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The Trojisi year has 389 days, each lasting 24 hours. The following bi-months comprise the calendar: 
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2) Blite: 67 days. 

3) Trires: 64 days.

4) Quatres: 65 days. 

5) Quintember: 65 days.

6) Hexember: 65 days.

The ambient etherea in Trojis, Sufrinzon, and their related realms extends all mortal life by a factor of six percent.
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Previously in Players of the Game




My name is Corsis.  In an age long gone, I took the Game from other beings.  Plundered their vast ethereal powers.  I delighted in it all.  I now guide the course of history in many realms.  Some worlds unmade.  Others merely altered.  I keep the Game and its Rules secret to prevent challenges to my enjoyment.  Those few who know of it either serve me and prosper, or stand against me and suffer. 

Of late, however, things have taken a turn for the interesting, for the fraught.  It started with the man called Repenter and his warrior daughter.  I embroiled them in the Game.  The father lost his pyromancy.  The child lost her body, becoming a living ghost.  They amassed allies in a dark world.  Fought against the intelligent plague that I unleashed.  They prevailed.

That victory proved fleeting.  I backed an artistic empress to conquer that dark world.  The eastern half fell to her armies before any realized the dire state of affairs.  Those who would resist attempted to unite in a western coalition, its most famous members being Repenter and his closest allies.  The Brigands.  They stood against the artistic empress’s armies in a beautiful city on the coast.  It burned.  The coalition fractured and declined as years passed.  But the Brigands managed to win one last battle in the empire’s capital before they lost the war.  Repenter’s daughter regained her body at its end.  They retreated to a brighter world.

A brighter world with conflicts that I also engineered in concert with its dark counterpart.  It also had opposing forces in the east and west, but a peerless soldier and a hyper-powered duelist staved off greater conflict.  The peace did not last.  Another friend of mine, a crafty goddess, devised a rot carried by flowers that stole minds and mutated bodies.  The soldier discovered the rot on the frontier of his homeland.  The duelist encountered the same rot in a tangled rain forest.  They too amassed allies to confront the crafty goddess and me.  We fought beneath one city and atop another.  These New Players won, which proved vexing.  And thrilling.

Now, Repenter, his restored daughter, the soldier, the duelist, and those aligned to them all walk in the same brighter world.  A world I am about to upend.  They will try to stop what I set into motion.  And I will be entertained.








  
  
PART I: UNREMARKABLE











  
  
CHAPTER 1




The Midnight Hour of Hexember 40th, 1597





Ed scratched the scruffy facial hair on his cheek. “This is more than forty people, Candy.” 

Candice glanced over at him with a lopsided grin. “I told you my source wasn’t completely reliable. She got the time and place right, at least.”

A dingy, overcast night sky pressed down on them. Ahead of them loomed a vast caldera of ethereal white lava that looked more like a bubbling lake. It illuminated the entire area with an eerie effect of countless floodlights. Despite the late hour, darkness never fell on the Great Caldron. 

The eerie substance didn’t radiate with heat much greater than regular lava, but if anything actually touched it, the white-hot molten rock would instantly melt or even vaporize whatever touched it. Treacherous mountain cliffs flanked the northern and southern shores. The east and west were flatter, but still rugged, with sharp volcanic rocks. It was not passable over land. That meant the immense lake of lava had to be bypassed by air.

Hovering vehicles crossed just above the roiling surface of the white lava, boxy and bristling with large-caliber magnet cannons. H99 Assault Boxes. Dull-red lights rimmed the boxy crafts. Each one carried at least sixty soldiers. A dozen Humanoid figures flew just above the hovering transports. Their Dragon wings glided with silent menace. These were Murdrakes, hybrids of Humans and Dragons. The Holy Alliance used them as field commanders and special forces. They likely hugged the lava to avoid detection. Ed guessed their numbers between the Murdrakes and the soldiers in the transports were somewhere greater than three thousand.

“Yes, north of forty. Very north.” Ed looked past Candice to the man on her other side in newly crafted green and black armor. “Your call, Hare. Fight them here or withdraw for backup?”

Harry Mang’s face hid behind his helmet’s opaque, green visor, though Ed guessed he scowled at this force with apprehension. “We have to hit them over the lava. If they pass, they’ll be on Findenton’s southern flank in hours.” He looked over at Ed and Candice. “Can you save some of them?”

“Some,” Candice said. A somber expression crossed her face. “But more will die. You know how war works.”

“I know.” Harry lowered his head. The bright light of the eerie lava illuminated his face a bit more within his new armor’s helmet. “I was on their side a few weeks ago.”

“Their side killed half of Findenton a few weeks ago,” Ed said.

“I fucking know that, Ed. We were both there.”

Ed opted to say nothing further. Harry didn’t need an argument right now. He needed his head clear to make the decision.

Harry growled out something unintelligible. “We need to take them here. We have the power hitters and the initiative. We can take them. Ed, take Matt and Fern over the lava. Neutralize as many as you can. Candy, Tamona, Xax, and I will handle any that make it across.”

Ed nodded and tapped the smooth gem-like bud in his ear canal, his Calling Crystal. “Everyone hear that?”

Other familiar voices responded in the affirmative. Fernallus was the last. “Matt and I will meet you out there, Ed. Tear ass.”

“You made the right call, Hare.” Ed launched into the air before Harry could tell him to shut up. He ran upon localized gravity generated by his body, moving at hypersonic speed. His sprint crossed the three trecs to the convoy inside of a second. He reached forward and drew his swords. The first was a filv, a smaller curving, silver parrying sword. The other was long and straight, named Bluestreak for the azure trail its blade left behind.

He tore into the Murdrakes, knowing they were the greater threat. He sliced his sword into the lead one, green skinned with plate armor and a sword. Ed cleaved halfway into his chest. The hit killed the Murdrake with the momentum of traveling at 4 trecs-per-second. Ed’s winged foe plummeted into the lava and sank into it as he burned to ashes. The others reacted with blurring speed, enough to counter Ed’s velocity over short distances. They swarmed around him with their attention diverted from the convoy, which is exactly what he wanted.

Matt and Fernallus swooped in from the side. Fernallus maintained his Human guise, though he flew on Dragon wings sprouting from the back of his red overcoat. Fernallus may have looked like a hybrid Human at the moment, but he was all Dragon. He proved this by blowing a jet of fire through the hulls of three Assault Boxes, slagging them. They crashed into the surface of the Great Caldron and exploded from the heat. The sounds of dozens of screams within the doomed vehicles mercifully cut short. 

Matt hovered just behind Fernallus. A circle of blue, fiery light orbited him, giving his brown, bulky leather jacket a pale hue to match his pale skin. Five of the transports cracked open with deafening metallic snaps. He must have breached their hulls with gravitons or something else with his hyper powers. The grey-armored Alliance Knights fell from them, but instead of hitting the white lava, they fell into rectangular portals, Distance Doors. Ed did not know where his older brother had banished them, but it had to be better than getting incinerated.

The rest of the convoy transports scattered as Ed dueled with the Murdrakes, striking his blades into their polearms, axes, and swords. Scoring hits through their armor, dodging counterattacks dealt to him. He skewered another through the head, and she collapsed into the white caldron, erupting in flames as she sank. Three of them fired Burning Beam hexes at him. He spiraled around them just as Fernallus pounced on them from behind, shoving a pair of them into the lava while clawing out the other’s throat.

Matt took up a rear eastern position behind the convoy. Any Assault Boxes that attempted to retreat found themselves either snapped in half with their occupants emptied into Distance Doors or cored through with a blast of Flames of Tumult. The armored transports peppered him with their magnet cannons, but the rounds all flung skyward. Matt had surrounded himself with a Friction Field that diverted all projectiles from him.

The other Assault Boxes surged away toward the western shore, their occupants unaware that Harry, Tamona, Candice, and Xax waited for them. As the vehicles departed, they attempted to perforate Ed and Fern with their magnet cannons. The rounds bounced off translucent Auras of Quandric generated by Matt.

The remaining Murdrakes ascended to fly away, but Fernallus hit them with more jets of fire followed by conjured gusts of shrapnel from Drafting Destruction hexes. Ed opened his eyes wide and blue Flames of Tumult blasted forth, zigzagging into the faces and chests of more Murdrakes, knocking them out of the air into the burning caldera.

Only one Murdrake remained, a male armed with an axe and nearly shredded armor. He sneered at them. “I won’t surrender to a Grell.”

He hacked at Ed, who blurred to the side and drove Bluestreak into his chest with a spurt of glowing red blood. Ed kicked him into the lava without a word. He did not relish killing enemies. He did it because it was war, and it was terrible. The words of his deceased mother often popped into his mind during times of violence: Do what is hard.

Matt hurtled past them. “The lake is clear. Shore isn’t.”

Ed fell in beside his brother, with Fernallus flying just behind them. They reached the lake’s edge in another few seconds. A seven-foot silver-clad Humanoid blasted through a transport with his wrist-mounted blaster. Xax’s demented, permanent grin was visible from Ed’s distant, but diminishing vantage point. The vehicle skidded upon the blackened shore, with its guns blazing at Xax. The rounds bounced from his metallic chassis, leaving no sign of damage.

Two more of the transports near the shore, but still over the lava, suddenly careened into the white, viscous inferno. Tamona flickered next to Xax with blood covering the curved blade of her klavensol sword. Her blonde hair swirled over her pointed ears. 

Candice rose out of Tamona’s shadow with blood also dripping from her black stiletto and serrated long dagger. Both women had used their different space-shifting powers to bypass the transports’ armor and kill at least the pilots, which caused the vehicles to crash into the eerie lava. Her black eyes were wide with delight, her purple irises constricted with enlarged pupils. Ed’s enhanced vision allowed him to see that minute detail through the chaos.

Ed joined Xax, Fernallus and Matt in melting the turrets on the sole-remaining Assault Box that had made it to shore. Alliance Knights poured out of the doors and other breaches in the ruined transport. Tamona’s body flickered in scores of different spots within their ranks, slicing her sword into weak points in their armor, dealing fatal neck and chest wounds. Candice leapt on others, devitalizing them with her life-force siphoning abilities. They collapsed, either comatose or dead.

Harry picked out a single Alliance Knight and stormed to him. The adversary attempted to shoot him with a magnet rifle. Harry lashed a whip at his gauntleted hand, ensnaring it. The protection made no difference. Snap could inflict agony on anyone it touched, regardless of protective barriers.

The hapless soldier dropped his rifle, screaming as Ed, Fernallus, and Matt landed a few feet away from Harry. Candice, Xax, and Tamona dispatched the remnants of the other foes. The man in green and black armor stormed toward the wailing Alliance Knight with the whip’s leather still coiled around his arm.

Harry crouched in front of him. “Take off your helmet or I’ll have Xax pound in your head.”

Ed raised his eyebrows at that. The Alliance painted Xax as a robotic monster to scare their children. Harry had to be banking on that reputation to get this man to comply.

The Alliance Knight feverishly pressed a few buttons on the faceless helmet and yanked it off, revealing an olive-skinned male with sweaty brown hair who couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old. Tears ran down his cheeks. His lips quivered. “Please, I surrender. Just take off the whip. Please!”

Harry pointed at his face. “Try anything and you won’t have time to wish you hadn’t. Understand?”

The Alliance Knight nodded quickly, taking in whispering, anguished breaths.

Harry pulled on the whip, and it untethered and spooled back in a coil in his hand. His green visor became completely transparent, showing his grey eyes and his hard face within. “I’m Harry Mang.”

He gestured to Ed and the others as they gathered around the Alliance Knight in a circle. “That’s Ed and Matt Burnhelt. Tamona of Muné. Fernallus, Son of Fiomeli. Candice Quentra. And Xax.” Harry grabbed the Alliance Knight’s throat. “Tell me your name.”

The young soldier struggled to breathe under Harry’s grip, though he still forced out the words. “Knight Griffer, sir.”

Harry released his throat. “Well, Griffer. The six of these people just killed, maimed, or banished about three thousand of you people. I didn’t do a gods damned thing aside from catching your pathetic carcass. Ask me why?”

Griffer’s jaw sagged. “Why?” His helpless rasp was genuine. The captured foe wanted to know. Ed did too, actually.

Harry leaned in closer to him. “Because you’re delivering a message to command back east. You’re going to tell them that Harry Mang didn’t lift a fucking finger to fight you gods damned idiots. Because I didn’t have to. I have forces of nature and mythical horrors on my side.”

Harry stood up, looking down at Griffer. “You tell them that the next time they send an invasion force past the Dividing Mountains, I will lift a finger. I’ll do much more than that. I’m an unremarkable man. Tell them to beware of unremarkable men like me.” Harry stomped his foot, making Griffer flinch. “Repeat it back to me.”

Griffer stammered for a few seconds before he found his voice. “You didn’t lift a finger. But you will if we come back. Beware of unremarkable men like you.”

“Close enough.” Harry glanced over at Matt. “Where did you send the ones who didn’t die?”

“Top of Mount Annik, about two hundred trecs to the north. They won’t be making it back to civilization anytime soon.”

“If the mountains’ elements and the creatures living on it don’t kill them first,” Fernallus added.

Matt nodded. “Can’t argue that.”

Harry pointed to the east. A holographic map popped up over his wrist. Ed and Fernallus shared an impressed glance. This new armor had all kinds of interesting toys. Ed’s inventor father, Vick, had been working on a design for a while, and opted to create it after Harry’s old armor got wrecked in the fight against Hekati in Findenton.

Heedless of Ed and Fernallus’s silent exchange, Harry pointed to a little town thirty trecs to the east of the Great Caldron. “Rensk. Tiny little shit hole. Send him there. He can send along our message after he shakes off his ass kicking.”

Matt gestured and a Distance Door vertically opened between them and the caldera. A quiet town loomed in the distance, surrounded by barren gravel and a goodly sum of dried out weeds. A few plumes of smoke wafted from the chimneys of taller buildings. Half a dozen streetlights glimmered. Rensk was fast asleep.

Harry looked over to Xax. “Throw him in, please.”

Griffer squeaked in terror as Xax’s lanky arm reached forward and clasped Griffer’s leg. “Do yourself a favor, kid. After you send that message, stay in that town if the locals’ll let you. Ya got better prospects there.”

Xax tossed him through the Distance Door as though he were a limp sock doll. The space-bending portal closed before Griffer hit the ground on the other side.

“I think we could have handled that better.” Tamona wiped the blood from her sword with a cloth and sheathed at the back of her red and silver armor. “You already had him cowed after using Snap on him, Arms Master. You could have been kinder.”

Ed expected Harry to say something caustic, or even glare at the Chan’la. Instead, he stared at her blind eyes with an earnest expression. He offered no apologies or elaboration. “You’re right.”

Tamona nodded to him, also opting to say nothing else.

Fernallus paced away from them with his hands in his red-leather overcoat’s pockets, looking at the wrecked Assault Box and the dead or unconscious Alliance Knights. “This is the only clean up. The lake or the doors got the rest of them.” He shrugged. “Well, after we got them first.”

Ed looked at Fernallus as he stepped through the spot once occupied by the Distance Door. A wavering image of Griffer stumbling toward the town with a wet trickle leaking out of his boot gained visibility. Ed was looking through the closed Distance Door.

Ed almost felt sorry for the guy, but then remembered that his nation was going to plow into the west in numbers well beyond three thousand. Orders of magnitude beyond it. He looked away, sympathizing with Griffer’s right to piss himself in private.

Gazing through recent breaches in local reality was a lingering effect of getting clawed in the face weeks earlier by a bastard named Corsis, the man who pulled this world’s strings for his Game. Corsis had been exploding with an extra-spatial, extra-temporal phenomenon called Irreality. The Irreal Flare didn’t kill Corsis, as he had more than one body, but it did expose Ed to its reality-warping properties.

Besides scars that his body’s regenerative powers couldn’t heal, he could now see into other realms, or in this case, through space-bending portals that had since closed. It wasn’t consistent. Worse, he didn’t know if other effects, malignant ones, would manifest later.

He looked back toward the closed Distance Door. He didn’t see Griffer. Tamona and Xax instead stood next to each other. Tamona’s face furrowed with concern. Xax’s seldom-changing grin could not convey the same non-verbal signal, so he spoke instead through his unmoving smile. “Ed, buddy. Your face is on fire again.”

Ed looked at himself in Xax’s glossy chassis. His increasingly scruffy beard dripped with sweat. His eyes glowed with Flames of Tumult. That wasn’t unusual. They always did that when he used his hyper powers, giving the world an azure tinge. The right side of his face also burned with the same blue fire along the three scars on his face. That was new, thanks to Corsis’s parting swipe.

With a deep, calming breath, Ed suppressed his powers. The fires in both his eyes and his scars extinguished. His new beard was an attempt to hide the damage to his face. The blue flames pretty much quashed that. At least it didn’t burn his beard. He planned to let it fill in and see how it looked.

“Pretty sure that’s going to be something my face does from now on.”

“Glad he didn’t claw your ass,” Xax said.

Tamona barked out a laugh while Ed gave the metal man a lopsided grin.

The Chan’la’s mirth drained from her face, becoming serious. “You saw the other side of the Distance Door.” She stated it as fact, rather than a question or inference. She possessed an ethereal sense called Perceptia that she used to more than supplement her lack of sight. “Ed, please do me a favor. Keep practicing with your enhanced vision. Control it. I think we might need it.”

Ed raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

Tamona lowered her head. “I have waking dreams. About Muné.” She pressed her lips together and took in a steadying breath, obviously disquieted by perceiving her long-deceased goddess. “Balpors leers over her corpse. Waiting to use it. Resurrect her. The waking dreams used to be once every few bi-months. They’re happening daily now.”

“Something’s going down soon in Inparadis,” Xax said. “We’ll need to do something about it. We haven’t figured out how yet. But we think your new trick will help once we do.”

Ed looked from Tamona to Xax. Both of them had been with him in the fight with Corsis. He could tell both of them were uncomfortable that they got out of that fight unscathed. Ed held nothing against either of them. Without their help, Ed would have died in the confrontation. “I’ll work on looking between the cracks.”

Harry walked over to them while Matt, Fernallus, and Candice chatted in their own discussion. He tapped the side of his helmet. “I just spoke with one of the Coalition commanders. We have a Lan Thedin air frigate on its way to clean up and patrol the border. Once it gets here, I’m having Ed and Fernallus take me to see my mother in her safe house. We’ll meet up with the rest of you at the Fire Well after that.”

Xax nodded. “Don’t take too long. We gotta get shit done out there and get back to Findenton quick like. It’s goin’ down soon.”

Harry just returned the metal man’s nod.

“By the way, Hare,” Ed said. “That crack about you being unremarkable. That description doesn’t apply to you. Believe me.”

Harry grunted as he watched the white-hot lava. The bright light glinted off his visor as he worked his jaw. “We’ll just see, won’t we?” 








  
  
CHAPTER 2




Eight Hours Later: 


The Morning of Hexember 40th, 1597





The dead goddess lay on an oval-shaped pedestal, eyes wide open, seeing nothing. Soft light gleamed on her from the many hovering light orbs floating at the ten-foot ceiling. The white marble remained free of dust, despite the tomb’s age of nearly 1600 years. Her body remained pristine, free of rot or rigor mortis. Even her silver and red plate armor showed little sign of disrepair, save for a punctured hole in her chest where a sword had pierced into her heart. Blood clung to her armor around the wound, still wet, still bright red. 

Balpors held that very sword in his hand. A line of red crystal traced the center of the stygian-black, serrated blade. He remembered what it felt like to end the life of Muné. Empty. She had held the line against Starm’s legions, including him. Standing against the end of the world while Vurg saved it.

He took a deep breath of the chilled air, taking in the coppery scent of her fresh blood. “She said my name while the world burned around us,” he whispered in a menacing rumble. “My real one. I killed her for it.”

“Hrh. You sound like you regret it.” Frulgrath stood behind him, leaning on the nearest column of dark marble. His hoarse, whispering voice echoed through the vast tomb’s scores of columns and the walls of carved, seamless ice looming a hundred feet away in any direction. No other bodies occupied the tomb save that of the goddess before them.

“I do.” Balpors kept his eyes fixed on Muné’s beautiful face, willing it to stir. It did not. He sheathed his sword at his side. “I wanted to convert her with the kliost spore. Make her an agent of the Game. It would have been easier for us in Pendulum in the years following had I kept her alive.”

The killer behind him said nothing for a time. “Yeah, that’s no lie.”

Balpors turned his gaze from the gorgeous dead woman to Frulgrath’s gaunt figure. He wore a brown and tan uniform with the sleeves of its jacket rolled up to the elbows, exposing his slightly overlong, gangly forearms. Balpors let out a long breath. “You really need to stop wearing that Roaq Coalition uniform. You fought against them far longer than you fought for them. And they’re defunct now.”

Frulgrath ran a clawed thumb down one side of his uniform, brushing it over dingy brass buttons. “Too bad. I like how it looks. Regenerates rips and tears. ‘Sides, that was Sufrinzon. No one cares here.” His lipless grimace of needle-like teeth broadened. “And if they do. Good.”

“I could order you as the Czar of the Holy Alliance.”

Frulgrath used his lower left hand to rub over the spot on the right side of his ribs once occupied by his fourth arm. “And I could tell you to fuck off as the Hatchet Man.”

If Balpors had been in the body of Svithe or the Lizard, he would have laughed. But he didn’t. “Tread with care, Frulgrath. This Proxym doesn’t act like the others. It isn’t as patient.” Balpors was one of many drones of flesh, Proxyms, inhabited by the mind of Corsis, Master of the Game.

The Czar had to maintain unique thought patterns in his role as Starm’s chief underling or risk getting discovered by one of the Alliance’s many psychics, many of them Arch Demons and Dragons.

Unlike many other Players of the Game, the Dragon God and his Empire possessed sufficient might to challenge Corsis directly. So Corsis kept Starm in the dark regarding Balpors. Frulgrath was one of the few who knew the Game’s full scale. That made him both a confidant and a potential threat.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” The three-armed Demon’s face of dried-out, seemingly mummified flesh moved with malleable articulation as he spoke. “Why did you invite me in here, your majesty?”

Frulgrath’s dispassionate rasp made it difficult to tell if he was mocking. Balpors chose to not take offense. The Czar gestured a stony gauntlet toward Muné’s immaculate corpse before them. “She will rise again as my thrall, but I need her successor here to accomplish that.”

The brow above Frulgrath’s sunken, beady black eyes rose a bit. He craned his head up in thought, gazing at the relatively low ceiling and the arches spanning between each of the columns, all of them with harsh angles. The three-armed man lowered his head and again beheld Balpors. “You’re talking about Een’s kid. Tamona, right?” 

“Yes.” Balpors clenched his fist at the thought of both Chan’la warriors. He extended his hand toward the fallen goddess’s inert face and vacant white eyes, stopping short of touching it. “Tamona was born in Muné’s image. They look exactly like each other.” He lowered his outreached arm. “And like Muné, Tamona is blind and gifted with Perceptia.”

Frulgrath ambled to the oval-shaped pedestal and circled to the opposite side. He leaned close to her. The unfastened chin straps from his leather skull cap dangled just above her face. The Demon took in a deep sniff through the nostril holes on his otherwise noseless face. “All that fleshmancy shit with the Chan’la in Pendulum. Never able to duplicate Muné, not fully. Just all those clone daughters that sorta look like her, sorta have her powers. Never worked the way you wanted.”

“It did not.” Balpors ground his teeth together behind his stone helm. “Tamona used her supreme Perceptia medium to communicate without the synaptals detecting it. The Lizard died at Ed Burnhelt and Xax’s hands because Tamona could coordinate with them without me.… him detecting it.” The Czar took a step back from the slain warrior. “I’m finished playing nice.”

Frulgrath kept his gaze on Muné. “Hrh. But are you ready to start playing dirty? For keeps?” He turned to Balpors and jabbed a finger at him. “No fucking half measures because you like fucking with people.”

The gaunt killer snapped his toothy jaw shut with a click. “People like Smiley and Molly.”

Balpors turned to Frulgrath. “You saw what I’m about to unleash on Findenton. A legion of Murdrakes. A fleet of steelclads. Brigades from the Palle Empire. Dirge assassins. Horrinshal specialists. Dragons.”

Frulgrath met the Czar’s eyes with cold dispassion. “Four Dragons. You need more to win this. More of everything.”

Balpors took a step forward. His stony boot clacked against the floor. Anger simmered in him, but he maintained his temper. “Four Dragons can decimate cities on their own.”

The Hatchet Man stood his ground. “Not a city protected by a Grellish sky cit. And you know good and gods damn well that Smiley and Avril are going to show up there. Then there’s the Burnhelt kid with Goodspeed’s powers and the other Burnhelt kid with Kilve’s powers. And the rest of the Forever Guard. And Vurg’s new guy. And Xax. And their own Dragon.” Frulgrath gestured to Muné’s corpse. “And her replacement. They’re coming here to Inparadis sooner or later. They’ll break into this big-ass, pico-realm fortress. You’ve got Celsis Kri and Vance Vulcan imprisoned in the same maze as this tomb. You want them to come.”

Balpors jabbed a finger at the gaunt man, enraged at his insolence and the mention of Celsis Kri. He took care to avoid mentioning her name again. “They will not prevail.”

Frulgrath leaned closer to him. “You’ve got a fifty-fifty shot at winning in Findenton. Maybe better odds if they storm this place. When they storm this place. That’s not playing to win. That’s playing to keep the Game going.”

That did it. Balpors lunged at the three-armed Demon with unearthly speed. Frulgrath sidestepped the Czar’s stony gauntlets. Balpors then drew the serrated baslak sword that slew Muné. “The Game is eternal. It is mine to direct as I see fit. Question it and your life is mine, ex-Brigand.”

Frulgrath’s hands hovered near the hand axes sheathed at his belt, though he made no move to draw them. “Corsis, settle this puppet down. Do you want my help or not?”

Balpors opened his mouth to roar out a battle cry, but nothing came forth but a wincing breath. An irresistible compulsion flowed through his arms. He replaced his blade back in its sheath. Words that were not his then spoke through his lips, smooth and maddening, the voice of Corsis, the voice of the mind that commanded him. “Please excuse Balpors’s temper, old friend. He’s under constant stress, and he deals with it by being belligerent. It’s actually quite necessary when dealing with both Starm and his underlings.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Frulgrath lowered his hands. At ease. He no longer feared Balpors.

Fury roiled through the Czar, but he could do nothing but snort out a long breath through his nose.

The Demon kept talking casually, like they were equals. “Here’s the thing. I get that you want to keep fucking with Smiley and the rest. But I don’t.” He gestured under his right arm in the spot once occupied by a fourth appendage. His dingy uniform’s empty sleeve was tucked into leather straps on the side of his ribs. “I’ve got some payback to deal out. And I’m going to get it.”

Balpors wanted to acquaint Frulgrath with a little reciprocity of his own, but Corsis’s thoughts superseded those desires. An idea blossomed. Something that might serve all of their interests. “How soon do you need vengeance?”

Frulgrath stared at the Czar for several moments. A pensive frown soon crossed his face. “I can wait a little.”

Balpors nodded, both pleased and furious, literally of two minds. Corsis continued to speak through him. “Good. I have a proposition for you. I want you to observe the coming battle, intervene if you deem it appropriate, but determine an appropriate counter force capable of besting the opposing Players. Utterly besting.”

Frulgrath shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “You mean besides siccing Starm and a bunch of Dragons and Arch Demons on them? Or calling in Dread Corps?”

Again, Corsis’s smooth words spewed unbidden from Balpors’s mouth. “Starm is indisposed with his vendetta against Quandric in Inner Yeom. He will not return for a good while. I have a hard time nudging him in the appropriate directions in any event. And Dread Corps’s appearance would not be welcomed by most within the Holy Alliance, not after the War of No Hope. But you’re on the right track. We need beings of guile and power.”

“You could just annihilate them yourself and be done with it.”

Balpors’s lip curled beneath his angular stone helm. “Do you want payback or not?”

Frulgrath raised his three hands in apology. “Ok, ok.”

The Czar then added more words he did not want to say. “Besides, it’s more fun this way.”

“Fine. Your call then.” The gaunt man jabbed one of his thumbs over his shoulder. “So that invisible lady who’s been with us. You going to introduce me to her, or am I just supposed to pretend she’s not here?”

Balpors froze for a moment, before limbering himself again. “How?”

“I got sharp eyes and a sharp nose.”

The Czar glowered at the three-armed man. He vexed Corsis as well, which Balpors relished. “Lancelot, show yourself.”

A woman in a black hooded cloak stepped out of thin air next to the Hatchet Man. Her white mask of smooth enamel covered her face with narrow contours tracing down from the shadowy eyeholes. A lock of blonde hair drooped over the mask at her temple. She wore black leather armor with a jagged sword of ice sheathed at her side. She gave both a slight bow. “Enchanted to make your acquaintance.”

Frulgrath raised his brow, obviously placing her accent. “A Grell?”

She nodded. “From Transvahlu before the Eruption. I have nothing to do with the clods who dwell on the island in the fire.”

The Hatchet Man took her in for a few moments. “That mask is new. Can’t be more than a few bi-months old. Made with an Urasik’s Ire ritual, just like Smiley’s. The Dragon leather armor looks like it got pelted maybe thirty years ago, maybe during the War of No Hope. Your sword is really old, though. At least two millennia. Unbreakable. Cold powers. Nifty.”

Lancelot regarded him from the dark eyeholes of her mask. “Your acuity is matched only by your lack of tact.”

“I’m not known for niceties.” He jutted his lower arm’s thumb at Balpors. “What are you, his bodyguard?”

“No. I don’t defend. I attack.”

“Nice answer. So you were going to try backstabbing me if I tried anything hinky.”

“Among other things.”

“You going to Findenton?”

“Yes,” Balpors said. The fury drained from him, leaving only muted frustration at his lot in life. Corsis’s hold ebbed, allowing him to think once again without remote interference. “She’ll be with the Horrinshal specialists.”

Frulgrath studied Muné’s corpse on the marble pedestal. A wintry smile crept across his toothy mouth. “Balpors, if Lancelot and I can kidnap Tamona, we’ll bring her here. Either way, I’ll get to work on putting together the payback team after Findenton’s over.”

Balpors found he didn’t care if Tamona came here the easy way or the hard way. She would enter the vast Inparadis complex either as a prisoner or a raider. The potential losses on his side meant nothing, only that Tamona came to this tomb.

“You presume much, Hatchet Man,” Lancelot said, heedless of the Czar’s indifference. “What makes you think I’ll work with you?”

“Because you’re good at this. I can tell.” He ran a thumb over the top of one of his axe heads. “So am I.”

She shook her head. “I’m not working with him, sir. He abandoned Dread Corps. He’ll abandon this fight if it goes against us.”

Frulgrath tilted his head. “I’m observing, like he said. I’ve tangled with a few of them. Taking these guys head on or even sideways? It’s not smart. Not yet.”

The Grellish woman scoffed. “Coward. I’ll capture the Chan’la without you.”

Frulgrath glanced over to Balpors. “Little help?”

The Czar shrugged, drained from Corsis’s remote intervention. He wanted to be alone with Muné. “You’re both going to Findenton. Either work independently or together. I don’t care. Get out.”

Frulgrath shook his head. “Guess I’ll get to it. See you around.” He breathed out a hoarse chuckle. “One version or another at least.” The Demon crept away from him with silent footfalls.

Lancelot departed a few moments later, vanishing at the icy door’s threshold. 

Balpors stood alone before the dead goddess’s pristine body. He again moved his hand closer to the fatal wound in her chest. He took in her scent, not just her blood, but the somewhat sweet aroma of her flesh and the lingering bitterness of her ancient anger. She died defying him. Soon she would rise again and serve him. Just as he served Corsis.

“Soon.” The Czar closed his hand into a fist above her punctured heart. “But I have another to visit right now.”








  
  
CHAPTER 3




One Minute Later: 


The Morning of Hexember 40th, 1597





Celsis Kri sat cross-legged on the floor of her prison, surrounded on all sides by Frivon Ice. The elemental frozen water glowed with a faint hue of deep blue, unbreakable and unmeltable save by the hottest energies. Her cell and the rest of the prison maze were carved from an immense subterranean block of ice, spanning tens of trecs in all directions. Above it, on the surface, towered a mountain-sized pyramid called the Dragon Caldera. Its chill didn’t touch her bare, tattooed skin. No frost covered her long, red hair. 

Despite all Starm had taken from her, Celsis remained unbroken. Her powers had diminished without her worshippers to give her strength, but she maintained control over her body and mind. The glyph tattoos covering most of her body glowed blood-red. They prevented all from touching her by physical, psychic, or ethereal means.

None possessed the might to violate any part of her, not even the Dragon God. So her captors shackled her in icy chains and covered her mouth with a plate, muzzling her. In this meditative state, she needed no food, and she excreted nothing. Her captors locked her in endless solitary confinement, lit dim purple from her red tattoos and the blue of the ice.

That wasn’t enough to break the Goddess of Conquest. Her fortress, her body, housed a mind that remained very much free. The Frivon Ice muted all sensory perceptions, but that only hindered her for the first two hundred years. Her captors were not aware of this secret advantage. She sensed the world and worlds beyond her cell. Things like her name mentioned in an argument elsewhere in the dungeon maze.

Any time someone mentioned her moniker inside of Inparadis, she heard it. It was the first time someone had uttered “Celsis” in years. The voice that spoke it belonged to the Hatchet Man. She knew him long ago. And she knew him more recently through the eyes of her sole remaining follower, Avril Enzali. With Celsis’s subtle help and the overt help of many others, the last of the Krians had fought her way back from death.

Finally, after a delay where Avril had travelled nearly two decades into the future and fought on the losing side of Sufrinzon’s greatest war, Avril had brought her father to Trojis. Ashe Stelfire was all the closer to Celsis Kri now. The man with the fire hot enough to free her. The man Frulgrath called “Smiley”. Celsis could only hear fragments of what the Demon said connected to her name, but that mocking nickname was definitely among his words.

Someone blocked the rest of the conversation. She guessed it was Czar Balpors. He had kept his distance from Celsis back when she fought on their side, and rarely came to interrogate her after her imprisonment. Never once uttered her name outside of her cell. He was paranoid. 

Or he had a secret that he feared someone might learn.

Or Balpors knew Celsis could hear anything he said connected to her name. 

She doubted that last scenario. If he knew she could hear any utterance of her name, then he also knew that she could see the worlds outside of Inparadis through Avril’s forehead tattoo, the Kri’s Eyes. The Czar definitely would have stopped that.

It tempted Celsis to look through Avril’s tattoo now, but she had a visitor. The five hundred feet of the ice wall opened in front of her in a narrow corridor. The air rushed around her, billowing out of the frigid cell.

A raven-haired woman strode through the square-shaped passage. Dragon wings folded at her back. She wore glossy-grey plate armor that covered her in angular, jutting bands. She clutched a baslak polearm with a long curving blade at its end. Despite the heavy attire, this visitor walked with muted steps.

“Mother, I have come to ask you the same question I always ask.” Her voice was commanding, imperious. She sounded very similar to how Celsis once spoke. “Do you accept Starm as your god? Freedom is yours if you do.”

Celsis looked up at the cruel blue eyes of Thaena. Her daughter. And Starm’s daughter. Celsis neither nodded nor shook her head. Thaena was a few weeks early. She usually came with this ultimatum on the first day of the bi-month. Celsis might have asked why she came early, but the muzzle of ice covered her mouth. Her icy shackles didn’t even allow her to stand.

Thaena shook her head and walked away, back through the corridor. She had long since given up on striking Celsis or spitting on her. The luminous red tattoos protected her. Upon reaching the other side of the icy hallway, the wall seamlessly shut behind Thaena, again sealing the prisoner in her cell.

Celsis pondered this for a long moment. Perhaps it was unwise to view the world through Avril’s eyes for the time being. She had the feeling that someone scrutinized her. And she knew it was Balpors.


      [image: image-placeholder]Thaena emerged from Celsis Kri’s prison. The vast passage of Frivon Ice seamlessly closed behind her, leaving an opaque, softly glowing wall. Balpors stood a dozen steps to the left along the glossy smooth wall, silently observing the Murdrake Goddess.

Her hands trembled, clenching upon the haft of her polearm. She spoke with muted fury. “Why did you make me go in there early, Czar Balpors? I had until Pyrene 1st before I had to stare at that horrid bitch.”

Corsis’s mind tugged him away from an angry response, but Balpors responded with his own words. “Because even in her prison, your mother is dangerous. She might hide something from us. The schedule needs to be more erratic, less predictable.”

Thaena’s anger now made her body shiver. She leaned against her halbask and huffed out a sigh that fumed from her mouth in the cold air of the ice maze. “I want someone else confronting her. I can’t stand it anymore. Her presence taints me every time I share the same air with her.”

Balpors wouldn’t tell Thaena his actual reasons. The spoiled brat would just complicate things if he did that. He knew Celsis had focused her senses during her long centuries of imprisonment, perceiving events within the ice maze and the worlds outside of it. As a result, he never uttered the imprisoned goddess’s name in here. 

Balpors scraped his boot over the floor’s coarse surface, which prevented slipping. He told her something else. “You’re the only one who can defeat your mother if she escapes. Besides your father, of course.”

“Then we leave her to rot.” She slammed the blunt end of her polearm into the floor’s coarse ice, not even chipping it. “I don’t need to keep asking her a question she will never answer.”

Balpors dared not tell her the reason for that either. Corsis needed to keep offering her freedom. He couldn’t just leave her forever locked away. Celsis Kri was his sister. Only a select few knew their relation. He couldn’t abandon her. She was the original mole within Starm’s organization. She had even born Thaena as proof of her loyalty to Starm. Balpors needed her to accept Starm and, by extension, Corsis. 

He knew she clung to the hope of escape by Ashe Stelfire’s pyromancy. He abided that hope, letting it burn like a candle in the dark instead of snuffing it out. Frulgrath would no doubt deem the plan as foolhardy, but Corsis didn’t see it that way. The Master of the Game saw it as entertaining. Balpors, on the other hand, just wanted to kill Celsis.

Aloud, Balpors said, “Your mother will break one day. She will not if we do not offer her freedom. If we do not confront her.”

Thaena, his unknowing niece, scoffed and walked away. “Like my mother, you give me the same response after all these centuries. I don’t know why I expect a different one.”

Her footfalls regressed in the distance, steaming plumes of her breath followed in her wake. Balpors gazed at the colossally thick wall of glossy-smooth ice separating him from the mother of Thaena. The sister of Corsis. “Neither do I.”








  
  
CHAPTER 4




Ten Minutes Later: 


The Morning of Hexember 40th, 1597





The sea boiled at the beach’s edge. A monstrous Humanoid with black, rocky hide and smoldering embers at his joints rose from the sea, standing ten feet tall. 

Avril aimed her One Shot pistol at his head. “Turn around.” She gave the whatever-it-was a devious grin. “Or don’t.”

The burning rock man took a plodding step toward her. Its foot sizzled the wet sand.

She pulled the trigger.

KLUNK.

Avril grimaced at her pistol. “That’s not a good sound.”

She tried opening the breach. It wouldn’t open, either jammed or fused shut. “Very not good.”

The fiery creature reached its gnarled hand at her. Avril backflipped away and holstered the pistol at her side. She extended her hand and a black sword edged with a white line along its curved blade appeared in her grasp. She pointed it at her adversary. A white beam ignited from it, as thick as her torso, hissing like water on lava. The Burning Beam hex cored right through the rock man’s chest. He collapsed on the beach with a quaking thud.

A dagger streaked into his head and sizzled, not with fire, but with a corrosive ooze.

“It’s already dead, Ashe.”

“Forgive me for being thorough.” Ashe stormed toward her along the sandy sea wall. Her father wasn’t wearing his armor, cloak, or gear. He wore denim trousers and a loose-fitting button-up shirt. He hadn’t been expecting a fight. Neither had she, or she would have worn more to her morning training regimen than a bikini top and snug-fitting shorts.

She lowered her klavensol sword, Nixer, and waved at him. The gleaming daylight passed through her sword’s ephemeral metal, though it also reflected in her eyes, so she shifted the sword from one hand to the other. “Salamen last week. Now this thing.”

“A Rocmar.” Ashe approached the creature and yanked out his dagger as the bubbling tide washed over it. The magma fell from its blade in clumps. “Smaller cousins of Roctalons. A fire demon that you felled with a fire hex. Impressive.”

She blew upon the flat of Nixer’s black blade with its glowing white outline. A fume of mist billowed from it with her breath. “Wanted to see how strong Nixer is since I combined it with my dweom blade.”

“And it’s strong,” Ashe said dryly.

“Very.”

Ashe looked back down at the felled creature. “This worries me. Demons from Sufrinzon outside the Fire Well.”

Avril gazed at the southern horizon. The Fire Well’s azure glow was visible even from hundreds of trecs away. “Yeah. I thought we left them behind too.”

“Need to talk to Rammy about that later.” He narrowed his eyes at the bubbling sea. It churned all the way to the horizon. “The Boiling Strait. Great name.”

“Blame the Fire Well’s etherea. Makes the whole thing boil every so often.” She patted her holster. “By the way, I think I broke the One Shot. Welt can fix it, right?”

Ashe drew in closer. “He can.” He murmured now, though his words seemed more distant. “Whatever it is, he can fix it.”

“Confidence. I like that.” Sweat ran down her face in the afternoon heat. She relished the sensation of it, even when something tried to kill her. Especially when something tried to kill her.

Being alive. In the physical world. Not having to concentrate to touch matter. This all seemed surreal to her after spending decades as a living spirit tethered to this once inert body. She reckoned this sense of euphoria would end soon, but she intended to relish it as long as she could.

Ashe did not appear to share her good mood. Her father’s hard face seemed tight. His brilliant-green eyes held a haunted intensity undiminished by more than a century of life. His red hair was longer now, down to the base of his neck, and his eyebrows were bushy. He normally regarded her with warmth. Instead, his broad jaw clenched shut, and his nostrils flared.

She tilted her head. “Something else is wrong.”

He looked away from her, his gaze focused southwards at the violent tides of the Boiling Strait. “I got a message from Durduun. And Mol.”

Avril frowned at her father. Durduun, a Demonic death god, was an ally of theirs from the lost war in Sufrinzon, another world away. Mol Granz was a legendary warrior who wore the ViRauni armor. And Ashe’s ex.

“Did Nirva find them?”

Ashe shut his eyes, still facing the sea. “No, they’re safe in Narath. Had some problems with the locals, but took care of it.” He took in an unsteady breath. “I’ll just play it for you on the IRM.”

He reached into one of his hip pockets and produced a thumb-sized, rounded white device. The inter-realm messenger, the IRM, relayed recorded messages between Sufrinzon and other realms. Communication was notoriously difficult with the nether realm, and Ramansa’s device was the most reliable method, though definitely not the only one. 

Ashe pressed a button on the top of the little gadget. Mol’s dark, commanding voice spoke first. “Hi, Reeps. The kliosts in Narath are gone now. We took care of the problem. But I… I need to talk to you. We need to talk to you. Let you know. Durduun and I. We want to explore our old feelings for each other.” She let out a long breath that made a ruffling noise on the IRM’s speakers. “We want each other.” 

Durduun’s smooth, but angst-ridden voice spoke now. “But we need your leave. We need it. You’re our ally. Our friend. We need you to tell us you’ve let Mol go.” Durduun swallowed audibly. “We know this is hard. But please. Tell us you’ve let her go.”

“Please talk to us soon,” Mol said.

The recording ended. Ashe lowered the device in the lingering silence.

“What the fuck is Mol thinking?!” Avril blurted. “You were together for two fucking decades! It hasn’t even been a bi-month since she stayed behind.”

Her father’s jaw remained clenched.

Avril studied his pained face for a moment. “What can I do to help here, Ashe?”

He scanned the sea’s horizon with his brow knit together with a distant expression. “I need to talk to both of them. Face to face.” He moved to the Rocmar, grabbed its leg, and twirled around. He threw its body several hundred feet in an arc that ended with it plunging into the roiling sea.

Ashe turned back to her, not angry, but with sagging shoulders, and his mouth’s edges drooping. “I need you to take me to the Realm of Thought. Are you strong enough to do that yet?”

“Hell yes, I am.” Nixer dematerialized in her hand. “Let’s get inside, and I’ll take you to her.”








  
  
CHAPTER 5




One Hour Later: 


The Mid-Morning of Hexember 40th, 1597





Billowing white mist wafted at their ankles, smelling slightly of dry leaves. Avril and Ashe’s spirit projections stood on one side of an oval-shaped, black glass table in a room of blonde wood illuminated by warm daylight, one of the many conference rooms in Ramansa’s manor. 

The father and daughter’s physical bodies sat next to each other on the table’s contoured chairs. Avril had put a loose-fitting shirt over her bikini top, but otherwise, they both wore the same casual attire. Avril’s hand clasped over Ashe’s rough knuckles, both with eyes closed. Their material forms appeared somewhat opaque, faded in the Realm of Thought’s Convergence, while their spirit projections looked as real as flesh. In the Convergence, realities overlapped, allowing others in different realms to communicate directly, but the connections were often tenuous and difficult to coordinate.

Two others stood on the other side of the table, both of them completely bald. The pale-skinned male wore a black slacks and dress jacket over a blue T-shirt. A black, wide-brimmed hat covered his head, obscuring his eyes in shadows. The female wore loose silken attire suited to that of a monk. Her olive skin soaked in the daylight on her beautiful and muscular features. Her amber eyes beheld Ashe with a mix of fondness and dread.

No one had said a word since Durduun and Mol Granz had materialized in the room half a minute earlier.

Ashe finally broke the silence. “How are you holding up, Durduun?”

Avril knew he referred to the death god’s sister, Suso. She had fallen at Nirva’s hands during the war’s last battle. It surprised Avril that Ashe would speak to Durduun before Mol. Perhaps he aimed to irritate her. Or perhaps he was just concerned for a man who lost a loved one.

Durduun gave a slight shake of his head. “It hurts. Just as you do. We lost many at Onno. Gnorok. Salatha. Suso….” His voice trembled at his sister’s mention.

Ashe jumped in before emotion overtook Durduun. “Tinny, Thebes, and Tsaus long before that in Lan Porthica. We will not forget.”

Both of them lowered their heads.

Avril didn’t share their reverence. She was angry. It was too soon after Ashe and Mol’s breakup. Everything was messy. Unhealed. She held her tongue, dearly wanting to yell at all three of them. Mol and Durduun for their timing. Ashe for abiding their disrespect.

Ashe looked to Mol. His face was hard, but his eyes were not. “Thank you for having the decency to let me know.”

Mol bit a knuckle. “I’m sorry it happened like this. It’s a mess.”

Avril repressed a mocking snort at Mol’s use of the same term.

“It is.” Ashe swallowed and spoke his next words in a small voice. “Be happy.”

She looked away, holding her palm against her eyes. “Right now, feeling something, anything, together is better than being alone.”

Avril slapped her hand against the table. She couldn’t stop herself. “Oh, come fucking on! You two are just here because you’re trying to dodge guilt.” She jabbed a finger at Ashe. “And make him feel like an asshole if he says what he actually thinks. This is shit and you know it.”

Mol now glowered at Avril, though her rich voice remained calm. “You know nothing of guilt.”

“Yeah, yeah. You went crazy in the ViRauni armor for a while. Heard the story.”

Mol glanced at Ashe with an expression that silently bade him to say something.

Avril’s father shrugged. “She needs to vent. And you need to hear it.”

“Very well, then you need to hear this, Avril Enzali, follower of Celsis Kri. Beware of the goddess you seek to free. She is not who you think. Or what you think.”

Avril crossed her arms. “Vick Burnhelt changed his mind about her.”

“No, Vick said he wouldn’t stand in the way of your quest. Nor shall I.” The former queen gave Avril a solemn nod. “I’ve said my peace about that. Either heed my words or don’t. It’s your choice.”

Avril’s brow furrowed in irritation. “Just like it was your choice to break my father’s heart.”

Ashe laid a hand on her shoulder with a gentle squeeze. He shook his head in a subtle motion.

She broke away from him with her hands held up. “You talk to them then.” She trudged to the blonde wooden wall and leaned against it, simmering in annoyance.

Ashe stared at Mol for a few moments. At last he said, “Nothing’s broken. We’re still dear friends. We don’t end.”

Those words caused a few tears to flow down his ex-lover’s cheeks. Avril could tell they had been said before in different circumstances.

Ashe shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “I meant what I said earlier. Be happy. Both of you.”

Durduun responded with a tremor in his voice. “Thank you, Ashe.”

Avril’s father nodded. “We’ll take our leave. Let us know if Nirva makes any moves toward Narath and Necron.” He scoffed to himself. “But she’s far more likely to make trouble here in Trojis.”

“That’s our thinking as well,” Durduun said. “Nirva wasn’t the problem in Narath.”

“Hekati and the kliosts,” Ashe said. Both he and Avril knew that some kind of infestation happened in Narath at the depraved goddess’s direction, but little else.

Mol’s mouth tightened into a line at the mention of that.

Ashe frowned at her. “What happened?”

The bald woman looked away from him. “Stephan. Hekati fucking cloned Stephan. And I killed him.”

“Oh, gods.” Ashe reached a hand toward hers before he stopped himself. He closed it into a fist before pulling it back. “I’m sorry.”

Mol shook her head. “It helped clarify a lot of things. Happiness and joy among them.”

Avril bit her lip. Mol spoke of her long-dead husband. That explained her state of mind, but it didn’t excuse it.

“I’m sure it did.” Ashe let a long moment pass while he turned his head to stare at the daystar’s light gleaming through the window. “Give Jas, Switt, Frinton, and the Sarge my regards.”

She gave him a small smile. “I will.”

Avril’s nostrils flared with irritation. Now, they were ending on small talk, like nothing happened, like Mol and Durduun hadn’t betrayed Ashe.

“Keep in touch,” Ashe said. He looked over at Avril. “Take us back.”

“Gladly,” Avril said with as much derision that two syllables could carry. She concentrated for a moment and the washed-out world blurred around them. A gentle current not unlike a shallow, lazy river pulled their projections back into their physical bodies. The washed-out world came back into focus and the mist of the Convergence regressed to nothing. Only Ashe and Avril occupied the conference room now.

Avril released her hold atop Ashe’s knuckles. She leaned back in her chair, just staring at her father.

Ashe stood up and paced away. He leaned his hand against a wall and drummed his fingers against it. The last of the Krians continued to hold her tongue. He needed to say the next words, not her.

His shoulders slouched. “That Time Tunnel you entered. You skipped more than time. Things changed while you were away. Mol and I stayed together longer than we should have.”

“Go ahead and tell yourself that, Ashe. I hear the pain in your voice.”

He breathed out a silent laugh through his nose. “You do.”

“What happened to you, Ashe? You used to have fury. Passion.”

He looked at her and didn’t immediately speak. “I’m tired, Avril. Weary. The war took its toll. I just hadn’t realized the size of the payment until I stopped fighting in it.”

Ashe walked out of the room in silence.

Avril leaned an elbow against the tabletop, contemplating her father’s words, and doubting their truth.








  
  
CHAPTER 6




Five Minutes Later: 


The Mid-Morning of Hexember 40th, 1597





Harry Mang ambled through the warmly lit interior of the safe house. A few beads of sweat rolled down the side of his face. The room’s temperature was on the warm side, but after living at the edge of the Pale Desert for years, Harry found it more or less temperate. Worry had spawned this perspiration. 

He put on a rigid smile. “I have to go, Mom.”

“You’re wearing that new armor,” Lauthi Mang said with a few crackles in her voice. She waved her wrinkled hand around the interior of her room, somewhat minimal with a couch and chair and coffee table, though the drapes at the large picture window were silken. It was a virtual palace compared to her old home in the middle of the Alliance. “For some reason, that makes this more real than moving me here.”

Harry’s face stiffened, giving his new green and black armor a brief glance. Vick Burnhelt had crafted it. The heavy-duty metal contoured to his body, making it feel more like clothes than armor despite its bulk. But Lauthi referred to the fact that he no longer wore the dark-grey armor of the Allied Army.

Words failed him. He hated putting his mother through this. She had only broken down in a fit of tears a few times in the first few days. Harry honestly expected her to be more hysterical. He had taken her from the home she’d known in Stocil to Xandina, a neutral city of mancers and psionists, far from those in the Alliance who would harm or kill her to get back at Harry for defecting to the Free Jeea Coalition. And he came and went as his new duties as a specialist with the Grells demanded.

A photograph of him as a ten-year-old with a gap-toothed grin sat on an end table next to his mother. He wished he could remember the context of it, but it was blurry to his mind’s eye, lost in the haze of the years between then and now. She sat in a green-cushioned easy chair with a darker-green afghan blanket covering her lower half. She had lost some of her girth in the move from Stocil to this secret Grellish safe house. Lauthi looked frail, frightened.

She too regarded the boyhood photograph of Harry. “Are you leaving me here for good?”

That sent a dagger into his heart. He spoke softly, unable to hide the hurt in his voice. “Mom, no. No. Findenton isn’t safe. It probably never will be. We’ll get you some place better as soon as we can.”

“I love you, son.” She regarded him with reddened but dry eyes. “But I don’t know what to think anymore. I used to have people come up to me. Tell me how you saved their life, their son’s life, their daughter’s life. You were a war hero. And I was so proud.”

Harry blew out a sigh. “We’ve been through this a dozen times. The Alliance–”

“The Holy Alliance,” Lauthi corrected.

Harry waved her interjection away. “–released kliost toxin into Findenton’s food supply. People mutated into monsters and killed others. They died under my watch. Our nation’s leadership did that to them. Good people live in the… in our homeland. Those in charge are not among them. I’m working with the Grells and the rest of the FJC to bring them to justice. Our people deserve better.”

“And what about us?” she asked with tired rather than pointed words. “Do you deserve to be executed as a traitor to everything you’ve fought for? On the side of Grells. Grells, Harry. That Burnhelt boy and his friend seemed nice. But nice-seeming people do horrible things. His family is responsible for war crimes against Starm.”

“Starm is responsible for war crimes against my city. Against us.” He placed a quivering hand on her knee, clasping the coarse afghan yarn, steadying his fingers. “I know I’ve put you in danger. Taken you from everyone you know. I’ll always hate myself for doing this to you. But I can’t let them get away with what they did in Findenton. I can’t.”

“So I’m what? What’s the military term? An acceptable sacrifice for your vengeance?”

Harry shot up. “Gods damn it, Mom!” He took in a shuddering breath through his nostrils, trying to calm himself.

Decades of the Propaganda Bureau’s commentary and selective news coverage had indoctrinated her. She would always be apprehensive about the Grells.

Lauthi hadn’t seen the horrors he’d seen, hadn’t seen the truth behind the Holy Alliance. She was a pawn to them, a pawn to get to him. But, despite her words, she still trusted him. She wouldn’t be here in Xandina if she didn’t.

She was under secret protective custody of the Grells. He was a defector to the Free Jeea Coalition. A traitor. And he didn’t dare mention the larger menace of Corsis. And so, maybe talk was pointless. Words would change nothing. Actions would.

“Alto and Lime will take care of anything you need. I’ll be back when I can.”

“Unless you get killed.”

Harry ground his teeth, not taking the bait. “I’ll try to contact you when I can.”

She pulled the afghan closer to her chest. “Do that.” Her voice got smaller. “I always like hearing from you.”

His chest tightened, conflicting emotions of anger and love roiling through him. He bent down and kissed her on the cheek while squeezing her shoulder. “I love you, Mom.”

She stared up at him, still with dry, reddened eyes. “Come back to me safe.”

He nodded and turned from her, praying that he would see her again. This place was cozy, at least. A few other cushioned chairs hugged the walls. A pair of ceiling fans spun at a lazy cadence, their wide blades reminiscent of canoe paddles. The closed curtains were royal blue and velvety, Lauthi’s favorite style. She may have detested this place, but it was a palace as far as safe houses went.

Harry pulled open the door and closed it gently behind him. A paunchy man with thinning hair and a squat, rotund woman with short, curled white hair stood waiting on the other side.

“We’ll keep her safe, Arms Master,” the man, Lime, said in a voice far more vital than his late middle-aged appearance suggested. All the Grells called him Arms Master now. Xax and Tamona had gotten them started on that name.

“I’ll get her some Camley-style pasta for lunch,” Alto said. Her melodic tone had to be the source of her name. “She likes that.”

Harry took the pair in again, still not believing that they were actually Skin Bots, Grellish androids typically employed for heavy combat. Others like these two plied their skills in less overt missions. “Thank you again for protecting her. Taking care of her. I wouldn’t be able to think straight if she wasn’t secure.”

“That’s why we’re here, sir.” Alto saluted him.

“And it’s our pleasure,” Lime said, also saluting him.

Harry bade them farewell and exited to the safe house’s exterior. Xandina was a neutral city that had signed treaties with the Alliance, New Grelland, and the Union Cities. A glimmering white miasma obscured its borders and hung low in the skies. Its elegant beige buildings reminded Harry of those that once stood in Findenton, though Xandina’s well-crafted architecture exuded magnificence rather than practicality. It didn’t matter at this point. Most of Findenton’s buildings were gone now, making Xandina’s hidden beauty all the more frail. 

Ed Burnhelt leaned against the wall next to the door with arms crossed. Harry still had yet to get accustomed to the scar of three claw marks marring the right of Ed’s face along his cheek. The Grell wore malleable metal armor, though his blue and silver armor was far sleeker than that of Harry. Ed took in Harry with icy-blue eyes, sharp as diamonds. “You okay, Hare?”

“No.” Harry offered no further elaboration.

Ed gave him a nod and said nothing else.

Harry liked that Ed occasionally knew when to shut up. He still had trouble thinking of Ed as an ally, but the kid had proven himself several times over during the battles in Lan Thedin and Findenton.

That didn’t mean Harry was about to confide his guilt to Ed. The hyper-powered Grell was just twenty-one years old with a father and grandfather who had both lived millennia in vitality. What the hell did he know about worrying about an elderly parent?

Fernallus approached from the other side. The young Dragon remained in the shape of a young man with a red duster coat. His hair was currently black and buzzed close to his scalp. However, Harry had yet to see him maintain a hairstyle for longer than a few days. Fernallus tended to flaunt that aspect of his shapeshifting abilities. “I got the defensive wards set up. Your mom is snug as a bug in a rug. Well, one without a lot of foot traffic. Pretty sure not all rugs are equally snug.”

Unlike Ed, Fernallus never knew when to shut up. Harry had since learned that it was less irritating to ignore his babble and plow on to the matter at hand. “Did Xax ever give either of you a more specific location than ‘in the Fire Well’?”

Ed shook his head. “We’ll meet him and the others on top of the Outer Wall at the edge of the northern Mad Lands. He said it’d be easier to show us from there.”

Fernallus leaned on the wall next to Ed. “That is categorically false. Nothing about the Fire Well is easy.”

“Except dying,” Ed said.

Fernallus shrugged. “Yes, there’s that.”

Harry said nothing for a few moments. Their banter didn’t irritate him. It saddened him. It reminded him of Meve, the old friend he had lost in a fight against a depraved goddess and against Corsis. “Get us there, Ed.”

Ed rubbed his palm against the top of his wrist. “You sure you don’t want to check back on your mom before you go?”

Harry now glowered at him. “Stay out of it.”

“Your mother’s still alive.” Ed lowered his eyes. “Not all of us are as lucky.”

Harry knew Ed had lost his own mother. She had bled to death in front of him. But Harry didn’t have the fortitude to go back inside the safe house again. The guilt would cave in his chest. He again chose not to speak. Harry gave the safe house’s unremarkable tan, smoothly crafted exterior a brief side glance. It reminded him of a fragile pottery vase.

Fernallus gestured his head skyward. “Time’s a wastin’, chumley.”

Ed’s face took on a wan soberness. “Get the traction field set up, Fern.”

The Dragon made a circling gesture with a pair of fingers. The air around them wavered with the inertia-canceling field. Harry pressed the armored side of his neck and a self-contained helmet formed around his head with a green visor over his face. Half a dozen HUDs flickered at the edges of his vision. The armor’s cool air supply hissed into his skin, pressurizing.

“You don’t actually need to seal yourself in,” Fernallus said. “The traction field will have breathable air, even with Ed dragging us at Mach 30.”

Harry shook his head. “I’ll be fine like this.”

“Fair enough.” Fernallus gave a thumbs up signal to Ed. “Drag on.”

Ed gave him a half-lidded stare.

Fernallus frowned at him. “What?”

“Drag on. Really, Fern?”

Fernallus burst out with a boisterous laugh. “I seriously didn’t mean that as a joke.”

“Uh huh.”

“Shut up and get us there.” Fernallus jutted a thumb in Harry’s direction. “Like this sour puss said.”

“Drag the Dragon,” Ed muttered to himself. “There’s a song in that somewhere.”

“Shut up,” Fernallus repeated.

They took off into the air under Ed’s power. He ran in the thin air, as though he trod upon an invisible ramp. A burning blue aura surrounded him, absorbing the air. They plunged through the lustrous white clouds covering the low altitudes around Xandina. In less than a second, they were in the stratosphere. The traction field absorbed the shock of the sudden movement.

Ed moved at seven trecs per second, meaning that he literally crossed the horizon with every heartbeat. Harry looked back, not able to see the lustrous mist surrounding Xandina, not able to even look in the general location of his mother.

The rolling dunes of the Pale Desert rushed far below them now. Harry swallowed hard. He should have heeded Ed’s prompt to see his mother again. He held his tongue. He still didn’t have the strength for it.








  
  
CHAPTER 7




Fifteen Minutes Later: 


The Mid-Morning of Hexember 40th, 1597





“Mol kinda has a point.” Arwith’s brilliant blue eyes regarded Ashe from behind a transparent cylinder that contained his dark-grey, formless misty body. “Celsis Kri was a psychopath from what I’ve read. The few people I’ve met who lived during the Eruption have nothing nice to say about her.” 

“The Alliance has imprisoned her for sixteen hundred years, Arwith,” Welt said. “That experience has to have changed her.”

The headless man leaned against the blonde-wooded wall next to Arwith’s containment cylinder. Welt idly examined Avril’s One Shot pistol, unable to open its jammed breach. He took care to keep its oily barrel from his silken tie and dress shirt.

“And even if she still is reprehensible, she knows things about Starm and Corsis that we almost certainly do not,” Welt said. “That alone makes extraction worth the risk.”

Ashe regarded his two friends. He had sought them out on Ramansa’s research floor. It had once been vacant with only Ramansa’s mechmancy devices. Now, a few dozen Grellish engineers milled about, running diagnostics, fabricating new devices of the Sphinx’s design.

Arwith recovered from his injuries in such a machine. The bustle could have masked a tirade, but his friends didn’t accommodate him. He wanted to talk to them about Mol. Vent his conflicted state of mind. Instead, they fixated on her warning about Celsis Kri. 

“We’re freeing the goddess because Avril needs it done.” Ashe clamped his mouth shut, both wanting and not wanting to say more.

“I swear I’m not reading your thoughts,” Arwith said. “You wanted Mol to change her mind, come to Trojis despite the risk of the ViRauni armor driving her crazy again. Tell me I’m wrong.”

Ashe looked at the Psyspecter. “And if that’s true, what difference does it make? She made her choice to stay in Sufrinzon.” His jaw clenched at the thought of her with Durduun. “To move on.”

Electricity crackled through Arwith’s dark billowing mist, then travelling up the glassy interior of the cylinder. This attracted a glance from a nearby female Grellish engineer clad in a white coat and a dark blue uniform beneath it.

Arwith brought one of his gaseous hands up to wave at her. She waved back and went back to looking over a hologram display.

“You’re right,” Arwith said in the elapsing silence. “No difference. Aside from the certainty that she’ll go crazy if she comes here. So I’m not sure it’s really a choice.” His blue eyes looked away for a moment before fixing on Ashe again. “For what it’s worth, I wish she could have come back too. If only to spare us from the glum expression you’ve been wearing since we got to Trojis.”

Ashe curled his forefinger, popping its knuckle. “I’ve got a mask to hide that.”

Arwith glanced over to Welt, who merely kept trying to work open Avril’s jammed One Shot, still leaning against the wooden wall.

Ashe growled out an unintelligible sigh. “I’m stretched thin. You guys went through the same meat grinder I did in Onno. Worse.” He pointed at Arwith. “You got poisoned,” he then pointed to Welt, “and he held you in his mind until we got you into this jar. It fucked both of you up.”

Ashe lowered his hand with his shoulders slumped. “Neena got stabbed by Nixer, which also fucked her up. Rammy is on nurse detail while you guys recover. Mol, Switt, Jas, and Frinton stayed behind in Sufrinzon with Serith and Durduun.” A shuddering breath escaped from his throat.

His next words came quieter. “We lost Gnor, Sala and Suso in that last fight. Tinny, Thebes, and Tsaus long before that. And Avril.” The mere utterance of her name brought a hint of a smile to his chapped lips. “She’s okay at least. It’s just her and me in shape to fight right now.”

Neither the headless man nor the gaseous entity commented.

Ashe gave them a few more moments as a pair of engineers brushed by them. Irritation at last got the better of him. “Say something.”

Welt cleared his non-existent throat. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you whine before.”

“Me neither,” Arwith said.

Ashe sneered at both of them before he barked out a laugh with little humor. “I’m in a mood.”

“I’ll say,” Avril said. She approached him from the side and placed a hand on his forearm. “Ramansa wants to talk to us.”

He nodded to her.

She in turn nodded to Arwith and Welt. “Get well soon, boys.”

“That’s on the list.” Arwith gave the side of his face an exaggerated tap with his fuming finger. “The only thing on the list, actually.”

Welt pushed himself from the wall. “Mind if I join you?”

Avril gave the headless man a grin. “Nope. How’s the One Shot?”

“The punch round ruptured and fused it shut. Must have been destabilized on the trip out of the Fire Well when we came here. The barrel protected your hand from getting blown off.”

Avril clenched her hand into a fist. “Eek.”

“Did its job by protecting you. I’ll have to craft a new one. It’ll take a while, sorry to say.”

She twiddled her fingers. “Small price to pay.”

Warm daylight illuminated Ramansa’s strategy room. Hologram spheres orbited around the room’s perimeter with slow paths, then ascending up the domed ceiling painted with a mural of coniferous forest branches. A trio of bookshelves did the same amidst the luminous globes.

Ramansa stood inside of the curve of a crescent-shaped black table. Another five holographic globes orbited around her quadrupedal form. Daylight shone upon the Sphinx’s golden fur. Her eagle wings twitched a few times at her lion body’s sides.

The Sphinx’s head of a comely woman with flowing black hair turned in their direction. Her brow furrowed a bit and her nostrils flared. “We have a… complication. The Alliance is mobilizing for an invasion of the west.”

Ashe and Avril shared a concerned glance. Perhaps Welt did as well, but Ashe could never tell with him. They approached the crescent-shaped table with her on the inside, like a professor about to give a lecture.

Ramansa flicked her tail upon one of the hologram spheres showing a map of Jeea. “The main forces likely won’t immediately engage, but a vanguard force is about to descend on Findenton, a frontier fortress city on the edge of the Dividing Mountains and the Pale Desert.”

Ashe made a beckoning motion with his hand, a command which made the map hologram move closer to him. He scrutinized the geography. “Do we know what kind of vanguard?”

Ramansa shook her head. “Vick wasn’t sure when I talked to him half-an-hour ago.”

Avril leaned against the crescent table with both hands flat on its top. “Vick’s there?”

“Along with his sons, and several thousand Grells,” Ramansa said. “The Hobgers also have a sizable presence. As do the Lan Thedinites and the Kanticans. It’s the first test of the Free Jeea Coalition.”

“Another western joint army,” Ashe whispered, recalling the failed Roaq Coalition from Sufrinzon. He looked on the east-most area of the continent, thousands of trecs away at a point in the Spire Mountains. “Temple Tavomine. That’s where Svithe told Avril to find Celsis Kri. If he was telling the truth, it’s nowhere near Findenton.”

Welt picked some lint from his tie. “Odds are decent that he lied to you, Avril. But from what I understand, it’s our only lead.”

Avril straightened up and ambled next to Ashe. “It is, but we need to help Vick’s people in Findenton first. If we don’t and they lose, the Alliance will roll its way here. It’s all for shit if we free Celsis Kri and have no stronghold to plan our next move.”

Ashe’s stomach tightened as he looked back at Findenton, a strategic location at the edge of a central mountain range. He flashed back to the horrific battle with the A Pox in the Darbin Tundra. All that death, and all the death in the years that followed. Trojis was a brighter reflection of Sufrinzon, but he couldn’t deny the parallel. “Another battle at the edge of mountains. Starting another world war. Again.”

“I noticed that too,” Welt said. “Corsis’s hand in this is undeniable. But we don’t have a choice. We have to go.”

“We don’t, Jake,” Ramansa paced past the holograms and stopped in front of Welt with the narrow stretch of the tabletop between them. She used his first name infrequently. As did Ashe. Welt preferred his last name for reasons on which he had yet to elaborate. She gestured with a front leg’s claw to the headless man. “You’re still recovering. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that wobble in your steps.”

Welt stood his ground. “I can’t let Ashe and Avril go by themselves.”

Avril placed a hand on his forearm. “And we can’t let you go into action unless you’re healed.”

Welt said nothing.

Ashe couldn’t blame him for fuming. However, if he was honest, he didn’t know if he would argue if he were in Welt’s position. The thought of wading into a fresh round of bedlam weighed down his heart.

Welt sighed with irritation. “Very well. Let’s hasten my recovery, then. And do the same for Arwith and Neena.”

Ramansa paced away from the table to the enormous window, gazing at the panoramic view of the azure Boiling Strait to the south, and the lush fields of golden grass and the occasional oak tree to the east and north. And below them, a dilapidated bunker leading to a deserted underground complex, the ruins of the Kri Enclave. “It’s not safe here on the edge of the Stretch. Avril, we need to leave your old home.”

Avril’s face soured. “To New Grelland.”

Ramansa kept facing the window. “Yes. The engineers aren’t enough for Arwith. Dr. Achillius and his medical teams can focus on his recovery along with that of Neena and Welt. And to your earlier point, our stronghold to plan our next move is the island surrounded by a thousand-trec moat of fire.”

“They’ll treat my goddess as a war criminal.”

Ramansa’s face hardened in her reflection against the window’s glass. “Then we will advocate that she has paid for those atrocities and that her value as an ally outweighs their misplaced need for added vengeance. They will see reason. Vick has softened his stance.”

Avril stormed up next to the Sphinx. “But his father hasn’t. Benefactor will pull rank on Vick. They’ll imprison Celsis Kri again. Or execute her.”

“No, they will not,” Ashe said. The inner fatigue regressed by a scant degree. He left the threat of his specific reaction unvoiced. His jaw clenched. “They will not.”

Avril looked back at her father with a fond expression.

The quartet fell silent for a few moments. Avril and Ramansa stood at the panoramic window, daylight falling on them with warm luminance. Ashe didn’t join them. Instead, his eyes fixed on the flickering dot on the map representing Findenton. Though he had yet to set foot in the city, its similarity to Darbin rang in his mind. Welt stood on the other side of the spherical, luminous map with his hands in his pockets.

Finally, the headless man said, “You’re thinking about Darbin, aren’t you?”

“I am.” Ashe rubbed a hand over his larynx. “I can almost feel the A Pox in my throat. Whispering at me. But it’s not just that. Annihilating Maws. Then losing Lan Porthica. The new spawn revolts in Velsuvia.” He averted his eyes from the map. “Svithe and Nirva in Onno.” He worked the tension in his jaw. “I’m certain Findenton is going on our list.”

“We won at Darbin and ultimately lost it anyway.” Welt shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “Just as we ultimately lost the others. Nevertheless, better to be on our tally of failures because we tried to defend Findenton than because we abandoned it to its fate.”

“Well said.” Ashe tapped a knuckle against Findenton on the map, making the holographic display quiver a bit. “Rammy, can you create a stable Distance Door to get us there?”

The Sphinx turned to him. “Possibly. The interference from the recent Upwelling still makes spatial folding difficult. At the very least, I should be able to get you to the Pale Desert, and you and Avril can ride the Underburner the rest of the way.”

Ashe nodded to her. “That’ll work. You ready, Avril?”

Avril made her way over to him and kissed his chin. “For about twenty-five years. Just let me say bye to Neena.”

“I’m getting my gear.” He gave his daughter a brisk, one-armed hug. “I’ll meet you in her room.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]“You need to let them deal with it on their own,” Solneena said. The young Sphinx lay upon a round bed in her unkempt room. Books were strewn about the floor. Necklaces, nose rings, and other sparkling jewelry littered the tops of shelves, along with a few silken scarves.

A few beads of sweat ran down the daughter Sphinx’s svelte face. She wore her short black hair in a ponytail. A silver chain with nigh-microscopic links dangled between her earring and nose ring.

Solneena took in a breath and winced. The stab wound she suffered from Nirva healed slowly, even with the curative mancy Ramansa synthesized from Nixer after they recovered the elusive blade.

“Ah, damn. That hurts like a bitch.” Solneena blinked a few times. “Where was I?”

Avril leaned back in the chair next to the bed. “I’m not telling you if you aren’t going to agree with me.”

“Hah- OW.” Solneena gasped. “It sucks not being able to laugh at you.”

Avril gave her friend a devious grin. “Not from this side.”

The Sphinx pointed at her with a clawed forefinger. “Just for that, I’m going to regain my train of thought. Ashe and Mol are grownups. They’ve moved on. Let them.”

Avril scuffed her boot along the floor. “I liked them together. They fit.”

Solneena didn’t speak for a few moments. “Maybe once.”

The urge to mention Solneena’s old crush on Ashe was a tempting barb, but Avril thought better of it. Instead, she said, “Maybe again.”

The Sphinx scoffed and shook her head. “None of our business, anyway.”

Avril craned her neck at the ceiling’s blonde wood. She tried speaking, but the words caught in her throat. She swallowed and started again. “That isn’t what’s really bothering me.”

“Good.” Solneena gingerly shifted on her bed. “Talk to me.”

“I’m afraid.” The Krian looked at her friend. “We’re finally, finally going after Celsis Kri. Of course, it’s not the direct route. We’re stopping over at Findenton first, and possibly dying in a fight that isn’t ours, but one we can’t afford to skip. And assuming we live. Assuming we get help from the Grells and whomever else. Assuming we find her. It might not be enough to actually free her.”

“Don’t talk like that. Like you’ve already lost.” Solneena’s tail gave an irritated twitch. “It’ll be enough.”

Avril shook her head. “The Alliance. Corsis. They’re all going to stand in our way. We have strength, smarts, and will. It was enough to get Nixer back in Onno. But this is… This is more.”

Solneena rubbed her furry hand over her face. “What do you think, Ashe?”

Avril turned to the open doorway with a start.

“She’s right. It is more.” Ashe leaned against the jamb, now armed with his wares of war. He wore new leather armor with a black jacket and black trousers. His black cloak’s hood was lowered at his shoulders.

“What happened to the old Roaq Coalition uniform?” Avril asked.

“Tucked away. Rammy made this new armor for me. Regenerates tears like the old uniform.” He stared at nothing, focused on something Avril couldn’t see, likely a series of bad memories. “The Roaq Coalition lost. I don’t want to be reminded of it.” 

She hadn’t considered that. “Understandable.” 

Her father had changed a great deal from the friendless recluse she met all those years ago in Narath. However, one aspect of his personality remained unchanged. He collected all things unique. 

All of his varied weapons had stories behind them. Avril knew some well, like Retributor, his axe through which he channeled his lethal pyromancy. Or a hatchet that he stole from the psychotic Frulgrath. Or the fingerless glove on his left hand, a gift from Mol that summoned the Underburner, a fiery rocket cycle.

Others, like his many daggers sheathed diagonally across his chest on a bandolier, were mostly unknown to her, save for the corrosive blade once belonging to Thebes that he had used on the Rocmar.

He held his bronze mask, the toothy, bellicose visage of his mentor. When he donned it, he gained immense strength and speed, enabling him to go toe-to-toe with Arch Demons.

Seeing him like this, armed and ready, it heartened her. This was her father. The man called Repenter. The man who marched through hell for her. The man who very much needed her now. She would not let weariness consume him. Avril would lend him her strength and free Celsis Kri.

She grabbed her new tiara from beneath her chair and rose. Ramansa had crafted it for her to defend her mind against spectral attacks and serve as a stronger tether for Avril’s spirit projection ability. The green headpiece had engravings of roses and thorns. It was reminiscent of the cherry blossom flower wreath Avril had worn in her spectral form during the fight in Time Tunnel and in Onno. She also had since put on her new dark-green and turquoise fiber armor.

Solneena looked up at the father and daughter with a forlorn expression. “Keep safe out there. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but people are going to be shooting, stabbing, and blowing each other up.”

Ashe shifted his mask from one hand to the other. “And you keep Welt and Arwith in line, Neena.”

“I think it’ll be the other way around.”

“Not even a question.” Avril bent over and placed a hand on her friend’s eagle wing. “And don’t forget to take your medicine like a good girl.”

“Oh, just fucking smother me to death now.” The Sphinx pointed to the door. “Get out there and lay down some hurt.”








  
  
CHAPTER 8




One Hour Later: 


The Late-Morning of Hexember 40th, 1597





Fernallus stood atop the wall’s edge, gazing at the sea of azure fire that spanned to the horizon three-thousand feet below him. It crackled like lightning and gave off no smoke. 

The Fire Well defied scientific explanation. It was hot enough to make Trojis uninhabitable, but the rest of the planet was hospitable to all sorts of life. The Outer Wall, the monolithic barrier of indestructible stone, prevented the heat and etherea from contaminating the planet. 

The mountain-sized wall was partly what gave the Fire Well its name. It contained the sea of violent Flames of Tumult in a circle measuring a thousand trecs across. At five-hundred feet wide, it had enough room for the rushwing to make a vertical landing upon it.

The sleek vessel sat idle upon its sled-like landing gears. Xax had piloted it to that spot a few minutes before Ed, Harry, and Fernallus’s arrival. Now the seven companions needed to finalize their plan for going out into the Fire Well.

The thought of that made Fernallus’s nuts ache. He scuffed his foot upon the stone of the Outer Wall’s somewhat rough and uneven top. No dust or pebbles eroded from it despite being exposed to the elements for nearly 1600 years. This creation of Vurg the Protector and Gathiner the Inventor was eternal. 

Fernallus stuck his hands in his red duster coat’s pockets as a fierce gust of wind ruffled the garment. He and his friends were about to leap off it into the unnatural inferno below. As soon as they agreed on how to do it, at least.

Ed spoke from behind him from about twenty feet away, talking to Xax. Fernallus did not turn to observe them. “Look, I run the Trails all the time. All the time. They’re horrible if you aren’t immune to Flames of Tumult like me. Horrible, Xax. Ask Matt or Fern. Going above the Fire Well to this Cool Spot is the smarter move.”

“I know the Traily Trails are extra low on the not good scale,” Xax said in a gravelly, casual voice. “I’m not sayin’ we run the whole three-hundred trecs, just that we set down a few hundred feet from the location I remember. The Trails meander over the years. And I’ll need to get my bearings on ground level.”

“Get them in the air, then.”

“Wasn’t in the air when Joe died. Gotta see the lay of the land, Eddington.”

“For one thing–”

“You’re quiet.” Tamona sauntered up next to Fernallus as Ed and Xax continued their debate.

He kept looking at the field of blue chaos. “Ed’s on the money. This whole place sucks. Sobering. The moment you stop respecting it, you’re dead.”

“Wise words.” She laid a hand on his shoulder. Her voice whispered in his mind, though he heard it in his ears as well. “No one is paying attention to us with Ed and Xax arguing. Matt, Harry, and Candice are watching them. How are your enhancements?”

Fernallus turned from the burning sea to face Tamona. Her milky-white, blind eyes stared forward just over his shoulder. Today, she had loosely braided her long hair in a ponytail, though she usually wore it straight. Her pointed ears were even more apparent with her hair off of them. Her red, hard carbon armor covered the rest of her body.

Fernallus tapped his cheekbone just below his right eye, and thought back at her, though he heard his own voice too. “My contact lens gives me a glimpse of Faith in her prison whenever I look at Matt. The actual test will be if I can see Candice when she tries to go unnoticed.”

Fernallus held up his forefinger and middle finger to Tamona, showing a slightly transparent glaze on their tips. Again, he knew the blind Chan’la warrior would perceive it. “And these tippers expand all of my senses by a few dozen trecs and also pick up on convergent realities like the Shade Lands or the Realm of Thought. I’ll be able to find trouble before it sneaks up on us.”

Tamona gave him a sour, though playful expression. “Tippers? That’s your name for them?”

The Dragon jabbed a thumb at his chest. “My invention. My name.”

She gestured at the side of his torso. “And the extra tippers you have in your inside pocket must be backups, yes?”

No matter how often she did it, Fernallus always found the acuity of Tamona’s Perceptia amazing, able to detect all manner of things that anyone else would not. “Well, I do tend to claw the ever-living shit out of people I dislike. I made these to be covert, so they won’t last long in the kind of fights I get into.”

Wind again blew into them, making Tamona’s loose-braided ponytail lash in the air. The spicy scent of the Fire Well carried on it. “You really should tell Vick that you’ve started dabbling in mechmancy.”

Fernallus smoothed down his duster after the gust died out. “Not happening. Vick would just tell me to stop.”

“Or he might give you guidance that would help you.”

“You’ve heard him talk about how mechmancy helped cause the Eruption. He’d just tell me to work with his engineers and technicians at his workshops. Paint by numbers bullshit. I want to create, not assemble.”

Tamona shook her head with a smile. “I still think you should tell him. It pleased him when you told him you had perfected your freezing fire, and are training yourself on a new stun spray breath attack.”

Fernallus turned from the Fire Well, gazing at a wafting formation of storm clouds in the distance, thankfully moving away from them. “Developing new physiological techniques as a Dragon is different from learning a new school of mancy. Like lifting weights versus reading books. Body and mind, Tammy. I refuse to neglect either.”

“You’re a stubborn individual.” She bit her lip. “I hate doing this, Fern. Skulking behind Matt and Ed’s backs.”

“We’re not skulking. We’re guarding them. Just in case they need it. They’re both able to detect Draqu in different ways, but neither of them may be thinking straight after the past several weeks.” Fernallus risked a glance over to Ed, who still stood in front of Xax, regarding his silver demented, crooked smile.

Xax could move his mouth when it suited him, but more often he maintained the smile, talking through his motionless mouth. The contact lens revealed roiling, silvery light inside of the metal shell, though Fernallus couldn’t make out much more than that.

Xax was a Weird One, an entity composed of a chaotic, ever-shifting amalgam of extra-dimensional energy and matter called Irreality. The robotic suit both contained him and drew its vast might from him.

Xax’s nature fascinated Fernallus. “You said you think Xax is ok. That still your take?”

“I feel earnest determination and coarse humor from him,” Tamona said. “And at times, worry. Xax is worthy of our trust. As is the Arms Master.”

Fernallus just shrugged at that, knowing Tamona would sense it. Harry acted cranky most of the time and was not especially endearing. But considering what he had sacrificed, the disguised Dragon didn’t doubt his loyalty.

Candice. She did not inspire any good feelings. The svelte Draqu stood between Harry and Matt, silently observing Xax and Ed’s debate. She had added purple streaks to her newly black hair. Candice’s eyes had remained black with purple irises after she slew Hekati and absorbed the goddess’s life force. However, both Vick and Een predicted that Hekati almost certainly lived again in a clone body. 

Regardless of Hekati’s fate, Candice possessed the goddess’s power. She also held a small portion of Corsis’s strength after stabbing his Lizard form in the neck. She had betrayed the two foes in order to make amends for a wicked prior life. Fernallus remained dubious regarding her loyalty to them.

Tamona ran a hand along her pulled-back blonde hair on the side of her head. Again, she detected his unvoiced thoughts, and commented on them. “In her defense, Candice did help to imprison her sister within Matt’s mind.”

“After she made Ed promise to ‘save her’ from… something or anything. But yeah. She helped Matty. So there’s that.”

Fernallus scrutinized Matt again. He looked much better than even a few weeks ago. His brown eyes were no longer bloodshot. His shoulders no longer slouched in perpetual weariness. He even trimmed his beard a little neater now. 

Within the top section of Fernallus’s contact lens, he viewed Faith within a mindscape of Matt’s childhood bedroom. Her blonde hair still hugged the side of her head in a tight braid, and she still wore a blue and white Grellish uniform, though all the colors had a red twinge. A rectangular cube of immaterial quazium crystal contained her immobilized body like a block of ice. 

Faith’s face was frozen in surprise and worry, which suited Fernallus just fine for what she did to Matt. To all of them. She had once been the elder Burnhelt brother’s lover. Fernallus, Ed, and Tamona had once counted her as a friend, and her betrayal still stung. It made Fernallus distrustful of the other Draqu, despite Candice’s actions in Lan Thedin and Findenton.

Unaware of Fernallus and Tamona’s private conversation, Ed and Harry approached the wall’s edge with Matt, Candice, and Xax behind them. The younger Burnhelt brother took in a short, irritated breath. “Here’s what I’m talking about. Matt, can you give us a telescopic view about six trecs out?”

Matt pulled one of his hands out of his brown leather jacket’s pocket and made a twirling motion with his middle and ring fingers. A circular field materialized in front of them, a two-dimensional Scrying Sphere conjured by a combination of mancy and Matt’s innate energy manipulation powers. The field displayed a top-down view of a Cool Spot, a ten-foot-wide patch of barren, blasted earth surrounded by furious blue fire.

“I’m inclined to agree with Ed,” Matt said. “It makes more sense to come in from the top.” The vantage point on the Scrying Sphere pulled back a few hundred feet to show a twining passage of similar blasted ground flanked by the flames. “It’s nowhere near the closest trail. We’d never see it from ground level.”

Xax trudged up closer to the ethereal display, looked at it for a few moments, then pointed to an area on the upper section. “Zoom in there.”

Matt did as the metal-clad being asked. Barely visible within the undulating fire hid another miniscule two-foot wide Cool Spot.

Matt ran a thumb along his bearded chin. “Hmm. Ok, point taken. But if you’re sharp-eyed enough–”

“You and I both know nothing is sure when you’re in the middle of the Fire Well. Just set us down when I tell ya, alright? I’ll lead us to Joe’s remains from there.”

“I still don’t think setting foot in the Trails is a good idea,” Ed said.

“We follow Xax’s plan,” Harry said in a flat, commanding tone. “He isn’t wrong about this kind of thing, Ed.”

“Fine.” Ed paced a few steps away, his jaw tense. “Just be ready for things other than fire out there. The Trails are not empty.”

Candice took a few steps toward him, but stopped. She awkwardly crossed her arms and said nothing.

“He’s afraid of something specific,” Tamona said over her Perceptia medium.

“Not something. Someone,” Fernallus said, now realizing why Ed was resisting Xax’s guidance. “Glime.”

Tamona arched an eyebrow. “Tell me more.”

“That’s one you’ll need to ask Ed. I’ve only encountered them a few times.”

“Them?”

“Ask Ed.”

Harry ambled closer to Xax. “This runs the risk of pissing you off, but I need to know.” The Arms Master gestured to the azure expanse. “Jovel Wrenrot died in here a century ago. Why didn’t you take his body and weapons out then? Why leave him out there?”

Xax lowered his head. His smile straightened out into a toothy grimace. “Joe got stabbed in the neck by a spear. Pinned him to the ground. It bound his body here, making it immovable. It’s why I’m dragging ya in here, Hare.” The metal-clad being’s demented smile returned. “If I can’t give my friend a decent resting place, I can at least get his gear to a guy who can use it.”

“Why didn’t you take the weapons when he died?”

Xax didn’t answer immediately. He gazed out into the burning sea. His demented, grinning face changed expressions infrequently. Fernallus wasn’t sure if that was due to his disguise holograms or if he actually changed the molding of his chassis. Either way, the Weird One still conveyed a melancholic mood.

“My old crew and I were busy getting some payback right after it happened. We left the weapons with Joe’s body because….” He let out a hoarse sigh. Fernallus found that interesting, given that Xax didn’t need to breathe. “Because no place was safer to keep them than where he died.”

Harry patted the coiled whip at his side. “Snap ended up in Lan Thedin’s Under City with Dirker. How do you know someone didn’t rob Wrenrot’s body in the meantime?”

“They didn’t. You’ll know why when we get there.”

Harry gave Xax a single curt nod as a flare shot into the cloudless sky like lightning from the blaze in the distance. Thunder boomed a few moments later. The Fire Well did that often, but never with any predictability.

Xax looked over to Fernallus, then to Matt. “You guys got the juice to keep everyone safe from the Flames of Tumult. When we get there, I’m gonna need you to pump in more power between me and everyone else. You up for it?”

Fernallus frowned. “What are you going to do that’s worse than the Fire Well?”

Xax wiggled his fingers. “Uncork.”

Matt’s eyes widened. “You’re going to expose your inner body and make an Irreal Flare.”

Xax kept waving his silvery digits. Another fierce gust made a whistling sound through them as he did it. “Just a teeny tiny one to get the fire extinguished between us and Joe. I’ll have it under control.”

Fernallus shot Matt a worried glance, knowing his expression was enough to convey his unease.

Matt scrutinized Xax for several moments. “How long will you be exposed?”

“Ten, maybe fifteen seconds?”

Matt folded his hands and tapped his thumbs together in thought. “Can you prevent our local reality from warping? Didn’t three-dimensional space shatter like glass when you and Ed ruptured Corsis’s body, exposing the Irreality in him?”

“Definitely won’t happen. This’ll be smaller. Contained. It’ll be focused on the fire, not at you guys or anything else, But I want you two on defense in case something goes screwy.”

Fernallus shifted his weight on an uneven stone at his feet. “You aren’t telling us everything.”

Xax stared at Fernallus for a long moment. He spoke on the Perceptia medium. “Neither are you and Tamona. Keeping tabs on the Burnhelt bros and Candy all sneaky-like. Maybe smart. Maybe a waste of time. Who knows? But if I cut you some slack on that, how ‘bout you cut me some slack on this?”

Fernallus cursed internally. Xax could still jump into their Perceptia-linked chats. Tamona apparently couldn’t keep him out.

She responded to the Weird One. “Very well. You can pay respect to Wrenrot in the ritual you don’t want to mention aloud. We will cut you some slack in return for discretion on your part.”

“Heh. Taste o’ my own medicine with the knowing stuff you shouldn’t. You got a deal, Tammy.” Aloud, he said, “Yeah, I haven’t told you about Joe Wrenrot.”

The silver clad being took a few steps along the Outer Wall’s precipice. “Joe was not a Dragon. He wasn’t a hyper-powered immortal. He was like Hare. What was it you said to that stupid kid at the Great Caldron, Hare? Unremarkable?”

Harry grunted something that sounded affirmative.

“Yeah. Just like you, he was really, really great with the weapons. But that wasn’t….” Xax rubbed a hand against the back of his neck. “That wasn’t why I counted him as a friend.”

Harry and Ed silently drew in closer next to Tamona, Matt, and Fernallus. Candice stood alone, crossing her arms, gazing at the Fire Well.

Xax scuffed his pointed foot over the wall top’s coarse stone. “He saw eye-to-eye with me. But he had a way of finessing things. Listening. Calming shit down when he could. He saved a lot of lives doing that.”

The Weird One made another huffing noise. “Joe did the right thing. Always. Even when it wasn’t the smart thing.” Xax looked down into the unnatural fire. “It got him killed.”

Matt looked over to Fernallus, his lips shut tight, his eyes pulled a little closer together. Fernallus knew that look too. Matt sympathized with the Weird One.

“I want to see my friend again, one last time,” Xax said. “My way. Please, just go with me on this.”

Tamona strode next to him and placed her hand on his cylindrical upper arm. “We will.”

Matt snapped his finger a few times. Fernallus also knew that as an occasional tick when his friend pondered something. “I’ll take a closer look at his body when we get there. I might be able to free it with a little help from Fern.”

“Hey, thanks, Matty,” Xax said. “That’d be… That’d be nice.”

Fernallus gazed at the Fire Well’s burning malevolence. Both he and Matt would have to reinforce a hovering Field of Quandric to protect the six of them while Ed towed them. He whistled with a low pitch. “I am not looking forward to this at all.”
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