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            "Passion is protection."

"You don't get back what you lose. You just grow around the gap."

"Silence is safer. Silence is mercy."

"You cannot armor yourself against non-existence, Barak. You are trying to block a concept with a prop."

      

    


Prologue: The Sleep of Iron

THE MOUNTAIN DID NOT sleep. It waited.

Deep beneath the crust of the southern continent, in a chamber vast enough to swallow a city, the air was thick with heat and the smell of ancient, cooling iron. Here, the magma did not flow with the chaotic spurts of a young volcano; it pulsed with the slow, rhythmic beat of a leviathan’s heart.

Ignis, the Red Dragon of Passion, lay curled in the center of the lake of fire. He was a landscape unto himself—a range of iron-scaled peaks rising from the gold and scarlet sea. He had slept for a thousand years, his dreams filled with the memories of wars fought for love and shields raised in defense.

But the silence of the chamber was broken.

Not by a roar, but by the click of boots on stone.

Lord Varrick stood on the high ledge overlooking the caldera. He wore his grey coat buttoned to the chin, unaffected by the temperature that would boil a normal man’s blood. He consulted a pocket watch made of silver wire and nothingness.

"The pacing is sluggish," Varrick murmured, his voice flat and precise. "The narrative drift is unacceptable. He is merely dreaming. We need him screaming."

Behind him, Sister Vane stepped out of the shadows. She was whole then, her face un-redacted, her beauty sharp and cold as a scalpel. She held a long, slender object wrapped in velvet.

"The text resists," Vane said, looking down at the sleeping god. "He is an Archetype. He has narrative weight. To wake him early is to risk a plot hole."

"We do not want a plot hole, Sister," Varrick corrected, snapping the watch shut. "We want a revision. We want to change his genre from 'Mythic Hero' to 'Tragic Monster'. And to do that, we must edit his motivation."

Varrick gestured to the shadows.
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DOZENS OF SILENCERS—FACELESS men in matte-silver armor—emerged, carrying heavy equipment. They bore massive, silver spikes. Redaction Rods. They were not weapons of war; they were tools of punctuation. Full stops forged from void-metal.

"Deploy the Thorns," Varrick ordered.

The Silencers rappelled down the cavern walls. They moved with the silent efficiency of insects. They landed on the sleeping Dragon’s flanks. Ignis twitched, a mountain shifting in its sleep, but he did not wake. The magic of the slumber was still too deep.

They positioned the first spike between the Dragon’s ribs, directly over the great heart.

"Now," Vane whispered.

They drove it home.

Ignis gasped. It wasn't a waking breath; it was a intake of pure shock. The silver rod sank deep, biting into the spiritual flesh of the beast. It didn't draw blood; it injected silence. It injected a frequency of pure, distilled agony designed to rewrite the Dragon’s dreams.

The magma lake shuddered. The rhythm of the heartbeat stuttered, then sped up—panic setting in.

Varrick watched from the ledge, his eyes cold.

"Good," the Censor said. "The agitation begins. Now... let us see if we can make the volcano weep."

He turned his back on the tortured god.

"Prepare the next spike. We have a lot of editing to do before the Author arrives."
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​Chapter 1: The Ash Line
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The heat didn't arrive gradually; it struck them like a physical blow, a sudden and violent shift in the narrative of the world. One mile back, the air had been merely humid, carrying the sticky, sweet scent of the Verdant forests they were leaving behind. There, the trees had whispered with the chaotic life of the Green Dragon, a chorus of rustling leaves and insect hum. But here, the whispers stopped.

They crossed the invisible border of the southern parallel, and the silence was deafening.

Kaelen halted Quill, his mare formed of living ink and narrative potential. She danced nervously on the road, her hooves clicking against the metal with a sound that was too sharp, too brittle. The air here tasted different. It wasn't just dry; it was metallic. It tasted of sulfur, old copper, and the back of a throat raw from screaming. It was the taste of a story that had been written in blood and left to dry in the sun.

"The Ash Line," Silas murmured, pulling his scarf up over his nose. He pointed to the ground with a gloved hand.

It was a literal line in the dirt, as stark as a border drawn on a map. On one side, the resilient, stubborn scrub-grass of the Midlands clung to life, green fading to brown. On the other, the earth was grey, scorched, and dead. It looked as if a giant quill had been dragged across the continent, dipping into a pot of grey ink to redact the vegetation. The transition was unnatural, a scar left by the Censor’s influence or perhaps the Dragon’s dreams.

Kaelen wiped a line of sweat from his forehead, his knuckles white as he gripped the reins. The heat was oppressive, heavy, pressing against his temples like a vise. It wasn't just the sun beating down; the ground itself was radiating a low-level fever, a geothermal sickness rising through the soles of their boots.

"Temperature rising," Valerius muttered from behind them, his voice distorted by the brass rebreather mask he had donned. The Artificer was a strange sight in this primal landscape, a man of clockwork and gears riding a mechanical mule that wheezed with steam. 

He adjusted the dials on his mechanical arm, his eyes scanning the horizon through a monocle of green glass. The needle on his pressure gauge jittered frantically, unable to find a baseline. "Atmospheric pressure is erratic. It's not weather. It's... breathing."

"Breathing?" Elara asked, shifting in her saddle. Her armor, usually polished to a mirror sheen that reflected the sky, was already dulling, coated in a fine layer of grey dust that clung like static. She wiped a gauntlet across her breastplate, leaving a streak of clean steel that vanished under fresh dust seconds later.

"The expansion and contraction of the geothermal vents," Valerius explained, pointing a brass finger toward the jagged horizon where heat shimmered like water. "The ground is inhaling cool air and exhaling poison. The lungs of the world are hyperventilating. It is a biological response to stress."

Barak, riding ahead on Thunder, laughed. It was a low, rumbling sound that seemed to vibrate in his chest, syncing with the tremors in the earth. The massive warrior sat atop his granite warhorse with an ease that belied his size. Thunder, carved from living stone, seemed more at home here than any of them. While the others stripped off their cloaks and loosened their tunics, desperate for air, Barak seemed to expand in the heat. His muscles loosened, his posture straightened.

"This is good air," Barak said, taking a deep, greedy breath of the smog-tinged wind. He closed his eyes, savoring the acrid taste as if it were fine wine. "It tastes like a forge. It tastes like work."

"It tastes like rotten eggs and bad decisions," Nyx complained. The thief was riding double in Silas's saddle, refusing to walk on the hot ground. She looked miserable, her dark leathers absorbing the sun, sweat plastering her hair to her forehead. "Tell me again why we didn't take a boat around the coast? I like boats. I can steal things on boats. Here, I can only steal dust and sunburns."

"Because the coast is shattered," Silas replied, his voice calm, though his eyes were constantly scanning the ridges of jagged rock that lined the road. The Ranger was out of his element here. There were no trees to climb, no soft earth to track upon. Just hardpan rock and blinding glare that hid ambushes. "And because the map says the Dragon sleeps in the center, not on the beach. If we want to wake Ignis, we have to go to the heart. We have to walk into the fire."

––––––––
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THE IRON ROAD—THE IMMUTABLE highway that connected the seven kingdoms—was usually a straight, grey ribbon of perfection, untouched by time or elements. It was a constant in a changing world. But here, even the Road was afraid. The metal was warped, buckling in places as if the earth beneath it was trying to chew through the industrial perfection. Great ripples of iron rose like frozen waves, sharp enough to slice a hoof, forcing the horses to pick their way carefully. The rivets had popped in places, lying on the ground like scattered coins.

Kaelen touched the holster at his hip. The Star-metal Quill was vibrating, a faint hum that traveled up his arm and settled in his teeth. It wasn't the pleasant hum of creation he had felt in the Midlands, or the cold stillness of the Tower. It was a jagged, angry buzzing, like a trapped wasp.

He pulled the Quill out. The nib, usually a pristine white gold, was glowing a dull, angry red.

"The Ink is agitated," Kaelen whispered. He tried to write a simple rune in the air—a glyph for Cool Breeze.

The magic sputtered. The ink that flowed from the Quill wasn't smooth; it bubbled and hissed, evaporating before the glyph could form. It smelled of burnt sugar. The air was too hot, the narrative too unstable. It was like trying to write on burning paper; the words curled and blackened before they could take hold.

"The Ink here—the raw magic of reality—is boiling," Kaelen said, holstering the weapon with a grimace. "I won't be able to Scribe complex things. The environment fights back. It rejects structure."

"Then we rely on steel," Elara ordered, her voice cutting through the complaints. She rode with her back straight, her Bone-Steel sword resting easily across her saddle. She was the Paladin, the spine of the group. "Keep your weapons loose. The Beastlands are not a kingdom. They are an arena. Everything here fights to live."

As they pushed deeper into the afternoon, the landscape shifted from grey to black. They entered a forest, but not of trees. It was a forest of obsidian spires, jagged shards of volcanic glass that jutted from the ground like broken teeth. Some were small as daggers; others towered like cathedral spires. The wind howled through them, creating a mournful, flute-like sound that set their teeth on edge.

Suddenly, the air ahead of them shimmered.

"Hold!" Silas hissed, raising a hand.

A figure appeared in the road, fifty yards ahead. A woman, dressed in white silk that was impossibly clean for this wasteland. She stood weeping, her hands covering her face.

"A traveler?" Elara asked, spurring her horse forward. "She needs aid."

"Wait," Kaelen called out, the Chain tightening in his chest. A spike of nausea hit him. "It's wrong. Look at her shadow."

Elara stopped. The woman cast a shadow, but the shadow wasn't weeping. The shadow was holding a knife.

"Mirage-Eraser," Valerius identified, his mechanical eye spinning. "It is a localized fiction. A trap generated by the ambient magic."

Before they could act, the woman looked up. She had no face—just a smooth surface of grey slate. She screamed, but the sound wasn't human; it was the sound of a rockslide. The illusion shattered into a thousand shards of glass that flew toward them.

"Shields!" Barak roared.

He spurred Thunder forward, interposing himself between the party and the shrapnel. The glass shards hammered against his tower shield with the force of crossbow bolts. Barak didn't flinch. He stood like a breakwater, absorbing the assault until the magic dissipated into harmless dust.

"It wasn't real," Barak grunted, lowering his shield. A shard of glass was embedded in his pauldron. He plucked it out and crushed it; it turned to black ink in his hand. "Just a bad dream of the land."

"The land is having a lot of bad dreams," Nyx muttered, pale beneath her tan.

They pressed on. A mile later, Silas stopped them again.

"Something died here," he said. He pointed to a clearing ahead.

The wreckage of a caravan lay scattered across the rocks. It wasn't a recent kill; the wood was bleached white, and the iron fittings were rusted. But the way it had been destroyed was... specific. 

The wagons weren't smashed; they were melted. Pools of solidified metal marked where the wheels had been. The skeletons of the oxen were encased in cooled slag.

Barak dismounted, his heavy boots crunching on the glass. He knelt by a scorched breastplate that had fused to a ribcage. "Dragon fire?"

"No," Valerius said, riding closer. He extended his mechanical arm, a sensor array unfolding from the wrist. "No thermal residue consistent with dragon's breath. That would cover a wide area. This was... localized. Controlled heat. Someone directed a stream of lava like a water hose."

"Tribes," Kaelen realized. "The warring factions. They use the lava. They channel it."

"Passion," Barak muttered, standing up. He looked at the scorched armor with a strange expression—not fear, but recognition. He ran a gloved hand over the melted metal. "War here isn't a political maneuver, Kaelen. It's an art form. Ignis represents Passion. These people... they don't fight to conquer. They fight because the fire tells them to. They fight to express themselves."

Kaelen looked at his friend. The Chain flared. He felt Barak’s emotions bleeding into him. It was a heavy, solid feeling, like a stone in the gut. But there was also a terrifying familiarity. Barak, the man who had lost his brother to an avalanche, felt a kinship with this destructive power. He understood the desire to burn it all down, to let the rage purify the grief.

"Careful, Anchor," Kaelen warned softly. "Don't let the fire get in your head."

Barak looked back, his eyes dark, reflecting the distant volcanic glow. "The fire is already there, Author. Here, I just don't have to hide it."

They rode on in silence, the weight of the Beastlands pressing down on them. To the south, the sky was a permanent bruise of purple smoke and orange light, lit from below by the glow of the distant volcanoes.

Somewhere in that burning haze lay Ignis, the Red Dragon. He was the source of the heat, the source of the anger. And as Kaelen looked at the trembling horizon, he realized the terrifying truth of their mission.

They weren't just here to wake a dragon. They were here to wake a god of war, and they were bringing him the one thing he craved most: a battlefield.
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Chapter 2: Drums in the Deep
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They made camp on a high ridge overlooking the Valdara Basin, a vast, scooped-out expanse of blackened rock that looked less like a valley and more like a wound that had been cauterized but refused to heal. The sparse vegetation here was a mockery of life—scrubby bushes with thorns like iron nails, and twisted, leafless vines that looked like wire coils pulled tight against the earth.

The sun did not so much set as dissolve. It sank into the volcanic plume that dominated the southern horizon, turning from a blinding white disk into a smear of bruised purple and angry crimson. It plunged the world into a red-tinged twilight that felt heavy, as if the sky itself had lowered to press against their shoulders.

There was no relief with the darkness. In most lands—the cool forests of the Midlands or the icy peaks of the Needle—night brought a settling of the earth, a time for the narrative to breathe. Here, the night merely changed the color of the heat. The blinding white glare of the day faded, replaced by the oppressive, suffocating glow of the lava fields miles away. The rocks beneath their bedrolls radiated stored thermal energy, cooking them slowly from below while the air stifled them from above.

Sleep was impossible. It wasn't just the heat; the ground shook. It wasn't the chaotic, structural tremor of an earthquake, which comes and goes. It was a rhythmic, thumping pulse that traveled up through the bedrock, through the soles of their boots, and vibrated in their teeth.

Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

It was slow, geological in its pacing, but undeniable. It was the heartbeat of a continent in distress.

Valerius sat cross-legged near the fire, which seemed redundant given the ambient temperature, but they needed it to boil water for their rations—dried meat that tasted of ash no matter how much they washed it. The Artificer had cleared a small patch of pumice and set up a temporary laboratory, a desperate attempt to impose logic on a land of chaos.

He had driven a copper rod deep into a fissure in the earth, connecting it via a spool of silver wire to a complex brass box on his lap. The box hummed, gears whirring softly as they tried to process the input.

A mechanical needle, driven by the vibrations, scratched jagged patterns onto a roll of parchment. Scritch-scratch, scritch-scratch. The sound was grating, like an insect gnawing on wood, syncing eerily with the distant thumping.

"It is synchronized," Valerius said, his voice tight with a frustration that bordered on panic. He adjusted his monocle, staring at the data. "This shouldn't be possible. Tectonic plates do not have a rhythm. They slip, they grind, they shatter. They do not... keep time."

Kaelen looked up from his journal. He sat on a crate, his shirt unbuttoned, sweat dripping from his nose onto the page. He had been trying to write a letter to the Archivist—a habit he couldn't break, writing reports to a dead man—but the ink in his pot was sluggish, coagulating in the heat. It dragged across the page, making his handwriting look erratic and desperate.

"With what?" Kaelen asked, wiping salt from his eyes. "What is the earth keeping time with?"

"The heart," Valerius said, tapping the jagged line on the parchment. "And the drums."

Silas, who had been standing watch on the edge of the light, stepped inward. The Ranger looked haggard. His wind-magic relied on reading the currents of the air, the whispers of the breeze. But here, the air was a chaotic storm of thermal updrafts and sulfur pockets. He was blind in a way he had never been before, cut off from the sensory network he relied on.

"I hear them too," Silas whispered, his eyes scanning the vast, dark basin below. "Dozens of them. Maybe hundreds. Distant. Miles away, echoing off the canyon walls."

"Not one tribe," Silas warned, turning back to the fire. His face was streaked with soot. "Different rhythms. Different pitches. Some are beating on hollow logs, others on stretched reptile hide, others on resonant stone. They aren't signaling greetings, and they aren't signaling trade. There is no call and response."

"War drums?" Elara asked, loosening the straps of her pauldrons. She looked uncomfortable; her heavy plate armor was a kiln in this environment, but she refused to remove it fully. To Elara, armor was skin; removing it felt like flaying herself.

––––––––
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"NO," SILAS SHOOK HIS head, taking a sip of warm water. "War drums have a tempo. A march. They are designed to drive men forward. This is... chaotic. It’s panicked. It sounds like a million people trying to make enough noise to scare away a ghost."

"They are waking the earth," Barak said softly.

The massive warrior sat on a flat boulder, Thunder standing statue-still beside him. The granite horse seemed to be the only creature at ease, his stone hide absorbing the heat like a battery. Barak was polishing his shield, a repetitive, soothing motion. The reflection of the fire danced on the battered steel, mixing with the red glow of the distant lava flows.

"The Dragon's nightmares bleed into the soil," Barak continued, his voice deep and resonant, vibrating in Kaelen's chest. "The people here... they feel his anger in their sleep. They feel the chains binding him. They drum to drown it out. They drum to give the noise somewhere to go so it doesn't explode inside their heads."

Valerius looked up from his machine, his brass fingers twitching. "The seismic data supports the Anchor's poetry. The tremors increase in intensity whenever the drumming falters. It is a feedback loop. The Dragon dreams of struggle, the earth shakes, the people panic and drum, which agitates the Dragon further. It is a resonant frequency of pure anxiety."

Nyx, who was sharpening a dagger for the tenth time, spat into the fire. The spittle hissed and evaporated instantly. "So the whole country is having a bad dream? Fantastic. I prefer my nightmares to stay inside my skull, thank you very much. I don't need rocks having panic attacks."

She looked tough, but Kaelen saw the way her hand shook. She was a creature of shadows, and here, the shadows flickered and moved on their own.

Suddenly, a whimper cut through the camp.

Lyra.

The young girl was curled up near Elara, wrapped in a thin blanket. She was the youngest of them, and her magic—Wild Ink—was the most unformed, the most susceptible to outside influence. She was a sponge for narrative tone, and right now, she was soaking up agony.

She was thrashing in her sleep, her hands clawing at the empty air as if trying to tear through a veil.

"Too loud," she murmured, her voice rising to a panic. "The red is too loud. Stop the scratching. Stop the needles!"

Kaelen moved to her side instantly, dropping his journal. "Lyra, wake up."

He reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder.

As soon as skin touched skin, the Chain—the psychic bond that connected the five of them—flared white-hot.

It hit Kaelen like a physical blow, knocking the wind out of him. He didn't just feel her fear; he was pulled into the vision she was drowning in.

Darkness. Absolute and crushing.

He wasn't Kaelen anymore. He was vast. He was ancient. He was buried under miles of rock.

He tried to move his wing, but silver spikes—cold, hateful things made of silence—were driven through the membrane, pinning him to the burning floor. He tried to breathe, but his lungs were filled with ash. He tried to sing the Song of War, the song that made blood boil and hearts beat faster, but his throat was clamped shut.

And beneath the physical pain was an emotional devastation that eclipsed it. A loneliness that spanned centuries. A rage so pure, so white-hot, that it felt like love turned inside out. A desire to protect his territory that had warped into a desire to burn anything that dared to touch it, just to keep it safe.

Then, a flash of something else. Cold. Blue. Mirrors. A brother weeping in a tower of glass. Onyx.

Kaelen gasped, recoiling, breaking the contact. He fell back onto the ash, clutching his head. The emotions weren't human. They were reptilian, geological, vast.

"It's Ignis," Kaelen choked out, grabbing the dirt to ground himself. "He's... he's lucid. He knows he's trapped. He feels every drumbeat like a hammer on his skull."

Barak moved next, his large hand covering Lyra’s shaking ones. The Anchor absorbed the shock, his stoic nature acting as a grounding rod for the psychic electricity. "Breathe, little painter. Breathe."

Lyra’s eyes snapped open. They weren't their usual brown; for a second, they were glowing amber, slit-pupiled. She sat up, gasping, ink leaking from her fingernails and staining the ash beneath her black and red.

"He's screaming," she sobbed, burying her face in Barak’s chest. "He's screaming for his brother. He wants the Black One to come help him, but the Black One is crying too. The mirrors show him dead things!"

The mention of the Black Dragon—Onyx, the Dragon of Sorrow—sent a chill through the group that the heat couldn't dispel.

"The Censor isn't just keeping him asleep," Kaelen realized, looking at the vibrating needle on Valerius's machine, which had snapped under the intensity of the last tremor. "He's torturing him. He's using the Dragon's agony to fuel the volatility of the region."

Valerius ripped the torn parchment off the roll, his face pale beneath the soot. "If this vibrational frequency increases by another ten percent, we won't just have earthquakes. We'll have liquefaction. The solid ground will turn to soup. We are camping on a pot that is about to boil over."

"We need to move at first light," Elara said, standing up. She snapped her gauntlet back into place. The sound was sharp, military, a call to order in the chaos. "If the tribes are this agitated, we are intruders in a riot. We cannot afford to be caught in the open when the fever breaks."

Kaelen stood, looking into the dark. The drums were louder now, a cacophony of fear echoing from the unseen valleys below, a million hearts beating out of sync. He touched the Quill at his hip. It was hot to the touch, humming in harmony with the distant beats.

"We aren't just intruders," Kaelen corrected, staring at the red horizon where the silhouette of the volcano loomed like a jagged tooth against the bleeding sky. "We are Links. And we're walking into a furnace."
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Chapter 3: The Skirmish
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The ambush happened in a slot canyon known locally as The Throat. It was an apt name. The walls were high, jagged cliffs of black obsidian that shone like polished glass, leaning inward at the top to blot out most of the smoke-choked sky. The rock trapped the heat, baking the air until it shimmered, distorting distance and perspective. Every sound—a hoofbeat, a cough, the clinking of a bridle—echoed back tenfold, turning the canyon into an acoustic torture chamber.

They were walking single file. There was no room for formation. The path was barely wide enough for Thunder’s massive shoulders, forcing the granite horse to scrape sparks against the canyon walls.

Kaelen rode near the rear, his head pounding. The ambient magic of the Beastlands was getting louder. It wasn't a sound his ears heard, but a pressure against his mind, like a scream held just behind a closed door.

Silas, riding point, suddenly signaled a halt. His hand went up sharp and rigid.

"Movement," the Ranger hissed, his eyes darting to the ridges high above. "Not wind. Something displaced the scree."

"I see nothing," Valerius whispered, adjusting his monocle. "Thermal scans are useless against the rocks; everything glows red."

Before Kaelen could reach for the Quill, the scream came.

It didn't start as a shout; it started as a collective intake of breath, followed by a roar that seemed to tear the air apart. It was a sound devoid of words, devoid of strategy. It was pure, distilled rage, amplified by the acoustics of the glass walls until it sounded like the canyon itself was shrieking.

"Ambush! Above!" Elara shouted, drawing her Bone-Steel sword.

Figures leaped from the ridges, dropping thirty feet with reckless abandon. They didn't use ropes. They didn't look for footholds. They simply threw themselves into the void, sliding down the steep scree slopes in a landslide of dust and pebbles.

They were terrifying to behold. Men and women, stripped to the waist, their skin painted from head to toe in red ochre that looked wet and fresh, like flayed muscle. Their hair was matted with white ash. Their eyes were wide, white-rimmed, and unseeing.

"Red-Paint Clan!" Barak roared, spurring Thunder forward to shield the softer targets.

The warriors hit the ground running. They didn't pause to form a line. They crashed into the party like a flash flood. They carried no shields, no armor. Their weapons were crude but brutal—clubs studded with razor-sharp obsidian flakes, spears made of blackened bone, and jagged rocks held in bare hands.

There was no hesitation, no fear of death. It was a frenzy.

A warrior launched himself at Elara, leaping from a boulder with a scream. Elara met the charge with the disciplined grace of a Paladin. She sidestepped, her sword flashing in a tight arc to deflect his spear. But the man didn't stop. He dropped the spear and clawed at her breastplate with his fingernails, trying to find a gap in the steel, screaming incoherently about "letting the heat out."

"They're mad!" Elara grunted, shoving him back with her buckler.

"Kaelen! Do something!" Nyx yelled, ducking under a swinging club.

Kaelen drew the Star-metal Quill. He focused on the narrow chokepoint ahead, visualizing a wall of solidified air to hold them back. Barrier. Wall. Stop.

He slashed the Quill through the humid air.

The result was catastrophic. The Gold Ink that flowed from the nib didn't solidify. It hissed as it touched the Red-saturated atmosphere of the Beastlands. The air didn't harden; it exploded in a burst of hot steam.

The backlash knocked Kaelen out of his saddle. He hit the ground hard, the Quill burning his hand.

"The Ink is too volatile!" Kaelen coughed, scrambling to his feet. "It resists structure! I can't write Order here!"

A Red-Paint warrior saw him—an unarmored target. The man charged, swinging a club that could shatter a skull.

"Barak!" Kaelen yelled, not in command, but in desperation.

The Anchor did not need to be told.

Barak waded into the fray. He was a mountain moving through a stream. He didn't draw his sword. Against unarmored, frenzied opponents, a sword would be a butcher's tool, and Barak was not a butcher.

He used his shield.

The attacker swung at Kaelen. Barak intercepted the blow with his tower shield. The club shattered against the steel. In the same motion, Barak stepped forward—a simple, brutal step that carried all his weight—and slammed the flat of the shield into the man's chest.

Ribs cracked. The air left the man's lungs in a whoosh. He went flying backward, bowling over two of his kin.

"Form on me!" Barak bellowed, his voice deeper than the screams. "Do not break the line!"

He became the center of the storm. He grabbed a spear thrust at his throat, snapping the bone shaft with one gauntleted hand, and backhanded the wielder with the other. He didn't strike to kill; he struck to incapacitate. He targeted solar plexus, knees, shoulders.

It was a display of controlled violence that was terrifying to watch. A woman leaped onto his back, biting at his pauldron. Barak didn't panic. He reached back, grabbed her by her belt, and peeled her off like a burr, tossing her onto a pile of her stunned comrades.

"They aren't fighting to win!" Barak shouted over the din, catching a rock on his helmet with a metallic clang. He didn't even blink. "They are fighting to burn! They just want to expend the energy!"

"How do we stop them?" Silas yelled, using his bow as a quarterstaff to fend off two attackers. "There's too many!"

"Push them back!" Barak ordered. "Don't kill them! If we kill them, we feed the Dragon's nightmare! Break their momentum!"

Valerius, seeing the tactical logic, adjusted a dial on his brass arm. "Non-lethal dispersal. Venting coolant."

The Artificer pointed his palm at a cluster of warriors. A jet of super-compressed steam hissed out, creating a blinding, scalding fog. The warriors screamed, clutching their eyes, their frenzy momentarily broken by sensory overload.

Nyx moved through the steam like a wraith. She used her shadow-magic not to stab, but to snare. She cast tendrils of darkness that wrapped around ankles, tripping the runners. As they fell, she kicked weapons away, spinning out of reach before they could grab her.

"Sit down!" Nyx yelled, sweeping the legs of a man twice her size.

But it was Barak who ended it.

The leader of the ambush—a massive man with scars etched into his cheeks—charged Barak. He dropped his weapon and simply tried to tackle the knight.

Barak didn't budge. He braced his legs, locking his boots against the rock. When the chieftain hit him, it was like flesh hitting a castle wall. Barak wrapped his massive arms around the man in a bear hug, pinning his arms to his sides.

The chieftain thrashed, screamed, and head-butted Barak’s breastplate until his own forehead bled. Barak held him. He just held him. He squeezed, compressing the man's chest, forcing the air out, forcing the adrenaline to spike and then crash.

"Sleep," Barak rumbled. "The fire is out. Sleep."

The chieftain’s struggles slowed. His eyes rolled back. The supernatural rage that fueled him suddenly evaporated, leaving behind a vacuum of exhaustion. He went limp in Barak’s arms.

As if a string had been cut, the frenzy broke across the entire canyon.

One by one, the Red-Paint warriors collapsed. They didn't retreat; they simply fell where they stood. They curled into balls, shivering, gasping for air. The red flush left their skin, leaving them grey and deathly pale.

The silence that followed was heavier than the screaming.

The party stood amidst the groaning bodies, chests heaving. Kaelen nursed his burned hand, looking at the carnage. They hadn't killed anyone, but the violence of the encounter hung in the air like smoke.

Barak gently lowered the unconscious chieftain to the ground. He stood up, checking his armor for dents. He found many.
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