
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Fires Of Infernum Maximus

        

        
        
          Infernum Maximus, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Kenneth Thomas

        

        
          Published by Kenneth Thomas, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE FIRES OF INFERNUM MAXIMUS

    

    
      First edition. December 28, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Kenneth Thomas.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230900351

    

    
    
      Written by Kenneth Thomas.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Kenneth Thomas

	    

      
	    
          
	      Alchemists Cost

          
        
          
	          The Alchemist's Cost

          
        
          
	          Eternity's Past

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Beneath Cypress Skies

          
        
          
	          Another Cypress Sky

          
        
          
	          Beneath the Cypress Moon

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Harrow Harbor Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Whispering Harbor Mystery

          
        
          
	          The Secret of the Cavern

          
        
          
	          The Ghost Ships Shadow

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hypernova City Series

          
        
          
	          Code of Shadows

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Infernum Maximus

          
        
          
	          The Fires Of Infernum Maximus

          
        
          
	          Infernum Solutus

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Moonlight Pact series

          
        
          
	          The Moonlight Pact

          
        
          
	          The Rift Redemption

          
        
          
	          The Riftbound Legacy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Awakening Thread Chronicles

          
        
          
	          The Awakening Thread

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Broke Kids Club

          
        
          
	          The Broke Kids Club

          
        
          
	          The Broke Kids Club: Ripples of Change

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Broke Kids Club Collection

          
        
          
	          The Broke Kids Club Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Convergence of Minds series

          
        
          
	          The Digital Agora

          
        
          
	          Foundation of the Agora

          
        
          
	          Beyond the Agora

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Echoes of Eternity

          
        
          
	          The Awakening of Nephira

          
        
          
	          The Rift Of Worlds

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Eclipse Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Shards of Light

          
        
          
	          Eclipse Reaver

          
        
          
	          Axis Reforged

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Expanse Within

          
        
          
	          The Expanse Within

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Veil of Shadows Series

          
        
          
	          Shattered Dominion

          
        
          
	          The Fractured Path

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Whispers on Petals

          
        
          
	          Petals of Eternity

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Undone Series

          
        
          
	          UNMASKED The Sacred Rebellion of the Real Self

          
        
          
	          UNBROKEN: The Warrior’s Stillness

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          A Tail of Darkness To Light

          
        
          
	          The Mirror Within

          
        
          
	          Echoes of Ink and Heart

          
        
          
	          Purpose Over Power: The Visionary Path of Servant Leadership

          
        
          
	          The Questions That Shape Us: Finding Life's Wisdom-The Power of Inquiry

          
        
          
	          Where the Shadows Settle

          
        
          
	          30 Days to Inner Freedom: A Mindful Journey in Addiction Recovery

          
        
          
	          Towards a Sustainable Future: The UN’s 17 Goals

          
        
          
	          Echoes of Becoming

          
        
          
	          Cognitive Freedom: The Stoic Path to Resilience and Recovery

          
        
          
	          Beneath the Cypress Sky

          
        
          
	          The Unbroken Pen

          
        
          
	          Where Tides Meet

          
        
          
	          Whispers on Petals

          
        
          
	          A Love Written In Starlight

          
        
          
	          The Twilight Alchemy of Jekyll and Hyde

          
        
          
	          Whispers of the Wild Frontier

          
        
          
	          The Last Prediction

          
        
          
	          Tales of the Midnight Traveler

          
        
          
	          Echoes of Eden

          
        
          
	          Throne of Light

          
        
          
	          Ashes of Ambition

          
        
          
	          Fail Fest: Wisdom In The Wreckage

          
        
          
	          Golden Harmony

          
        
          
	          Veilwake

          
        
          
	          Unseen Scars

          
        
          
	          The Widow and the Outlaw

          
        
          
	          Architect"s Illusion

          
        
          
	          THE SOVEREIGN AGE

          
        
          
	          Undone: The Art of Becoming Without Permission

          
        
          
	          Unseen Lanterns

          
        
          
	          The Last Letter From Perdition

          
        
          
	          Ashes in the Wind

          
        
          
	          The Loads We Carry

          
        
          
	          The Quiet War A Field Manual For Men Who Fight In Silence

          
        
      

      
    
    


The Fires of Infernum Maximus

By Kenneth Thomas

Prologue: The Eternal Vigil

Infernum Maximus, the Prison of Eternal Flames, had many names. Some called it the Last Bastion, others the Furnace of Despair. To its inhabitants—those condemned within its molten walls—it was simply Hell.

Set at the heart of the volcanic expanse known as the Black Maw, Infernum Maximus loomed as a colossal monument of jagged stone and searing fire. Rivers of lava wound their way around its base, their ceaseless flow feeding the restless energy of the mountain it was carved from. Runes pulsed faintly across the towering gates, veins of crimson light forming a web of protective magic that shimmered like the prison’s own heartbeat.

Few approached Infernum Maximus willingly, and those who did never returned the same.

At the summit of the Warden’s Tower, Darek Ashbourne stood in shadowed silence, his silhouette illuminated by the flickering glow of a massive brazier. The infernal heat licked at his skin, though he did not flinch; he hadn’t felt its sting in centuries. Below him, the sprawling labyrinth of the prison stretched as far as his eyes could see. Emberwights patrolled the edges of the Abyssal Pits, their spectral forms keeping watch over the restless prisoners confined within.

This was his kingdom—one he had ruled with an iron will and unrelenting purpose. It was also his curse.

Darek’s eyes drifted to the map carved into the volcanic rock wall of his chamber. The intricate etchings displayed every level, corridor, and cell within the prison. Overlaid runes glimmered faintly, marking areas where the wards still held. In recent weeks, however, too many of those runes had begun to flicker.

A deep, guttural voice resonated from the molten depths below, crawling up the walls of the chamber like an insidious whisper. It was a sound not heard by mortal ears, for it came not from flesh but from the Core—the sentient, primal heart of the prison.

“Darek Ashbourne,” the voice hissed, low and mocking. “The cracks widen. The storm gathers.”

Darek exhaled slowly, the lines on his weathered face deepening. “You always have a storm to prophesy, Ignis. Yet, here we stand. Unbroken.”

The Core’s laughter rolled through the chamber, a sound like grinding stone and roaring fire. Suspended above a chasm of molten lava, the Core pulsed with light, its crystalline form fractured and worn with age. Long ago, it had been a perfect vessel of raw, unbridled power—a gift from the Titans themselves. But that perfection had been shattered, its pieces bound and repurposed to serve as both the prison’s source of energy and its most dangerous inmate.

“You’ve grown complacent,” Ignis taunted. “Your wards are fraying. Your prisoners stir. The Unmaker comes.”

The word clawed at the edge of Darek’s thoughts. He turned toward the Core, his voice steady, though each syllable carried the weight of centuries. “The Unmaker is a myth—a tale to frighten the weak. You won’t bait me with riddles.”

Ignis’s light flared, casting jagged shadows across the chamber. “A myth? You speak as though you’ve forgotten the prophecy etched into the first shard.”

The memory resurfaced unbidden—a shard of the Core, blackened and fractured, upon which the Titans themselves had carved their final warning: When the Unmaker rises, the prison shall fall, and the world with it.

Before Darek could reply, the heavy iron doors of the chamber groaned open. Captain Aldred Thorne entered, his armor battered but polished, his expression grim. He saluted with practiced precision.

“My lord,” Aldred said, his voice cutting through the oppressive heat. “The apprentice has arrived.”

Darek turned back to the map, his gaze lingering on the flickering runes near the Abyssal Pits. “Bring her to me.”

Aldred hesitated, his scarred hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “Are you certain? This place... it doesn’t forgive the untested.”

“She’ll be tested soon enough,” Darek said. His tone was devoid of hope or malice—it was simply fact. “The rulers believe fresh blood can patch the cracks in this place. Let’s see if they’re right.”

Aldred nodded and left, the doors slamming shut behind him. Darek remained motionless, his shadow stretching across the chamber as Ignis spoke once more.

“You will break her,” the Core whispered, its tone laced with cruel satisfaction. “As you’ve broken all the others.”

Darek’s hand tightened around the hilt of his sword, the faint etchings of runes glowing along the blade’s surface. “If the Unmaker does come, Ignis, it won’t be her that breaks first.”

The Core flared brightly, a silent challenge.

Outside, the molten rivers of the Black Maw twisted and roared, as though answering the prophecy etched in the shards of eternity.
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Chapter One: A Prison of Fire and Stone
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Lyra Everlight stood at the base of the winding path that led to Infernum Maximus, clutching the strap of her satchel with trembling hands. The air itself seemed alive, carrying the tang of sulfur and ash. The volcanic heat pressed down on her like a living force, and the distant roar of molten rivers churned in her ears.

Her eyes followed the jagged silhouette of the prison, its towers clawing at the blood-red sky. Glyphs of molten light glimmered faintly along the black stone walls, casting warped reflections in the rivers of lava that coiled around the fortress. Stories had called this place unbreachable. Unforgiving. The last stop before oblivion.

And now it was her home.

“You’ll burn up before we even reach the gates if you don’t move,” a gruff voice said behind her.

Lyra startled, turning to face Captain Aldred Thorne. The veteran guard towered over her, his battered armor scorched in places where molten magic had left its mark. His dark eyes, half-hidden beneath a weathered steel helm, scanned her with a mix of amusement and pity.

“I’m fine,” she said, forcing her voice to steady. “Just... taking it in.”

Aldred snorted. “Take it in later. This place doesn’t wait for anyone.”

Lyra nodded and followed him up the narrow, twisting path. Each step sent loose gravel skittering into the abyss below, where molten rivers churned like restless serpents. The jagged cliffs felt alive, pulsing with heat and a faint, rhythmic vibration that she couldn’t quite place.

As they approached the gates, Lyra’s gaze lingered on the glowing runes carved into the iron surface. Their light pulsed faintly, like a weakening heartbeat.

“First lesson, apprentice,” Aldred said, noticing her stare. “The runes keep everything inside this place exactly where it belongs. When they fail, people die. Simple as that.”

“They look... fragile,” Lyra murmured.

“They’re old,” Aldred said grimly. “Like everything else here. But they’ll hold.”

The gates groaned open, spilling a wave of molten light across the path. The oppressive heat grew even stronger, forcing Lyra to raise an arm against the blast. Aldred strode through without hesitation, his boots crunching against volcanic stone, and Lyra hurried after him.

Inside, Infernum Maximus unfolded in all its chaotic grandeur. The corridors stretched endlessly in every direction, carved from volcanic rock and reinforced with black iron. Glowing glyphs etched into the walls pulsed faintly, their light dimming at uneven intervals. The air was thick with the acrid tang of alchemical reagents, ash, and the faint metallic scent of molten ore.

“This was once a sanctuary,” Aldred said, his voice echoing through the cavernous halls. “The Titans built it to house their greatest treasure—the Core.”

Lyra frowned. “Ignis?”

“More than that,” Aldred replied. “The Core was raw power, uncontained. When the Titans fell, it burned everything it touched. The kingdoms built this prison around it, thinking they could control it. Now it controls us.”

Lyra shivered despite the heat. “Why keep it?”

Aldred stopped and turned to face her, his expression grim. “Because the only thing worse than locking it away is letting it loose.”

They continued deeper into the prison, the corridors growing darker and hotter with each step. Cells lined the walls, each one reinforced with a unique array of glyphs and wards. Some glowed faintly, their power steady. Others flickered dangerously, the prisoners within watching with hungry, glowing eyes.

Lyra’s gaze fell on one such cell, where a pale woman sat cross-legged on a bed of frost. Ice clung to the walls, hissing faintly as it met the heat of the surrounding air. The woman’s silver hair shimmered in the flickering light, and her icy blue eyes locked onto Lyra.

“Selene Frostshard,” Aldred murmured. “The Eternal Winter. She froze an entire kingdom in her grief. Took twenty mages to bring her down, and even then, they couldn’t kill her.”

The frost mage smiled faintly, a chill emanating from her cell that made Lyra step back instinctively.

“Stay close,” Aldred warned. “Some of them can reach through the wards if they’re strong enough.”

Lyra’s pulse quickened as they passed another cell, this one encased in flickering shadows. A figure moved within, its form shifting between human and monstrous shapes. The air around the cell felt wrong, the shadows seeming to press against her skin.

“A Shadowlurker,” Aldred explained. “Escaped twice before we figured out how to bind it. Don’t stare too long—it’ll stare back.”

They reached the spiral staircase that led to the Warden’s Tower, its black iron steps groaning beneath their weight. The climb was grueling, each step amplifying the oppressive heat until it felt like breathing fire. At last, they reached the massive iron doors of the Core Chamber.

“Good luck,” Aldred said, his tone somewhere between sincere and mocking. “You’ll need it.”

Lyra swallowed hard as Aldred pushed the doors open. The Core Chamber was vast, its walls carved with glowing runes that pulsed in time with the faint, rhythmic hum that filled the air. At the center of the room, suspended above a chasm of molten lava, was Ignis.

The Core was unlike anything Lyra had imagined. Its crystalline surface shimmered with shifting hues of red, orange, and gold, fractured in places where thin veins of blackness spread like cracks in a mirror. Its light bathed the chamber in a hypnotic glow, both beautiful and terrifying.

“Step forward,” a voice commanded, low and steady.

Lyra turned to see Darek Ashbourne standing at the edge of the platform. His dark armor, etched with glowing runes, seemed to drink in the light of the Core. His expression was unreadable, his sharp eyes cutting through the haze like twin embers.

“Lyra Everlight, reporting as ordered,” she said, her voice trembling slightly.

Darek studied her in silence for a long moment before speaking. “You’ve read the history. You know the stakes. Do you understand what this place demands of you?”

“I think so,” Lyra replied.

“No,” Darek said sharply. “You don’t. Not yet.”

He stepped closer, the weight of his presence pressing down on her like the heat of the Core itself. “This prison doesn’t just test strength or skill. It tests resolve. When the wards falter, when the prisoners rise, when Ignis whispers in your mind... you will have to decide whether you can endure.”

Lyra hesitated, the weight of his words sinking in. “And if I can’t?”

Darek’s expression darkened. “Then the prophecy will come to pass. The Unmaker will rise. And we will all fall.”

The words hung heavy in the air, their meaning chilling despite the heat. Lyra’s chest tightened, but she straightened her back and met Darek’s gaze.

“I won’t fail.”

Darek studied her for another moment before turning away. “Aldred will show you to the apprentice quarters. You start your rounds tomorrow.”

Lyra lingered for a moment, her eyes drawn back to the Core. Its light flickered faintly, as though alive, and for a brief instant, she thought she heard a whisper—a voice, low and crackling, just out of reach.

As she followed Aldred out of the chamber, the Core pulsed behind her, its fractured light casting long shadows across the walls.
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Chapter 2: Whispers of the Core
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The morning began with a siren—a low, resonant hum that vibrated through the very stones of Infernum Maximus. Lyra jolted awake, her heart pounding, unsure if she had dreamed the sound. It was unlike anything she had ever heard, a note that carried dread in its pitch, as though the prison itself was warning her to leave.

A knock sounded at her door, and Captain Aldred Thorne entered without waiting for permission. His battered armor seemed even more scuffed in the dim light, and his expression bore its usual mix of irritation and urgency.

“On your feet, apprentice. The Warden wants you shadowing him today,” he said.

Lyra rubbed the sleep from her eyes and quickly dressed, pulling on the simple, reinforced robes she had been issued. She followed Aldred into the hall, the sound of their boots echoing down the stone corridors. The murmurs of the prisoners were louder this morning, a susurration of voices that blended together like the rustling of dry leaves.

“What was that sound earlier?” Lyra asked, struggling to match Aldred’s brisk pace.

“The warning siren. Means the wards are under strain.” His tone was grim, clipped. “Happens more often these days.”

“Strain? From what?”

“Take your pick,” Aldred said. “Prisoners pushing at their bindings, external threats, or...” He trailed off, his eyes narrowing. “Sometimes it’s just Ignis flexing its muscles. Don’t get used to silence here, apprentice. This place doesn’t sleep.”

The words settled heavily in Lyra’s mind. She wasn’t sure what was worse: the thought of something attacking the prison, or the idea that its very foundation was restless.

They descended a winding staircase, spiraling downward into the depths of the prison. The air grew warmer with each step, the heat rolling over them in waves until Lyra felt beads of sweat forming at her temples. At last, they reached a massive door inscribed with runes that pulsed faintly, their rhythm matching the slow, deliberate thrum of her heartbeat.

“Wait here,” Aldred said, nodding toward the door. “The Warden’s inside.”

He knocked once, and the door groaned open on ancient hinges. Lyra hesitated before stepping through, the sheer intensity of the heat making her hesitate.

The Core Chamber was unlike anything she had imagined. The walls were raw volcanic rock, streaked with veins of molten lava that pulsed like arteries. At the center of the room floated the core itself—Ignis. The massive crystal shimmered with firelight, its facets glowing in a mesmerizing display of shifting reds, oranges, and golds. Its presence filled the space, oppressive and alive, as though it were a god surveying its dominion.

Darek stood at the edge of the platform that jutted out over the chasm of lava below. He didn’t turn as Lyra approached, his focus fixed on the core.

“You feel it, don’t you?” he said, his voice low.

Lyra hesitated. The heat in her chest from the night before flared slightly, a steady warmth that seemed to intensify in Ignis’s presence.

“I... I think so,” she said. “What is it?”

Darek finally turned to face her, his expression unreadable. “The prison’s heart. Its power. Everything in this place runs on Ignis—every ward, every binding, every trap. Without it, Infernum Maximus would collapse, and every soul inside would be unleashed.”

The thought sent a shiver through her despite the heat.

“Is it alive?” Lyra asked.

Darek’s gaze shifted back to the core. “Alive? Perhaps. It speaks, it schemes, it hungers. But whether that makes it alive...” He shook his head. “It’s something older. Something the world forgot to kill.”

As if in response to his words, Ignis flared brighter, and Lyra felt a whisper brush against her mind. The voice was faint, crackling like fire licking at dry wood. She couldn’t make out the words, but the sensation was undeniable—Ignis was aware of her.

“Did you hear that?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Darek’s expression hardened. “Ignore it. Whatever it says, whatever it promises—it lies.”

Before Lyra could respond, the core’s light dimmed, and the temperature in the room dropped slightly. Darek stepped away from the platform, motioning for her to follow.

“We have work to do,” he said. “There’s been an incident in the Mid-Layers. A prisoner pushing at the limits of their bindings. You’ll see firsthand why this place exists.”

They reached the Mid-Layers quickly, the journey punctuated by the occasional cry or scream from the cells they passed. The temperature was cooler here, though the air felt thick with tension, as though the walls themselves were holding their breath.

Guards clustered near a cell at the end of the corridor, their weapons drawn. Lyra could hear a faint sound coming from within—a low, keening wail that made her stomach twist. When they reached the cell, she saw the source: a gaunt, pale man writhing on the floor, his hands clawing at his temples.

“This is Kael the Soulbinder,” Darek said, his tone flat. “A necromancer. His magic flared this morning, attempting to breach the wards.”

“What happens if he succeeds?” Lyra asked.

“The dead answer his call,” Darek replied. “And in a place like this, there’s no shortage of corpses.”

Kael’s wail grew louder, his body convulsing as spectral shapes flickered into existence around him. They were faint at first, but as Lyra watched, they began to take on more defined forms—human figures, their faces twisted in agony.

“Stop it!” she said, stepping forward instinctively.

Darek grabbed her arm, holding her back. “Don’t be foolish. This is why the bindings exist.”

“But he’s—”

“He’s exactly where he belongs.” Darek’s voice was cold, but his grip was firm, and his eyes locked onto hers. “Do you think you can save him? Do you think you can save any of them? Look at what he’s done, and tell me this place doesn’t serve its purpose.”

Lyra looked back at Kael, who had collapsed into a trembling heap as the spectral shapes faded. She could still hear his faint sobs, and for a moment, she thought she caught a glimpse of something in his eyes—a flicker of remorse, of pain.

Darek released her arm and stepped toward the cell, muttering an incantation under his breath. The runes surrounding the cell flared to life, and Kael’s body went still, the bindings forcing him into an unnatural sleep.

“That’s enough for today,” Darek said, turning away. “You’ve seen what you needed to see.”

As they walked back toward the upper levels, Lyra’s thoughts churned. The heat in her chest remained, steady and unyielding, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that Ignis was watching her even now.

“Not all of them deserve this,” she said softly.

Darek didn’t respond.

But as they climbed the stairs, she thought she saw something in his expression—a crack in the unyielding mask he wore. A flicker of doubt. A reflection of her own.

In the depths of Infernum Maximus, the whispers of the core grew louder.
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Chapter 3: The World Outside 
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The black volcanic stone of the observation balcony radiated warmth beneath Lyra’s hands as she leaned against the railing. Beyond the jagged peaks and sulfuric haze, the world stretched endlessly—a barren expanse she had only heard of in myths and maps. The fractured kingdoms she had once studied in childhood now seemed impossibly distant, swallowed by the desolation.

Darek Ashbourne stood beside her, his tall frame as rigid as the jagged cliffs surrounding the prison. His gaze was fixed on the horizon, searching beyond the rivers of molten lava that carved through the wasteland like veins of fire.

“What are you looking for out there?” Lyra asked, her voice cautious. The heavy silence made her uneasy.

“Fragility,” Darek said without turning. His voice was as cold as the prison was hot. “Kingdoms breaking under their own weight. Alliances that mean nothing in the face of greed. And now, a conqueror who waits to take advantage.”

Lyra shifted her gaze to the horizon. “The Obsidian Sovereign?”

Darek inclined his head slightly. “A shadow with ambition. His banners already fly over three kingdoms, and his eyes are set on this place.”

“Why would he care about Infernum Maximus?” Lyra asked. The prisoners she had seen—the Shadowlurker, Selene Frostshard, Kael the Soulbinder—were terrifying enough locked away. The idea of them unleashed chilled her to the core.

“This prison isn’t just a cage,” Darek said, finally meeting her eyes. “It’s a vault of power. Every soul here has the potential to destroy nations. If the Sovereign takes this place, he takes the tools to conquer the world.”

Lyra gripped the railing tighter. “Then why doesn’t anyone help? Surely the kingdoms don’t want this place to fall.”

“They help in the ways that cost them nothing,” Darek said, a bitter edge to his voice. “Warnings. Envoys. Apprentices. But soldiers? No. They’re too afraid of this place, and even more afraid of failure. They’d rather hope I keep their secrets buried.”

Before Lyra could respond, raised voices echoed from the lower levels, sharp and angry. Darek’s expression hardened, and without another word, he turned and descended the steps. Lyra followed, her pulse quickening as the shouting grew louder.

They reached the Mid-Layers to find Aldred Thorne and his guards encircling a group of prisoners. At the center of the chaos stood Rana the Wildspeaker, her auburn hair damp with sweat, and Malrik the Bloodbinder, his crimson cloak swaying as he loomed over her with a smug grin.

“You don’t own these halls, Malrik,” Rana hissed, her sharp voice cutting through the din. Around her, thorny vines twisted and writhed, their shadows slithering unnaturally across the walls.

“And yet my men walk them freely,” Malrik replied, his tone mocking. “Your little plants don’t seem to stop us.”

“Enough,” Darek’s voice cut through the chaos like a blade. The guards stiffened, and even Malrik faltered under the weight of the Warden’s glare.

Rana stepped forward, defiant. “The Pact’s thugs crossed into our territory. They stole from us—water, roots, seeds.”

Malrik smirked, spreading his hands. “Strength rules here, Warden. Isn’t that the lesson you’ve taught us? Everything belongs to the strong.”

Darek’s gaze darkened. “Strength without control leads to chaos. And chaos is not tolerated.”

Lyra stepped forward, surprising even herself. “This isn’t the time for petty rivalries. Both of you need to stand down before you make things worse.”

The prisoners turned to her, and for a moment, silence fell over the corridor. Malrik’s smirk deepened, his gaze settling on her like a predator eyeing prey.

“And who are you to give orders?” he said, his tone dripping with condescension. “The Warden’s little shadow?”

Lyra’s fists clenched, heat flaring in her chest. “I’m the one reminding you that this place isn’t yours to burn.”

Malrik chuckled, the sound low and menacing. “You’ve no idea what burning looks like, little girl.”

“That’s enough,” Darek said, his voice cold and sharp. “Return to your cells. Both of you.”

The vines surrounding Rana slithered back into the cracks, and Malrik gave a mock bow before retreating into the shadows with his followers. When the corridor was silent once more, Lyra let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“You shouldn’t have stepped in,” Darek said, his tone low.

“I wasn’t going to let him provoke a fight,” Lyra replied.

“You don’t understand the balance here,” Darek said. “Every word, every action risks breaking it.”

Lyra met his gaze, her voice steady. “Maybe it needs to break.”

Darek studied her for a long moment before shaking his head. “Go back to the tower. I’ll deal with this.”

As he walked away, Lyra felt the oppressive weight of the prison pressing down on her. Above them, in the Core Chamber, Ignis flared brighter, its molten glow seeping into every corner of Infernum Maximus.
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Chapter 4: The Covenant’s Plea 
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Lyra’s quarters felt colder than usual, though the prison’s unrelenting heat still seeped through the walls. She sat on her cot, her thoughts replaying the day’s events—Malrik’s venomous sneer, Rana’s fury, and Darek’s warning about balance. Each moment pressed heavily on her, the weight of the prison settling deeper in her chest.

A sharp knock at the door broke her thoughts. She opened it to find a guard standing at attention, his face obscured by his helmet.

“The Covenant’s envoy has requested a meeting with the Warden,” he said. “The Warden has asked for you to accompany him.”

Lyra blinked, startled. “Me? Why?”

The guard didn’t answer, only gesturing for her to follow.

She hesitated but obeyed, following the guard through the twisting corridors until they reached Darek’s chamber. The Warden stood rigid by the far wall, his arms crossed, his presence as imposing as the stone around him. Across from him stood Liora the Starborn, leader of the Covenant of Light. A soft, golden glow emanated from her, casting long, wavering shadows across the room. Her radiance made the chamber seem smaller, and her amber eyes locked on Lyra the moment she entered.

“Ah, the apprentice,” Liora said, her voice smooth and melodic. A faint smile touched her lips, but her eyes were sharp. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Lyra inclined her head slightly, unsure how to respond. “Lyra Everlight.”

Darek stepped forward, his tone curt and cutting through the pleasantries. “You requested this meeting, Liora. Speak quickly.”

Liora’s gaze flicked toward him, her smile fading but her composure unshaken. “The Covenant has concerns about the prison’s growing instability. The balance you cling to so tightly is crumbling.”

“The balance is maintained,” Darek said firmly. “What you call instability is nothing more than routine conflict.”

“You’ve seen the factions,” Liora said, her tone steady but forceful. “The Pact grows bolder by the day. Supplies are scarce, and desperation breeds chaos. Even you can’t hold this place together forever.”

“I don’t need advice on how to manage my prison,” Darek replied, his voice colder than the stone beneath their feet.

Liora’s glow brightened slightly, the golden light intensifying. Lyra felt its warmth but also an unsettling tension beneath it, as though it carried both comfort and threat. “Your prison holds more than monsters, Warden. Many of us are here not because of crimes but because of fear, politics, and prejudice. Do you not see the injustice in that?”

“This isn’t a court,” Darek said, his voice like iron. “And I am not a judge. Every soul here serves a purpose. Whether they belong here or not is irrelevant.”

Liora’s eyes turned to Lyra, searching for something. “And what does your apprentice think? Should the innocent suffer alongside the guilty?”

Lyra froze under the weight of Liora’s gaze. She glanced at Darek, his expression unreadable but intense.

“I think...” she began, her voice hesitant. “I think there are prisoners here who deserve another chance.”

Darek’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

Liora stepped closer to Lyra, her light softening. “Wise words from one so young. Perhaps there is hope for this place after all.”

Darek’s voice cut sharply through the moment. “I don’t make decisions based on the musings of an apprentice. State your purpose, Liora.”

The glow around Liora dimmed slightly, and her smile faded. “We need access to the Outer Rings. Supplies are dwindling, and my people are suffering. All we ask is enough to survive.”

“And in return?” Darek’s tone was razor-sharp.

“The Covenant will maintain peace in our territory. We can be allies, Warden, if you allow it.”

“And if I refuse?”

Liora didn’t flinch. “Then the unrest will grow. Desperation cannot be contained forever.”

A tense silence filled the chamber, the air between them charged and heavy. Lyra felt her pulse quicken as she watched their wills clash like titanic forces.

“Fine,” Darek said finally, his voice clipped. “You’ll have your supplies. But if the Covenant steps out of line, you will answer to me.”

Liora inclined her head, a faint smile returning to her lips. “As you say, Warden.” She turned to leave, pausing only to glance at Lyra. “You have a good heart, apprentice. Don’t let this place extinguish it.”

When the chamber doors closed, Darek exhaled sharply, the sound more frustration than relief.

“You shouldn’t have encouraged her,” he said, his tone harsh.

“I didn’t mean to undermine you,” Lyra replied quickly. “But she’s not wrong. There are people here who—”

“Innocence is irrelevant,” Darek interrupted. “This place isn’t about right and wrong. It’s about containment. Redemption is a luxury we can’t afford.”

Lyra clenched her fists, her voice rising despite herself. “Maybe it’s a luxury you’ve forgotten how to see.”

Darek turned to her, his expression as cold as the Core itself. “You’ve been here less than a week. You don’t know what this place is or what it demands. Learn quickly, or you won’t survive.”

Before Lyra could respond, he strode past her and out of the chamber, his footsteps echoing down the stone corridor.

Lyra stood alone, her gaze falling on the carved map of the prison etched into the wall. Its glowing runes marked the territories and cells, a delicate web of power and fear. The balance that Darek clung to so fiercely felt brittle, ready to shatter under its own weight.

Deep within the Core Chamber, Ignis stirred. Its whispers were faint but growing, like embers catching flame.

“Containment,” it hissed, the word echoing in Lyra’s mind.

She shivered, unsure if the voice was a warning or a promise.
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Chapter 5: The Pact’s First Move
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The air in the Mid-Layers was thick with tension, heavier than usual, as if the very stones of Infernum Maximus could sense the storm brewing within its walls. Lyra followed Aldred through the twisting corridors, her mind still replaying the conversation with Liora the night before. Despite Darek’s warnings, she couldn’t ignore the truth in the Covenant leader’s words.

“They’re late,” Aldred muttered, breaking the silence.

“Who’s late?” Lyra asked.

“Your first lesson in what happens when the balance breaks.” His tone was grim.

They emerged into a wider corridor that opened into the staging area for the Abyssal Pits. This part of the prison felt different—darker, hotter, more alive. Runes etched into the walls flared intermittently, their light dimmer than Lyra remembered seeing elsewhere.

A squad of guards stood at attention near the threshold to the Pits, their weapons drawn and faces tense. Beyond them, the passage descended into shadow and molten light, a jagged path carved into the volcanic rock. Lyra could hear something—a low, rhythmic chant that reverberated faintly through the air, accompanied by the occasional crackle of fire.

“The Infernal Pact,” Aldred said, gesturing toward the abyss below. “They’ve been testing their boundaries lately, probing the wards. Malrik’s up to something.”

Lyra felt her pulse quicken. “What do we do?”

“We wait for the Warden,” Aldred replied, though his hand hovered near the hilt of his sword. “No one deals with the Pact without him.”

The words had barely left his mouth when a piercing scream echoed from the depths of the Pits. It wasn’t just pain—it was terror, raw and unfiltered, cutting through the oppressive heat like a blade.

“Stay here,” Aldred ordered, motioning to the guards. He turned to Lyra, his expression hard. “That includes you.”

He moved toward the edge of the passage, his armor glinting faintly in the red glow. Lyra hesitated, torn between obedience and the gnawing need to understand what was happening. The scream had subsided, but now she could hear something else: whispers, faint and rhythmic, like the crackling of embers carried on the wind.

Ignis’s presence stirred within her chest, faint but insistent. It wasn’t just heat—it was a pull, a compulsion. Against her better judgment, she stepped closer to the edge of the passage.

The Abyssal Pits stretched out before her, a cavernous expanse filled with lava flows and jagged rock formations. The air shimmered with heat, distorting her vision, but she could make out the faint outlines of figures moving below.

At the center of it all was Malrik the Bloodbinder.

The leader of the Infernal Pact stood on a jagged outcropping of rock, his arms raised as he chanted in a guttural language that made Lyra’s skin crawl. Blood-red tendrils of magic swirled around him, coalescing into intricate patterns that pulsed in time with the wards’ dimming light.

Around him knelt a dozen of his followers, their heads bowed in reverence.

Lyra’s stomach turned when she saw the source of the scream. A guard lay on the ground near Malrik, his body unnaturally contorted. Blood seeped from the runes carved into his skin, pooling in intricate symbols that mirrored the magic swirling around Malrik.

Before Lyra could process what she was seeing, Aldred’s voice rang out, sharp and commanding.

“Enough!”

The guards surged forward, their weapons drawn, but Malrik didn’t flinch. He turned to face them, his crimson cloak billowing despite the still air. His lips twisted into a smirk.

“Ah, the Warden’s hounds,” he said, his voice rich and mocking. “Come to disrupt our prayer, have you?”

“Stand down, Malrik,” Aldred growled. “This ends now.”

Malrik laughed, the sound echoing unnaturally through the cavern. “You think this is the end? This is only the beginning.”

The blood magic around him flared brighter, and the runes etched into the cavern walls flickered in response. Lyra felt a surge of heat in her chest, more intense than before. Ignis’s presence was stronger here, almost suffocating.

She took a step forward, ignoring Aldred’s earlier command. “What are you doing?”

Malrik’s gaze snapped to her, his eyes narrowing as he took her in. “And who might you be? Another lamb for the slaughter?”

Lyra’s fists clenched. “What are you trying to accomplish? You’re just making things worse for everyone.”

“Worse?” Malrik’s smirk widened. “This place is already hell. I’m simply giving it purpose. Tell me, apprentice, do you believe in freedom?”

Lyra hesitated. The question wasn’t what she expected, and the way he asked it—so calm, so confident—unnerved her.

“Freedom isn’t what you’re after,” she said finally. “You just want power.”
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