oh?” Lianshi smirked. “Now you’re no longer deserving as the Golden King?”

Leonis tssked. “I am deserving, but Praximar singled us out before he could have known. Why is everyone so afraid of this Scorio? You’ve heard how the people in the city hate him—he sounds more like a fool than a monster given his role in Kraken’s attack.”

“Leonis. Stop.” Lianshi stood up. “I know this is driving you mad. But you’re going in circles. We’ve the second Gauntlet run coming up, and if we do well—which we should—we’ll be accepted to a high rank in House Hydra. There’s clearly a mystery here, but what can we do about it? The chancellor and our instructors think it best to protect us from what happened. Either we trust them, or we don’t.”

“I don’t know.” He rubbed at his bearded jaw.

“Scorio the Abhorred,” said Lianshi softly. “Scorio the Bringer of Ash and Darkness. A Red Lister. It seems pretty cut and dry to me.”

Leonis placed his hands on his hips and stared angrily at the floor.

Lianshi strode over to him and place both hands on his shoulders. “I hate having things hidden from me as well, but the more I learn about Hell, the more I realize it’s an endless puzzle box of mysteries. This is just one of them. And what do you want to do? March into Praximar’s office and demand the truth? Run into the ruins and seek this Scorio out? Quit the Academy?”

“I don’t know,” rumbled Leonis. “I don’t know.”

“Hey.” Lianshi raised his chin and kissed him softly. “We can only take responsibility for that which is under our control. And we can’t control anything outside of our studies. This Scorio figure… I’ve heard that he helped Imogen the Woe attack Bastion. That he led the House Kraken assault on The Celestial Coffer. That he was the catalyst behind the rebellion that nearly overthrew the Houses.”

Leonis glowered. “That’s what we’re told. But if you spend just a few hours listening in the market, if you—”

“Shh,” said Lianshi. “Mysteries. I know.”

“I don’t like being manipulated.”

“Neither do I. Which is why we’re going to excel, accrue power, and then demand the truth. But only once we can demand it.” She moved her head from side to side to catch his eye. “If we cause problems now we’ll simply be cut off and left to fend for ourselves. Two Tomb Sparks can’t change the world. Let them think we’re fooled. Let them think we’re their willing servants. But the moment we discover the truth about what happened, we’ll make our decisions—together—and the rest be damned.”

Leonis’s grimace turned into a rueful laugh. “Why do you make so much sense?”

“It’s why we work together,” said Lianshi, linking her hands behind his neck. “You’re all might and passion, whereas I’m the brains and the beauty of this duo.”

“The brains and the beauty, hey?” Leonis swung her up into his arms. “Who’s been feeding you lies?”

“Lies?” She pretended outrage. “All those extravagant boasts about your love and dedication were just lies?”

“You shouldn’t trust what people say,” laughed Leonis, carrying her across the room into their chambers. “It’s their actions that count.”

“Hmm,” said Lianshi, burying her face in his neck. “Then you’d better show me.”

“Oh, I will. Prepare to be conquered by the Golden King!”

Lianshi fell onto the bed and glared at him. “No. We’re not starting that again.”

“With his mighty lance, the Golden King seeks out his elusive prey…”

Lianshi buried her face in one of the pillows. “Someone save me.”

“A titan of burnished muscle and indomitable will…” Leonis began to undo his belt. “Yet possessed of an endless hunger for—”

“I will break you.”

Leonis laughed and fell upon her. “Just you try, my love, just you try.”

 

 


Chapter 62

 

 

 

The cavern exploded into violence.

Scorio burst up into his scaled form as Naomi assumed her Nightmare Lady guise. Vine, the black-eyed Emberling, hurled forth a great mass of razor vines at Shadow Petal, who leaped even as Nissa stomped her foot and caused a curtain of crimson light to envelop the assassin, shredding her ivory and ebon form.

But other figures rushed into the cavern, unleashing their powers in turn.

Octavia, glorious and resplendent in her power, her gaze fierce and confident, her aura demanding obedience. Beside her a stern-browed man, his pale features heavily bearded, the wolf within him riding close under the skin, his gaze smoldering and dour. He extended a hand and unleashed a shockwave of might that caused everyone in the room to stagger.

Scorio crossed his arms before his face as the wall of force washed around his Shroud, his mind momentarily clouded by the other man’s will, but then flames raced around the walls, veiling the rock in leaping crimson while a bone-chilling fog rose from the ground, so dense and thick that it obscured all vision and leached the warmth and vitality right out of Scorio’s legs.

He roared and ran at Octavia, knowing in his heart that it was already futile but refusing to give in without a fight, only to raise his Shroud again as a white-haired youth with piercing, glacial-blue eyes appeared out of the fog and flung a bolt of ice at this face. 

Scorio raised his Shroud again, and the ice shattered across it just as a torrent of flame descended upon him from above. Scorio raised the Shroud like an umbrella, seeking to keep pressing forward, but then Bronwen stepped into the cavern, her presence even more compelling than Octavia’s, her raw lips and heavy-lidded eyes, her thick mane of crimson hair and muscled figure suddenly dominating Scorio’s attention, drawing his gaze and trapping it.

Shouts and grunts, yells and thuds filled the cavern. Scorio wrestled with Bronwen’s power, but she held his attention as she approached, towering over him, clothed in House Kraken’s robes, a great iron collar about her neck. Snarling, he slammed his aura of command out at her: RELEASE ME.

She blinked, frowned, and Scorio tore his gaze away.

The fight was already over. 

The Nightmare Lady had sought to fill the cavern with her inky essence but had been cut down by the Shadow Petal; Maron and Vine lay stretched out, the robes of the first yet burning, the second partially encased in ice. B’vaari had his hands to his brow, his expression one of utter confusion, while Luthan, the prematurely aged young man, was gazing at Octavia in awe and fear.

That left Nissa. 

She’d backed up against the burning galleon, its ancient timbers giving themselves gladly to the flames. With a stomp of her foot, she caused crimson light to flood up around a dark-skinned woman with close-cropped hair twisted into tight knots, flames running from her fist up her forearms to form a mantle about her head. 

The crimson light stripped her of her skin, leaving her an anatomical study, muscle and nerves and tendons revealed. 

Spark screamed, staggered, and Nissa’s form was immediately clothed in the stolen skin which adhered to her seamlessly, transforming her frame and causing her to become exactly like her victim moments before she retreated into the burning hull.

 Helminth lay bleeding out on the floor. Naomi had shrunken back to her human form. 

Ravenna was laughing to herself, shaking her head in delight. 

A mad urge overtook Scorio to tackle his former classmate, but to what end? It wasn’t her fault.

Ydrielle stepped into the cavern, Cianus and a red-haired beauty by her side. 

Everything became crystal and Scorio felt chagrin and horror suffuse him.

“Hello, Scorio,” said Ydrielle, stepping over to Ravenna and linking her arm around the other woman’s waist. “You always were so slow on the uptake.”

The Shadow Petal emerged from the burning ship, her white blade extended upwards before her, Spark impaled upon it like a bug, clutching at the sword and coughing up blood.

“Damn you,” hissed Scorio. There was no mana left in the cavern, but his Heart yet held great reserves. With great deliberation he cast around, seeking some opportunity, some weakness, a first target, a means to escape.

But everywhere he saw hard eyes, Great Souls ready to take him down the moment he moved.

Fury beat at his temples like a deranged smith working an anvil. His muscles writhed beneath his scales, his shoulders hunching with tension. Ydrielle, then, he’d at least take her head—

“Enough,” said Octavia, her voice ringing out with absolute authority, and Scorio found his body subsiding, the tension leaving his frame before the Pyre Lady’s power. “This need be no bloodier than it already is.”

The white-haired man was kneeling beside the flayed Spark who was gasping and convulsing with the shock of her trauma. His pale palms were vivid red from where he’d touched her. Galvon, the heavily bearded man, was moving to their side, a flask of potent mana drawn from his belt.

Everywhere lay his friends, Naomi. Defeated with terrible ease.

The Shadow Petal tilted her blade and Nissa slid off it to the ground. Before she could react the Dread Blaze kicked her across the brow with enough force to cause her head to snap back. 

Nissa collapsed, released Spark’s form, and lay still, herself once more. 

Octavia held Scorio in place with her bright eyes. “You have lost, Scorio. You lost the moment you returned to Bastion. There’s no glory in stupidity. No honor in reckless violence. Calm down. Relax. Let events proceed as they must.”

Scorio wrestled with the Pyre Lady’s power. Her will was a giant cloak laid across his shoulders, overwhelming him, neutering his fury, compelling his obedience. He raged against her power, but it availed him not.

“Good.” She turned to the others. “Collect the fallen. We’ll take them all with us. How is Spark?”

“She’ll recover,” said Galvon, his voice rich with distaste. “In time.”

“I’ll take care of her,” said the white-haired youth quietly, and gathered her bloody form in his arms. She’d passed out from the pain. “I’ll take her back to our quarters.”

“Good. All in all, this went as smoothly as it could.” Octavia glanced at Ravenna and Ydrielle. “You both declare yourselves content?”

“Nicely done, Autocrator,” said Ravenna. “But could you have accomplished this plan so neatly without Manticore’s help? Doubtful.”

Octavia smiled. “We Great Souls fulfill our greatest potential when we work together.”

“Indeed.”

“Bastards,” whispered Scorio hoarsely. With great effort, he took a step toward Ravenna and Ydrielle. 

“Enough, Scorio,” snapped Octavia, and her will tightened around him like a noose.

Scorio inhaled deeply and summoned his rage. Visions of his immurement in the Crucible danced before his eyes. Leonis and Lianshi’s grave. His rage was a conflagration that even Spark couldn’t match. 

He took another step forward.

Octavia pursed her lips as Ydrielle laughed. “Losing your touch, Autocrator?”

A deep, bestial snarl tore itself from Scorio’s depths. It rose and became a roar as he abruptly flung himself at the pair, his burning talons from his remaining good arm swinging at Ydrielle’s head.

Who ducked neatly under the clumsy blow and touched his scaled side. Scorio immediately froze as a prism of white light formed around him.

“I don’t know how you escaped the last time,” Ydrielle whispered. “But we’re going to have ample opportunity to find out.”

Scorio wanted to howl, but once more he was perfectly held in place. He could only stare straight ahead as the House Kraken Great Souls gathered the fallen and carried them forth. Ydrielle touched the coffin of white light and caused it to adhere to the tip of her finger once more, and thusly carried him out of the cavern as if he were as nothing.

His last sight was of the stone-sunken galleon burning fiercely, its deck collapsing into the hull, furious black smoke billowing out across the cavern’s roof.

 

* * * 

 

It was a nightmare brought to life. 

The House Kraken Great Souls paraded them through the streets of Bastion. The crowds didn’t dare press too close, but every side street, every balcony, every square filled with the curious, the angry, the fearful. 

Ydrielle walked at the lead, arm raised, Scorio trapped in her prism in his scaled form, claw frozen forever in his clumsy slash. His face was frozen in a rictus of fury, every line of his body conveying fury and hatred. 

He caught glimpses of the streets around them whenever Ydrielle momentarily lowered her arm or caused him to oscillate to one side. At every square, they stopped, and Octavia mounted whichever fountain or pedestal was available to address the crowd.

Always, she gave a similar version of the same speech.

“People of Bastion! We stand before you today, we Great Souls of House Kraken, to demonstrate that we were not in league with Scorio the Red Lister, but rather were the victims of his plot. For two years we have suffered in silence, unable to prove our innocence, but we have at last caught the culprit behind the attack on The Celestial Coffer and the cause of so much grief. Yes! We have caught Scorio, and here he is in all his bestial glory. 

“To where do we take him? To House Hydra, of course, and to Autocrator Praximar, who was also wronged by Scorio in his time. We do so with all humility, in the hopes of cleansing our sullied name and proving that we do not deserve the anger that has been leveled at us! We bring the Scourer to justice, and hope that with his punishment and death, the healing process may begin between us all.”

Each time she voiced these words Scorio wanted nothing more than to howl his outrage. Her words were imbued with her power, such that each crowd turned ugly and threw things at his prism, time and again, a fever that spread up the streets so that each subsequent square was packed with those eager to hear the same tale and catch sight of the Red Lister that had betrayed them so.

Scorio could only stare fixedly ahead. His mind spun, his thoughts disordered by emotion. 

How had it come to this? Leonis and Lianshi dead. Naomi cut down by the Shadow Petal. And himself now being carried before the entire populace of Bastion whom he’d sought to serve to be laid upon the altar of Praximar and Dameon’s mercy.

He saw again the Shadow Petal missing her swing when he flew over her, and realized now that she’d purposefully held back. That their escape from the market, as clever as it had been, had been useless, that House Kraken had no doubt laughed at their ploys as they’d tightened the garotte.

How had Simeon and Ydrielle returned so quickly from the Fiery Shoals? Dameon must have sent his teleporter to fetch them. Which meant he must have been notified by Moira, did it not? Was that a betrayal, or her simply being forced to act the part?

And now?

His stomach roiled, bile burned his throat, and his whole body clamored for blood. Filth and rotten food were hurled at this prism even as people stepped forth from the sidelines to yell and scream their anger at him.

Scorio the Scourer.

Scorio the Bringer of Ash and Darkness.

Scorio the Abhorred, Quencher of Hope and Unmaker of Joy.

He was paraded slowly through the length of Bastion, ward after ward, Octavia indefatigable, milking this moment for every benefit she could draw for House Kraken.

Did she mention Druanna?

Not even once.

Being trapped within Ydrielle’s prison again came close to breaking Scorio. The impotence, his complete inability to even blink his eyes—if they decided to simply leave him frozen inside this new prism for a couple more years, he knew with absolute certainty that he would go completely insane.

There had to be a way out. No matter that he was surrounded by Pyre Lords and Ladies, Dread Blazes, and more. There had to be a way out. He’d not give up while he yet breathed. He’d be patient. He’d suffer their abuse. And the very second an opportunity presented itself, he’d take it.

Or so he told himself.

Ydrielle marched him clear up to the Academy, and there the throngs were replaced by the new students, the Academy servants, and staff. These lined up to stare, solemn and with something akin to muted awe, as Octavia escorted Scorio and Ydrielle into the massive building.

Through the familiar hallways they marched, through the gardens and open courtyards. Up broad flights of stairs, their passage anticipated by countless observers. Up and through until Scorio realized where he was being taken.

Praximar’s office.

Down that final luxurious corridor, to the huge double doors which already stood open in anticipation. 

Scorio wanted to writhe, to scream, to bellow his denial, his fury, his hatred. 

He could only stare as Praximar rose from behind his great desk, clad in his chancellor’s robes, his lined face exuding supreme satisfaction, his gray beard as neatly trimmed as ever, his eyes smoldering.

Dameon was there as well, a wry smile tugging at his lips, freshly bathed and with his mop of blond hair rakishly combed. He had his hands clasped before him, and rocked back and forth from the balls of his feet to the heels as he watched Ydrielle set Scorio down.

Scorio heard the double doors click shut. 

All was quiet.

Praximar moved to the front of his desk to lean against its edge, the man’s gaze traveling hungrily over Scorio’s frame, drinking him in.

“Well, now,” said the chancellor at long last. “Will you look at that? A sight for sore eyes. How I’ve missed you, Scorio. Ever since that day so long ago when you spurned my generous offer. When you humiliated me before my peers and students. You must have felt so grand, so… powerful, when you strode out the hall. Do you know, I’ve had the misfortune of playing that moment again and again in my mind? It haunts me. I tell you this so that you can understand the immensity, the depth, of my satisfaction today. Here you are. My wayward student, returned to me at last.”

“All went exactly as planned,” said Octavia, her voice rich and amused. “I admire your foresight, Praximar, and am glad that House Kraken could be of service.”

“Oh, enough with the sugared words, Octavia.” Praximar’s tone grew sharp. “The door’s closed and there’s nobody here for you to impress.”

“You said we’d renegotiate terms.” Octavia’s voice grew hard.

“And we shall. To be honest, this advantage of mind couldn’t last. It was nice while it did, however, but no, if I pressed it for too long the Seamstress would have eventually meddled. So we shall renegotiate terms.”

“Excellent. I assume you wish to be left alone with your prize?”

“That I do, thank you. Let’s convene in the citadel a few days hence. I’ll send a messenger proposing possible times. Is that amenable?”

“Most certainly.” There was the swish of cloth, but Scorio couldn’t see her. “I’m glad this unpleasant phase is coming to an end.”

“As am I. Goodnight, Octavia.”

The door opened and then closed once more.

“Ah,” breathed Praximar, coming forward to press his palm against the white light. “You’re sure he can hear me?”

“Absolutely,” said Ydrielle.

“Good.” Praximar moved so that he stood directly before Scorio, their gazes locked. “Now that I have you, I scarcely know what to do with you. Oh, a public execution for sure, but before then? Dameon? Suggestions?”

“He should be made to pay for his murders. For Davelos and Evelyn. They demand justice.”

“Of course, of course. Some torture, then? Or—why, did he not spend years trapped in a prism just like this one?”

Scorio felt his innards quiver with terror.

“What if we allowed him to, how should we say, ferment? In the darkness, without company? You know, it’s really quite remarkable, how the mind can turn against itself. Oh, your average fool will think of small, clever blades, of cutting and breaking and burning—but that’s needlessly excessive.  Oh yes.” Praximar put his hand to the prism’s surface again, caressing it. “Much simpler, much more elegant, to allow a mind to fester in the dark. It’s what should have happened behind the Final Door, but we all know how fallible that system has proved to be. But this one. Here. Oh yes. What do you think, Scorio? A year in a forgotten closet in our deepest cell?”

Scorio couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream. His mind was blank, a nullity of horror.

“Elegant, perhaps,” agreed Dameon, “but not emotionally satisfying for the rest of us.”

Praximar snatched his hand away. “You would beat him up? Break fingers? Maybe make him eat his own flesh?”

Dameon hesitated.

“The beauty of this, my dear friend,” said Praximar, his tone growing jovial, “is that we now have time. For who will seek to help this little fool? We’ll put his base-born friend Naomi to death, and that will leave him all alone in this world, won’t it?”

“Jova is committed to our cause,” agreed Dameon hesitantly.

“With the remnants of Basilisk in our power at last, he’s all alone in this world.” Praximar smiled gently at Scorio. “And will be all alone in the dark. Let’s allow him to stew in his failures. To ponder how his every effort to contest us has not only resulted in the death of everyone he holds dear, but in the undoing of what little hope his pet rebellion had here in the city. How his machinations have only enriched House Hydra. I can’t think of a more abject failure, can you?”

There was the sound of the door opening, and then Simeon entered Scorio’s field of view. He moved to peck Ydrielle on the lips and slipped his arm around her waist. He looked invigorated, his thick black beard neatly shaped and trimmed, his manner relaxed and pleased. “What did I miss?”

“Not much.” Dameon’s tone was brittle. “Pyre Lord Praximar wishes to set Scorio aside like a bottle of firewine to stew in the dark for a few years.”

“That so?” Simeon sounded unconcerned. “Well, nothing we do will bring back our friends. And I think it, well, distasteful to lower ourselves to his level.”

Ydrielle caressed Simeon’s chest. “You wish to take the high road?”

Simeon studied Scorio, his dark eyes gleaming. “What use to act like beasts? We’ve bigger targets. Remember those to whom we pledged our aid against the Blood Ox? Our sweetest revenge against Scorio will be moving on with our lives while he’s left to rot and rue his murders.” He shrugged. “At least, that’s what I think.”

“How about this?” asked Praximar. “Let’s put him away for a while. Again, there’s no rush. A year or two from now—maybe more—whenever you next return to Bastion, we’ll pull him out and dust him off. Then we can see if you still desire satisfaction, Dameon, or if we should simply drag him out into the public eye for a summary execution.”

Dameon inclined his head. “Your wisdom has won me over. It’s why I never fail to turn to Simeon for counsel! Yes, let’s not descend to his level. We’ll leave him in your care, Pyre Lord.”

“Very good. I’ll have him taken below. When I heard of your success I took the liberty of asking two of our students to stand by in case we agreed to this course of action. I’ll summon them now, and then we can turn to more important business.”

Praximar nodded to someone outside Scorio’s line of sight, and the doors opened again. A bell was rung.

Dameon stepped up to the prism and looked Scorio up and down. “You should have known your place,” he said quietly. “You should have had the wisdom to stay dead. But I’ll take comfort in knowing you’ll be paying the price for your crimes long after I’ve forgotten all about you.”

Dameon smiled and then spat straight at Scorio’s face. The spittle hit the surface of the prism and there began to run, some six inches from Scorio’s eyes.

“Chancellor.” A new voice, and terribly familiar. It was a powerful rumble, deep and masculine. 

“Ah, Leonis, Lianshi, do come in.” Praximar’s manner turned genial.

Scorio’s whole being, his very soul, became instantly silent and blank of thought. He felt like a tuning fork expecting its first blow, a sheet of parchment ready to be written upon. Utterly without defense against what was to come.

Leonis and Lianshi stepped into view. They wore Academy robes with House Hydra emblems and glanced at Scorio with a mixture of apprehension and fascination.

“Here he is,” said Praximar. “Scorio the Red Lister. I thought, given the rumors you must have heard, that it good for you to see what manner of being he truly is.”

Leonis frowned at Scorio. It was him. It was really Leonis, but also—not. The large man’s hair was cut close, his beard shaved close to the jaw, and in his eyes there was not a flicker of familiarity, the smallest ember of friendship.

Just a piercing scrutiny, a furious demand for answers that Scorio couldn’t provide.

Lianshi was by the large man’s side, her hair neatly braided, and though she stood confidently Scorio knew her too well to be fooled. She was masking a great uneasiness, her whole manner artificial and still.

“Yes,” said Leonis slowly, looking Scorio up and down. “Thank you… chancellor.”

“How can we be of help?” asked Lianshi crisply.

“Escort this creature to the dungeons in House Hydra’s palace, and ask the guards to place him in our lowest level. To find him a secure and solitary cell and there place him. I’ll be down later to ensure all is as it should be.”

“Very well.” Leonis rubbed his palms together and stepped up. “Do we simply…?”

“The prism is lightweight,” said Ydrielle from the sidelines. “You should have no difficulty carrying it.”

Both of Scorio’s old friends lifted him up without difficulty. 

“With your permission, chancellor,” said Leonis dutifully.

“You may go, and with my thanks.”

Scorio was tilted over at an oblique angle and carried back out into the hall. He wanted to cry out to his friends, to explain himself, to release his scaled form, but he was trapped in it, the prism holding him locked. He could only watch, helpless and abject, as his companions carried him down and out of the Academy. 

The only comfort he could draw was from drinking in the sight of them both. They lived. They’d come back so soon! How did they fare? Was Lianshi devouring her diaries as before? Did Leonis urge her to attend celebrations and drink flaywine, did his voice boom in the hallways and his laughter fill their suite?

“He’ll be watching us,” Lianshi said quietly.

“I know.” Leonis had never sounded more grim. “This is an obvious test. Do you think he can hear us?”

Scorio sensed them both studying him as he stared straight ahead.

“Doesn’t look… like what I’d expected,” said Lianshi at last as they emerged from a stairwell.

“I know what you mean.”

This is my war form, Scorio wanted to shout. This isn’t how you met me, how we spent time together. 

“The bastards,” said Lianshi as they entered a quiet hallway. “Making us do this. As if we’re children who’d recoil from a scary puppet.”

“A test or a powerplay?” asked Leonis. “He knows we can’t do anything. Perhaps he’s showing us his true control of the situation.”

“Or… perhaps he’s using us to torment Scorio.”

“Torment how?”

“If we really were friends before, then his seeing us now, like this, being unable to communicate with us…” Lianshi trailed off, miserable.

“Damn it,” hissed Leonis. “That’s if he can hear us.”

“If he can hear us,” agreed Lianshi.

They emerged into a small, enclosed courtyard and passed through an archway into a broad hallway. Students drew back and stared.

Scorio drank greedily their words. Their compassion. But his inability to communicate on even the slightest level drove him to greater heights of fury and frustration.

Only once Lianshi and Leonis left the Academy grounds were they able to converse in private once more. 

“Stop tormenting yourself, my love,” said Lianshi. “There’s nothing we can do.”

My love? Scorio’s thoughts froze. What the hell? What had happened between them, surely they couldn’t be—?

“Whatever Praximar’s hopes for this ploy, it’s failing.” Leonis’s voice was but a growl. “He’s rubbing our face in our ignorance, and yes, I think he’s torturing Scorio. What did this man do to make the chancellor hate him so?”

If only you knew.

“We’re only Tomb Sparks,” said Lianshi. “But not forever. Let’s get this done and then one day…”

Leonis grunted in agreement. A plan of theirs? A previous agreement?

There was no telling.

They carried him through the Ward in silence, people slowing to stop and stare, till at last, they reached the entrance to House Hydra’s huge palace.

“I’m sorry, Scorio,” said Leonis quietly as they walked up. “I don’t remember you, don’t know if what they say about you is true or not, but this… this doesn’t feel right, and I’m sorry.”

Four House Hydra guards moved forward to intercept them. 

“From the chancellor,” said Leonis, voice neutral. 

“He’s to be put on the lowest level, alone,” added Lianshi.

“Right you are.” The guards hesitantly took hold of Scorio’s prism. “We’ll make sure it’s done.”

“Good.” For a moment Scorio thought Leonis was going to address him. The big man opened his mouth, uncertain, then glanced at Lianshi and turned away.

Then they were gone.

Scorio lost track of what happened next. His grief washed over him like a wave. He was taken inside, through a luxurious great hall then down a side corridor, down stairwells, along hallways, down more stairs, and finally into a small chamber stone chamber.

Both guards considered him, then turned to study the powerfully built metal door, then studied his talons once again.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” said the taller one.

“Not on our heads if it’s not,” agreed the shorter.

They took up the lantern and stepped outside.

No, Scorio wanted to scream at them. Please! Don’t take the light! Don’t leave me here in the dark!

But the guards swung the heavy door closed and bolted it. A faint line of warm yellow light filtered around its edges, but this diminished with the footsteps, and then was gone.

 

 

 


Chapter 63

 

 

 

Scorio screamed inside the confines of his skull for what felt like an eternity. The darkness was absolute. His body was trapped and held, the air cool and comforting, the pain in his shoulder dulled, and oh, the sensation was so familiar, so horrifyingly familiar that he couldn’t take it.

No release. No physical shaking, no ability to throw punches or feel his chest, his whole body tighten up with the intense relief of venting his fury. Just a soundless nullity in his mind, his thoughts endlessly fracturing as he refused what had taken place, rejected it futilely over and over and over again.

His panic was mercifully interrupted by a voice. It filtered through from the left, distant and muted, as if coming through a crack in the wall.

“Hello? Who’s there?”

A woman’s voice, weary beyond all description, the rasp of someone who’d not spoken in years—or spent far too much time screaming.

Scorio ached to respond.

“Hello? I heard them bring you in. Are you bound?”

The silence stretched out again, as pure and deep as the dark.

“Hello?” This time the voice sounded near breaking as well, raw emotion rising beneath the veneer of control. 

After that there was nothing.

Scorio hung suspended in the void. In desperation he turned to his old tricks: he visualized the pile of rocks outside the Chasm camp, but almost immediately discarded the exercise in frustration. Sought to recreate the Forms, but that proved useless, too. His mind was febrile, panicked, and already he was losing track of time. Had he been down here for a single cycle or three?

Mercifully, when Scorio could take no more, he fell asleep. Each time he began to rouse himself some defensive measure dragged him back down, so that existence became a miasma of darkness and hatred, a slurry of dreamscapes and memories, of regrets and futile vows of vengeance. 

This endless reverie was finally broken by a light appearing under the doorway. The heavy bolt was drawn back and then Praximar was there, alone, a lantern in hand. The chancellor stepped inside, closed the door, then set the lantern on the floor and considered Scorio.

Who was so relieved to see the other man he almost forgot his loathing.

“Hello, Scorio.” For a long while the older man just considered him, then he sighed. “Almost I regret your being trapped in there. But you’re simply too troublesome to be left loose in your cell. Knowing you, you’d somehow find it within yourself to achieve Dread Blaze or some other impossibility. No, far better to keep you locked up in there, safe and sound.”

He lapsed into silence again.

“You know, it’s almost tragic. You’ve clearly got such potential. Every year I see a new crop of students appear atop their biers, and almost all of them are so eager to just do what they’re told. They’re like prize stallions, determined to be the fastest down the race track but never dreaming of the world outside the stadium. They take their pills and elixirs, compete in the tournaments, seek to master themselves, to earn patronage, notoriety, even, but all within accepted constraints. 

“You, however. You don’t even know the meaning of the word tradition. But I’ve done my research into your past. Oh yes. I’ve access to many secret tomes meant only for the eyes of the Academy’s Chancellor. I’ve read about your past lives. Did you know that each and every time you’ve been reborn you’ve been nothing but trouble? Impetuous, arrogant, reckless to an extreme, consumed by anger, and willing to do anything—anything at all?—to achieve your arbitrary goals? Yes, there’s a reason you’re a Red Lister. 

“But if you’d only proven a little more tractable. If you’d been willing to work within the established order of things. You’d have been an asset, Scorio. You could have made a real difference in our war. Because, whether you believe me or not, that’s my sole concern. Defeating the Pit. But you know as we are we stand no chance.” Praximar scoffed. “We’re being thrown back in the Telurian Band of all places by this Blood Ox. Our last hope of destroying the Pit resulted in three Imperators lost, and the remaining Imperators lack the will and resolve to assay another assault.”

Praximar scowled for a moment, then sighed and shook his head. “There’s so much you can’t begin to conceive of, Scorio. You’ve never even left the Rascor Plains. You know nothing of the higher struggles that consume our kind. The true fiends who reside in the Pit and can go toe to toe with even an Imperator. The—the—bah.”

Praximar waved a hand of dismissal and turned away. Frowned at nothing then looked back. “It galls me, you know. That each year I nurture the candle of hope that an Iulius the Golden will be returned to us, a Moravius the Black, but instead we get… you. Why? Does the Archspire mock us? I’ll not lose hope, though pressure is growing insurmountable to direct all resources away from Bastion to the front. To effectively abandon the Academy, cease to nurture our students, and fight this war with the paltry forces we currently have at our disposal. I’ll continue to fight against that pressure though, in the hopes that a true hero is returned to us, but you… you have no place in this war. You can only destroy your own kind. Your… your madness leads you to direct your strength against those like myself who wish only to defeat Hell.”

Praximar looked sad. “You’re like a rabid dog, Scorio. No matter how great your pedigree, you’re ruined. You need to be put down. I’ve decided not to torment you after all. I’ve too much on my mind. We’re hosting a goodbye feast for all of Manticore tonight. Luminaries from all the Houses are attending, and frankly, it’s a good reminder as to my true duties. So I’m going to have Ydrielle come down here with me tonight and release you from your prism so that we can kill you. Your soul will return to the Archspire, and with a little luck it won’t return.”

Scorio glared at the man. There was nothing else he could do.

“Well.” Praximar took up the lantern. “What a pity. What a waste. But I shan’t spend any more time or energy on you. The tale of Scorio the Red Lister will come to its final and pathetic end.”

And with that Praximar left the cell and bolted the door behind him.

Scorio felt gratitude. For Praximar had given him a sweet gift: he’d purified, rarefied his rage so that it burned away the madness and doubt. It left Scorio lucid and clear-minded.

He’d have an opportunity to escape. No doubt Praximar would bring whatever Great Souls were necessary to control him and prevent his doing so, but it was his one opportunity. 

Even if it failed, at least he’d die trying to tear Praximar’s throat out.

“Scorio.” The woman’s hoarse voice tested his name. “I’ve never heard of you before. But you have my thanks for enraging Praximar so. You must have truly been a thorn in his side.”

Scorio listened, wishing he could reply.

“But it sounds like you’re to be killed tonight. Another sordid death in the dark. I don’t know how Praximar can meet his own gaze in the mirror.” The woman’s voice was growing soft, as if she spoke to herself. “The delusion. The… to think he…” She trailed off. 

Time passed.

Scorio did the only thing he could. He summoned his Heart in his mind’s eye and focused on it. The great and unnatural sphere hovered before him, its surface glossy and black, ponderous and weighty with mana. It was mostly filled, a crude mixture of Coal and Copper. 

He’d have to be careful, but if he was to have a chance at fighting his way free he’d need to heal his shoulder. 

Scorio willed his Heart’s Ignition, feeding it a sliver of Coal. Black flames burned brightly about the huge sphere, endlessly immolating it, and Scorio sank into a deep meditation. 

He needed confidence in himself. Surety. He’d help nobody if he burst free of the prism like some feral beast. So he concentrated on his essence, his Heart. He cleared his mind of all doubts and fears. Allowed himself to grow pure, cleansed, himself.

Time passed.

Coal burned continuously. His shoulder reknit itself. His Gold-tempered body truly was a wonder. 

And strangely, it felt good to burn Coal once more. Gold and Iron, Bronze and Copper were all delicious and elevating in their own way, but Coal felt right. Dirty and crude, just like himself. The basis of his original Ignition, the realm in which he’d saturated himself during those first months training under the Nightmare Lady.

Coal. 

It felt like an old friend.

Nox.

Scorio’s mind stilled. Was the Imperial Ghost Toad still in Bastion? This prison cell was as deep into the ground as one could get. Could Nox sense him burning Coal mana from afar?

The odds were terrible. For all Scorio knew Nox was ranging far afield in search of new spawning pools. Or hidden deep in the ruins, too far to sense his burning Heart.

But no matter how slender his hope, it was all he had to hold onto.

So he burned his Coal reserves, feeding his Heart with ever greater amounts, knowing it foolish to spend it all in such a vain hope. 

But if this was to be his last moment alive, he might as well warm himself by his own burning Heart and thinking on his fiendish friend.

Scorio fed more Coal into the flames, watching the tongues of fire leap higher and higher. His reservoir had always been inordinately deep, but following the evolution of his Heart, it had become truly massive. Given his ability to renew it constantly, he’d never had the need to burn his way through his reserves, and even he felt surprised at how much Coal was available to him. 

Nox, he thought, trying to fling his thoughts out into the world. Nox, can you sense me?

“How are you burning so much mana?” came the woman’s voice, now tinged with awe.

Scorio opened the floodgates and allowed all of his remaining Coal to fuel his fire. Black flames rose up in a conflagration, wicked hot and forming an inferno of darkness. He felt dusty and used by the crude quality, but again, in a way so familiar it felt wonderful.

“You’re just a Flame Vault?” The woman sounded incredulous. “You should have run dry by now. How by the ten hells…?”

The fire grew to a final pyre and then, when the last drop of Coal was gone, guttered out.

He had perhaps a third of his reservoir remaining in Copper, but that he would shepherd, and after all, Copper meant nothing to him.

His shoulder felt better even as his foolish hope collapsed in on itself and died.

“Incredible,” he thought the woman whispered, but perhaps it was his imagination.

Time passed. A cycle, perhaps two. There was no way to tell, but Scorio felt calmer now. He’d done all he could. He didn’t dwell on the past, on his mistakes, the injustices. His mind was clear. 

Soon Praximar and Ydrielle would return, and then one way or another he’d exact his vengeance.

Scorio had fallen into a half-dozing trance when he felt his prism tremble. Immediately he scanned its corpus with his senses—was it coming apart? Had his burning Coal weakened…? No. Its integrity was perfect as before.

Then…?

Again the ground shivered. The sensation faded, came back, and grew stronger. Small shocks caused the prism to shudder. Scorio couldn’t even look around to see what was going on. Had Naomi escaped? Had Leonis and Lianshi decided to come rescue him…?

But the rumble was coming from below.

Could it be…?

Whatever was happening continued to grow in strength, until suddenly the floor of the cell broke apart. Large chunks of stone and paving blocks were knocked aside as a massive gray form shouldered its way into the cell, its body surrounded by a burning nimbus of Coal that turned the stone to slag.

Nox the Imperial Ghost Toad shook himself, sending the last chunks of rock flying, then turned about with shuffling, waddling adjustments to consider Scorio where he hung suspended in his prism.

“Favorite friend Scorio,” croaked the toad.

“Who’s that?” The hidden woman’s voice was sharp. “Who’s there?”

Nox quirked his horned head to one side, his broad mouth thinning as he shifted about on the loose rubble, but then he turned back to Scorio. “That not imperial jelly. This not a comfortable burrow. Nox help.”

Scorio wanted to sing, to laugh, to cry in overwhelming relief. Instead, he simply watched as Nox flung his great tongue forth so that the sticky bolus of flesh at the end splatted against the prism. Coal fire burned along the tongue’s length, corrosive and potent, and immediately the prism’s hermetic seal began to melt.

Nox had changed, Scorio realized: he was bigger and now sported large plates of what looked like obsidian along his back. No, not stone: petrified Coal mana. The peaks above his empty eyes rose more prominently, and he radiated a powerful presence that he’d not possessed before.

His friend had grown in power since he’d last seen him two years ago.

The seal around the prism broke. Nox then yanked his tongue and Scorio into his mouth, swallowing him hole. One moment Scorio was standing erect, frozen and staring at his friend, the next all was huge closing lips, muscular gray flesh, and then darkness once more.

He was in Nox’s mouth.

Coal mana congealed to an extreme pressed in all around the weakened prism which dissolved like salt in warm water.

A moment later Scorio was spat forth. He fell to the ground, freed of the prism and covered in thick, gluey ropes of spit that adhered him to the ground. Instinctively Scorio began drawing ambient mana into his Heart even as he rose to his feet, shoulders heaving, eyes wide.

“Nox, you beautiful beast, you can’t imagine how happy I am to see you.”

Nox shifted about, quirking his massive head from side to side. “We leave? This bad place.”

“Hello?” The woman’s voice was strained with barely controlled emotion. “Scorio? What’s going on? Hello?”

Scorio sharpened his dark vision and saw that the walls were decrepit and rough, the ancient blocks massive but their mortar having effectively turned to sand. “Who’s there?” A wild hope. “Druanna?”

“Yes, yes, it’s me—are you free? What’s going on?”

“One second.” Scorio backed away across the cell as best he could, took a deep breath, then flared his Heart as he charged and slammed his shoulder into the wall. Huge blocks shifted, dust sifted down from above, then Scorio stepped back and kicked in the center block that had nearly given way.

It tumbled in and started a landslide, blocks falling and rolling and cracking apart. Scorio stepped back, momentarily nervous that the whole ceiling would come down, but then the elements stabilized and he could see through the pall of dust into the next room. 

Druanna stood there in ragged robes, her form emaciated, a metal helm bolted about her head, a narrow slit cut open before her mouth. Scorio stepped through the ragged hole into her cell. “Want me to get that off you?”

“Oh yes,” she breathed.

“Hold still.” Scorio palmed the brutally thick helm with one hand and then pressed a glowing talon against the metal strap that wrapped under her jaw. The metal immediately began to glow and run. Carefully, eyes narrowed, Scorio allowed the searing heat of his talon to cut through, until at last he flicked his finger away and the strap was broken.

Druanna tore it away, bending the steel strap, and tore the helm off. She must have been wearing it for years: her skin was badly chafed, callused even across her cheeks, her eyes blind and staring, her hair matted and rotted about her scalp. 

“Oh,” she gasped, running her hands over her face, then up to her hair, tears brimming in her eyes. “Oh.”

“You all right?” It was a stupid question, but Scorio didn’t know what else to say.

“Yes, by the ten hells, yes.” Druanna blinked away her tears and came into herself. Scorio saw her pull her identity back as if donning a long-discarded robe. She squared her shoulders, straightened her back, and raised her chin. Her strength of will and power shone through her frail form and she turned at last to consider him. “Who are you?”

“Scorio, Red Lister, Flame Vault. We met once out in the Farmlands. You were on patrol, my friends and I were being escorted by Evelyn from Manticore.”

“Manticore,” hissed Druanna.

“My thoughts exactly. Why aren’t you dead?”

“Praximar thinks I’ll swear fealty to him and his House if he keeps me down here long enough.” She laughed huskily. “He craves my power. Well. It’s time to show him just what I can do.”

The air around them was suffused with thin Coal, but Scorio could sense his own siphon suddenly dwarfed by Druanna’s own inhalation. It was as if a vortex had opened beside him, endlessly famished and demanding. Coal drained rapidly into Druanna’s Pyre Lady Heart and in moments the environs were barren of all mana.

“Favorite friend Scorio,” croaked Nox. “Footsteps.”

Scorio shared a meaningful glance with Druanna and together they stepped back into his cell. 

Murmurs came through the steel door. Praximar and Ydrielle? The bar slid back, the door opened, and six guards were there, lanterns raised, blades in hand.

“What the hell—?”

Druanna fell upon them. 

She burst forth and demolished them with terrifying power. Elbows shattered jaws, foot stomps bent knees backward, headbutts caved in skulls. 

The Hydra guards never had a chance. One managed a cry of alarm and turned to run. Druanna leaped upon his back and rode him to the floor, smashing his skull when they hit so that brains and blood spattered a yard down the hallway.

“Ah,” breathed the Pyre Lady, rising up to a crouch. “I’ve been dreaming of this moment for years.”

Scorio emerged tentatively from the cell, Nox squeezing himself through with surprising maneuverability.

“Scorio?”

“I’ve got some debts to pay.” Scorio considered the toad. “I’ll never be able to repay you for this. How’d you find me?”

“Scorio bathe in my Imperial jelly. Marked now as clutchmate. Nox returning from grim conquest of spawning pools. Scented your Coal burning Heart, aroma of sweet jelly. Came to investigate.”

“I’ve got no idea what’s going on between you two,” said Druanna, rising to her feet. “But that toad’s my new favorite friend as well. You both coming?”

Nox shifted his weight from side to side. Congealing Coal mana ran in great droplets off his legs and feet. He opened his mouth, ran his great tongue over his face, then bobbed up and down. “Nox come.”

“You don’t have to,” said Scorio softly. “It’s going to get very, very dangerous up there.”

“Scorio manual on Quantics change Nox’s life. Nox soon evolve to Emperor Wraith Toad. Many thanks to favorite friend. Nox come.”

Scorio grinned. “Then let’s go raise a little hell.”

Druanna’s smile was equally predatory. “Sounds like we both have a debt to pay toward Manticore and Praximar. Shall we?”

Scorio eased up into his scaled form, shoulders broadening, muscles growing dense and hard, scales rippling across his frame, horns bursting forth to curl up and over his head. He flexed his burning talons and nodded grimly.

“It’s time for vengeance.”

 

 

 


Chapter 64

 

 

 

They progressed unhurriedly through the lowest level of the palace. Scorio had his dark vision up, but there were lanterns every dozen yards in ancient wall sconces. The place reeked of damp and rust, of stone and soil. 

“I’ve been down here for a long time,” said Druanna, limbering up as she walked. “What have I missed?”

“I was out of touch for about the same amount of time. Ydrielle threw me into the Crucible.”

“And you survived?”

“Barely. Became a Flame Vault down there. Came back up looking for revenge.”

“And got throw in here? Didn’t go so well.”

“I killed Davelos and Evelyn before they got me.”

Druanna made a face. “Not bad. Though—”

They rounded a corner and emerged into a large room. It was the guard’s quarters. Lockers lined one wall. A game of cards was being played around a central table. A pudgy looking guard was turning sausages on a small corner grill.

Everybody stopped and stared.

“Hello, boys,” said Druanna. “I don’t recognize your faces, but if you speak I’m sure I’ll be able to place you.”

A hard-faced man rose from the head of the table. He had a head like an anvil, shoulders like a bull’s, and his Heart Ignited to burn Copper. “Sammy, leave the sausages and get help. Now.”

“Oh, uh—yes, yes, right away.” Sammy dropped his elongated forks and turned to race toward the backdoor.

Nox, who loomed massive behind both Scorio and Druanna, yawned open his mouth. His tongue speared across the room, glistening and muscular, and splodged into the center of Sammy’s back.

The young guard let out a cry of horror as he was yanked back off his feet, across the air of the entire room, between Druanna and Scorio who leaned aside, and disappeared into Nox’s mouth. 

Everybody stared.

For a second Sammy’s form was vaguely visible through the toad’s gullet, arms struggling, muffled cries emerging, and then Nox swallowed and the angular shape disappeared.

“Fuck me,” said the captain. “Looks like we got to rough this one out, lads. Get your blades and no hesitating.”

“Yes,” breathed Druanna, stepping forward. “Please. Give me no excuse to hold back.” And when she exhaled her arms multiplied so that she had three a side, each clutching the hilt of an obsidian scimitar, their blades so sharp they didn’t so much as end as gradate into the air.

“You got this one?” asked Scorio.

He heard her snort in amusement. “Think of this as catharsis.”

The guards had all risen to their feet. There were a dozen of them, clad in Hydra colors, short stabbing blades in hand, faces pale, eyes wide.

“Well, come on,” said Druanna softly. “What? Not so eager to beat on me when I’m not handcuffed and blind?”

“Damn this,” whispered a husky man, his face already gleaming with sweat. “She’s a damn Pyre Lady.”

“Looks like it’s time to die, lads.” The captain stepped forward, his skin slowly rippling as it darkened and took on the rough sheen of granite, his arms extending into double-headed axes. “Let’s do it with dignity.”

Druanna’s arms interwove, her blades rippling up and down like a bank of weeds underwater, and then she strode forward the guards attacked.

Druanna danced in their midst. Blades clanged on blade, men hacked and swung, but every blow either missed or was neatly parried. But even as she spun and crouched, rose onto one leg, or bent backward, men and women fell, throats slashed. 

For that was all she cut. One after another she cut their throats, blood fountaining forth, spraying across the floor and Druanna herself, till she righted herself from an impossible backbend with a wince.

“Ow,” she muttered. “Still stiff.”

“Pyre Lady,” said the captain, clanging his axe arms together.

“Hydra scum.”

The captain roared and charged, axes swinging with power and skill, but Druanna had more than enough strength to contend with him. She blocked his blows with brutal force, driving each strike back, then pressed forward, unhurried, always knocking his arms wide open so that his guard was completely ruined.

The captain cursed, then laughed, then went silent as he strove to find an edge, any advantage.

There were none.

The end came quickly. Two blades cut through the captain’s arms just below the axe-heads, severing them neatly, while a third cut open the large man’s neck.

The man gargled, coughed, stepped back, and for a moment he just stood there swaying. Druanna watched him then extended one blade, pressed its tip against his sternum, and gave a light push.

The captain toppled back and lay outstretched upon the floor, dead.

Nox burped.

Druanna raised her six hands and their blades faded from view, then four of her arms misted and were gone, and when she turned back to Scorio she was herself again, though now splashed in bright blood. “You were saying?”

“I, ah, wow. Well done?”

“This was but an appetizer. But vengeance is sweet. Let’s walk.”

Scorio and Nox joined her as they climbed a broad stairwell. “What’s your last memory? Before appearing in here?”

“Manticore betraying me.” Her voice grew hard. “Down in the Chasm. There were fiends enough, and potent ones. But as soon as I’d finished slaughtering them they turned upon us. I was taken by surprise. My last memory if of Simeon laughing as he reached out to touch my hand.”

“We flew to the Chasm together.” The stairs reached a landing, doubled back and up. “The artifact was a trap. It drained The Coffer’s mana and lowered its shields. Simeon then ordered House Kraken to attack. Ydrielle trapped me in her prism and threw me into the Crucible.”

“It was neatly done.” Druanna paused as they reached a new floor. An empty chamber revealed two corridors spearing off into the dark, twin doors of metal bars blocking each off. “Anybody down here you wish to save?”

“Naomi. Helminth. If—”

Footsteps came from above, the sound of a conversation, laughter.

Druanna pursed her lips and turned to face the stairwell. 

Nox was still on the steps leading down. Scorio moved up beside the Pyre Lady.

“…so I told her, absolutely not, she couldn’t demand that of Dameon, and when she protested I placed her in a prism… oh.”

Ydrielle and Simeon stepped into view and stopped, the easy smiles on their faces fading away.

“Awkward,” said Scorio.

For a moment nobody moved. Simeon’s eyes narrowed as he glanced back and forth. The space was cramped. Barely large enough for the four of them. 

Druanna cracked her neck and then everybody moved.

Simeon disappeared. 

Ydrielle raised a hollow prism over herself, overlapping her Shroud, its surface composed of geometric planes and glowing a soft, snowy white.

Scorio dropped to a crouch and spun as Simeon appeared behind him, already reaching out to smack the back of his head. As the Dread Blaze’s arm swiped overhead Scorio slashed his talons across the inside of the man’s knee, only to impact his Shroud.

Druanna leaped upon Ydrielle’s defenses, her six arms slashing down with terrible power.

Simeon tried to slap Scorio again but hit his Shroud instead; both Shrouds repelled each other, forcing each Great Soul to stumble back.

SIT, Scorio roared at the Dread Blaze with his aura of command,  and to his satisfaction, Simeon’s knees buckled. 

Scorio lunged forward, slashing with both sets of talons, only for Simeon to vanish.

Where—?

Nox gurgled as Simeon appeared at the head of the steps and leaned in touch the toad’s snout.

Simeon disappeared again and Nox blinked in confusion.

“Damn it,” hissed Scorio just as Druanna stumbled back, one wrist pressed to her eyes.

“You all right in there, love?” barked Ydrielle.

“This weird as all… hell. I’m going to be sick.”

“Don’t meet her eyes,” said Druanna, voice thick with anger. “Blinding power.”

One problem at a time. Scorio threw himself at Ydrielle, his aura preceding him as he commanded, DROP YOUR SHIELD.

Ydrielle. 

The Great Soul who’d imprisoned him, manipulated him, laughed at him. Manticore, the focus of literal years’ worth of obsessive hatred.

Copper raged in his Heart as he burned everything he could, as he swung with every ounce of strength, his large muscles coiling under his scaled skin. In that moment he thought of Leonis, of Lianshi, of Dola and Abentha and the people of Bastion, of everyone this woman had wronged.

His rage became the Dread Blaze’s funeral pyre, and just as her prism flickered his talons slammed into her Shroud and slashed it apart.

Momentum carried him through so that his shoulder slammed into Ydrielle’s chest. She must have weighed less than a third of what he did in his scaled form. She was smashed off her feet and sent flying onto the steps behind her with a cry.

Scorio turned and lunged after her, fixedly avoiding her gaze, to fall upon her like a panther and sink his talons into her neck.

Hot blood welled up, bubbling and boiling around his white-hot talons. Only then did he raise his head, chest heaving with the intensity of emotion, to meet her shocked gaze.

Her hands fluttered around his wrists. Her mouth worked but only made a clicking sound.

“For Leonis,” rasped Scorio. “For Lianshi.”

A yellow smolder tried to light in her eyes as she sought to summon her power, but it dulled and went dead as her head tilted to one side.

Three down.

Two to go.

Scorio tore himself free and leaped back lightly into the chamber. Druanna was facing Nox who’d emerged halfway into the room. Thick ropes of drool hung from the toad’s maw down to the corpse of Sammy the guard.

Nox convulsed again. “Damn…fiends… can’t…”

Then Simeon was ejected from the toad to stagger upright, his face green with nausea. 

“There you are,” said Druanna.

“Wait wait wait,” said Simeon, raising both hands. “Ydrielle? You still with me, love?”

Druanna’s six blades interwove.

Simeon appeared before her and reached out, only for the blade to neatly sever his hand.

It fell to the hand as Simeon screamed and jerked back.

Druanna turned. “You really think that’ll work a second time?”

“Wait,” cried Simeon, gaze darting back and forth. “I was only obeying orders, I protested, I never wanted to—”

He lunged forth again with his stump, a feint toward Druanna’s face, blood dashing forth, only to drop and try to touch her knee.

A second blade cleaved through his hastily summoned Shroud and took off his other hand.

“Damn it!” Simeon fell to the ground and pressed both stumps to his chest. “It wasn’t my decision! I had no choice, I swore Heart Oaths, I’m innocent, I never wanted to—”

“Shhh,” said Scorio, crouching before the fallen Dread Blaze. “It’s all right.”

Simeon stilled, his large, dolorous eyes widening. “It… what do you mean?”

“You’re going back to the Archspire. You don’t deserve it.”

“Scorio, please.” Tears stood out in Simeon’s eyes. “I swear to you, on my honor, on Eterra, I never wanted to harm you, for any of this to happen.”

“Too bad,” said Scorio softly. “But first tell me. Who did Ydrielle place in a prism?”

“What?” For a second Simeon looked confounded. “Oh—Jova Spark. She’s not herself. I can lead you to her room—”

Scorio slashed his talons through the Dread Blaze’s throat.

Simeon’s tried to scream but it became a gargle. He pressed his stumps clumsily to his throat, half sat up, then lay back, convulsing, and died.

“Yeurch,” said Nox in distaste. “Unpleasant.”

“Four down,” said Scorio, rising to his feet.

Druanna’s arms faded from view. “You’re drawing continuously from the local mana pool. That’s a Pyre Lady technique. How?”

“It’s complicated,” said Scorio, and nodded to the barred doors. “Give me a moment?”

“Don’t take long.” 

Scorio used his talons to cut through the lock on each door and pulled them both open. “Naomi?” His voice echoed down the corridor. “Helminth?”

“…Scorio?”

He was down the hallway before his name was finished being called. Past a half dozen doors to dig his talons into the frame of a heavy door and then heave, his muscles writhing, to toss it aside with a crash.

“Naomi?” Sinking down to his human form he entered hesitantly, dark vision revealing his friend sunken against the wall, her hair hanging lank before her face, both wrists manacled to the walls with monstrous chains. “Are you hurt?”

“Can’t move my legs.” Her fury matched his own. “Shadow Petal cut through my back with her black blade.”

Druanna appeared in the doorway. “A friend of yours? She’ll heal. It just takes time for the mana channels to restore themselves.”

“Let’s get you out of those,” whispered Scorio, rising to his scaled form and taking up the chains.

“How did you… oh. Hello, Nox.”

“Favorite friend Naomi. Not looking good.”

“I’m better now. I heard… fighting?”

“Ydrielle and Simeon.” Scorio cut through the chains with patient pressure. “Druanna was in the cell next to mine. Everyone’s upstairs having a feast.”

Naomi reached for Scorio as he cut through the last chain, and he slid under her arm and lifted her up to hold against his chest.

“Well, then you’d better go ruin it for them.”

“That’s the plan. Druanna?”

The Pyre Lady was listening to something, head cocked. “I’m waiting on you.”

Scorio followed her back down to the small chamber. Stepped over Simeon’s corpse, rose past Ydrielle’s, and led the way to the floor above.

Nox followed along behind, occasionally hopping up an entire flight of stairs, but mostly content to waddle.

Two guards descended into view, their chatter cutting off at the sight of Scorio and Druanna. They turned wordlessly and fled.

The stairs let out into a broad hallway through a heavy door. Scorio felt fell and dangerous, slow and lethargic, as if the closer he came to violence the more indolent he became. His Heart raged with Coal and Naomi’s form was light and insubstantial in his arms. 

The hallway was busy, servants and other Hydra officials turning to stare after the twin guards who’d just pounded by. They looked back to Scorio and Druanna, at Nox who emerged from the doorway with relief, and panicked.

Scorio ignored their screams. Ignored the cries of alarm, the shouts, the hoarse yells for help.

They were on the ground floor. Deep enough inside the palace that no windows admitted the sun-wire’s light. Gilt lanterns shone brightly. Treasures gleamed on shelves, portraits in heavy frames hung on the walls, and the marble floor was covered in rich carpeting. 

Down the hall he trod, a rushing roar in his ears, his senses drinking everything in even as he remained focused on the din coming from a distant room. 

Druanna was by his side, her emaciated frame given a burning vitality by her power and will.

A servant opened a door just as Scorio passed. He reached out and snagged the older man by the throat. “Where is Jova’s room?”

“I—what?” The man became almost instantly hysterical. “What?!”

“Jova Spark’s room. Where is it?”

“Spark? The Flame Vault? There, down that hall, second on the left, into the guest suites. Third door on the left!”

Scorio released the man, who stepped back and slammed the door.

“You can go ahead if you want. But I think this is worth the detour.”

Druanna glanced to where the corridor let out to a great hall. Her impatience was tangible. “I’d not be here without your aid. If you truly think it worth it.”

Scorio took off at a run, Naomi clutched to his chest. Down the hall, second on the left, into an area with cream walls and red-trimmed doors. 

Third on the left.

Scorio smashed his boot into the door beside the handle. It shattered inward. It was a small but well-appointed room, the furnishings old but elegant, and in its center stood Jova, one hand on her hip, the other raised to point angrily at nobody, her face frozen in a familiar scowl.

“Nox? Could you help us here?”

Nox squirmed his way in through the narrow door, his pillowy body squeezing through with some effort. He eyed the prism, then hit it with his tongue and yanked the glowing coffin into his mouth. 

For a moment he simply worked it around, his cheeks bulging, and then Scorio felt the hissing release of mana dissipating and the toad spat Jova out onto the floor.

Who promptly leaped to her feet, eyes wide as she glared at Nox, then Scorio, then finally at Druanna.

“You live?”

“You weren’t aware? Oh good. You’ll live a little longer, then.”

“Praximar’s had her in the dungeon all this time.” Scorio set Naomi down in an upholstered chair. “We’re about to go talk to him about that.”

“Talk?” Jova let out a bark of laughter. “He’s in the feasting hall. Almost a hundred Great Souls have gathered to bid Manticore goodbye. You’ll be massacred.”

“I think not,” said Druanna idly.

“What were you arguing about?” asked Scorio. “I lost my temper and killed Simeon before he could fill me in.”

Jova’s eyes widened. “Simeon’s dead?”

Naomi’s satisfaction was immense. “And Ydrielle.”

Jova passed her hand over her sticky black hair. “First Davelos and Evelyn, now Simeon and Ydrielle?” Her face flushed. “Where was this drive, this rage, before you were betrayed?”

“I made the mistake of being content with my victories.” Scorio’s expression hardened. “I thought I could trust my friends.”

Jova looked sharply down and away. “I wanted to demand Dameon answer my questions. He’d led me on skillfully for years now. I told Simeon I was going to stand up during the feast and confront him.”

“This is sweet,” said Druanna. “But we need to get to the killing.”

“If we survive, we can talk,” said Scorio. “But right now I just need to know: you with us? You going to help kill Praximar and Dameon?”

“What?” Jova sounded helpless, overwhelmed, half-panicked. “Kill…? I’ve been working for them since… but if they’ve… and you?” She glared at Druanna. “All this time?”

“All this time,” said the Pyre Lady darkly.

Jova dropped into a crouch and shoved her knuckles into her eyes. For a long moment, she remained thus, utterly still, and then she gasped and rose. “I feel mad. I feel… it doesn’t matter. Yes. I’m with you.”

“Good. Thank you, Jova.”

“Wait,” said Druanna. “Jova? As in Jova Spark?” Jova just stared at her. “Now I understand the detour. Very well. Let’s go.”

“Nox, can you carry Naomi? I’m going to need my arms.”

Nox swallowed visibly and half turned around.

“I’ll hold on,” said Naomi. “You’ll not even notice me.”

“Friend Naomi can hold on,” allowed Nox uncertainly.

“Thank you.” Naomi raised her arms to Scorio, who lifted her easily and turned her about so that she fell atop the toad. She then shifted into the Nightmare Lady form, her legs and tail hanging limply but her skeletal arms reaching out wide to grasp the toad’s thick, Coal-plated hide.

“Time to go.” Druanna strode back down the hallway, and the others followed.

It felt strange to walk beside Jova once more. The air between them crackled with tension, and she stared ahead with fixed determination, her jaw clenched. 

They emerged into the huge entrance hall. Great vases and potted plants, a magisterial staircase sweeping up to the second floor, a chandelier of cut crystal reflecting a hundred burning mana-lights that cast flickering flecks of coppery light dancing across the walls.

Double doors stood open at the hall’s end. Servants were gathered there, mingled with House Guards, some calling out warnings to those within, others facing out to where Scorio and Druanna strode toward them.

“Stop!” called a guard, moving to interpose himself, halberd aimed at them. Others took heart and moved to stand with him, six in all quickly forming a line.

Scorio turned to a heavy chair set against the wall and placed Naomi upon it. “Wait here.”

Frustration warred with resignation but finally, she gave a curt nod. “Make them pay.”

“Over and over and over again,” whispered Scorio, pressing his hand over her own. “And it’ll still not be enough.”

He moved to stand beside Druanna just as Nox made a coughing sound and sent his tongue hurtling forth. It slipped past the halberds and splodged into the central guard’s chest. The man had a moment in which to gaze down in absolute horror before Nox whipped his head to the side and sent the man flying into his companions. 

Nox jerked his head back, his tongue undulated laterally, and the guard hammered into those on the other side.

A final flick and the man was slammed against the floor with bone-crushing force and then flung cartwheeling through the air to land high up on the sweeping staircase.

“Thanks,” said Scorio, resuming his forward march.

Nox croaked in pleasure and hopped after.

They reached the double doors.

Within was a feasting hall, two massive tables stretching along its length, musicians hidden high above in a shadowed gallery, chandeliers hanging from the rafters, a raised table at the far end where Praximar and other dignitaries had risen to their feet.

Everything burned bright, lit by candles and lanterns, every light reflected in countless mirrors set along the walls or the polished steel serving dishes or goblets. The tables were covered in the half-eaten feast, while servants had pressed back against the walls, eyes wide, pitchers and platters in their hands.

There had to be some hundred people gathered in the chamber. Scorio saw numerous familiar faces. Praximar and Daemon. Octavia and Raugr. Crush and Sam, Leonis and Lianshi, Jova and Juniper. There were scores of Manticore Great Souls, most of Hydra’s highest officials, along with the faces of Kraken’s elite. 

Mana rose from incense sticks placed every few yards along the tables, releasing curlicues of Copper and Bronze into the air. 

The air ached with tension. 

Then Octavia stood.

Her voice burned with outrage and shock. “Druanna?”

The Pyre Lady by Scorio’s side smiled grimly. “Octavia.”

Praximar’s face was mottled with fury. “This… this is an outrage…” 

“Druanna?” Octavia looked resplendent in a shimmering metallic gown of gold and emerald, her hair done up in regal style, her leonine beauty accentuated by striking make-up. “He told me you died!”

“I can explain!” Praximar raised his hands. “Everyone calm down, there’s an explanation for all of this!”

Down the length of one table, Great Souls began to rise to their feet. A young woman shifted and became the Shadow Petal. Scorio saw Spark and Pale, the Dread Blaze Galvon, the noble Cianus and by his side, the red-haired Ermina.

“Too late for explanations,” growled Scorio, flexing his white-hot talons. “Time to die, Praximar.”

 

 

 


Chapter 65

 

 

 

The air within the feasting hall began to roil as Shrouds popped up, mana was inhaled into scores of Hearts, and the tension grew so thick it was choking.

“Praximar!” Octavia’s cry cut through the growing voices. “You lied? You have held Druanna prisoner all this time?”

 A nondescript young woman stepped up with great deliberation onto the table as she became the Shadow Petal, her black and white blades backswept, her burning crimson gaze locked on the Autocrator of House Hydra.

“I—this is all a misunderstanding,” stammered Praximar. “Let us deal with the escaped Red Lister and then convene tomorrow at the citadel—”

“Liar!” Octavia hammered her fist into the table with such force that the ancient boards and support struts shattered, breaking it in two. “You have exacted our Heart Oaths on false premises!”

“But that does not absolve you of your oaths.” Praximar was fading further back, passing Dameon, inserting himself into the knot of Hydra Great Souls. “You are still bound! You and yours cannot rise against us—you must appeal to the Iron Tyrant for justice.”

Octavia’s gestured for her forces to hold. “You’re correct. We’ll not rupture our Hearts here today, but hear me, Praximar. House Kraken will exact its vengeance for this deception.”

The Shadow Petal straightened. The flames that had begun to wreathe Spark flickered out and died. The other members of the House—including Ravenna, Scorio saw—glowered and stood down.

Raugr had also risen to his feet. The Autocrator of House Chimera was a brutal-looking man, scalp shorn, face like a cliff of granite, his brow shadowing his deeply recessed eyes. “House Chimera will have no part of this.” His voice was rough with authority. “Chimera, we leave now.”

“I, however, swore no oath.” Druanna’s soft voice cut through the hubbub. “Let me remind you all why I was once so greatly feared.”

“Druanna,” called out Galvon by way of warning, but she ignored him.

Scorio had seen Simeon imitate her power back at the Fiery Shoals, but as her true eidolon formed, he realized that had been but a pale simulacrum. 

The being that manifested at the front of the feasting hall rose some six yards in height, its head nearly brushing the rafters. 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 it filled the feasting hall with an unnatural chill, vapor sizzling off its skin.

“Oh great,” said Dameon. “Manticore? Ignore the construct. We have to drop Druanna—”

He got no further. 

The feasting hall exploded into madness.

The eidolon surged up the hall, running between the two long tables, three of its scimitars slashing down to behead and bisect the Great Souls on the left who threw up Shrouds, activated their abilities, and otherwise sought to defend themselves. 

Druanna followed after, assuming her own six-armed form, and leaped atop the left table to run down its length, just behind the chaos left by her eidolon, hewing and parrying the Great Souls who turned in shock to deal with her.

Jova tore a flagstone from the floor, shattered it into a dozen chunks, and flung them into the crowd.

Nox’s whole body began to burn with black flames as if he were a Great Soul Heart, and he flicked out his tongue to catch a flying Great Soul between the shoulder blades and haul her down into his gullet.

Naomi’s shadows began to thicken as segmented, bony tails arose, bladed tips slashing and whipping about.

But though Kraken and Chimera had removed themselves from the fight, and even now were filing reluctantly out of a side door, that still left some fifty enemy Great Souls with which to do battle. 

A potent mix of Tomb Sparks, Flame Vaults, and even a few Dread Vaults.

All of whom unleashed their attacks in response.

The air around the eidolon exploded in a welter of ranged attacks: flashes of bright burning light, cones of flame, spears of shadow, and rapid-fire blasts of eerie blue motes. 

None of them had any effect. 

But Scorio couldn’t take in what was happening at large any longer; he raced along the front of Kraken’s table on the right. For a brief moment, he caught sight of Ravenna, met her anguished, bewildered gaze, and then she was gone, out the side door—and then something akin to a wall appeared out of nowhere and slammed into him.

Scorio got his Shroud up just in time but was still lifted off the ground and hurled over Kraken’s table. A tureen of yellow cream soup slopped all over his legs, plates and cups crashed down about him, but he scrambled up to his feet and ran on, along the wall, the blow having done little to actually harm him. He pushed past the Kraken House members who reared back in alarm.

Rocks shattered against walls. The air filled with blinding brilliance then went pitch dark, then resolved itself into columns of shadows that gradated into pools of light. Bony tails whipped about, while in the air rotated a dozen weapons, each flickering and flying forth as if wielded by invisible fists.

The air was barren of all mana. The incense sticks had been drawn on so violently that they were snuffed out.

Somewhere Druanna was laughing.

A glowing green beast emerged from the wall just ahead of Scorio, a mass of lashing tentacles and a bizarre, bucket-like head. Scorio vaulted back over the table into the center of the room to avoid it only to nearly run into an older man in Hydra robes.

Their eyes met and Scorio froze, his every muscle seizing up, only for the man to be blasted in the side of the head by a block of stone and knocked off his feet.

Freed, Scorio leaped over the body only to skid to a stop and back up before a lumbering sandstone statue came his way, almost as tall as it was wide. 

He’d fought this guy before. An Academy student from his year. He’d joined House Hydra. Scorio hit him with his aura of command: STOP!

The sandstone golem did so, jerking to a halt, and Scorio extruded his wings and leaped up with a great flap to swing his talons through the golem’s head, wrecking it so absolutely that chunks of rock flew in every direction. The very power of the swing caused Scorio to revolve mid-air, his wings furling about him, and then he drew them back in and fell into a crouch beyond the toppling golem, only to see Crush neatly leap the head table and land before him.

She rose to her full height. As powerfully muscled as ever, she studied him, eyes gleaming, and punched one fist into the other palm.

Madness raged around them but she seemed immune to the chaos. “Hello, Scorio.”

“Crush.” For a moment Scorio quailed; a barrage of brutal memories assailed him, endless days of being humiliated and ground into the dirt, of being beaten remorselessly such that the woman before him had taken on an almost invulnerable aura.

But that had been before.

“Time to put you in your place.” She sneered and darted forward, as light and surefooted as ever, to punch him square in the sternum with all her vaunted Dread Blaze power.

Scorio considered dodging then leaned into the blow instead.

Her knuckles crunched into his scales. The blow was tremendous. Once it would have shattered every bone in his torso and jellied his innards.

Now it just forced him to take a step back.

“What the hell?” muttered Crush, staring at her ruined fist.

“Times change,” said Scorio, and hurled himself forward. She swayed back from his first blow, then raised both forearms to block his second.

Forearms that had turned an oily black and from which hundreds of gleaming crimson spikes emerged. Forearms grown as wide as Scorio’s thighs, her fists into bestial talons that near matched his own.

His blow shattered spikes and thundered into her defense, causing her to stagger back. She dropped her arms and he saw her full monstrous form. She’d quadrupled in mass and looked more like a bipedal spiked bull. Flickers of flame curled from her nostrils and a corona of spikes formed a crown about her hideous visage.

“Let’s see you take this,” she rasped and blew out a plume of sticky flame. Scorio raised his Shroud. The inferno blasted around it, but his Shroud’s sheer size completely protected him. The moment the flames died down he leaped forward, through the last of the sticky fire, and drove his fist into her stomach, shattering her defensive spikes and causing her to stagger.

“Damn,” she wheezed, confusion and concern crossing her monstrous features. “What did you—?”

But he didn’t want to hear it. Endless months of humiliation and rage came roaring to the fore and he threw himself at her again, tearing at her hide with his talons, head butting her in the face, tore apart her flimsy Shroud to shred her gut open, and then with a cry he took her by the throat, lifted her clear off the ground and drove her headfirst into the flagstones with every ounce of his strength.

Crush seemed more undone by her own shock than the pain itself; she raised herself up to one elbow, eyes wide, blood running from countless cuts, and then desperately tried to crawl away.

Scorio took hold of her spiny ankle with both hands. Grimaced, leaned back and hauled at her bulk. Turned, dragging her around, turned faster, and with all the might in his Gold-tempered body he lifted her right off the ground and hurled her spinning through the air right at the eidolon.

Who cut Crush in half with one arm without even turning away from its battle.

Scorio heaved for breath, and looked around. Praximar. Where was he?

Gone. 

Dameon too.

Scorio went to vault over the head table only for a blast to catch him in the side. He didn’t even see who threw it or what it looked like, was simply thrown across the room like a rag doll to crater against the stone wall. He fell limply to the ground, dazed, but then shook his head and rose to his feet.

He loved having a Gold-tempered body.

A mirror-creature stalked toward him, its reflective surfaces elongating and becoming new limbs as old ones retracted, their faces alternating between showing the hall around them and flicker-flashes of the Great Soul hidden within. 

Scorio hauled himself up. His reservoir was a third down. Copper flames wreathed his Heart, but already he saw some of the younger Great Souls staggering back, their Hearts no doubt guttering, their faces slack with shock and dismay.

“Scorio!” Jova’s cry came from behind. He turned, saw an outflung arm, reached, grasped, and was hauled up just as the mirror-creature flung itself at him in an explosion of shards.

They curved tightly up and around the back of the eidolon, Scorio trailing behind the block on which Jova stood. 

“Zala!” yelled Jova. “The back door!”

They dove down toward a rear archway through which Praximar must have escaped. A Hydra Great Soul stood guard, his arm drawn back as he prepared to hurl something at them, but Jova hopped up so that her flagstone flew at the man with terrible speed, hitting him in the gut and folding him over as they landed neatly in the archway.

“Jova!” Zala came up behind them. Her black hair was shorn boyishly short, her robes declaring her Manticore affiliation. “What are you doing?”

Jova slowed, glancing back at her old roommate. “Juniper was right. I should have done this a long time ago. But we’ll figure it out later. We’re going after Praximar and Dameon. You coming?”

Zala glanced back fearfully at the melee then back. “He refused to tell you?”

“Ydrielle put me in a prism. We’re done with them. Let’s go!”

They ran down the hall, through several chambers, past alarmed servants, and then out into an enclosed courtyard of surpassing luxury. Water fountained crystalline from a marble fountain depicting a heroic warrior raising a horn to his lips. Greenery grew from planters, and several trees spread their delicate branches over the pale flagstones whose smooth faces were inlaid with whirling patterns of gold.

Five figures stood in the courtyard’s center. Praximar and Dameon were in a heated exchange with the beautiful, freckled woman who’d teleported Dameon before. Leonis and Lianshi stood to one side.

“Damn your eyes, Dameon.” Praximar glared at Scorio. “Get your Flame Vault under control!”

“No,” said the young woman, pulling at where Dameon gripped her wrist. “I won’t. I won’t do it.”

And tearing herself free, she flashed a defiant stare at Scorio before disappearing abruptly, leaving a startled Dameon to gape where she had stood.

“Looks like you finally have to stand and fight,” said Scorio, moving into the courtyard. “No more running.”

“You think you can defeat me?” Praximar drew himself up and smoothed down his robes. “Freeing Druanna was a neat trick, I’ll grant you that, but you, you’re just a Flame Vault.”

“Two Flame Vaults,” said Jova, moving up alongside Scorio.

“And a Tomb Spark,” added Zala nervously from behind.

“Dameon. Leonis. Lianshi. Take care of these criminals.”

Leonis rubbed angrily at his jaw and glanced at Lianshi, who was hugging herself, features pale.

Dameon released the young woman’s wrist in anger and stalked forward. “Very well. Time to avenge Evelyn and Davelos.”

“And Ydrielle,” said Scorio. “Simeon too, for that matter.”

Dameon’s head rocked back. “You lie.”

“Didn’t you send them down to kill me? What, you think we missed each other in the stairwell?”

Dameon’s eyes widened. “You piece of insolent trash—”

“Leonis, Lianshi.” Scorio pitched his voice over Dameon’s snarl. “I won’t fight you two. Please. In memory of our friendship. Step aside.”

“Stand tall, students!” Praximar’s voice was stern. “Face down your dark past and earn the highest of rewards at House Hydra.”

“You coward.” Scorio began walking forward. “Using my affection for my best friends against me.”

Praximar stood behind Leonis and Lianshi so that neither saw him smile. “Rather I provide them with a chance to prove themselves deserving. As one now!”

Scorio met Lianshi’s bewildered gaze. The sight of her caused a sensation of deep warmth to rise within him, and he smiled. “I won’t fight you, Nun of the Red. If you can strike me down, do so. But our friendship was a good thing.”

“It was?” She sounded desperate, unsure. 

“Would you have told me about Juniper if I hadn’t earned your trust?”

Her eyes widened.

“And Leonis!” Scorio smiled at the large man. “Would you have told me of your uncle down on the arena sands? We were closer than close, we three. I’ll not fight you.”

Leonis’s eyes glittered. He was breathing deeply, powerfully. “Lianshi?”

“Enough!” Praximar’s form shimmered and separated into five identical copies, each moving as if truly independent of the others. “In all my days I have never been subjected to such indignity. Dameon! On the… what by the ten hells?”

“Rampage into spawning pools!” croaked Nox as he appeared in the archway, the Nightmare Lady astride his back. The Imperial Ghost Toad was battered and cut, but his throat worked powerfully and the Nightmare Lady gripped his armored back, her eyes burning deep green. 

“Favorite friends Leonis and Lianshi.”

“What is even happening?” Lianshi cried, half laughing, half sobbing.

Leonis extended his arm and Nezzar appeared within his grasp, black and burning with power. “A moment of madness,” he said. “Time to make a decision, my love.”

“Oh, enough of this foolery!” barked the Pyre Lord. “I’ll end this now!”

And he attacked.

 


Chapter 66

 

 

 

A forcefield appeared around Dameon even as one of the Praximars flew up and back as if yanked away by a rope, disappearing through the sparse canopy and into Bastion’s sky.

The other four raised their palms and unleashed bolts of glowing gold force.

Scorio raised his Shroud, stepping sideways to interpose himself before Nox and the Pyre Lord so that three of the bolts slammed into him.

His Shroud cracked but held.

The fourth bolt flew at Jova, but she stomped her foot into the ground so that a paving stone flew up just in time, exploding into fragments that bounced off her Shroud harmlessly.

Shadows began to wreathe the courtyard, inky black and spawning the Nightmare Lady’s segmented tails.

“Leonis?” cried Lianshi in panic.

“Defy me and you are both done,” snapped one of the Praximars. 

“Screw that guy,” said Leonis. 

Nox’s tongue slammed into Dameon’s forcefield as the other man approached Scorio, his cocked fist growing ever brighter. The tongue’s corrosive effect immediately began to distend the forcefield, causing it to bulge and warp.

Scorio darted forward, dodging Dameon and racing toward the Praximars, who spread out and flew up into the air, each moving to a different corner of the courtyard.

Jova gestured and rocks tore themselves free of the floor and walls.

Butterflies flew forth from Zala’s hands, pastel-hued and brilliant, streaming far faster toward the closest Praximar than they had ever done before.

Scorio’s wings burst forth as he leaped to assault the closest Praximar, whose blue eyes widened as he flew back and behind a tree; three bolts of golden light flew at Scorio from the sides, and he only managed to block two with his Shroud as the third hit home.

It felt like being kicked by a horse; Scorio was knocked sideways in mid-air, but the bolt didn’t burn through his scales; pain radiated across his ribs and for a moment he couldn’t breathe, but then he flapped his wings, regained his lost altitude, and speared toward Praximar.

Jova was flinging stones toward two of the Praximar images, each of whom had raised a Shroud with which they deflected the attacks. Dameon, earthbound, was making his way toward Nox, his fist now shining as brightly as the sun-wire at Amber.

“Don’t let him hit you!” Scorio yelled to Naomi, whose tails whipped at Dameon’s weakened forcefield, lashing at them again and again.

Nezzar appeared in Scorio’s line of sight, floating vertically and coruscating with green fire. A line of which led back to where Leonis stood, holding a second copy—or was it the original? Aloft, six more spokes spearing outward. 

Six Nezzars now hung around the perimeter of the courtyard, each burning brightly, revolving around the central hub that was Leonis.

Strength flowed into Scorio, not from his Heart but from outside; he felt the pain in his ribs fade, felt his resolve burn even more brightly, and realized with a flash of utter joy that Leonis had thrown in with him.

Despite whatever lies he’d been told.

Despite everything he couldn’t know.

The knowledge that his friend had chosen to defy Praximar and stand by his side made Scorio’s heart sing, and he laughed as he swerved around the tree to fall upon one of the Pyre Lord’s figures.

Whose Shroud appeared before him. Scorio snarled and lashed at it even as he battered at the figure with his aura of command; the Shroud was surprisingly weak, and after four or five blows it shattered into glittering fragments.

“How—?” demanded Praximar, flying backward in panic and hitting the courtyard wall.

Scorio roared and dove forward, white-hot talons reaching and finding the Pyre Lord’s chest.

In a matter of seconds he tore the image apart, hot blood flying until abruptly the duplicate disappeared.

“That’s better,” said one of the other Praximars. “See how well you shrug this off.”

Nox leaped through the air in a huge spring that took him and Naomi clear across the courtyard and into one of the flying Praximars, who yelled in surprise and revolved just in time to bring his Shroud to bear; Nox bounced off it and fell, but his tongue remained affixed to the Shroud and grew taut as that Praximar sought to wrest it around to block Jova’s attack.

He failed.

A river of rocks pounded into that Praximar, battering him and knocking him back, breaking bones and pulverizing the man till he disappeared, leaving only two behind.

Who raised their palms at Scorio and unleashed twin bolts of gold.

Scorio grunted and raised his Shroud, massive and broad. Both bolts slammed home at the same time, and his Shroud burst apart, the loss shocking like a slap to the face—but the bolts didn’t get through.

“How?” yelled Praximar, his fury towering. “You’re just a measly Flame Vault, this is pathetic—”

Both Jova was directing twin streams of rocks at them, an endless assault that recycled its ammunition so that each Praximar was faced with a revolving wheel of stone fragments that hammered home without surcease.

The power flowing into Scorio from the slowly revolving Nezzars was intoxicating. 

“Dameon!” Praximar’s shout was stark with disbelief. “You coward! Where are you going?!”

The Dread Blaze had darted into the corridor leading back to the feasting hall and was gone.

For a terrible second, Scorio felt torn; he wished to hie after the fleeing Dread Blaze, to carve the flesh from his bones and tear screams from his gullet. To avenge—but no. 

Praximar was his true target and their greatest threat.

Zala’s pastel butterflies now flew toward one of the Praximar’s, settling on his Shroud even as Lianshi directed great motes of gentle white light toward the other. Dozens were forming around the Praximar and filling the air within their grouping with white fire.

One of the Praximars snarled and unleashed a bolt at Zala, hitting her square in the chest, but the Tomb Spark simply dissolved into a mass of butterflies that set to reforming.

The second bolt flew at Scorio, who sought to dodge but the attack was too quick; it hit him in the chest and dug in deep like a glowing poker thrust into his muscle, slamming him back.

Jova changed tactics, drawing her second stream of rocks to join the first and attack Praximar from all directions even as Lianshi’s white prism of radiant light roasted his Shroud and caused the Pyre Lord within to burn. The concentrated assault shattered the man’s defenses and killed him outright.

The sole remaining Praximar laughed. “It’s been too long since I have a good fight on my hands! Too long that I’ve sat behind a desk. Oh, but this is rich. I feel like a schoolyard bully, but what can you do? Scorio, do you want to know the truth? The real reason I’ve hated you all along?”

Scorio rose from the ground. The golden bolt had cauterized his flesh, leaving a painful fist sized wound over his body. Praximar was buying time. Why?

The fifth duplicate. The one that had flown away. 

Flown where? 

“Jova! We need to catch the escaped Praximar!”

“Understood!” She leaped up onto a passing flagstone and rose into the air.

“I don’t think so,” sneered Praximar, and hurled twin bolts of golden light at her.

Only for Lianshi to leap up and interpose herself just before they hit, her entire form turning glassy as she assumed her invulnerable form.

Scorio beat his wings and fought for height, pushing up through the canopy. He glanced back. Praximar flew after them, only for Nox to hit his ankle with his tongue and draw him back.

He flew out above the palace. All of Bastion lay around and above him. Where would the Pyre Lord have gone? To safety. To ground. Normally that would have meant the Hydra palace, but with Druanna within and the rest of them chasing him—

“There!” shouted Jova, pointing. A distant figure flew toward the Academy. “After him!”

Scorio strained for speed. His Heart was only half full now. His wings beat powerfully, causing pain to flare in his chest each time.

“He grows more powerful the more of his images are destroyed,” Jova called, leaning forward as her flagstone bore her on. “His power returns to its original concentration!”

Scorio grimaced and made no response. Over the rooftops and squares they flew, the rare tree or fountain, over avenues and alleyways. The Academy loomed ever larger, and Scorio watched as the distant Praximar flew into a window high up along one wing. 

His office, no doubt.

Why fly there? Reinforcements? Did that place make him feel safe?

The Academy grew ever closer, and then almost suddenly they were upon it, the huge and ancient dome of the basilica rising to one side, its sandstone walls stretching up like those of a fortress, a small city unto itself of wings, galleries, balconies, and endless rows of windows.

Scorio panted as he followed Jova toward their target window. Instinct bade him slow down, draw back, but Jova crouched down low upon her flagstone and knifed her way into Praximar’s study.

Scorio furled his wings around himself and dove after.

The hateful room was carved into Scorio’s memory. Massive, stark in its lack of decor and furniture, and dominated by Praximar’s desk. 

By which stood their prey, an empty vial in hand, the scent of Emerald mana hanging thickly in the air.

Scorio retracted his wings as he landed on the thick carpet, his heart sinking.

Damn it.

Emerald mana.

Praximar’s Heart lit up like a bonfire in the darkest night, and power suffused the man.

Jova hopped off her flagstone so that it could speed on without her at their target. The great block of stone smashed itself into shards against Praximar’s Shroud.

The air was rich with Iron. Scorio reengaged his Delightful Secret Marinating Technique and set to refilling his Heart even as Praximar smiled.

“Children. I applaud you destroying my images, but those were but decoys. Weak and meant to distract. They worked. Now here we are, in my sanctum. Your friends are battling my remaining image as we speak and now? It is gone.”

Praximar’s smile deepened.

“And all my power is returned to me.”

Jova licked her lips and moved out wide. The floor cracked and shattered as she tore large chunks free and then her image seemed to writhe as if seen through heat shimmers. 

Her hideous Tomb Spark power. She was mercifully directing it at Praximar, but even so, Scorio’s memory supplied plentiful images.

Praximar pursed his lips in distaste. “That’s really nauseating, but you’re too weak to affect me, my dear. What a pity. I never thought I’d have to put you down, Jova Spark. But so it is.”

Praximar raised his palm and a bolt of golden light flew at her. 

Scorio shouted and dove to help, to get his own newly reformed Shroud back up, but it was too late—the bolt pierced her Shroud and slammed into her chest, knocking her clear off her feet and against the back wall.

She fell alongside her rocks, all of which clattered back down to the ground and lay still.

“And Scorio.” Praximar smiled at him. “Here we are. Just you and me at last. Fitting, is it not?”

“You’re done for,” said Scorio quietly. “Even if you beat us, your reputation is ruined. Druanna will come for you. I’d like to see you handle her this easily.”

Praximar waved his hand. “Druanna is but a nuisance. And yes, I’ll admit, you have proven an endless source of aggravation by freeing her, but it will be all taken care of. House Kraken is yet bound by its Heart Oaths. Druanna cannot fly, and she is weak here in Bastion, where she can only dine on Coal and Copper. Whereas I, I’ve been stockpiling quality mana for years.”

Scorio licked his lower lip. The man would gloat and take his time tormenting him. What advantage could he work? His friends were all far away at the palace. Jova might be dead as far as he knew. 

Advantages? There were none.

Praximar frowned, narrowed his eyes, and then Scorio sensed a huge wave of power wash out of him as he executed an expensive technique. “There. The beacon is lit, and from an impressive distance, may I add. The Iron Tyrant won’t appreciate being summoned, but he does appreciate my willingness to fill his coffers with Gold mana. He’ll arrive shortly and help me restore order.”

“And when he learns that you’ve held Druanna all this time?”

“My dear boy, you think he didn’t know?” Praximar cocked an eyebrow. “What the Tyrant cares for is his ability to wage war, which I enable better than anyone else. Better even than the White Queen, for I’ve made the Tyrant the distributor of Gold mana whereas before he was but a recipient in Hell. No. He and I see eye to eye, and while he’ll censure me in public, and I’ll be appropriately remorseful, we’ll reach a new understanding that roughly maintains the status quo. A pity, really, that you won’t be alive to see it.”

Scorio nodded with bleak humor. “It’s all lip service, isn’t it? Everything you say and claim to stand for. You just want power.”

“You know nothing about my true desires!” Praximar’s voice was a whipcrack that was augmented by his brightly burning Emerald. “I am the light against the dark! Only I truly understand the value of preparing each class for the war that is at hand, only I know how best to propitiate the Archspire so as to increase the odds of a hero returning from the past. You think any of those fools in Deep Hell can win with matters as they are? No! Only I accept my role as a minor player in these events, but oh, what a part I play: I shall ensure that when a hero is reborn, he shall have every advantage necessary to excel and grow in record time. Without me? The Academy would have been abandoned years ago, its riches plundered to fuel the war effort.”

“And yet somehow you got me instead,” said Scorio, and clapped ironically. “Your plan is really working out.”

“Yes.” Praximar’s tone grew cold. “There have been disappointments. But we have eight years yet. And in the manner of the truest tales, I’m sure a hero will appear at our very last hour. We’re not quite there yet. In the meantime, I shall take an inordinate amount of pleasure in destroying you.”

“You keep trying.” Scorio winced as he worked his arm back and forth. “Yet here I am.”

Praximar snorted. “Here we are indeed. Now.” He took a deep breath. “Time to cut you down to size.”

And he raised his palm and loosed a bolt of Gold flame.
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The bolt tore through Scorio’s Shroud and impacted his knee, ruining the joint. Scorio cried out and collapsed to the carpet. For a moment he lost his grip on the Marinating Technique, and the Iron ceased to flow into his Heart, but reflex more than anything caused him to resume it. Half the room’s mana was already gone, sucked into his capacious Heart.

“What’s the matter?” asked Praximar, sitting on the corner of his desk. “No more quips?”

“Still got a few.” Scorio rolled over onto his side. The pain was astonishing, but already his Gold-tempered body seemed to be tamping it down. “First, a quick question. Are you familiar with the name ‘The Herdsmen’?”

Praximar darted a glance at his bookcase. “Now where in Hell did you hear that from?”

Scorio’s eyes widened. “You know of them? Of course you know of them!” He laughed. “You probably work for them.”

“Don’t be foolish,” snapped Praximar. “Nobody works for them. That organization—if it existed at all—became defunct centuries ago. But knowledge of its existence is highly privileged. Tell me who revealed it to you and I’ll…” Praximar paused, thinking. “Not kill your friends.”

“And I should trust you why?”

“Because you’ve no alternative. Who told you that name?”

“Who were they?”

Praximar laughed. “How delightful! The Iron Tyrant is on his way, you’re defeated, and yet you press for answers. Scorio the Incorrigible, more like.”

“Satisfy my curiosity?” Scorio winced as he reached down to straighten his ruined leg. “It’s not as if I’ll remember if I’m reborn again.”

“Eterra preserve us, you’d best not.” Praximar considered him. “No. I don’t think I’ll tell you. You wish to know, I wish to exact maximum vengeance upon you, so I’ll deny you the pleasure. Instead…”

Jova groaned and stirred.

“She lives?” Praximar sounded half delighted, half incredulous. “My word! Jova Spark, the never-ending source of miracles. But here, you two had grown close, hadn’t you? Enough that she’d defect from Manticore? How would you feel if I killed her slowly while you watched?”

Scorio narrowed his eyes.

“A bit gruesome on my part, but—well. I’ve never been above getting my hands dirty.” He stood and crossed to where she lay. Crouched, seized a fistful of the long hair that grew from one half of her scalp, and lifted her head. “Come on, Scorio. This is it. Time to execute your final trick. I’m sure you have one.”

Scorio hissed. He couldn’t stand. But he could fly. He snapped his wings out, thrust off the ground, and hurled himself forward—only to hit Praximar’s Shroud. It felt like hitting an impregnable wall of glass. He clawed at it once and then took a bolt of gold to each wing.

With a cry he fell to the ground, retracted them both, and then lay there, stunned by the pain that he’d internalized but not removed.

“Hmm.” Praximar sniffed. “A little rudimentary. But here. I’m a man of my word. Goodbye, Jova.”

He placed his hand on the back of her head and gold light flared.

She didn’t even cry out. Simply collapsed upon the ground.

Scorio froze, his hatred and loathing so virulent it banished the pain.

“What?” Praximar rose and returned to his desk. “You’re not going to call me a monster? Swear your revenge? Tell me I’ll never get away with this? My boy, I already have.”

Scorio’s Heart burned Iron, the Ignition helping his body heal, but the process was too slow. His knee was a mass of raw flesh and splintered bone, his wings burning within his back, within his soulspace. His reservoir was almost full, the room near depleted.

Praximar frowned at him. “How are you still burning mana?”

“I’ll tell you if you tell me about the Herdsmen.” 

“You mean the Shepherds? Don’t be silly. But honestly, your Heart was ruined. Yet now… I’ll admit, I’ve never sensed its like. It’s more in keeping with that of a Blood Baron than a Flame Vault.” Praximar looked up at nothing. “Ah, the Iron Tyrant approaches. Time to end this. Goodbye, Scorio.”

The Pyre Lord raised his palm.

Scorio glared at the man. It couldn’t end like this. Scorio summoned his hatred, his fury, and used it to power his Shroud even as he infused it with all the strength that Iron could grant him.

Praximar’s bolt shattered the Shroud, but failed to wound him.

“Huh,” said Praximar. “That’s… unexpected.” He raised his palm again.

Normally it took a few moments to resummon a shattered Shroud, but Scorio looked to Jova’s corpse, thought on Leonis and Lianshi, everything that this man had done, and tore a fresh Shroud free of his body just as Praximar loosed another bolt.

Again his Shroud shattered, and again he remained unhurt.

“It pains me, your wasted potential,” said Praximar, leaving his desk to walk over. “What could have been. But never mind.”

Scorio was heaving for breath, his body slicked with sweat, the pain redoubled by his efforts.

But he was accustomed to pain.

Pushing himself past his limits was all he ever did.

Praximar reached down for him, unafraid, and Scorio weaponized his thoughts: BURN YOUR MANA.

Praximar froze as his Heart raged brightly, the Emerald washing off him in potent fumes.

“You wish to empower me? Oh! I see. You’re trying to get my Heart to gutter out. Clever boy. But don’t you think I have more?”

Praximar turned back to his desk.

Scorio lunged and clasped the man by the ankle.

Praximar frowned down at him. Aimed his hand and loosed a golden bolt. It pulverized Scorio’s wrist, melted sinews, near seared off his hand.

Praximar took another step and again Scorio lunged to seize hold of his ankle again.

“You have no idea how annoying you are,” snorted Praximar, and raised his hand again. But then he frowned and hesitated. “I see.” And instead, he stomped with his other foot.

Scorio tried to raise his Shroud, but he couldn’t. Iron raged through his Heart, fueling him and lending him strength, but he simply couldn’t choke out another Shroud.

Praximar’s heel stomped down with crushing force. The thick carpet cushioned the blow, but again and again, he stomped, hammering at Scorio’s wrist with growing fervor.

“Let me go, Scorio.” His words came through gritted teeth. His Heart still burned bright with Emerald, but something there, some hint, gave Scorio Heart.

The Pyre Lord unleashed something into the air; through his pain Scorio looked up with his Heart senses and saw four whirling vortices of power, each skipping around the room as if aimless, lost.

“You drank all the mana?” Praximar let out a bark of laughter. “This room is the richest source of Iron in the Academy. It’s simply not—there’s no way—”

Praximar ceased talking, twisted around as best he could, and set to kicking Scorio in the face.

Scorio hunched his shoulders and turned away, buried his face in the carpet. His horns protected his head, so Praximar set to stomping him in the back of the neck, his arm, over and over again with terrible force.

Scorio’s Gold-tempered body took the punishment. His scales flexed beneath the blows but withstood them. The pain was terrible, the battering brutal, and anyone else might have been knocked out by the blows.

But he’d spent six months suffering just like this at the Chasm. Has spent two years enduring worse in the Crucible.

Mere kicks wouldn’t stop him.

“You—blasted—mongrel—piece of—wretched—” Praximar was working himself up into his own towering fury. “Very well! Try this, my friend!”

And Praximar bent down, placed his hand by Scorio’s temple, and released a blast of gold.

Scorio’s world went white. His head snapped back as pain lanced deep into his mind, a formless pain that defied understanding. Scorio fell limp, reeling, his head dunked into a bucket of fire, his mouth filling with blood, his body a useless rag. 

He focused on one thing and one thing only: keeping his Heart Ignited.

Transparent Iron flames roared over its huge, spherical surface. His reservoir was filled to capacity. In that fire he found his focus, in that burning inferno he found his identity. Even as his body clamored for oblivion, even as his mind collapsed beneath the weight of agony, he kept his Heart burning bright and drew strength from its core.

Only to sense, dimly, as if from a mile away, a second bonfire snuff out, its Emerald hues disappearing and leaving the world ashen and cold in its wake.

Praximar’s Heart had guttered. That blast had taken its toll.

Scorio couldn’t speak, couldn’t see. He tried to shamble forward but the world was a miasma of light and anguish.

So he did the one thing he could: he poured all his power into his aura of command, and roared, STOP.

Again and again, he unleashed his Tomb Spark power. Again and again, he fueled it with Iron, sourced it from his endless reservoir, so that Praximar’s study filled with its booming command: STOP.

Scorio began to haul himself forward, blinking desperately, trying to make out the contours of the room.

STOP!

He was a snake with a shattered spine, a headless corpse, a wellspring of pain.

STOP!

But all the while his Gold-tempered body drank greedily of his Iron mana, that endless font of power, and reknit itself.

Raising his head, Scorio saw a figure reeling above him.

A shadowed shape poised before an open drawer.

STOP!

It held a vial of sublime power in its hand. A source of wickedly potent mana, an Emerald vial that sang with its own siren allure.

STOP!

Closer Scorio crawled, forearm over forearm, until at last, shaking, bleeding, a ruined wretch, he swung his arm at the figure’s leg.

His wrist was shattered but his talons were as sharp as ever.

They passed through Praximar’s great tendon and the Pyre Lord screamed as he fell.

Growling like a beast, Scorio crawled onto the shaking man, hammering him over and over again with his commands, his capacious Heart already drained to nearly half by the sheer demand he was placing on it. 

Up onto Praximar’s chest, the other feebly pushing at him, his Heart dull and dead, his strength feeble in comparison.

Summoning all his reserves, drawing on every ounce of his being, every injustice, every moment of pain and rage from the first moment Praximar had cast him through the Final Door to this last where he’d executed Jova before him, Scorio reared up and then drove his horned head down with all his strength into the Pyre Lord’s face.

Bone shattered and Praximar screamed.

STOP! Scorio roared, but now Praximar struggled, wrestled with him, pushed, straight-armed.

Again Scorio rose, again he feel, and again his great horns slammed into the man’s ruined face.

More blood, more sharp cracks.

Again and again, Scorio battered at the Pyre Lord, allowing gravity to do most of the work at first until his strength rose so that he was able to drive his horns down harder, ever harder, until at long last the Pyre Lord ceased to scream and mewl and move.

Scorio swayed, sobbing from the effort, gasping, blood hot and thick like a mask over his face. Refusing to desist, he brought his hand feebly to the Pyre Lord’s neck and twitched his talons closed. Then, with a grating cry, he yanked his arm away, and felt his talons tear through the older man’s throat.

Praximar didn’t move.

He was dead.

Well and truly dead.

The only relief that the knowledge gave him was the realization that he could cease fighting. He fell away, landed on his side, and lay there gasping for breath, his Heart burning, ever raging, and slowly feeding strength back into his frame.

Scorio heard the sound of the study door open. Steady footsteps approached. Someone stopped a handful of yards away.

Scorio gritted his teeth and looked up.

A striking man stood beside Praximar’s desk, his angular features cadaverous, his hairline receding, his manner patrician. He wore rich and elegant robes of black and crimson, high collared and with intricate patterns stitched along the hems in golden patterns. His eyes were sunken, his mouth lipless, his gaze dolorous and utterly unmoved by the carnage that lay before him.

Scorio tried to speak but could only manage a low rasp. His head pounded and felt weirdly pulpy, his body ached and burned in numerous locations. Were it not for his burning Heart, oblivion would have claimed him.

“Hmm.” The man lowered to a smooth crouch before Scorio and drew forth a pill from a pouch. This he pushed into Scorio’s mouth. “Swallow.”

Scorio did so with difficulty, and the result was immediate. Soothing energy flowed through him like waves over a burning raft, dampening and then erasing his pain. Scorio felt his knee and wrists rearrange themselves, felt the side of his head grow compact and firm. Bands of metal loosened from around his chest, and his vision cleared even as his thoughts became more lucid.

“Thank you.”

“Your name?”

“Scorio.”

“Scorio.” The man’s tone was clipped and severe. “You killed Chancellor Praximar?”

“I did.” Slowly, warily, Scorio sat up. For the first time, he took in the corpse beside him. Praximar’s face was staved in like the side of a wooden box. Teeth and cartilage gleamed through dark blood, torn lips, shredded cheeks, and his collapsed brow. 

“Your rank?”

“Flame Vault.”

“Is that so.” The man stood just as smoothly and stepped back. “You were the cause for Praximar’s lighting the distress beacon?”

“Partly, sure.” The effects of the miraculous pill were diminishing. He flexed his leg and rubbed at a healed wrist even as he released his scaled form. 

“This one yet lives,” the Iron Tyrant said, moving to kneel beside Jova and press his fingers to her neck. “Improbable, given her wounds.” He rolled her onto her back and startled. 

“Jova Spike,” said Scorio ruefully. “Most people recognize her.”

“Indeed. No need to give her a Vitality Pearl, then.” He stood and cast around the study, taking in the shattered rock, the torn-up floor, the splatters of blood. “Begin at the beginning. Tell me everything.”

“Sure,” said Scorio. Exhaustion washed over him. This was a true exhaustion, one that went beyond his Heart’s ability to restore. But there was nothing for it, so he began to recount everything that had happened since he left the Academy with his friends.

The Iron Tyrant proved an utterly focused listener. He stood before Scorio, hands on hips, and simply stared, drinking in every word. He didn’t even seem to blink. Scorio’s voice grew cracked but still, he pressed. Shouts came from the hallway, the door slammed open, only for a dozen House Hydra Great Souls to balk at the sight of the Iron Tyrant.

“Leave us,” he commanded, and they did.

Scorio finished his tale. He felt woozy but confident that he’d related the important particulars. At some point, Jova had sat up, but she’d made no comment, only listened with the same rapt intensity. 

“I see.” The man pinched the bridge of his nose and then sighed. For a long time, he simply stared off into the distance, mouth pursed, and then he turned to the door. “I will speak with others. Remain here. If you depart, I will be displeased.”

“Understood,” said Scorio. In truth, he was loath to do anything else.

The Iron Tyrant considered them both, then abruptly strode forth and closed the door firmly behind him.

“So that’s the Iron Tyrant,” said Jova. 

“I think he knew you in your last life.”

“Everyone seems to.” She sounded more resigned than boastful. Her gaze settled on Praximar. “How the hell did you do that?”

Scorio scooted over to the wall and sat against it. Considered the dead Pyre Lord. “Luck. Bull-headed stubbornness. He used most of his mana to light the beacon. His Emerald mana made him blind to the fact that I drained the room of all mana—”

“You what?” Stared at him in disbelief. “This place was choked with Iron.”

“Was. I’ve a technique. Allows me to drink in mana while my Heart burns. I used it all the while, drank in the Iron. By the time he started running out of Emerald, it was too late. I stopped him from going back to his desk for more. He finally hit me in the side of the head with one of his blasts and his Heart guttered.”

“He hit you point blank.”

“Yeah. It hurt. But I held onto him and used my command aura to keep him from getting more Emerald. With his Heart guttered he had trouble fighting me. Finally, I pulled him down and… well.”

“I can’t believe it. I mean, I do believe it, the body’s right there, but…”

“While I was in the Crucible.” Scorio stared at his hands. “I was forced to channel Gold mana non-stop for a long time. It had… consequences. My Heart’s grown pretty big, and I always had a deep mana reserve.”

“Your Heart was worthless. Cracked all to hell. Now you’re saying you can outlast Pyre Lords and withstand their attacks without dying?”

“Guess so.”

She just stared at him, shocked.

“I, ah, might also have tempered my body with Gold while I was down there.”

“Bloody hell,” she whispered. “Gold-tempered? And here I thought I was special for doing so with Bronze.”

“You’re still alive and talking, aren’t you?”

“That’s my power. I always get back up. You? You should be dead.”

“That’s what Praximar kept telling me.”

They sat in silence. Voices rang out in the hallway beyond.

“What happens now?” asked Jova.

“Praximar said the Iron Tyrant only cares about his Gold mana shipments. He’ll find someone to replace Praximar and ensure the Fiery Shoals continue to run smoothly. I’m guessing he’ll leave the Council politics to the Autocrators.”

“Octavia will gut Hydra for everything they’ve got.”

“Safe guess. But I’m thinking it’s Raugr who’ll get pushed into leading. Eira’s gone, Basilisk is crushed, Hydra is disorganized—”

He paused abruptly.

“What?”

“Moira.” Scorio nodded with growing certainty. “This is just what she’s been hoping for.”

Silence befell them again.

“What a mess,” said Jova softly. “What a waste of the past two years.”

“You shouldn’t have backstabbed me,” said Scorio, voice low.

“No.” She sighed. “Though I only found out what Dameon planned after he killed Leonis and Lianshi. He sent me down into the Chasm to help bring Simeon and Evelyn back. A fool’s errand. Evelyn explained everything to me while I was down there. How everything had been a plan worked out by Davelos back in Bastion after he and Dameon had met with Eira. She provided him with Emerald mana to help him think it through. By the time I got back up to camp it was too late. Leonis and Lianshi were dead, Naomi disappeared.”

She stared down at her hands.

“But you chose to stay with them,” prompted Scorio softly.

“But I chose to stay with them.” Her voice had grown soft. “I was… angry. But I pride myself on being… logical. Juniper was too upset. She left for the Iron Weald. Zala stayed with me, but our friendship changed. I told myself… you had been so weak, so distracted, so… foolish. All that strength you had shown in the Academy, that drive, it had all disappeared.”

“Harsh,” said Scorio.

“Mostly true.” She met his gaze at last. “Your pet project of saving Bastion had robbed you of your drive. When I confronted you over it you grew defensive and insulted me.”

“Your approach was a little heavy-handed.”

“I had thrown everything away to follow you only to discover you’d grown soft in a matter of weeks.” She bit off every word. “I threw everything away to work with a Coal-tempered fool who was content to break rocks for a hammer while the rest of us progressed. You weren’t the man I thought you were.”

“And Dameon was?”

She looked away. “For a while, I thought so. I was wrong. His true power lay in manipulating others. Even the other Dread Blazes. He made me feel…” She trailed off and scowled. “Moreover, he promised to share secrets from his past lives with me, about the Herdsmen, about the powers that really ruled Hell. He sketched out this network of hidden powers that only he knew about, but always there was a reason to delay, to not answer. When you returned, I awoke from the stupor in which I’d fallen and demanded he answer me once and for all.”

“He was lying to you,” said Scorio. “Just like he lied to me.”

“Yes.” She scowled down at her hands. “In the end, I was a hypocrite. I made the same mistake that I accused you of.”

Scorio climbed painfully to his feet and staggered over to one of Praximar’s bookcases.

“What are you looking for?” Jova asked.

“When I asked Praximar about the Herdsmen he glanced at this shelf. Let’s see.”

Scorio ran his bloody fingertip over the spines and scroll tubes. “Enrollment records… Excellence in Fine Bureaucracy… ah. The Empty Palm: Being a Historical Treatise on the Rise and Fall of Deep Hell Secret Societies.”

“Sounds right,” said Jova.

Scorio drew it out. The book was ancient, the parchment as thin as onion skin, the lettering neat and precise. However, it had been vandalized; gaps appeared where pages had been torn out, so that almost an entire third was missing.

Frowning, Scorio turned to the front and found a faded table of contents. Dozens of mysterious names were listed, but his eye was drawn to one in particular: The Shepherds of Goodwill.

He flicked to the right page, but wasn’t surprised when he found the section torn out. A note was inserted in the missing chapter, however, penned in Praximar’s hand: 

 

A pristine copy is said to exist in the Lost Library of LastRock. 

Jova Spike has denied my agents access, but when she dies I 

shall press my case with her successor. 

They contacted me once before, and I profited greatly by it.

Perhaps I can find the means to connect with them anew:

I have much to offer.

 

Scorio drew the note forth.

“What is it?”

“You’ve no memories of your last life, right?”

“Of course not. I’m no Imperator.”

“So the name ‘The Lost Library’ means nothing to you?”

Jova shook her head.

Scorio sighed, slid the book back on the shelf, and pocketed the note. “Ah well.”

Fatigue and pain washed over him. He sat and leaned back against the books. He could sense Jova’s curiosity, but felt no motivation to share.

“Scorio?” There was a note of vulnerability in her voice.

He didn’t open his eyes. “Hmm?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.” He thought of saying more, thought of all the diatribes he’d imagined delivering while trapped in the bowels of the Crucible. But now? Now he just felt too damn tired. “I’m sorry, too.”

“What will you do now?”

“If the Iron Tyrant doesn’t decide to string me up? I don’t know. My attempt to sign up with an independent outfit was a disaster. I guess I’ll find Naomi and Nox and see if they want to go deeper into Hell with me.”

“The Iron Weald?”

“Maybe the Telurian Band.”

“That means the Blood Ox.”

“The Blood Ox and LastRock, yeah.” Scorio felt his head dip from exhaustion. He knew that the second he released his Ignition, he’d collapse. “Maybe I’ll find answers there.”

“I was thinking of going to LastRock as well.”

Scorio opened his eyes and stared at her. She flinched, then forced herself to meet his gaze.

“Then I wish you safe travels,” he said at last.

She bit her lower lip and nodded. “Thanks.”

 


Chapter 68

 

 

 

The city of Bastion was roiled by uncertainty, rumor, and fear. 

The Academy was thrown into chaos, with instructors ordering students to remain confined to their quarters, the tournament suspended, and the date of the final Gauntlet run left in question. 

House Hydra suffered a crisis of leadership that saw three different Dread Blazes seek to claim power only to be deposed by their fellows; the number of their injured and dead due to Druanna’s assault left them at almost half strength, and those who were seen in public appeared dazed and bereft.

Octavia wasted no time in mounting a campaign to vindicate House Kraken’s reputation, but her efforts were curtailed by the Iron Tyrant who demanded no accounts to be given to the public until a thorough if expedited examination of what had transferred could take place.

More importantly, the tumult, death, and upheaval finally resulted in House higher-ups returning to Bastion the following day. 

Scorio and Naomi learned all this from the confines of their Academy suite. The Tyrant had sent word that they were to remain out of sight until summoned, and a harried administrator had placed them in a set of old guest rooms whose furnishings were still covered in sheets and with stunning views out over the front of the Academy and the citadel beyond.

At first, Scorio had thought them forgotten and forced to starve; would the Tyrant have understood if they broke his command to find food? But then a garrulous cook called Brogam began bringing them regular meals and information, lingering as they ate to offer his opinions and attempt to wheedle them into placing bets about how events would play out.

“It’s all everyone’s talking about,” he said on the third day as he set their tray down on a broad desk. “Charnel Duke Plassus of House Kraken arrived moments before Charnel Duchess Vermina of House Hydra. I heard the tension was so thick entire swathes of the crowd keeled over, clutching at their throats.”

Naomi stared at Brogam over her cup of tea.

“Well, not literally choking, but you get what I mean.” Brogam seemed remarkably inured to Naomi’s glares. “Word is the White Queen’s not going to make an appearance; she’s apparently already reached the Topaz Plateau in the Shadow Lands.”

Scorio turned from the window. “The Shadow Lands?”

“And how do you know?” asked Naomi.

Brogam cheerfully pulled a silver platter off what looked like a mound of cold weeds. “What do you think Academy staff gossips about? We hear just about everything. There’s always a servant cleaning, a maid putting out fresh linens, an attendant bringing wine…”

Scorio studied Brogam. The man was rotund, balding, with a constant smile and quick eyes. “Guess we should be careful of what we say around you.”

“Oh, I’m the man of the hour, seeing as I nabbed you both as my charges. Everyone wants to know whether you’re feral beasts or fiends incarnate.” Brogam stood and raised his palm. “As the Imperators are my witness, I’ve said nothing but the truth about you both.”

“Which is?” prompted Naomi.

“Why, that you’re moody, restless, but decent folk.” He filled two glasses with faintly luminous juice. “Everyone’s terribly disappointed. Oh, here’s a nice tidbit: Eira of House Basilisk has appeared and claimed her House members from House Hydra jails. Word is she delivered a sealed letter to both Plassus and Vermina from the Seamstress herself, so that’s fun.”

“Helminth lives?” asked Scorio.

“Oh yes, though I doubt she’ll be coming back to the Academy. Well, who knows? Regardless, everyone’s thick as thieves over the in the citadel, and enormously displeased. Though I’ve heard from a cousin who runs messages over there that the lower echelons of the staff are loving it. All these high and mighty Great Souls put their faith in Praximar’s twisted little system and now they have to eat wart soup.”

Brogam stepped back and surveyed the spread. “There. Fit for an Imperator. Well, one that’s not too discerning.” There was a knock on the door. “Now who will that be?”

Standing outside were Leonis and Lianshi. Brogam eyed them with avid curiosity, but bowed to Naomi and Scorio and let himself out.

The four stood staring at each other till Scorio gestured to the chairs. “Please. Take a seat.”

“I’m glad to see that you’re not always a horned fiend,” said Leonis with false cheer. “Makes it more understandable that we’d have been companions.”

Lianshi clasped her hands between her knees and sat stiffly. “We wanted to come pay our respects. And… perhaps learn a little more of what was kept from us. Apparently, we were once… close.”

“We were. The three of us appeared with another student called Asha in the original Gauntlet run.” Scorio felt a knife twist in his heart as he stared at the pair of them. Leonis, resolute, frowning slightly. Lianshi, pale, nervous. They looked almost exactly the same, but they’d never before gazed at him like this. A gulf yawned between them. A chasm forged by death and forgetfulness.

Scorio cleared his throat. “I was cast out by Praximar for being a Red Lister, and met Naomi here in the ruins during my exile. But you both remained true friends, and agreed to train with me secretly in the old Academy’s Gauntlet.”

Both looked shocked. “The old Academy’s Gauntlet still works?”

“It does!” Scorio laughed. “It’s how we came to be friends with Nox, the Imperial Ghost Toad. We ran the old Gauntlet countless times.  It’s why we did so well in the final run. I came first, but I’d never have managed it without you both.”

Naomi scowled.

“Naomi helped some, too,” Scorio allowed.

“I can’t believe I have to put up with this,” she muttered.

“Of all the impossibilities we’re being asked to believe,” said Leonis, “the fact that we were favorite friends with that fiendish toad taxes me the most. We spoke briefly before he burrowed away. He sent his regards and… wished you better luck in future spawning pools?”

Scorio snorted and shook his head.

“Why…” Lianshi hesitated. “Why did Praximar hate you so?”

“Why indeed.” Scorio exhaled. “Because I wasn’t willing to do as he wished, I guess. I didn’t die when he threw me through the Final Gate. I had the temerity to help Sol the Imperator so that he sponsored my return, overriding Praximar’s desires. I refused to be blackmailed by him when he learned of my brief stint as a criminal. Because… I don’t know. I guess it’s because I wanted to walk my own path and forge my own truths, and not simply accept what he wanted me to believe.”

The pair exchanged a guilty look.

“What?” asked Naomi.

“We were all too happy to accept what he told us,” said Leonis, his voice a low rumble. “At first. Glittering Sage pills, Luminous Ghost dust, Fat Crickets… we felt… special. As we are, of course, but it always seemed…”

“Duplicitous,” said Lianshi. “The way he smiled at us, knowingly, the way he hinted at our future utility. We didn’t know any better, of course, and as you imagine did well during our first year—”

“I came in seventh in the tournament,” grinned Leonis. “Somehow she came in fifth.”

“And we both were in the top ten for the Gauntlet run,” added Lianshi. “A source of immense pride at first, but over the course of our second year… I don’t know. Cracks started to appear in the lies we were told. Rumors. Ravenna, of House Kraken, once sought us out and attempted to tell us the truth. Of our friendship with you. We didn’t want to hear it at the time, you being a Red Lister and all, but…”

“I understand. Congratulations, by the way. You were both just Emberlings when you…”

“Were murdered,” said Naomi flatly.

Lianshi leaned forward. “Who killed us?”

“Manticore.” Scorio said the name with soft loathing. “I was tricked into going to the Fiery Shoals to enact House Hydra’s attack on The Celestial Coffer. While I was gone you were both killed. Your graves still stand by the Chasm.”

“I managed to flee,” said Naomi. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t able to help you.”

“Manticore.” Leonis’s face darkened. “Dameon took a special interest in us both. For the longest time, we thought he was trying to recruit us away from Hydra, but now…”

“What a sick, sick man,” whispered Lianshi. “I was always disturbed by the way he smiled at us.”

“He’s out there yet.” Naomi looked to the windows. “Maybe you’ll have your chance at revenge.”

They sat in silence.

“So,” said Scorio with a broken smile. “What are your Tomb Spark powers?”

Leonis snorted. “How did I know you were going to ask? Perhaps you saw what I did against Praximar. Nezzar can separate into six copies and encompass a small area. I can choose whether to empower friends within its domain or weaken enemies. The longer the effect lasts, the more powerful it becomes.”

Lianshi curled a lock of black hair behind one ear. “Whereas I can fill the air with motes of light that are automatically drawn to my foes. They detonate upon touching and deal cumulative damage.” She grimaced. “Not the most impressive of powers, but from what I’ve gleaned from my journals these motes are the basis of future abilities that are much more worthwhile.”

Leonis bumped her shoulder with his own. “And you can now remain invulnerable for  up to twenty seconds.”

“True. Still.” Lianshi sat up straighter. “It’s hard to be satisfied with slow moving dandelion seeds when others can do so much more.”

“You’ll see.” Leonis gave a firm nod. “Your Flame Vault and Dread Blaze powers will put everyone to shame.”

Scorio watched them both with something akin to nostalgia and pain. Their closeness was obvious, their intimacy and love for each other. It sounded like an old argument, well-worn and perhaps even comforting to them both.

These weren’t the Leonis and Lianshi he’d known. Not really.

“Everything’s changing,” said Lianshi softly, “but I have the impression that once the dust settles, everything will end up looking the same. The Queen’s Accord will be refined and renewed, I heard, with Hydra paying punitive damages to Kraken for its duplicity. It’s the strangest thing. Nobody’s upset about what Praximar did, just that he was caught.”

“Killed,” amended Leonis. “Can’t believe the man’s dead. How did you do it, Scorio? You’re a Flame Vault, right? How did you kill a Pyre Lord?”

“I don’t know.” Scorio sighed. “Sheer stubbornness, I guess. I’ve a pretty deep Heart. I just hung in there till his guttered.”

“A feat worthy for the ages,” said Leonis with a grin. “Then again, from what we’ve heard, it’s just another day for you. Where do you both think you’ll be headed next?”

“You think they’ll let us go?” asked Scorio.

“Oh, assuredly.” Leonis sat back. “You’re alive while Praximar and Manticore are destroyed. People seem to think that’s the best argument. In fact, I’d not be surprised if you start receiving all manner of recruitment offers.”

“The war in the Telurian Plain is going badly,” added Lianshi. “It’s costing our side greatly to pull these Charnel Dukes and Duchesses back, not to mention the Iron Tyrant. They’ll probably try to salvage something from this situation, and that probably means snapping you up.”

“Pah,” said Naomi. “We’re done with such offers.”

Leonis raised his brows and glanced to Scorio for affirmation.

“Yeah.” Scorio studied his hands. “I think we’re going to strike out on our own. We thought we could trust Manticore, and part of me wants to believe that they were a uniquely rotten outfit, but… something tells me that’s not the case. I’m done trusting what other people tell me just because they’re higher ranked. From now on, people are going to have to earn that respect.”

“It’s a big Hell out there,” said Lianshi softly. “With more wonders and perils than can be dreamed of. I admire your bravery in choosing to go it alone. Are you making for the Pit?”

Scorio shared a glance with Naomi. “We’re after the truth. Whatever that means. Everything we’ve seen and heard leads us to believe that our situation here in Hell isn’t as we’ve been taught.”

“How so?” Leonis frowned. “You saying the Pit’s a lie? Eterra doesn’t exist?”

“I don’t know. That’s what we want to learn. But I think at the heart of it all is this secretive group called the Herdsmen, or the Shepherds. If you ever hear of them, be wary, all right?”

Again Leonis and Lianshi shared a glance, and there was an intimacy there that made Scorio hurt.

“Sure thing.” Leonis gave a firm nod. “We’ve changed our minds on signing up with House Hydra. One of the Iron Tyrant’s lieutenants offered to take us on instead. We’ll be shipping out for the Iron Weald when this all wraps up.”

The pain in Scorio’s chest sharpened, and to his surprise, he realized he’d harbored the hope that the four of them would unite again. He forced a smile. “I wish you both well. I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”

“It was good to meet you properly at last, Scorio.” Lianshi’s eyes gleamed with sympathy and pain. “I… I can’t imagine how hard this must be, to meet us with all your memories, but for us to see you as a stranger. But perhaps in time, we’ll forge new friendships.”

They all stood. 

“I’m glad we had this talk.” Scorio focused on keeping his breath calm, his voice normal. “Thank you. For choosing to trust us instead of Praximar in the end. It made all the difference. Again.”

Leonis grinned. “Poor Praximar. He wasted a kingdom’s fortune on us only to be stabbed in the back. That had to sting.”

“It wasn’t a choice,” said Lianshi. “Everything felt wrong until you showed up and offered an alternative version of what had happened. Perhaps there’s some comfort to be taken there. No matter how many times we are reborn, or how many lies we’re told, our basic nature, our fundamental goodness and desire to be true to our highest instincts will win out.”

“That’s a good hope.” Scorio smiled brokenly. “I’ll hold onto it.”

They stood awkwardly by the door, then Leonis opened it briskly and stepped into the hallway. “Until next time, Scorio.”

Lianshi followed him out. “Until we meet again?”

“Until then,” Scorio agreed, moving into the doorway. “Take care of yourselves. And if you ever have the need, don’t hesitate to call me. You’re still… you’re still very important to me, and I’ll drop anything to come.”

Both looked abashed. For a moment Scorio thought Lianshi might step in for a hug, but instead, she linked her arm with Leonis and together they walked down the hall and then turned the corner and were gone.

Naomi put her hand on Scorio’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah,” said Scorio, hanging his head. “Me too.”

 

* * *

 

The next morning they were both summoned to the citadel. 

The city seemed quiet, as if it were holding its breath. There was precious little foot traffic about as Scorio, Naomi, and their escort made their way down the avenues. No music came from hidden apartments, no costermongers called out the price of their wares. Those who were about moved hurriedly while casting nervous glances about, and even the House guard patrols appeared abashed.

The citadel, however, was a hive of activity. House representatives were everywhere, from Great Souls to high-ranked advisers and officers. Messengers raced to and fro as if their every missive was a matter of life and death, and half the gathered notables seemed more intent on tracking who was watching them than anything else.

Scorio and Naomi were led up the broad steps, past the columns and into the great airy hall. Their notoriety was clear: everyone studied them as they walked by, murmuring to each other or simply staring.

Scorio ignored them all.

They were led to the great council chamber where once Scorio had witnessed the White Queen laying down the groundwork for her accords. In her place, however, sat a triumvirate of powerful figures; each radiated a fell power that marked them as Great Souls of note.

The first was familiar, though seen now for the first time without a haze of pain clouding Scorio’s eyes: the Iron Tyrant was as dour and straight-backed as ever, his expression lugubrious, his cheeks hollowed out, his forehead high, his black hairline receding behind a vulpine peak. He wore the same expensive and richly decorated robes as before, a different set though much the same, all umbers and burgundy, blacks and gold. His hands glittered with heavy rings, and the weight of his stare was like a sack of bricks laid across Scorio’s shoulders.

On the far side sat an older man, face heavily lined and creased, his gaze shrewd, his mouth mobile, his mane of hair prematurely graying. He wore robes of plain black, and his cheeks and jaw were ghosted with stubble. His angular eyebrows were singularly expressive, one raised even now to indicate a subtle mixture of mock disbelief, apprehension, weariness, and curiosity.

In the center sat a woman who appeared more feral than civilized; her presence all but occluded the other two, so raw and present and vital did she seem. Her eyes transfixed Scorio like a wolf’s stare, irises amber, her brow furrowed with intense thought, her nose kinked where it had been broken long ago. Her brown hair was thick and tangled as if dried after soaking in storm-tossed brine, and her skin was weathered and worn by the elements. Her robes were ragged and gray and clearly of no account to her.

“Scorio, Flame Vault, Class of 873.” The Tyrant’s voice was dry, disinterested. “Your name is on the Red List. You assisted Imperator Sol in driving away Imogen the Woe. You came first in your class’s Gauntlet run, refused all sponsorships, and stand accused of leading the attack on The Celestial Coffer. After disappearing for two years you returned to murder Dread Blazes Davelos, Evelyn, Simeon, and Ydrielle, followed last by your slaying of Praximar, Pyre Lord, Chancellor of the Academy, and Autocrator of House Hydra.”

Scorio said nothing.

“Naomi, Flame Vault, natural born and ostensibly Class of 871. Close companion of Scorio, and no doubt party to his many deeds.”

Naomi’s face was a marble mask but her gaze burned bright.

“I am the Iron Tyrant,” he continued, “Blood Baron, Lord of the Fury Spires, and recipient of The Celestial Coffer’s largess. It is my responsibility to ensure that the forces battling in the Telurian Band have recourse to aid, healing, high-quality mana, and a safe place to retreat to.”

The other man leaned back in his chair. “I am Charnel Duke Plassus of House Kraken.” His voice was rich like well-oiled leather. “Class of 858, and not returned to Bastion in over seven years.” He tapped his fingers on the table. “I cannot say that I welcome this distraction from dealing with the Blood Ox, and thus appreciate these proceedings being as succinct as is decently possible.”

“Charnel Duchess Vermina,” said the woman, her voice little more than a whisper. “I, too, appreciate speed.”

“You stand accused of the murder of Chancellor Praximar and four Dread Blazes, Scorio.” The Iron Tyrant’s words were clipped. “As we as never having been tried for assaulting The Celestial Coffer. How do you plead?”

“Not guilty.”

“He believes what he says,” muttered Plassus, then shot a glance at the other two. “For whatever that’s worth.”

The Iron Tyrant nodded. “Scorio, why did you commit these deeds?”

“Why?” For a moment Scorio felt unable to encapsulate his many reasons. “Manticore’s the easiest to explain. They used me at Praximar’s behest—through Eira as proxy—to stage a false assault on The Coffer. Simeon possessed Druanna and forced her to attack, and Dameon tricked me into activating his artifact aboard the ship. I was then imprisoned in Ydrielle’s prism and flung into the Crucible to die.”

“All true, as far as he knows,” said Plassus.

“His Heart,” interrupted Vermina. Scorio felt her will probe at his very being, like a strong gale springing up to encircle and pluck at him. “Your Heart, Scorio. How did it come to be so?”

“The Crucible. Ydrielle’s prism slowed the Gold mana so that I was able to burn it. Dameon, in a bid to waste our time, had both Naomi and I wring our bodies of the Coal mana we’d tempered it with. When they dropped me in the Crucible I was completely empty. I Gold-tempered and healed my Heart.”

“Remarkable.” Vermina leaned forward abruptly. “Would you Ignite for me?”

Scorio hesitated, glanced at Naomi, then did so. His great spherical Heart blossomed with Iron flames.

“Well, I’ll be,” said Plassus, brows rising. “That’s not something you see every day.”

“Remarkable indeed,” breathed the Charnel Duchess. “Gold-tempered and with a perfect Heart. That will be of unique value to you when you achieve Pyre Lord. What an auspicious omen.”

The Iron Tyrant had witnessed it in Praximar’s study, but even he couldn’t keep from nodding in agreement.

Scorio allowed his Heart to die. “When I got out, I wanted revenge. They’d also murdered my companions once I left the camp. Naomi here can attest to that.”

In short, sullen phrases Naomi repeated what had happened once Scorio had flown away, right up to her fleeing into the Chasm.

“And your Heart in turn.” Vermina cocked her head to one side. “I sense… Silver?”

“I Silver-tempered, yes.” Naomi glowered at the Charnel Duchess. “But my Heart’s what it is and always has been.”

“Yes, I see.” Vermina sat back. “Go on, Scorio.”

He recounted his kills as dispassionately as possible.

The Iron Tyrant frowned. “You executed fellow Great Souls—Dread Blazes, no less—without compunction or permission? Such mass murder is worth placing you on the Red List.”

“Alas,” replied Scorio. “I guess you’ll have to put me on it. Again.”

Plassus let out a bark of laughter.

“It’s reason enough to order your execution,” rasped the Iron Tyrant, glaring at the Charnel Duke. “We cannot condone extrajudicial killings.”

“And yet there he stands, brazen as a naked bronzelgurst,” said Plassus. “And Praximar?”

“I think you know why I wished him dead.”

“Indeed.” Plassus rippled his fingers on the desk. “I’ll not lie: Praximar was a great asset to our House. He led the Academy for over a decade, oversaw the graduation of thousands of students, and proved a canny administrator of House Hydra here in Bastion as well as spreading wealth abroad. Bravurn, do you have any complaints of the man?”

The Iron Tyrant grimaced. “He suited my purposes well enough while he lived.”

Vermina looked directly at Plassus. “The man was a grasping monomaniac who saw his own reverence for tradition as license to do as he pleased. Because of him, Bastion has been thrown into disarray, the populace oppressed to the point of revolt, House Basilisk massacred, and my own House much abused.”

“But he nearly got away with it,” said Plassus demurely.

Vermina pursed her lips then nodded. “Nearly. Were it not for Scorio here.”

The three stared at him once more.

“If you wish to make a plea for clemency,” said the Iron Tyrant, “now is the time.”

Scorio hesitated. Looked from one face to the next. All were predators. None of them had indicated any interest in such abstract values such as justice.

“If there’s any justification for what I did, it’s the fact that I pulled it off.” Scorio raised his chin. “Praximar sought several times to have me killed. Dameon thought me nothing but a tool. Now one’s dead and the other on the run. I’ve assisted Imperators, survived two years in the Crucible, and exacted a revenge nobody thought possible. I think it safe to say I’ll be an asset in the war against the Pit.”

“Boldly said.” Plassus flashed a superficial smile at the other two. “The boy doesn’t lack for bravura.”

“And me?” Naomi’s fists were clenched, her voice as taut as a topgallant before a storm. 

“What about you?” asked Plassus drolly. “If Scorio walks, you walk with him. If he falls, well.”

Naomi grimaced, clearly restraining herself from hurling abuse at them all.

Vermina continued to stare fixedly at Scorio. “Where would you go from here if freed?”

“Deeper into Hell.” Scorio spoke with absolute conviction. “I want nothing more to do with Bastion or the Celestial Consortium. We’re both Flame Vaults, which means we can already journey as far as the Silver Unfathom. We mean to go far and range wide in our search for the truth.”

“The truth?” asked the Iron Tyrant.

“Yes, the truth. The truth about our existence here in Hell. Eterra, the Pit, our millennia-long mission, and those who gave it to us. Why it is that we fight the fiends in Acherzua—”

“Where did you hear that term?” demanded Vermina.

“A friend of mine shared it with me before he went to ground.”

The three exchanged looks once more.

The Iron Tyrant inhaled deeply. “Scorio, you and Naomi are cleared of all wrongdoing, including the toppling of the Circuit Isle Azurith.”

“Truth be told, boy, you were cleared before you walked in here. Between Druanna’s account and Helminth’s tale—and our own inside knowledge of what was transpiring here—we’d little doubt as to the righteousness of your actions. Though.” Plassus rubbed at his jaw. “Your dropping Azurith is a bitter pill to swallow.”

“Thank you.” Scorio took a deep breath. “Then I’m free to go?”

“Not yet.” The Iron Tyrant’s words rang like iron. “You yourself spoke of your own value. I wish to recruit you into my retinue. I know you care less than nothing for accolades and approval, for promises of treasure and advancements, so I will appeal instead to your sense of opportunity.”

“My dear Bravurn,” cut in Plassus. “You forget the order of these things! As a Charnel Duke, I get to make my offer first.”

“You are a Charnel Duke of House Hydra,” said the Iron Tyrant dryly. “I doubt your offer will hold much appeal.”

“Be that as it may. Oh don’t scowl at me like that, Scorio, this is business, and business is impersonal. My offer: to assist in the battle against the Blood Ox and help lead the united forces of our Houses to victory. The situation is dire. Even with our now redirecting all of Bastion’s resources to the front and recruiting the remnants of Manticore to fight, we’ll be hard-pressed. A true fiend hasn’t led an assault such as this as far north as the Telurian Band in centuries. Maybe more. Yet there he is, untouchable and unstoppable. Daily we beseech the Imperators to fall back and assist in killing him, but they are caught up in their own private dramas. The Blood Ox is for us to deal with, and I tell you true, we are overwhelmed and in disarray.”

Plassus leaned forward, a canny smile on his lips, eyes twinkling. “What do you say? Does your blood call for battle? You’ve demonstrated everything we look for in a recruit: savagery in battle, unbeatable resolve, canny tactics, and a piercing intelligence. Come to the front, lad. If it’s the truth of things you’re looking for, why, what better place to find it than in the crux of war, and whom better to tear it from than the Blood Ox himself?”

Plassus’s words hung in the air, resonant and stirring.

“You do me much honor,” said Scorio cooly. “I will consider your offer.”

The Charnel Duke narrowed his eyes. “There is wisdom in knowing where true power lies. Do not spurn this opportunity.”

“My offer is simple,” said the Iron Tyrant. “Come serve in my retinue. There is ample scope for assisting the war effort from the Fury Spires, as well as the ongoing need to pacify the warring fiends who assault us daily from their redoubts in the Iron Spine. You are a Flame Vault, nothing more, nothing less. You would earn ample gratitude and reward for breaking the Gurloks.”

Scorio nodded and looked at Vermina.

“I have an offer, but I believe my breath would be wasted on you.” She transfixed him with her amber gaze. “You are averse to the Houses, and wary of all authority figures. Why should I think myself different? If you wish to learn of my offer, then find me later.”

“I’ve a question for you,” said Scorio. “Why didn’t you come two years ago to protect your House? Why now?”

“Why?” Vermina arched a brow. “Two years ago order was maintained. It was distasteful, but my returning here alone would have opened up opportunities elsewhere for exploitation.”

Plassus grinned.

“But now? Now there is chaos. We both agreed to come, and in so doing restore order and maintain equilibrium both here and elsewhere.” She studied Scorio. “I do not expect you to understand.”

“You’re right. I guess I don’t.”

“On that note,” said the Iron Tyrant, “I believe these proceedings are concluded.”

“Question,” said Scorio. “I heard that the Queen’s Accords are to be reinstated. Does that include the provisions to grant the people of Bastion a non-voting member on the Council, and so forth?”

Plassus made a face. “Technically? Yes. Are we going to insist that part be read out loud in every square of the city? Probably not.”

“Your reputation here in Bastion is in tatters,” said the Iron Tyrant. “Are you seeking to fix it?”

“It’s not about my reputation,” said Scorio. “It’s about what’s right.”

“Oh child,” said Vermina with a fond smile. “You sound so young. I was once like you. But Hell shall prove an unkind teacher.”

Scorio smiled a crooked smile. “Maybe I’m naïve. But ask Praximar how easily I was led.”

“Naivete can be plenty dangerous,” said Plassus, his voice low. “We make you these offers so that we can guarantee that you’ll be dangerous to our enemies.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to live without that guarantee for now. I’ve one request of you all: tear down the impalement spikes that adorn every square. And any plaques commemorating the massacre of innocents. The people of Bastion deserve better.”

The Iron Tyrant raised a brow. Plassus rippled his fingers on the tabletop. Vermina simply stared fixedly at Scorio.

Who sighed. “Are we free to go?”

The Iron Tyrant inclined his head. “You are.”

“Thank you.” Scorio gave a half bow to the three, then turned and strode forth from the chamber, Naomi by his side.
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Chapter 69

 

 

 

Naomi and Scorio emerged into the late radiance of Second Bronze. The square before the citadel was busy with foot traffic; messengers and officials from every house rushed to and fro, eager to capitalize on the momentous changes that had shaken the city. 

Few spared a glance for the pair of them, and bemused, Scorio led the way down the broad steps to the cobblestones below, where a slender figure stepped out of the crowd to greet them.

“Scorio. Naomi.”

“Ravenna.”

“I wanted to apologize for my role in House Kraken’s ambush.” For a moment she was hesitant, and then she stood tall. “I wasn’t given a choice. Autocrator Octavia commanded me to allow Simeon to use his power. Still, I’m sorry for being part of that.”

“Wasn’t your fault,” said Scorio softly. “But thanks, anyways.”

For a moment they stood in silence, three stones in the stream of traffic.

“Pyre Lady Moira has negotiated my release from House Kraken.” Ravenna’s smile was pained. “As was part of our original accord. I’ll be traveling to the Fiery Shoals to work with her there.”

“You’re joining House Hydra?”

“No. She’s leaving the House altogether and traveling to the Iron Weald to help in the war against the Blood Ox. The situation in the Telurian Band is growing even more dire. Do you know what your next move will be?”

Scorio smiled. “This isn’t another recruitment attempt, is it?”

Ravenna flushed and shook her head. “No. As for that… well. One of the many reasons I want to leave House Kraken behind.”

“We don’t know yet what we’re going to do,” said Naomi, tone brusque.

“Sure.” Ravenna forced a smile. “Well, if we see each other deeper in Hell, I won’t complain. You provided me the opportunity to get out of Bastion. I’m sorry it took so many losses, but I’m still grateful.”

“I’m happy for you,” said Scorio. “Seriously. I’m glad you’re getting out. Good luck with everything. Stay safe.”

“In Deep Hell?” Ravenna snorted. “Unlikely. See you both around, then.”

And with a raised hand she turned and slid back into the crowd.

“Working for Moira?” Naomi scoffed. “Could that make her less trustworthy?”

“Out of every Pyre Lord and Lady I’ve dealt with, Druanna and Moira proved to be the most reliable.” Scorio grinned ruefully. “Not saying that I trust her, but in this case, she played things straight. I don’t count her an enemy.”

“Shows how much you’ve learned.”

Together they walked until they found themselves back in the ruins. Neither spoke a word. If anyone pressed too close they both stopped and stared until the person, be it Great Soul or guard or passerby—backed away.

The sun-wire darkened to Second Clay, the last most lurid of its radiant cycles, to bathe the city in bronze and rust. Together they walked the abandoned streets between hollow houses till at last, they reached the base of Naomi’s old tower, the edifice in which she’d lived till Scorio had stumbled into her life, and again, without a word, they ascended its dark stairwell till they reached her room.

They entered it in silence. The evening rain showers and the prowling of fiends had served to give it all an air of abandon; the large, sunken bed was dusty and had served as a nest for something not too long ago; Naomi’s belongings were picked through, many scattered onto the floor, and her chest of drawers toppled over and smashed.

Naomi didn’t seem to care. She picked her way through the debris and stepped out onto her balcony, where the tattered remnants of her white curtains yet blew out softly like the reaching hands of a ghost.

Together they sat and stared out over the city. Scorio frowned at the ruin’s leading edge; the stone rot had accelerated in the two years he’d been gone and claimed another block of the once viable city. 

Tendrils of mist were already curling up to spiral around the sun-wire. All around the city, above and to the sides, Scorio could see people hurrying home, getting ready for the storm.

They sat in silence.

Naomi had her knees up under her chin, her thick curtain of black hair hanging before her face, her chin resting on her hands. Finally, she glanced sidelong at him.

“How exactly did we survive all that?”

Scorio stretched and grinned. “Sheer talent, I think.”

She snorted. “If only. More like impossibly persistent luck.”

“I’ll take some of that any day.” He relaxed out of his stretch. “But yeah. Hard to believe we’re sitting here with nobody hunting for us.”

“That we know of.”

“Fair.”

A comfortable silence fell between them again.

Far below a giant nautilus floated along the Coal mana winds, its tentacles reaching forth, its great shell painted in fantastic stripes. 

“So what are we going to do?”

Scorio considered. “We’ve got offers.”

“You know what I think of them.”

“I’m curious as to what Vermina’s thinking.”

“That marks her as more dangerous than the other two. She knows that predators pursue that which retreats from them.”

Scorio laughed. “True. She made me curious. But I think I’m just too worn out to get mixed up with anybody now. All of this… all the blood and loss, the pain and vengeance… it’s made me tired of people.”

She eyed him. “Was that a hint?”

“You’re not people. You’re the Nightmare Lady.”

Her tone grew dangerous. “Is that right?” Her form began to change as her Heart Ignited.

“Peace!” He laughed again. “I’m just yanking your terrifyingly sharp tail.”

“Hmm.” She subsided, reverting to her human form. “So we go it alone?”

“I don’t think you’d mind.”

“I wouldn’t.” She curled her dark hair behind one ear, the gestures surprisingly delicate. “But those Charnel Dukes were right about one thing: answers will be found amongst the other Great Souls. If we go it alone, it’ll be us and the fiends.”

“In Acherzua.” Scorio considered. “How does one get into the Iron Weald, anyways?”

“You march to the end of a valley, like the one that housed the Chasm. Then you scale the mountains. There’s a large drop on the far side, goes all the way around the Plains, like the one beyond the Rain Wall. If you can get down that cliff, you’re in the Iron Weald.”

“And what’s that like?”

“Nothing like the Farmlands, that’s for sure.” She smiled cruelly at him. “You’ll have to grow used to hardship.”

“Not a problem. I think we both have Dameon to thank for that one. And then beyond the Weald is the Telurian Band?”

“And the Blood Ox.”

“He can’t control the whole Band. It wraps all the way around Hell.”

“True. We could cross quickly, perhaps, and enter the Silver Unfathom. That’s as far as we could go before the Curse caught up with us.”

Scorio rubbed at his jaw. “What’s in the Unfathom?”

“The Red Keep, if you’re asking about Great Souls.”

“Who rules the Red Keep?”

“One way to find out. That what you want to do?”

Scorio frowned and gazed back out over Bastion. The tendrils of mist had thickened into thick corkscrewing bands. The blue skies of the Rascor Plains were distant wedges. 

He leaned over and pulled Praximar’s note from his pocket. “I was thinking we could pass by LastRock. See if we can’t find this Lost Library.”

Naomi had read the note several times, but still she took it and studied the faded letters. “Of course the old bastard was once one of the Herdsmen. Do you think he meant during this life or a past one?”

“I’d guess a past one. Otherwise, he would probably have a means to contact them.”

Naomi handed the note back. “So we just slip past the Blood Ox, somehow find this Lost Library, read up on the Herdsmen, and then go our merry way?”

“I don’t think you’ve ever gone anywhere merrily.”

Naomi slit her eyes.

“But yes,” Scorio continued hurriedly. “Something along those lines. I’m not saying we have to avoid everyone as we journey south. But I like the idea of being beholden to only ourselves. For our sole mandate to be a quest to discover the truth. I wish Nox had stuck around so he could join us, but something tells me we’ll be seeing more of him. He’s proof at any rate that there’s far more to the fiends than we’re led to believe. And while I’ve no doubt that the Blood Ox is a foe, I’m sure there’s far more to Hell than just war.”

Naomi was listening intently, cheek on her knee, arms wrapped around her shins.

He smiled at her. “What do you think? Shall we head out alone? See how far we get before we’re eaten by something incredibly weird and powerful?”

“That’s the most romantic proposition anyone’s ever made to me.”

Scorio arched a brow. “Romantic?”

She flushed and sat up. “It was a joke, Scorio. But regardless. Yes. Fine. You know how I feel about bending knee to lords and ladies. I wouldn’t mind learning more about these Herdsmen, but most importantly it would allow us to pursue our final vendetta without distraction.”

Scorio nodded slowly. “Dameon.”

“He’s out there somewhere. Probably fleeing across the Farmlands as we speak. We could try and catch him at the Fiery Shoals.”

“He might avoid it. Know we’d look for him there.”

“Regardless. We pursue that which retreats from us.”

Scorio felt the resolve harden within him. “Yes. It’s weird to seek to avenge Leonis and Lianshi, given that they’re here in the city with us, but yes. Dameon still needs to pay.”

“Then it’s settled.” Naomi rested her chin on her knees and gazed out once more over the ruins. “We’ll hunt Dameon down and take off his head. If possible, we’ll enter LastRock and seek to learn more about this mysterious group. Then we’ll see where that’s led us, and take it from there.”

“And somewhere along the way we’ll work on becoming Dread Blazes,” said Scorio. 

“Mmhmm,” Naomi agreed.

They sat in silence. The sun-wire eventually dimmed to a dark crimson, then burgundy, then a sullen brown, and the revolving spirals of cloud grew thick and furious and unleashed their rain upon the city in ever-flowing corkscrews.

Naomi scooted over to sit close to Scorio. Together they watched the rain wash the city clean, and the rushing roar of the storm filling the great cylinder. 

The overhang protected them, mostly, but still, great drops of rain found Scorio’s upturned face. He closed his eyes. He felt at peace. Resolved, strengthened by his ordeals, tempered not only in body but in spirit.

The Rascor Plains were the doorstep to the rest of Hell. Who knew where their hunt for Dameon would lead them?

Naomi rested her head on his shoulder, and he rested his cheek on her head in turn.

Wherever their path took them, however, Scorio knew that neither of them would walk it alone.

 

 

THE END
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I hope you’ve enjoyed Scorio’s tale, but above all, I’m deeply grateful for your taking a chance on The Rascor Plains. This tale was a labor of love, and I always remember that my success as an author is owed to your support. 

 

It would mean the world to me if you considered rating and reviewing The Rascor Plains on Amazon.

 

A few quick items:

 

	Make sure you’re notified when The Immortal Great Souls #3 drops by joining my mailing list.

	I’d love for you to check out my other current series, The Dawn of the Void. It’s an apocalyptic LitRPG set in modern-day NYC, and I’m genuinely proud of it. This is the first installment in a finished trilogy, with Book 2 slated to drop in June and Book 3 in August.
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