FORGED BY FLAME

LEGENDS OF THE ASHBORN

A Chronicle of Fire and Ruin

Book One

The Age of Cinders

Prologue

The Doom of King Alric

The throne room of Solhaven stank of sulfur and desperation.

King Alric stood before the Altar of Eternal Flame, his iron-thorned crown cutting into his skull
with each labored breath. The weight of it had never felt heavier—not when his father placed it
upon his head thirty years ago, not when his first wife died screaming as demons pulled her
through a rift, not even when he'd ordered the burning of three villages to create a firebreak
against the demon tide.

Five hundred years of the Iron Age had brought humanity to this moment—not victory, but a
final, desperate gamble.

The golden capital of Solhaven had once been the jewel of the known world. Its spires had
touched the clouds. Its markets had overflowed with silks from the eastern shores and
gemstones from the deep mines. Its people had laughed in the streets, drunk on prosperity and
the comfortable lie that tomorrow would be better than today.

That was before the rifts.

The first one had opened in the wheat fields of Harrowmere, seventeen years before this night.
Farmers had described it as a wound in the air itself—a vertical slash of darkness that
screamed like a dying god. What came through killed everyone within three leagues before the
King's Guard could respond.

By the time Alric's father died—consumed by a plague that turned flesh to ash from the inside
out—there were forty-seven rifts across the kingdom. By the time Alric took the crown, there
were three hundred.

Now there were thousands.
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"Your Majesty," Arch-Scholar Veyra's voice cracked like breaking bone. She was the oldest of
the thirteen scholars forming the ritual circle, her face hidden beneath an ash-gray hood that
could not conceal her trembling hands. '"The gods themselves forged this orb. They will not
forgive—"

"The gods?" Alric's laugh was bitter as grave dirt. He turned to face her, and she flinched at
what she saw in his eyes. The king had not slept in four days. He had not eaten in three. The
man standing before the altar was held together by spite and stimulants and the absolute
refusal to admit defeat.

"Where were the gods when the rifts opened?' he asked, his voice carrying to every corner of
the throne room. ""Where were they when demons poured through like pus from a wound?
When children were eaten alive in their beds while their parents watched? When my second
wife threw herself from the tower rather than be taken?"

He raised the Heartflame Orb higher, its light casting dancing shadows that looked like
screaming faces. The artifact pulsed in his gauntleted hands, warm as a living heart, stolen
from the First Necromancer's vault at a cost of ten thousand lives.

Ten thousand souls had walked into that vault. Three had walked out, and two of those died
within the hour from wounds that wept darkness instead of blood. Only General Theron had
survived to place the orb in Alric's hands, and he had spoken no words since. He stood now in
the corner of the throne room, staring at nothing, occasionally whimpering at sounds no one
else could hear.

"The gods abandoned us to burn," Alric continued. "So burn we shall—but on our terms."

The thirteen scholars exchanged glances beneath their hoods. They knew what they were about
to do. They knew it was blasphemy of the highest order. They knew the old texts warned that to
shatter the Heartflame Orb was to invite divine retribution of a scale not seen since the
Sundering of the First Age.

They did it anyway.

What choice did they have? The demons grew bolder with each passing day. Last week, a rift
had opened in the royal nursery. Alric had found his youngest daughter's crib empty, the
blankets still warm, a single bloody handprint on the wall that was too small to belong to any
demon.

The nursemaids had been found in pieces. The princess had never been found at all.
"Begin the ritual," Alric commanded.

Veyra bowed her head. "May the old gods forgive us. May the new gods remember us. May
something survive to tell this tale."



"There will be no forgiveness," Alric replied. "Only victory or oblivion. I find I no longer care
which."

The ritual began with a sound like the world's spine breaking.

The scholars' chanting rose in waves, each syllable a violation of natural law. The words were
not meant for human throats. They had been extracted from the diary of a mad prophet who
had communed with something beyond the stars, written in blood that had stayed wet for
three centuries. Speaking them caused nosebleeds. Continuing to speak them caused tears of
blood. Finishing the incantation would cost them everything.

The temperature in the throne room climbed—one hundred degrees, two hundred, five
hundred. Stone began to weep. Gold fixtures ran like tears down the walls. The great tapestries
depicting Solhaven's history—five hundred years of kings and queens, battles won, treaties
signed, children born and elders buried—caught fire one by one.

Alric watched his ancestors burn without flinching.

"The temperature rises, Your Majesty," one of the younger scholars gasped. Sweat poured
down his face, evaporating before it could drip from his chin. "The mortal body cannot—"

"Continue," Alric commanded. ""We stop when the work is done or when death claims us. There
is no third option."

The Heartflame Orb grew brighter, hotter, impossible to look upon yet impossible to look away
from. It had been created in the First Age, when gods still walked among mortals, when the
barrier between realms was a suggestion rather than a law. It contained the compressed fire of
a dying sun, given form and purpose by beings who had shaped reality itself.

To shatter it was to release that fire.
To direct that fire would require a will of iron and a soul willing to bear the cost.

Alric possessed both in abundance. What he lacked was any remaining reason to live beyond
seeing this through.

"The chant reaches the seventh verse!" Veyra called out. Her hood had fallen back, revealing a
face streaming with blood from her eyes, nose, and ears. ""Your Majesty, you must speak the
Words of Binding! You must claim the flame as your own before it consumes us all!"

The Words of Binding were simple enough. Three sentences in the old tongue. A declaration of
ownership. A statement of purpose. An acceptance of price.

Alric had memorized them weeks ago. He had practiced them in the dark hours of the night,
alone in his chamber, speaking to the ghost of his first wife that sometimes appeared in the
corner of his vision. She never responded. She only watched him with eyes that held neither
judgment nor forgiveness.



"I CLAIM THIS FLAME AS MY INSTRUMENT," he began, his voice resonating with a power that
was not entirely his own. The orb pulsed in response, its light shifting from gold to orange to
the deep red of arterial blood.

"I DIRECT THIS FLAME TOWARD THE SEALING OF THE RIFTS."

The rifts. Those wounds in reality that had bled demons into his world for nearly two decades.
The source of all suffering. The reason his kingdom burned and his people died and his children
vanished in the night. If the orb's power could seal them —if this one terrible act could prevent
any new rifts from forming—then perhaps the survivors could rebuild. Perhaps his sacrifice
would mean something.

Perhaps his children's deaths would not have been entirely in vain.

"I ACCEPT THE PRICE THIS FLAME DEMANDS."

The moment the final word left his lips, Alric understood that he had made a terrible mistake.
The Heartflame Orb did not shatter. It detonated.

The explosion was not merely physical. It was spiritual, conceptual, a violation of the very laws
that held reality together. The fire that erupted from the orb was not merely hot—it was
hungry. It consumed not just flesh and stone but memory and meaning, identity and purpose.

Alric felt his soul catch fire.

He tried to scream, but his throat was already ash. He tried to fall, but his legs were columns of
flame. He tried to die, but death had fled from this place, frightened by what was being born.

The ceiling of the throne room exploded outward, stone and timber and centuries of
accumulated glory blasted into the night sky. The fire rose in a column visible for a hundred
miles, a pillar of light and devastation that split the clouds and made the stars themselves
seem to flinch.

And in that column, something formed.

She rose from the flames like a nightmare given flesh—forty feet of compressed ash and
burning spite, her body a churning mass of cinder and ember that never stopped moving. Her
eyes were twin suns, her smile was a furnace, and her voice was the sound of a million souls
screaming in unison.

She was beautiful in the way that extinction events are beautiful.
She was terrible in the way that gods are terrible.

She was the Ashmother, and she was born hungry.



"TWENTY YEARS," she spoke, and her voice carried across the entire kingdom. Mountains
trembled. Rivers boiled. Birds fell from the sky with their feathers already burning. "TWENTY
YEARS OF RIFTS AND DEMONS AND DYING HOPE. AND THIS IS YOUR ANSWER? THIS IS YOUR
DESPERATE GAMBLE? TO SHATTER THE HEARTFLAME ORB AND HOPE THE FIRE WOULD
OBEY YOU?"

Alric could not respond. His transformation was not yet complete—he was trapped between
man and monster, flesh and flame, his consciousness intact but his body no longer his own. He
could feel himself becoming something else. Something eternal. Something that would burn
forever.

The Ashmother descended from the column of fire, her feet touching the molten remains of the
throne room floor. Where she walked, the stone did not merely burn—it worshipped. The
flames bent toward her like flowers toward the sun. The ash swirled around her in patterns that
suggested meaning, significance, terrible purpose.

"YOU THOUGHT YOU COULD CONTROL A FORCE THAT PREDATES YOUR SPECIES," she
continued, her voice now almost gentle. Almost pitying. "YOU THOUGHT YOUR HUMAN WILL
COULD DIRECT THE COMPRESSED FIRE OF A DYING SUN. YOUR ARROGANCE IS...
MAGNIFICENT."

She reached out and touched Alric's face—or what remained of it. His skin was gone, replaced
by something that looked like bronze and felt like agony. His eyes had become windows into an
endless inferno. His crown had melted into his skull, becoming part of him, a permanent
reminder of the authority he had wielded and the price he had paid.

"You wished to seal therifts," the Ashmother said, her voice dropping to something almost
intimate. "Very well. They are sealed. No new rifts will open while I exist. The demons you
feared will trouble you no more."

Alric felt a flash of hope—genuine hope, the first he had experienced in years. Perhaps his
sacrifice had not been in vain. Perhaps—

"But the demons already here will remain," the Ashmother continued, crushing his hope as
casually as a child crushes an insect. ''Millions of them, scattered across your ruined world,
breeding and feeding and growing stronger. The corruption they spread will continue to
spread. The suffering they cause will continue to compound. You have not saved your world,
King Alric. You have merely changed the nature of its damnation."

She released his face and turned to survey the throne room—or what remained of it. The
scholars had been reduced to pillars of flame that still vaguely held human shape, their
screams continuing even as their lungs burned away. The guards at the doors had fused with
their armor, becoming things of metal and flesh and endless burning.



General Theron, in his corner, had simply ceased to exist. His mind, already broken by what he
had witnessed in the necromancer's vault, had been unable to process this new horror. His
body had crumbled to ash without the will to hold it together.

"But there is a gift in every curse," the Ashmother said, and her smile was the most terrifying
thing Alric had ever seen—more terrifying than the demons, more terrifying than the rifts,
more terrifying than watching his children die. Her smile was the smile of a creator looking
upon creation.

"You wished for power to save your people. I grant you power—endless power, burning power,
power enough to destroy armies and level mountains. You are the Flame Tyrant now, King
Alric. You will never die. You will never rest. You will never stop burning."

She gestured, and Alric felt his transformation complete. He was fifteen feet tall now, his body
a furnace given form, his mind intact but his will no longer his own. He could think. He could
remember. He could regret.

But he could not choose.
That was the cruelest part of the curse. He remembered everything.

The scholars did not survive the transformation. Their flesh ignited from within, their bones
becoming candles, their screams becoming hymns to something that should not exist. Veyra
burned the longest—she had been the most powerful among them, and her power meant she
had more to fuel the flame. Her final words were a prayer to gods who would not answer.

Guards twisted into cinderwraiths, their armor fusing with their melting flesh to create
creatures of perpetual torment. Their minds remained intact enough to know what they had
become, to feel the endless burning, to scream without lungs and suffer without release.

Citizens throughout the capital transformed into ash-beasts as the wave of divine fire spread
through the streets. A mother carrying her infant became a two-headed horror. A merchant
counting his coins became a creature whose body was made of molten gold. A priest praying for
salvation became an eternal flame that would burn in the temple square for a thousand years.

Their humanity burned away in an instant of divine rage.

The Ashmother's laughter was the sound of civilizations ending. It echoed across mountains
and through valleys. It was heard in kingdoms that had never known Solhaven existed. It was a
laugh of triumph and rage and a terrible, awful hunger.

"You wanted power to seal the rifts?" she asked, stepping down from the altar on feet that left
craters of molten stone. "I give you power. The rifts are sealed. Your demons will trouble you no
more."

Alric—the thing that had been Alric—tried to feel relief. He could not. He could only burn.



"You wanted to save your people? They are saved—from the burden of flesh. They will never
hunger again. They will never fear again. They will never die again, because they are already
dead. Their suffering is eternal, but it is also complete. There is a mercy in that, if you choose to
see it."

The Ashmother reached out and touched the Flame Tyrant's face with a finger that was gentler
than her voice suggested. It was almost tender. Almost maternal.

"You wanted to be remembered?" she continued. ""History itself will scar from this moment. A
thousand generations will speak your name—not as hero or villain, but as warning. King Alric,
the Fool Who Would Be God. King Alric, the Father of Ashes. King Alric, the Flame That Would
Not Die."

She gestured with her free hand, and Solhaven transformed.

The cobblestone streets became rivers of lava, flowing downhill toward the harbor where the
great ships burned at anchor. Buildings became funeral pyres, their inhabitants now fuel for an
eternal flame. The sky itself caught fire and refused to stop burning—red and orange and
yellow dancing together in a sunset that would never end.

The great library of Solhaven, containing five hundred years of accumulated knowledge,
burned for three days. The scrolls within contained secrets that could have saved the world,
cures for plagues and solutions for famine and maps to treasures beyond imagination. They all
turned to ash.

The temple district, where twelve different faiths had worshipped in relative harmony for
centuries, became a crater of spiritual devastation. Every altar, every icon, every prayer wheel
and holy book and sacred relic was consumed. The gods themselves seemed to turn away, as if
afraid of what would happen if they looked too closely.

The merchant quarter, where generations of families had built fortunes through honest trade,
became a monument to greed. The gold melted and flowed into the sewers. The gems cracked
from the heat. The ledgers that recorded centuries of transactions became unreadable ash.

The palace gardens, where Alric had proposed to his first wife under moonlight that seemed
brighter than it ever had before or since, became a forest of petrified flame. The flowers turned
to crystal fire. The fountains ran with liquid light. It was beautiful in the way that death is
beautiful —final and terrible and utterly complete.

The golden capital of humanity's greatest kingdom became the Burning Capital, an eternal
monument to ambition's price.

"But I am not without mercy," the Ashmother continued, her voice now carrying across the
entire continent. Every ear heard it. Every heart trembled. Every soul that still possessed a body
dropped to its knees in terror or worship or both.



"Some will survive. Not many—perhaps one in a thousand, perhaps one in ten thousand. They
will be the strongest. The luckiest. The most stubborn. They will crawl from the ashes of this
night with nothing but their lives and their rage."

She paused, and when she spoke again, there was something in her voice that might have been
anticipation. Might have been hunger. Might have been love.

"They will grow strong in the forge of this ruined world. They will die, and they will rise, and
they will die again. Each death will teach them. Each resurrection will cost them. They will
build monuments to their failures and temples to their suffering. They will become something
more than human—or something less."

The Ashmother smiled, and it was the most terrifying thing Alric had ever seen. It was a smile
of genuine pleasure. Of maternal pride. Of a creator looking upon her creation and finding it
good.

"And one day—perhaps—one will grow strong enough to face me. Strong enough to earn the
right to challenge a god. Strong enough to take my place or be consumed trying."

She turned to face the Flame Tyrant directly. The being that had been Alric stood motionless,
trapped in eternal agony, aware of everything but able to act on nothing. He would stand here
forever, ruling over a kingdom of cinders, remembered as the architect of the apocalypse.

Her smile was the last thing Alric saw before his transformation completed.

"Let them come," she said. "Let them all come. I will be waiting at the wound where reality
bleeds, at the place where my form first took shape. Let them earn their deaths. Let them build
their monuments. Let them suffer until suffering becomes strength."

She began to rise, her massive form dissolving into ash and ember that spiraled upward like a
tornado of despair. Her voice grew distant but no less powerful.

"Tell the survivors, Flame Tyrant. Tell them that the Ashmother waits. Tell them that death is
not the end—it is merely the curriculum. Tell them that power comes to those who bleed for it,
who die for it, who sacrifice everything they were for everything they might become."

The last of her form scattered across the burning sky.

"Tell them that the forge awaits. Tell them that the flame never dies. Tell them that in this
world of fire and ruin, only the Ashborn survive."

The capital burned. The kingdom fell. The world shattered.

And in the ashes of the old world, heroes would be forged.



Those few who survived the Shattering—the one-in-ten-thousand who crawled from the
flames with their lives and their sanity mostly intact—would tell stories of that night for
generations. They would speak of the king who reached for godhood and grasped damnation
instead. They would speak of the Ashmother who rose from the deaths of innocents. They
would speak of the world that ended and the world that began.

But mostly, they would speak of what came after.

Of the frozen wastes where demons still roamed. Of the burning capital where the Flame
Tyrant stood eternal vigil. Of the camps that grew into towns that grew into bastions of
desperate hope. Of the heroes who died and rose and died again, growing stronger with each
resurrection, building monuments to every failure, climbing the mountain of corpses toward
power unimaginable.

They would speak of the Ashborn.

And in the darkest hours, when the ash-fall was thick and the demons howled beyond the
firelight, they would whisper a truth that was equal parts warning and promise:

In this world of fire and ruin, death is not the end.

It is merely the beginning of the legend.

Chapter One

Bornin Ash
The world greeted you with frozen hate.

You awoke face-down in ash-mixed snow, the taste of blood and failure thick in your mouth.
Your lungs burned with each breath, drawing in air so cold it felt like swallowing broken glass.

For a long moment you simply lay there, feeling the frost creep into your bones and wondering
if dying here would be easier than whatever came next.

No memory of how you got here. No memory of who you were before. Just the certainty that
you had survived something that should have killed you, and the knowledge—deep in your gut
like a hot coal that refused to go out—that whatever killed you would try again. Soon.

The scar across your left eye throbbed with a pain that felt older than your body. Three parallel
gashes from a demon's claw, running from your forehead to your cheekbone in perfect
diagonal lines. The wound was still fresh enough to weep when you touched it, crusted with
blood that had frozen into crimson ice. But there was something about the way it had healed—
too fast, too clean, leaving raised ridges of scar tissue that glowed faintly orange in the
perpetual twilight—that suggested it had a story.

A story you couldn't remember.
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You pushed yourself up, muscles screaming protest like they'd been torn apart and
reassembled by someone who'd only heard of human anatomy secondhand. You chose a name
from the graveyard of your mind: Kael. One syllable. Simple. Sharp. It felt right in a way
nothing else did. It was all that remained of whoever you used to be.

It would have to be enough.

The Ash-Choked Pass stretched before you like a throat waiting to swallow. Mountains rose on
either side, their peaks lost in clouds of ash that had been falling for twenty years since Alric's
folly. The old king's name came to you unbidden, along with fragments of stories: a ritual gone
wrong, a god of cinders born from innocent souls, a world transformed into a crucible of
suffering.

The cold crept into your bones like a patient assassin, and you understood your first lesson in
this broken world: stillness meant death.

You started walking.

Halfway through the pass, you found your first body. He had been a warrior once, judging by
the rusted armor that still clung to his frozen frame. His sword lay three feet from his
outstretched hand, as if he'd been reaching for it when the end came.

A small monument stood beside him, carved from dark stone that seemed to absorb light
rather than reflect it. The inscription read:

"MARCUS THE BOLD — Died fighting a Level 3 Imp. Maybe try blocking next time."

You stared at the monument for a long moment, trying to understand what it meant. The
mockery seemed too specific, too personal, to be coincidence. It was as if the world itself had
witnessed this man's death and decided to commemorate it with an insult.

You would understand later. You would understand far too well.

Camp Last Hope squatted in the distance like a canker sore on the mountain's flank. A
collection of ramshackle buildings huddled around a central bonfire that burned with flames
that seemed too bright, too persistent, to be natural. The walls were makeshift things of
salvaged wood and scavenged stone, more suggestion than fortification.

But smoke rose from its single, perpetual bonfire—the only thing standing between its dozen
survivors and the cold's patient murder—and smoke meant warmth, and warmth meant life.

You stumbled toward it, each step crunching through snow that had never seen spring and
never would.

"Another hero," came the greeting before you even reached the gates.



Sergeant Grimgar stood watch on a platform that was more scaffolding than proper tower, his
face a topography of scars and disappointment. He was missing his left ear and his right eye
was milky white, yet somehow still seemed to track your every movement. His armor was more
rust than iron, held together by spite and habit.

Twenty years of watching would-be heroes die had carved cynicism into his bones.

"Let me guess," he continued. "You're different. You're special. You're going to save us all.
You've got some mysterious destiny that's going to turn the tide against the demons."

"I'm cold," you managed through chattering teeth.

Something that might have been surprise flickered across his ruined face. "At least you're
honest. That's more than the last twelve could say."

He spat into the snow, the glob freezing before it hit the ground.

"The imps down the pass are making a racket. Been keeping me awake for three days. You want
fire? You want food? Go shut them up. Or die trying. Either way, my problem's solved."

"What kind of imps?"

"Frozen ones. Little blue bastards about yea high—" He held his hand at knee level. " —with
claws like broken glass. They're not dangerous individually. Collectively? I've seen them strip a
man to bone in thirty seconds."

You pushed through the gates.
That's when you met them—your future companions, though you didn't know it yet.

Lira materialized from the shadows near the fire like she'd been waiting for you specifically.
Her entire right side bore burn scars like a map of bad decisions—spiral patterns that spoke of
magical fire rather than natural flame, climbing from her jaw to her scalp where hair no longer
grew. Her fingers danced with barely controlled flames, little tongues of fire that licked
between her knuckles.

Her smile had too many teeth.

"Fresh meat," she purred, appraising you with eyes that flickered orange. "Still got that new
corpse smell. What's your name, dead man:?"

"Kael."
"Kael." She rolled the syllable around her mouth. "'Short. Sharp. I like it. Watch this—"

She conjured a flame in her palm, small at first, then growing until it was the size of her fist.
She held it there, letting you see the way her scarred skin cracked and wept where the fire
touched it. Then she let it grow larger still, until it singed her own eyebrows and made her eyes
water.



She extinguished it with a laugh that sounded like crackling kindling.

""'See that? Everything here is about trading pain for power. The fire hurts me—always has,
always will. But it hurts my enemies more." She gestured at her scars. "I've paid a lot for what I
can do. But I'm still alive, and the things that gave me these scars aren't."

Torren didn't speak.

He simply stood near the edge of the firelight, his tower shield planted in the ground like a
tombstone, his armor so heavy it had worn grooves in the frozen earth where he stationed
himself. The shield was massive—taller than most men, covered in dents and scratches that
told stories of impacts that should have been fatal.

He was huge. Built like a fortress given human form. His face was a collection of old wounds
that had healed badly.

When he finally acknowledged your presence, it was with a single nod that carried more weight
than words. His message was clear: survive the next hour, and maybe we'll learn your name.

You tested the weight of a crude copper sword you'd found near the fire. The metal was shit,
barely better than a sharp stick. But it was yours now.

"Imps," you said. ""Where?"

"Follow the screaming," Lira suggested, already walking toward the darkness. "Theirs or yours
—either way, you'll find them."

The first Frozen Imp you encountered changed everything.

It came at you from the rocks—a blur of blue-gray skin and broken-glass claws, shrieking with
avoice that sounded like shattering ice. It was small, barely reaching your knee, but it moved
with terrifying speed.

You swung your copper sword more out of instinct than skill. The blade connected with
something that crunched, and the imp was on the ground, twitching, dark blood steaming in
the cold air.

It died in two swings.
But what happened after—that was the revelation.

Power flooded your system. Not metaphorical power—actual, measurable, feel-it-in-your-
bones power. It was like drinking lightning. Like your blood had been replaced with liquid fire.
Like every cell in your body had suddenly remembered what it meant to be alive.

"There it is," Lira said, watching you with knowing eyes. "That's the Ashmother's gift. Every
kill makes you stronger. Every death—theirs or yours—feeds the cycle." She grinned.
"Welcome to the economy of suffering."



"Pick up the spoils fast," she added, hurling fire at three imps sneaking up from the right.
"Death can steal them. Death steals everything here."

You understood when you saw the small motes of light rising from the imp's corpse—soul
fragments, experience made visible, power waiting to be claimed. You reached for them
instinctively, and they flowed into you like water.

"More coming," Torren said. His voice was gravel in a cement mixer. He raised his tower
shield, and suddenly the entire pass seemed narrower.

They came in waves.

Frozen Imps poured from crevices in the rock walls, from beneath snow drifts, from shadows
that shouldn't have been deep enough to hide anything. Dozens. Scores. Each one small and
manageable, but together they were a tide of death.

Lira laughed—actually laughed —as she raised her hands and became a furnace. Fire poured
from her in sheets, in spirals, in explosive bursts. Each casting made her scars glow brighter,
made her face twist with pain she seemed to relish.

Torren was an anchor. Imps broke against his shield like waves against a cliff. He didn't attack
often, but when he did, the impacts were thunderous.

And you—you fought like someone who'd been fighting all their life.
Your first death came twelve minutes later.

A Rime Hound—bigger than any imp, a thing of frost and malice—took your arm off at the
elbow.

The pain was educational.

It was cold that burned and heat that froze. You watched your arm land in the snow five feet

away, fingers still twitching around your sword, and felt a detachment that was probably
shock.

The Rime Hound's second bite was at your throat. The death was instant.
You woke again at Camp Last Hope.

Your arm was restored—attached like it had never been severed. But you knew it wasn't a
dream. You could still feel those teeth.

And outside the camp, a new monument stood where you had fallen:
"KAEL — Died to a puppy. At least you're consistent."

Grimgar's voice drifted down: '""Twelve minutes. That's above average. Most don't make it past
five."



"Welcome to the real world," Lira said. ""Death teaches better than any master. You lost
progress, but look—your death becomes your legacy. Each failure marks the path for others.
Here's lesson two: Pain is currency. Spend it wisely."

You learned the way of this world by necessity.

Mining ore between deaths, each node a gamble against the cold. Crafting armor at Borin's
forge while the old smith muttered about heat differentials. His madness was early-stage, still
functional, but you could see where it was heading.

"Good ore, shit technique," Borin grumbled, watching you work. "Metal's not wood. Metal
remembers. Every strike leaves a mark." He paused. '"You'll be dead in a week. But at least
you'll die with decent gauntlets."

Torren, surprisingly, was the one who taught you to fight.

Not with words—Torren barely spoke—but with demonstration. He would position himself at
specific spots, then wait for you to understand why.

"Stand here," he said during your fourth expedition. "When the hound charges, it clips the
corner. Free hit."

You died three more times before you understood what he meant.

On your fourth attempt against the Rime Hound, you saw the opening. Your blade found its side
while it recovered from its charge. It wasn't a killing blow, but it was damage—earned through
observation rather than luck.

"Positioning," Torren said simply. "Is everything."
The Alpha Rime Hound waited at the end of the pass like a final exam with teeth.

Its den reeked of frozen corpses and shattered ambitions. The bones of previous heroes littered
the entrance—some still had flesh on them. You recognized armor pieces from monuments
you'd passed.

The Alpha emerged like a nightmare given form. Ten feet at the shoulder. Fur that was less
white than absence-of-color, like a hole in reality. Its breath created ice storms. Its howl
caused avalanches.

"Spread out!" Lira commanded. ""Torren, face it north—the slope gives you advantage!"

Torren was already moving, positioning himself between the Alpha and the rest of you. He
planted his feet and became a wall.

The Alpha charged.

The impact was a sound like tectonic plates arguing. Torren slid backward, boots carving
furrows in frozen earth, but he held. He held because holding was what he did.



"Now!' he barked. ""Strike while it recovers!"

Your attacks turned its wounds into your strength. The Ashmother's gift worked on anything
that could bleed. Each strike that landed sent energy flooding into your limbs.

Lira's fire storm turned the cave into a furnace of contradictions. Ice and fire occupied the same
space through sheer force of will. She was screaming—not in fear, but in something like joy.
This was why she endured the pain.

The Alpha fought back with everything it had.

Its claws found Torren's armor and tore through steel. Blood sprayed—his blood—but he
didn't fall. He shifted his shield to cover the wound and kept fighting, because falling wasn't an
option.

Its frost-breath caught you in its edge. Frostbite began to set in. You ignored it. There would be
time for consequences later.

Its howl brought rocks tumbling from the ceiling. Lira took a glancing blow and went down,
blood streaming. She was up again in seconds, swearing, casting, refusing to stay down.

But you were winning.

You knew it in the way the Alpha's movements were slowing, its wounds accumulating faster
than it could heal.

The final blow was yours.

The Alpha reared up for one last attack, exposing its throat, and you were there—you were
always there, positioning is everything—with your copper sword raised and your tired arms
finding one last surge of strength.

Your blade separated its head from its shoulders in a fountain of stolen power.

The rush was indescribable. Everything you'd felt from killing imps, multiplied by a hundred.
Your muscles sang. Your wounds closed themselves. The frostbite retreated.

You stood in the Alpha's den, surrounded by bones of heroes who'd failed, and felt—for the
first time since waking in the ash-snow—like you might actually survive this world.

Lira was laughing, blood dripping down her face, burns glowing bright. "Not bad, new blood.
Not bad at all."

Torren nodded—a deep nod, weighted with approval.

Beyond the mountains, you knew, there were more challenges. More deaths. More monuments
waiting to be created.

The forge awaited.



And you were just beginning to understand what it meant to burn.

Chapter Two

The Road of Monuments

The pass opened into the Ashen Plains three days after the Alpha fell.

Three days of grinding. Three days of dying. Three days of monuments sprouting from the
frozen earth like tombstones in a garden that only grew death. Your collection had reached
seven by the time you climbed the final ridge and saw what lay beyond the mountains—and
each one told a story you'd rather forget.

"KAEL — Thought he could solo a pack of twelve. He could not."
"KAEL — Discovered that ice trolls have a second phase. Briefly."
"KAEL — Tried to mine copper during a blizzard. Nature always wins."

The mockery was consistent, if nothing else. The Ashmother's world had a sense of humor, and
that humor was cruelty refined to an art form.

But you were stronger now. You could feel it in the way your copper sword moved through the
air, in the weight your blows carried, in the speed of your reflexes. Each death had cost you
progress, but each resurrection had taught you something. The math was working in your
favor, slowly but surely.

The Ashen Plains stretched before you like a wound that refused to heal.

Gray earth met gray sky at a horizon that seemed impossibly distant. The ash-fall here was
lighter than in the mountains—a constant drizzle rather than a blizzard—but it covered
everything in a fine layer of particulate death. Nothing grew. Nothing lived. Nothing moved
except the wind and the things that hunted in it.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" Lira said, her voice carrying that manic edge you'd come to recognize as
her default state. "They say this used to be farmland. Golden wheat as far as the eye could see.
Children playing in the fields. Farmers complaining about the weather like it was the worst
thing that could happen to them."

She laughed, and fire danced between her fingers.
"Now look at it. A monument to what happens when kings get ambitious."

"How far to the next settlement?" you asked.


af://n224
af://n225

"Frosthollow's about two days walk, if nothing kills us." Torren's voice was still rough, still
sparse, but he was speaking more now. Something about surviving the Alpha together had
loosened whatever locked his words away. '"Three days if something does."

"And after Frosthollow?"

"The Iron Woods. Then the Cradle. Then..." He trailed off, shrugging his massive shoulders.
"Does it matter? There's always another zone. Always another thing trying to kill you. Always
another monument waiting to be carved."

It was the most you'd ever heard him say at once.
You started walking.

The Ashen Plains were deceptive in their emptiness. The flat terrain and lack of cover made you
feel exposed, vulnerable, like a target painted on a shooting range. But that same openness
meant you could see threats coming from a distance—if you knew what to look for.

Lira taught you the signs.

""'See that shimmer?" She pointed at a spot of air that seemed to ripple slightly, like heat haze
on a summer road. "Ash wraith. They're invisible until they're not, and by then you're usually
missing something important. Stay upwind of them—they hunt by smell."

"And those mounds?" You indicated a series of low hills that seemed too regular to be natural.

"Burrowers. Giant worm-things with teeth where their faces should be. Don't walk over them.
Don't stand near them. Don't even think too loud near them—some people swear they can hear
thoughts." She shrugged. "Probably bullshit, but do you want to test it?"

You did not want to test it.
Torren's lessons were simpler but no less valuable.

"The ground changes color before a sinkhole opens. Darker ash means unstable ground
beneath. Lighter ash means bedrock—safe to stand, good for fighting."

He demonstrated by leading you around a patch of darkened earth that looked identical to
everything else. When you threw a rock onto it, the ground collapsed into a pit fifteen feet
deep, lined with spikes of crystallized ash that would have impaled anything foolish enough to
fall in.

"How do you know all this?" you asked.

"Died a lot." His scarred face might have twitched into something resembling a smile.
"Learned from every death. That's the only way anyone learns here."

Your eighth monument came on the second day.



The Ash Strider appeared without warning—a creature of impossible proportions, walking on
legs like stilts across the gray expanse. It stood thirty feet tall at the shoulder, its body a
collection of angles that hurt to look at, its face a mask of calcified ash with no features except
a mouth that opened vertically instead of horizontally.

"RUN," Lira said, and for the first time since you'd met her, there was fear in her voice.
You ran.
The Ash Strider was faster.

Its leg came down like a piston, and suddenly the world was pain and pressure and the distant
sound of your own bones shattering. Your last conscious thought was that at least the death
was quick.

"KAEL — Looked up when he should have looked down. Classic mistake."

You woke at the last checkpoint—a crumbling wayshrine you'd passed an hour before dying—
with your body intact and your pride in tatters. Lira and Torren were waiting, their expressions
a mixture of exasperation and something that might have been concern.

""Striders can't be killed at your level," Lira said flatly. "Can't even be hurt. They're zone
hazards, not enemies. You avoid them or you die. Period."

"You could have mentioned that before."

"I said run. You ran. You just didn't run fast enough." She shrugged. "Now you know. That
knowledge cost you some progress and some dignity, but you'll keep it forever. That's the
trade."

Frosthollow appeared on the horizon near sunset on the third day.

It was larger than Camp Last Hope—a proper town rather than a desperate outpost—but no
less grim. The walls were built from bones and frozen earth, reinforced with metal scavenged
from the ruins of the old world. Guard towers rose at regular intervals, manned by soldiers in
mismatched armor who watched the plains with the hollow eyes of people who'd seen too
much.

The gate was open, but a line of travelers waited to enter. You joined the queue, studying the
people around you.

They were a diverse lot. Warriors in heavy plate, mages in robes that crackled with contained
power, rogues in leathers so dark they seemed to absorb light. Some bore the marks of recent
battles—wounds still healing, armor still dented. Others looked fresh, untouched, with the
nervous energy of those who hadn't yet learned what this world would cost them.

And some—a few, here and there—bore something else.



Corruption.

You noticed it first on a woman near the front of the line. Her left arm was wrong, twisted in
ways that human limbs shouldn't twist, covered in scales that shimmered with an oily
iridescence. Her eyes, when she glanced back at the queue, were solid black with pinpricks of
orange light where pupils should be.

"Don't stare," Lira murmured, her voice low. "Corrupted ones don't like being stared at. And
you don't want to give them a reason to notice you."

"What happened to her?"

"Power happened. The Ashmother's gifts come with strings attached—always. Use them too
much, use them too freely, and they start to change you. Twenty percent corruption is
cosmetic. Forty percent is concerning. Sixty percent means most NPCs won't talk to you
anymore." She paused. "A hundred percent means you're not human anymore. Not really. Just
a demon wearing a human's memories."

"Can it be reversed?"

"Sometimes. Early on, at least. Holy water, cleansing rituals, expensive questlines that take
weeks to complete." Her burn scars seemed to pulse faintly. "'Past a certain point, though? No.
You're committed. You ride the corruption all the way to the end, or you die trying to get rid of
it."

"And the end is?"
"Power beyond imagining. Or madness beyond recovery. Usually both."

Torren grunted, drawing your attention to the gate. The line was moving. Guards were
checking arrivals, asking questions, examining gear. When your group reached the front, the
guard—a weathered man with sergeant's stripes and a mechanical arm that whirred when it
moved—Ilooked you over with the practiced eye of someone who'd evaluated a thousand
would-be heroes.

"Names and business," he said, his tone suggesting he'd asked this question approximately ten
million times.

"Kael. Lira. Torren." You gestured at your companions. "We're heading for the Iron Woods. Just
need supplies and rest."

"Tron Woods, huh?" The guard's mechanical arm clicked as he made a note on a battered
clipboard. "That's rough territory. Level thirty minimum if you don't want to be dead every ten
minutes. What are you now, eighteen? Twenty?"

"Twenty-two," you said, though you weren't entirely sure. The power you'd accumulated felt
substantial, but you had no real frame of reference.



"Hmm." The guard studied you for a long moment, then shrugged. "Your funeral. Just don't
come crying to us when the Screaming Trees decide to make music with your bones." He
stepped aside. "Welcome to Frosthollow. Try not to die inside the walls—paperwork's a
nightmare."

The interior of Frosthollow was a study in organized desperation.

Buildings crowded against each other, built from whatever materials had been available—
stone, wood, metal, bone. The streets were packed earth covered with ash that had been
trampled into something almost resembling pavement. Merchants hawked goods from stalls
that lined the main thoroughfare, their wares ranging from weapons and armor to potions and
spell components to things you couldn't identify and weren't sure you wanted to.

People moved with purpose, heads down, eyes scanning for threats even within the supposed
safety of the walls. There was no laughter here, no casual conversation, no children playing in
the streets. Everyone was a survivor, and survivors knew that letting your guard down was an
invitation to death.

"Blacksmith first," Torren said, pointing at a building that belched smoke from three separate
chimneys. ""Your copper sword is garbage. If we're going to the Iron Woods, you need real
steel."

"Can we afford real steel?"

Lira grinned. "We killed an Alpha Rime Hound. Its parts are worth enough to gear you properly.
Assuming Torren didn't eat all the valuable bits."

Torren's response was a grunt that might have been annoyance or amusement. With him, it
was hard to tell.

The blacksmith was a woman named Korva, built like a forge herself—all muscle and calluses
and controlled violence. Her left eye was missing, replaced by a gemstone that glowed with
inner fire, and her arms bore tattoos that seemed to move when you looked at them directly.

"Alpha Rime Hound materials," she said, examining the parts you'd brought. "Not bad. The
fangs are intact, which is rare. Usually people shatter them trying to pry them out." She looked
at Torren. ""Your work?"

"His." Torren pointed at you. "He landed the killing blow."

Korva's remaining eye evaluated you with new interest. "First Alpha kill? And you got clean
fangs? Either you're lucky or you're learning. Either way, I can work with this."

She produced a sword from beneath her counter—steel, real steel, with a blade that caught the
light like frozen water.



"This is the Frostfang pattern. Made from Rime Hound materials, tempered in cold-fire. It's a
level twenty-five weapon—bit above your current cap, but you'll grow into it. Does extra
damage to frost creatures, which you'll appreciate in the Woods."

"How much?"

""For the Alpha parts, plus the copper scrap you're carrying? Even trade." She smiled, revealing
teeth that had been filed to points. "Consider it an investment. You live long enough to kill
bigger things, you bring me bigger materials. Everyone profits."

The Frostfang felt like coming home.

The weight was perfect—heavier than the copper sword but balanced in a way that made it feel
like an extension of your arm. The edge was sharp enough to split falling ash, and the metal
hummed with contained power. When you swung it experimentally, the air itself seemed to
part before it.

"Now that's a weapon," Lira said approvingly. ""Almost makes up for your terrible technique."
"My technique is improving."
"From 'embarrassing' to 'merely bad' is still improvement, I suppose."

You spent the night in Frosthollow's only inn—a building called The Frozen Coin that had
clearly seen better days, better decades, and possibly better centuries. The rooms were small,
the beds were hard, and the walls were thin enough to hear every nightmare from neighboring
rooms.

But it was warm. It was safe. It was a chance to rest without one eye open for predators.
You dreamed of fire.

Not the fire of Lira's magic, controlled and purposeful. This was something else—something
vast and ancient and hungry. It burned in colors that had no names, and it spoke in a voice that
was the sound of souls being consumed.

"YOU GROW STRONGER," the fire said, and you knew with absolute certainty that you were
speaking to the Ashmother herself. "EACH DEATH TEACHES. EACH RESURRECTION BUILDS.
YOU ARE BECOMING SOMETHING MORE THAN HUMAN."

"What do you want from me?"

"WANT?" The fire laughed, and mountains crumbled somewhere beyond the dream. "I WANT
NOTHING. I AM BEYOND WANT. BUT I AM CURIOUS. YOU DIED SEVENTEEN TIMES IN THE
PASS AND NEVER CONSIDERED QUITTING. MOST BREAK BY THE FIFTH DEATH. WHAT
DRIVES YOU?"

"Tdon't know. I don't remember who I was."



"IRRELEVANT. WHO YOU WERE DIED IN THE ASH. WHO YOU ARE BECOMING IS ALL THAT
MATTERS." The fire seemed to study you, though it had no eyes. "YOU WILL FACE CHOICES
SOON. FACTIONS THAT WILL DEMAND YOUR ALLEGIANCE. POWERS THAT WILL OFFER
GIFTS WITH STRINGS ATTACHED. PATHS THAT WILL CLOSE FOREVER ONCE YOU CHOOSE."

"What should I choose?"

"THAT IS NOT MY CONCERN. CHOOSE POWER. CHOOSE PURITY. CHOOSE CORRUPTION.
CHOOSE NOTHING AND LET THE WORLD CHOOSE FOR YOU. ALL PATHS LEAD TO ME
EVENTUALLY. ALL DEATHS FEED MY FIRE. ALL MONUMENTS MARK MY DOMAIN."

The fire began to fade.

"KEEP DYING, ASHBORN. KEEP RISING. KEEP BUILDING YOUR LEGACY OF FAILURE AND
TRIUMPH. I WILL BE WATCHING. I AM ALWAYS WATCHING."

You woke to gray dawn and the distant sound of screaming.

Not the screaming of battle—something worse. Something stranger. A sound like trees being
tortured, like metal being bent past its breaking point, like a choir of the damned singing in
frequencies that made your teeth ache.

"The Iron Woods," Lira said, standing at the window of your room. "They're calling to us. The
trees can sense prey approaching." She turned, and her burns were glowing brighter than
usual. "That's where we're going. That's what we're facing. A forest that wants to kill you,
inhabited by things that want to kill you harder."

"Can we survive it?"

"Probably not." She smiled her too-many-teeth smile. "But we'll die interestingly. And our
monuments will warn those who come after. That's the best any of us can hope for."

Torren appeared in the doorway, his armor already strapped on, his shield already in hand.
"The gate opens at dawn. If we want to make the Woods before nightfall, we leave now."

You grabbed the Frostfang and followed your companions toward the next chapter of your
journey. Behind you, Frosthollow continued its grim existence—another waystation on the
road of monuments, another temporary refuge in a world that offered no permanent safety.

The screaming of the Iron Woods grew louder with every step.

And somewhere in the back of your mind, the Ashmother's fire continued to burn, patient and
eternal, waiting to see what you would become.




Chapter Three

The Screaming Forest

The Iron Woods announced themselves before you could see them.

The sound hit you like a physical force—a wall of noise that made your vision blur and your
teeth vibrate in their sockets. It was screaming, but not human screaming. It was the sound of
metal being tortured, of trees crying out in voices they should never have possessed, of a forest
that had learned to hate and never stopped hating since.

"EARPLUGS," Lira shouted, her voice barely audible over the cacophony. She was already
stuffing wax into her ears, her movements practiced and urgent. "NOW. BEFORE YOUR BRAIN
STARTS BLEEDING."

You fumbled for the plugs Korva had sold you back in Frosthollow—"You'll need these," she'd
said, "'unless you want to die from sound" —and jammed them into your ears with fingers that
were already trembling from the sonic assault.

The relief was immediate but incomplete. The screaming dulled to a roar, then to a rumble,
then to something almost bearable. You could still feel it in your bones, still sense the
malevolent frequency trying to shake you apart from the inside, but at least you could think
again.

"Five hundred damage per second," Torren said, his voice muffled by his own protection.
"That's what the sound does without plugs. Double that if you're close to a Screamer Tree.
Triple if you're close to a Choir."

"A Choir?"
"You'll know when you see one. Pray you don't."

The forest rose before you like a nightmare made manifest. The trees were wrong—
fundamentally, viscerally wrong. Their trunks were twisted metal, iron and steel grown
together in patterns that defied nature. Their branches were blades, their leaves were razors,
and their bark was etched with faces that moved when you looked at them directly.

The faces were screaming.

Every tree, every branch, every visible surface bore the contorted visages of the damned.
Mouths stretched wide in eternal agony, eyes squeezed shut against pain that would never end,
foreheads creased with suffering that had become their only identity. And from each mouth
came the sound—that horrible, constant, sanity-eroding sound.

"This used to be a normal forest," Lira said, leading the way into the metal nightmare. "Oak
and ash and elm. Birds in the branches, deer in the clearings, the whole pastoral package. Then
the Shattering happened."
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She ducked under a branch that swung toward her head, its blade-leaves whistling through the
air where her skull had been.

"The ash-fall changed everything. Metal from the destroyed cities mixed with the soil. Magic
from the broken rifts saturated the groundwater. The trees... evolved. Or devolved. Or just went
fucking insane. Hard to say which."

"Why do they scream?"

"Because they're in pain. Constant, eternal, inescapable pain. The metal hurts them, but they
can't stop growing it. The magic hurts them, but they can't stop absorbing it. They're trapped
in bodies that torture them every second of every day." Lira's burns pulsed with sympathetic
fire. "So they scream. And they want everything else to scream too."

The path through the Iron Woods was not a path at all. It was a suggestion, a hope, a prayer
that the trees might decide not to kill you for the next few feet. The metal trunks shifted
constantly, closing routes that had been open moments before, opening new passages that led
to ambushes or dead ends or things worse than either.

Navigation was impossible by sight. The fog that filled the forest was too thick, too gray, too
hungry. It swallowed light and distance and direction, leaving you blind in a world of blades
and screaming.

"Follow the sound," Torren said, taking point. His shield was raised, his stance ready for
attacks that could come from any direction. "The Screamer Trees are louder near the safe
paths. They're trying to drive prey away from the routes that lead out. So we go toward the
noise, not away from it."

"That's insane."
"That's the Iron Woods. Sanity is a liability here."
Your first death came within the hour.

A Sonic Stalker—a creature made of crystallized sound, visible only as a distortion in the fog—
caught you from behind. Its claws weren't claws at all, but concentrated frequencies that
vibrated through your armor like it wasn't there and shook your organs until they ruptured.

The pain was unlike anything you'd experienced. It was inside you, resonating through every
cell, turning your body into an instrument of its own destruction. You tried to scream, but the
sound was stolen from your throat, added to the Stalker's arsenal, used to kill you faster.

"KAEL — Thought silence was safety. The silence is where they hide."

You woke at the forest's edge, your ears ringing with phantom frequencies, your body intact
but your confidence shattered. Lira and Torren were waiting, their expressions grim but
unsurprised.



"Sonic Stalkers hunt by echolocation," Lira explained. "They're attracted to quiet. If you stop
making noise, they find you. If you make too much noise, the trees find you. The trick is to stay
in the middle—just enough sound to hide from the Stalkers, not enough to wake the trees."

"How am I supposed to know what 'enough' is?"
"Die a few more times. You'll figure it out."
You died four more times before you reached the first wayshrine.

Once to a pack of Resonance Hounds—beasts whose howls could shatter steel and whose teeth
were tuned to frequencies that bypassed armor entirely. Once to a Screamer Tree that had
disguised itself as a safe passage, then closed around you like a metal maiden. Once to a section
of ground that had looked solid but was actually a pit of razor-leaves, waiting for prey. And
once—memorably—to your own weapon.

The Frostfang, it turned out, rang at a frequency that attracted Sonic Stalkers. Every swing was
a dinner bell. Every kill was an announcement of your location to everything within earshot.
You learned to muffle the blade with cloth strips between strikes, trading damage for survival.

"KAEL — His sword was literally calling death. Points for irony."

"KAEL — Fell into the obvious trap. They're always obvious in hindsight."
"KAEL — Got eaten by the path. The path eats people here."

"KAEL — Killed by his own echo. The forest has a sense of humor."

The wayshrine was a small clearing where the trees had been beaten back by some ancient
force. The ground was stone rather than metal-saturated soil, and the fog was thinner here—
thin enough to see the sky, or what passed for sky in this perpetual twilight.

A fire burned in the center, its flames green and cold, giving off light but no heat. Around it sat
a handful of other travelers—survivors, like you, who had made it this far and were gathering
strength for the next push.

"First time in the Woods?" A woman with mechanical arms looked you over with the practiced
eye of a veteran. Her limbs clicked and whirred as she moved, gears visible through gaps in the
metal casing. '"You've got that shell-shocked look. The one that says the world stopped making
sense about three hours ago."

"Something like that."

"It gets worse." She smiled without humor. "The outer Woods are just the warm-up. Screamer
Trees and Stalkers and Hounds—those are the easy threats. Deeper in, you get the
Conductors."

"Conductors?"



"The trees have a hierarchy. Most of them just scream randomly—pain and rage and madness,
all mixed together. But some of them learned to organize the sound. To shape it. To use it as a
weapon instead of just an expression of suffering." She gestured at her mechanical arms. "'Lost
my originals to a Conductor's crescendo. The sound literally vibrated my bones apart. These
replacements cost me two years of grinding and a favor I'm still paying off."

Torren sat beside you, his shield laid across his knees. The metal surface was scored with new
scratches—sonic damage, you realized, from attacks that had hit him instead of you.

"The Conductor is the zone boss," he said quietly. "It controls a section of the forest called the
Resonance Chamber. To pass through to the Cradle, we have to go through its territory. And to
go through its territory..."

"We have to kill it," you finished.

"Or it kills us. Repeatedly. Until we learn its patterns or give up." He met your eyes. '"Most give
up. The Conductor has driven more heroes back to the starter zones than any other boss in the
outer regions."

"But not you."

"Not yet." He almost smiled. "I've fought it three times. Died twice. The third time, I ran. I'm
not proud of that, but I'm alive to try again."

You spent the night at the wayshrine, sleeping in shifts, listening to the distant screaming and
the not-so-distant sounds of things hunting in the fog. Your dreams were filled with metal and
sound and faces that wouldn't stop screaming.

The next morning, Lira outlined the plan.

"The Resonance Chamber is three hours deeper into the Woods. The path is semi-stable—the
Conductor likes its prey to actually reach it, so the trees don't shift as much near its territory.
The challenge isn't getting there. It's surviving once you arrive."

"What do we know about the fight itself?"

"The Conductor is a Screamer Tree that grew wrong. Or right, depending on your perspective.
It's massive—sixty feet tall, with branches that span the entire chamber. It can't move, but it
doesn't need to. Its attacks are all sound-based."

She drew a rough diagram in the ash at her feet.

"Phase one: the Overture. It tests your defenses with standard sonic blasts. High damage, but
predictable patterns. You can dodge if you're fast, or block if you're Torren."

"T'm not Torren."



"Then be fast." She drew more lines. ''Phase two: the Movement. It starts using the smaller

trees as amplifiers. The whole chamber becomes a weapon. Sound comes from everywhere,

ricochets off surfaces, creates interference patterns that can stun or disorient. This is where
most parties wipe."

"And phase three?"
Lira hesitated. It was the first time you'd ever seen her hesitate.

"The Crescendo. The Conductor stops holding back. It... sings. Not screaming anymore—actual
music, if you can call it that. A harmony that targets something deeper than flesh. Something
in your soul. People who hear the Crescendo and survive describe it as..." She trailed off,
searching for words. ""Imagine every regret you've ever had, every failure, every moment of
shame or fear or despair, all condensed into a single note. And that note plays inside your head
until you die or it stops."

"How do we make it stop?"

"Kill the Conductor before the Crescendo reaches full power. You have about thirty seconds
from when it starts singing to when the damage becomes unsurvivable. Thirty seconds to end a
fight that most parties can't finish in thirty minutes."

Torren rose, his shield strapped to his arm, his face set in determination. ""Then we'll have to
be faster than most parties."

The path to the Resonance Chamber was exactly as Lira described —stable enough to follow,
dangerous enough to keep you paranoid. Screamer Trees lined the route like an honor guard of
the damned, their faces tracking your movement, their mouths shaping sounds that made your
earplugs struggle.

You killed what you could. Sonic Stalkers that got too close. Resonance Hounds that tried to
ambush from the fog. Smaller trees—saplings, if such a word could apply—that attempted to
grow across your path. Each kill fed you power, but the power felt tainted here, carrying echoes
of the sound that permeated everything.

By the time you reached the chamber, you were stronger than you'd ever been.
It wasn't enough.

The Resonance Chamber was vast—a natural amphitheater carved from the forest itself, with
walls of metal trees and a floor of crystallized sound. At its center stood the Conductor.

It was beautiful.



That was the worst part. Despite everything—the screaming, the death, the madness—the
Conductor was beautiful. Its trunk was polished steel, gleaming even in the dim light. Its
branches spread like arms raised in benediction. Its face—singular, unlike the lesser trees—
was serene, almost peaceful.

And its mouth was open in a silent note that you could feel vibrating in your bones.

"Spread out," Lira commanded, her hands already burning with gathered fire. "Remember the
phases. Watch each other's positioning. And when the Crescendo starts—"

The Conductor's eyes opened.

They were stars. Actual stars, burning with the light of distant suns, focused on you with an
intensity that made your soul want to crawl out of your body and run.

The Overture began.

Sound erupted from the Conductor in waves—visible waves, distortions in the air that rippled
outward like stones dropped in water. The first wave hit Torren's shield and shattered against
it, the sonic energy dispersing harmlessly. The second wave went around him, splitting to
target you and Lira separately.

You dove. Rolled. Came up swinging at nothing because the wave wasn't something you could
hit. It passed through you, and every joint in your body screamed in protest.

"DAMAGE PATTERNS!" Lira shouted, hurling fire at the Conductor's trunk. The flames
splashed against the metal and scattered, doing minimal damage but forcing the tree to focus
on defense. "LEFT-RIGHT-CENTER-LEFT!"

She was right. The waves had a pattern—Ileft side, right side, center, left side again. Once you
knew the sequence, you could position yourself to minimize exposure. The damage was still
significant, but it was survivable.

"Phase two incoming!" Torren warned.

The smaller trees around the chamber began to vibrate. Their branches aligned, their faces
synchronized, and suddenly the single source of sound became a dozen. A hundred. The entire
chamber was singing, and the song was designed to kill.

Ricochets of sonic energy bounced from surface to surface, creating a three-dimensional maze
of death. You couldn't track it all—there was too much, coming from too many directions—so
you stopped trying. Instead, you focused on the Conductor itself, closing the distance while
Lira provided covering fire and Torren absorbed what he could.

Your Frostfang bit into metal bark, and the Conductor screamed.



It was different from the other trees. Deeper. More resonant. More angry. The sound knocked
you back, sent you tumbling across the crystallized floor, stole the breath from your lungs and
the strength from your limbs.

But you'd done damage. Real damage. A gash in the Conductor's trunk that wept sap like
golden blood.

"AGAIN!" Lira's fire had found a weak point in the bark, charring through to the vulnerable
wood beneath. "HIT THE SAME SPOT!"

You charged back in.

The next few minutes were chaos. Attack, dodge, attack, take hits you couldn't avoid, feel your
health dropping and your power surging as the battle reached its peak. Torren went down once
—a concentrated blast that overwhelmed his shield—but he was up again before the Conductor
could follow up, his face bloody but his resolve unbroken.

Lira's arms were covered in new burns, her fire pushing the limits of what her body could
channel. She was screaming too, now, her voice adding to the cacophony, but her screams were
defiance rather than pain.

And you—you were dancing on the edge of death, closer than you'd ever been, feeling the
Frostfang carve pieces from a god of sound while your body broke and healed and broke again.

Then the Conductor opened its mouth.
The Crescendo began.

It wasn't sound anymore. It was memory. It was regret. It was every moment of failure you'd
ever experienced, compressed into a single endless note that played directly in your soul. You
saw your monuments—all of them—{flashing before your eyes. You felt every death, every
mocking inscription, every moment of weakness and despair.

And beneath it all, you heard the Ashmother's voice:
"THIRTY SECONDS, ASHBORN. SHOW ME WHAT YOU'VE LEARNED."
You ran.

Not away from the Conductor—toward it. Straight into the heart of the Crescendo, where the
sound was loudest and the pain was worst. Your vision went white. Your thoughts went silent.
Your body stopped being something you controlled and became something that moved on pure
instinct.

The Frostfang rose.

The Frostfang fell.



The Conductor's face—that serene, beautiful face—split in two as your blade found the core of
wood hidden beneath the steel. The Crescendo cut off mid-note, leaving a silence so profound
it was almost painful.

And then the tree began to fall.

Sixty feet of metal and sound and suffering, crashing down in slow motion, its branches
shattering on impact, its lesser trees screaming in sympathetic agony. The whole forest
seemed to shudder as its Conductor died.

You collapsed beside the corpse, too exhausted to move, too drained to feel anything except a
profound, hollow victory.

Lira's face appeared above you, her burns still glowing, her smile still too wide. "Not bad, new
blood. Not bad at all."

Torren's hand closed on your arm, hauling you upright. "The Crescendo. You ran into it."
"T know."

""No one runs into the Crescendo."

"T know."

He stared at you for a long moment, something like respect—or maybe fear—in his scarred
face. "The Cradle of Embers is next. The Ashmother's wound. The place where this all started."
He paused. "Are you ready?"

You looked at the fallen Conductor, at the silent trees, at the path opening through the forest
toward whatever came next.

"No," you admitted. "But I'll die until I am."

Torren almost smiled. "That's the spirit."

Chapter Four
The Cradle of Embers

The silence after the Iron Woods was almost worse than the screaming.

You emerged from the forest's edge into a world of fire and ash, your ears still ringing with
phantom frequencies, your body still tense for attacks that came in waves of sound. But here, in
the Cradle of Embers, the threats were different. Older. More primal.

Here, the world itself was burning.
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The Cradle stretched before you like a wound in the earth—a vast volcanic basin where rivers
of molten rock carved channels through blackite obsidian and basalt terraces rose like steps
toward something terrible at the center. The sky was red here, permanently red, stained by the
glow of a thousand fires that had never stopped burning since the Shattering.

The heat hit you like a wall. Even at the basin's edge, miles from the central caldera, the air
shimmered with temperatures that would have been lethal in the old world. Your skin prickled.
Your armor grew warm against your flesh. Your lungs protested each breath of superheated air.

"Welcome to ground zero," Lira said, and for once there was no mockery in her voice. Her
burns were glowing brighter than you'd ever seen them, but not from magic—from resonance.
Something in this place was calling to the fire inside her. ""This is where it happened. Where
Alric broke the world. Where the Ashmother was born."

"I can feel her," you said, and it was true. There was a presence here, vast and patient and
utterly aware of your existence. It pressed against your consciousness like a hand resting on
your shoulder, neither threatening nor welcoming, simply... present. Watching. Waiting.

"Everyone can feel her here. The closer you get to the wound, the stronger it becomes." Lira
started down the slope toward the basin floor, her steps careful on the unstable volcanic rock.
"Some people go mad from it. Others find clarity. Most just die before they figure out which one
they're getting."

Torren was already sweating beneath his armor, his massive frame struggling with heat
designed to break lesser warriors. But he didn't complain. He never complained. He simply
adjusted his shield and followed, his footsteps leaving deep impressions in the ash.

"Ambient damage," he warned. "Two hundred per second in the open areas. More near the lava
rivers. We need to move between cover—the obsidian formations block enough heat to let us
recover."

"And if there's no cover?"

"Then we burn. And we keep moving. And we hope we reach shelter before the burning kills
us."

Your first hour in the Cradle was an education in heat management.

The basin was dotted with obsidian formations—natural spires and walls of black volcanic
glass that provided blessed relief from the constant ambient damage. The trick was plotting a
path from cover to cover, minimizing exposure while still making progress toward the center.

It was like the world's most lethal puzzle game.

Sprint from this spire to that one—fifteen seconds of exposure, three thousand damage taken.
Rest in the shadow until your health recovered. Scout the next route. Sprint again. Repeat until
you reached your destination or miscalculated and died.



You miscalculated twice.

The first time, you underestimated the distance between two formations. The heat caught you
in the open, your health dropping faster than you could process, your vision going red at the
edges as your body began to cook inside your armor. You made it to cover with perhaps two
seconds of life remaining, collapsing against the cool obsidian while your companions watched
with expressions of professional concern.

The second time, the cover moved.

What you'd thought was an obsidian formation was actually an Ember Elemental in
hibernation—a creature of living flame and volcanic rock that woke very unhappy about being
used as shade. Its first attack was a wave of fire that made the ambient damage seem like a
pleasant breeze.

"KAEL — Mistook a monster for a rock. The rock was offended."

"The elementals sleep during the day cycle," Lira explained after you respawned at a
wayshrine carved into the basin wall. "They're dormant when the heat is highest—conserving
energy, maybe, or just waiting for prey stupid enough to seek shelter in exactly the wrong
place."

"How do I tell the difference between a real formation and a sleeping elemental?"

"Real formations don't breathe. Watch for the expansion and contraction. It's subtle, but it's
there." She demonstrated, pointing at a distant spire. ''See how that one pulses slightly? Every
few seconds, it swells and contracts. That's an elemental. The one next to it is stable—safe to
approach."

You learned to see the breathing. You learned to read the heat shimmer, to identify the safe
paths, to move with the rhythm of the Cradle rather than against it. Each death taught you
something new, and each lesson brought you closer to the center.

Closer to the wound.
You found the first faction camp on the second day.

It was built into a massive obsidian cave—a natural shelter large enough to house several
hundred people, its entrance protected by walls of cooled lava and guards in armor that glowed
with protective enchantments. Banners hung from the cave mouth, depicting a clenched fist
surrounded by flames.

"Iron Guard," Torren said, his voice carefully neutral. "The demon-Kkillers. They've got the
biggest presence in the Cradle because they're the most willing to die for the cause."

"What cause?"



"Humanity. Pure and simple. No compromise with demons, no study of their powers, no
corruption under any circumstances. They believe the only way to survive is to kill every demon
in existence and then kill whatever made the demons." He paused. "It's not a bad philosophy.
It's just not a complete one."

The guards at the entrance watched your approach with suspicious eyes. Their leader—a
woman with captain's insignia and burn scars that covered half her face—stepped forward to
intercept you.

"Names and allegiance," she demanded. Her hand rested on a sword that crackled with holy
energy, the blade designed specifically to kill corrupted creatures.

"Kael. Lira. Torren. We're unaffiliated."

"Unaffiliated." The captain's eyes narrowed. "'In the Cradle, everyone picks a side eventually.
The Iron Guard, the Flame Scholars, or the Ember Legion. You can't stay neutral forever—the
corruption won't let you."

"We're just passing through. Heading for the wound."

Something flickered in the captain's expression—surprise, maybe, or grudging respect. "The
wound. You know what's there?"

"The Ashmother."

"The Ashmother's presence, yes. Her attention. Her... invitation." The captain's hand tightened
on her sword. "You understand that going to the wound means accepting her gaze? That she'll
see you—really see you—and whatever she sees will change you forever?"

"T've already spoken with her. In dreams."

The surprise was unmistakable now. The captain exchanged glances with her guards, then
stepped aside. '"You're either very brave or very foolish. The Iron Guard offers shelter to all who
fight the corruption, regardless of their ultimate allegiance. Rest here. Resupply. But know that
if you come back from the wound bearing her mark, you'll find a different welcome."

The interior of the cave was a revelation.

Hundreds of warriors trained in chambers carved from the obsidian, their movements precise
and deadly, their focus absolute. Forges burned with holy fire, producing weapons blessed
against demonic influence. Healers tended to the wounded, their magic carrying the clean
white light of purification rather than the tainted glow of corruption.

And everywhere, the banners. The clenched fist. The declaration of war against everything the
Ashmother represented.

"They're impressive," you admitted, watching a squad of soldiers run through combat drills
with mechanical precision.



"They're doomed," Lira said quietly. Her burns had dimmed since entering the cave, the holy
energy apparently suppressing whatever fire lived inside her. "They want to kill all the demons.
Every last one. Do you have any idea how many demons there are? How many rifts are still
open? How many new ones spawn every day from the corruption that saturates this world?"

She shook her head, and for a moment, her expression was almost sad.

"They'll fight until they're dead. All of them. And when they're gone, the demons will still be
here. The corruption will still be spreading. The world will still be broken." She looked at you.
"The Iron Guard is a monument to human stubbornness. Noble, maybe. But ultimately
pointless."

"You don't believe in fighting the corruption?"

"I believe in surviving it. There's a difference." She gestured at her burns. "'I've paid for my
power in flesh and pain. I'll pay more before I'm done. But I'm not going to pretend that there's
some final victory waiting at the end of all this sacrifice. There's just more survival. More
adaptation. More finding ways to live in a world that wants us dead."

"That's a bleak philosophy."

"It's an honest one. The Flame Scholars think they can understand the corruption and control
it. The Ember Legion thinks they can become the corruption and transcend it. The Iron Guard
thinks they can destroy the corruption and purify everything." Lira's smile was thin. "They're
all wrong. There is no solution. There's just the next day, and the next challenge, and the next
death that teaches you something you didn't want to know."

Torren had been listening silently, his face unreadable. Now he spoke.

"She's not entirely wrong. I've fought alongside all three factions at different times. The Iron
Guard has the most discipline. The Flame Scholars have the most knowledge. The Ember
Legion has the most power." He paused. "And they all die at roughly the same rate. The world
doesn't care about your philosophy. It just kills you if you're not strong enough to survive."

""So what do you believe in?"

"Companions.'" His scarred face softened slightly. ""People who watch your back. People who
pull you out of the fire when you fall. People who build monuments to your failures and then
help you learn from them." He met your eyes. "That's the only philosophy that's ever worked
for me."

"And the corruption? The demons? The Ashmother?"

"Obstacles. Challenges. Things to survive and learn from." He shrugged. "The world is what it
is. You can rage against it, study it, embrace it, or just endure it. But you can't change it. Not
fundamentally. All you can do is become strong enough to carve out a space for yourself and
the people you care about."



You spent the night thinking about their words. About the Iron Guard's futile nobility and the
Flame Scholars' dangerous curiosity and the Ember Legion's terrible power. About Lira's bitter
pragmatism and Torren's quiet dedication.

About what you believed. About what you were willing to pay.

"The corruption," you said to Lira as dawn approached. "You mentioned percentages. How do
they work?"

"It's a measurement of how much of the Ashmother's power has seeped into your soul.
Everyone in the Cradle has some—you can't breathe this air without absorbing traces of it. The
question is how much you allow to accumulate."

She pulled out the device again—a crystalline scanner that glowed faintly when she activated
it.

"You're at twelve percent. Cosmetic threshold is twenty—that's when people start to notice
visible changes. Scales, odd colorations, eyes that don't quite look right. Functional threshold
is forty—that's when the changes become permanent. No amount of cleansing will remove
them completely."

"And you?"

"Thirty-one." She said it matter-of-factly, without shame or pride. "I crossed the cosmetic
threshold years ago. These burns aren't just magical damage—they're corruption expressing
itself through fire. If I cleansed completely, I'd lose half my power. So I manage it. Keep it
below forty. Accept the cost."

"What about Torren?"

"Ask him yourself. It's considered rude to scan someone without permission."
Torren glanced over at the question. After a moment, he held out his arm.
"Check if you want. I don't hide it."

Lira scanned him. The device flickered, then displayed a number.
"Twenty-three. Higher than I expected, given how much he uses holy weapons."

"The corruption comes from many sources,' Torren said. ""Fighting demons. Absorbing their
power when they die. Living in places like this, where it saturates everything. Even the Iron
Guard's best warriors carry some. They just don't talk about it."

"Power has a price," you said, echoing what Lira had said earlier.
"Power has a price. Always."

"Which faction do you support?"



"None of them. All of them. I've worked with each at different times, taken their resources,
learned their techniques. But I won't pledge allegiance to any cause that might require me to
kill the others." Her smile was sad. "We're all trying to survive the same apocalypse. Seems
stupid to fight each other while we're doing it."

You spent three days at the Iron Guard camp, recovering strength, gathering supplies,
preparing for the final push to the wound. The soldiers tolerated your presence without
welcoming it, their suspicion of anyone heading toward the Ashmother obvious but unspoken.

On the third night, you dreamed again.

The Ashmother's fire was stronger here, closer to its source, and the dream came with a clarity
that previous visions had lacked. You stood in a throne room of flames, and She sat before you
—forty feet of cinder and spite, her eyes burning with the light of consumed souls.

"YOU APPROACH MY WOUND," she said. "YOU SEEK TO LOOK UPON THE PLACE WHERE I
WAS BORN. TO UNDERSTAND WHAT ALRIC CREATED WHEN HE SHATTERED THE ORB."

"I need to understand what I'm becoming."

"BECOMING?" Her laughter shook the dream-world. ""YOU ARE BECOMING ASHBORN. A
CHILD OF MY FIRE. A CREATURE WHO DIES AND RISES AND DIES AGAIN, GROWING
STRONGER WITH EACH CYCLE. THIS IS NOT A MYSTERY—THIS IS A GIFT."

"A gift that comes with corruption."

"ALL GIFTS HAVE COSTS. THE IRON GUARD PAYS IN RIGIDITY—THEY CANNOT ADAPT,
CANNOT GROW, CANNOT ACCEPT THAT THE WORLD HAS CHANGED. THE FLAME SCHOLARS
PAY IN MADNESS—THEY STUDY WHAT CANNOT BE UNDERSTOOD AND BREAK THEMSELVES
AGAINST THE UNKNOWABLE. THE EMBER LEGION PAYS IN HUMANITY—THEY BECOME
WHAT THEY EMBRACE AND LOSE WHAT THEY WERE."

She leaned forward, her presence overwhelming, her attention a weight that pressed against
your soul.

"WHAT WILL YOU PAY, KAEL? WHAT CURRENCY WILL YOU SPEND ON YOUR JOURNEY TO
POWER? RIGIDITY? MADNESS? HUMANITY?" Her smile was a furnace. "OR WILL YOU FIND
SOMETHING NEW? SOMETHING I HAVEN'T SEEN IN TWENTY YEARS OF WATCHING HEROES
BURN?"

"What do you want from me?"

"TWANT YOU TO SURVIVE. Il WANT YOU TO GROW. I WANT YOU TO DIE MAGNIFICENTLY AND
RISE GLORIOUSLY AND BUILD MONUMENTS THAT WILL STAND FOR A THOUSAND YEARS."
Her voice dropped to something almost tender. "I WANT YOU TO BECOME INTERESTING,
KAEL. MOST ASHBORN BURN OUT QUICKLY—A FEW MONTHS OF DYING AND RISING
BEFORE THEY QUIT OR GO MAD OR EMBRACE CORRUPTION TOO DEEPLY. BUT YOU..."



She reached out, and her finger—a spire of compressed ash and ember—touched your
forehead. The touch burned, but it was a clean burn, a clarifying pain.

"YOU HAVE SOMETHING DIFFERENT. A STUBBORNNESS THAT GOES BEYOND MERE
DETERMINATION. A WILLINGNESS TO RUN TOWARD THE CRESCENDO RATHER THAN AWAY.
[ FIND THIS... PROMISING."

"Promising for what?"

"FOR THE CHALLENGE THAT AWAITS. FOR THE TRIAL AT MY WOUND. FOR THE CHOICE YOU
WILL FACE WHEN YOU LOOK UPON THE PLACE WHERE I WAS BORN AND SEE WHAT LIES
BEYOND."

The dream began to fade.

"COME TO ME, KAEL. COME TO THE WOUND. BRING YOUR COMPANIONS, YOUR WEAPONS,
YOUR ACCUMULATED DEATHS. AND WHEN YOU STAND AT THE EDGE OF THE RIFT WHERE
REALITY BLEEDS, ASK YOURSELF ONE QUESTION..."

Her voice followed you into waking.
"ARE YOU WILLING TO PAY THE PRICE THAT NO ONE ELSE HAS BEEN WILLING TO PAY?"

You woke to find Lira and Torren already packed, already armed, already waiting. They didn't
ask about your dream. They didn't need to. The look on your face told them everything.

"The wound," Torren said. It wasn't a question.
"The wound," you confirmed.

The path from the Iron Guard camp to the central caldera was the most dangerous territory
you'd yet encountered. The ambient damage increased with every mile, climbing from two
hundred per second to five hundred to a thousand. The lava rivers grew wider, forcing longer
detours. The Ember Elementals were more numerous, more aggressive, more powerful.

And the corruption was everywhere.

It manifested as a pressure in your chest, a warmth that had nothing to do with the external
heat. You could feel it trying to seep into you, offering power in exchange for something you
couldn't quite define. The temptation was subtle but persistent, like an itch you couldn't
scratch.

"Your corruption is rising," Lira observed, checking a device strapped to her wrist. '"Twelve
percent. Nothing dangerous yet, but it'll climb faster the closer we get to the wound."

"What happens if it gets too high?"



"Below forty percent, you can cleanse it with effort. Holy water, rituals, expensive treatments.
Above forty, the changes become permanent. Above sixty, you stop being welcome in most
civilized places. Above eighty..." She trailed off, glancing at a figure in the distance—a
humanoid shape that walked through the lava itself, apparently immune to damage that would
have killed you instantly. "Above eighty, you become something else entirely."

"And a hundred percent?"

"Then you belong to her. Completely. Irrevocably. You become a demon in truth, not just
appearance, and whatever you were before is just a memory that the new thing wears like a
mask."

The wound appeared on the horizon as the sun set—or what passed for sunset in the perpetual
red twilight of the Cradle. It was a tear in reality itself, a vertical slash of darkness that
stretched from the ground to the sky and pulsed with energy that made your eyes water and
your soul tremble.

Around it, the landscape was transformed. The volcanic rock had been replaced by something
crystalline and wrong, structures that seemed to exist in more dimensions than the human eye
could process. The lava didn't flow here—it spiraled, defying gravity, forming patterns that
suggested meaning without ever quite revealing it.

And at the base of the wound, sitting on a throne of cooled obsidian that still glowed with inner
heat, was a figure that could only be one thing.

The Ashmother.
Not a dream. Not a vision. Not a voice in your head.
Her. In the flesh. In the cinder. In the terrible, magnificent reality of a god made manifest.

She was smaller than in your dreams—perhaps twenty feet tall rather than forty—but the
reduction in size only concentrated her presence. Her eyes fixed on you across the distance,
and you felt yourself known in a way that nothing had ever known you before. Every death.
Every monument. Every moment of weakness and strength and determination and despair.

She saw it all.

And she smiled.

"AT LAST," her voice carried across the devastated landscape without needing to be raised,
"THE INTERESTING ONE ARRIVES. COME CLOSER, KAEL. COME AND SEE WHAT YOU'VE
BEEN DYING TO UNDERSTAND."

Lira and Torren flanked you, their weapons ready, their faces set with determination that
couldn't quite hide their fear.

"Whatever happens,' Torren said quietly, "we face it together."



"Together," Lira agreed, her hands burning with fire that seemed pale and weak compared to
what waited ahead.

You took a step forward.
Then another.
Then another.

Toward the wound. Toward the Ashmother. Toward whatever truth waited at the heart of this
broken world.

And somewhere deep inside you, the corruption pulsed with something that felt almost like
anticipation.

Chapter Five
The Trial of Cinders

The Ashmother waited with the patience of extinction.

Each step toward her throne was a battle against instincts screaming at you to run. The
corruption in your chest pulsed harder with every foot of ground covered, climbing from twelve
percent to fifteen to eighteen. You could feel it changing you—subtle shifts in perception,
moments where the lava looked beautiful rather than deadly, heartbeats where the heat felt
welcoming rather than hostile.

Lira's device beeped warnings she ignored. Torren's shield arm trembled with the effort of not
raising his defense. Neither of them spoke. There was nothing to say that the Ashmother
wouldn't already know.

Twenty feet from her throne, you stopped. The heat here was absolute—not damage per
second but simply the edge of what flesh could endure without immediately igniting. Your
armor glowed faintly. Your skin felt tight. Your eyes watered from proximity to a being made of
compressed fire and spite.

"KAEL." Her voice was the sound of civilizations burning. "LIRA. TORREN. THREE WHO HAVE
DIED MANY TIMES AND RISEN EACH TIME STRONGER. THREE WHO HAVE CROSSED THE
CRADLE TO STAND WHERE FEW DARE TO STAND."

She rose from her throne, and the world shuddered. At full height, she towered above you—
twenty feet of ash and ember and the accumulated souls of millions who had died in Alric's
wars. Her eyes were suns. Her smile was the death of hope.

"DO YOU KNOW WHY I PERMIT THIS? WHY I ALLOW ASHBORN TO APPROACH MY WOUND,
TO LOOK UPON THE PLACE WHERE I WAS BORN? WHY I DO NOT SIMPLY BURN YOU WHERE
YOU STAND?"
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"Because you want something from us," you said. Your voice came out steady, which surprised
you. "Something that requires us to choose rather than obey."

Her laughter was warm—genuinely warm, not the sardonic cruelty you'd expected. "CLEVER.
YES. I WANT SOMETHING.  WANT ENTERTAINMENT.  WANT MEANING.  WANT HEROES
WHO EARN THEIR DEATHS RATHER THAN SIMPLY RECEIVING THEM."

She gestured, and the wound behind her pulsed with sickening light.

"TWENTY YEARS AGO, ALRIC SHATTERED THE HEARTFLAME ORB AND TORE A HOLE IN
REALITY. I WAS BORN FROM THAT WOUND—COMPRESSED SOULS, COMPRESSED RAGE,
COMPRESSED SUFFERING GIVEN FORM AND PURPOSE. BUT I WAS NOT ALONE."

The wound rippled, and images formed in its darkness. You saw things that shouldn't exist—
entities of pure concept, beings that existed in dimensions humanity couldn't perceive,
intelligences vast and cold and utterly alien.

"THE WOUND BLEEDS INTO OTHER REALMS. OTHER HELLS. OTHER HEAVENS. THE DEMONS
THAT PLAGUE YOUR WORLD COME THROUGH THIS TEAR, AND THEY WILL KEEP COMING
UNTIL THE WOUND IS SEALED OR THE WORLD IS CONSUMED." Her eyes fixed on you with
terrible intensity. "ALRIC WANTED TO SEAL THE RIFTS. HE FAILED. BUT THE POSSIBILITY
REMAINS."

"You're saying we can close the wound?"

"T AM SAYING SOMEONE CAN. EVENTUALLY. PERHAPS. BUT NOT AS YOU ARE NOW. NOT AS
FLESH AND DETERMINATION AND ACCUMULATED POWER. TO FACE WHAT LIES BEYOND
THE WOUND REQUIRES TRANSFORMATION. TRANSCENDENCE." She paused.
"CORRUPTION."

Lira stepped forward, her burns blazing. "You're asking us to become demons."

"T AM ASKING YOU TO BECOME MORE THAN HUMAN. THERE IS A DIFFERENCE, THOUGH
THE LINE IS THIN AND EASY TO CROSS IN THE WRONG DIRECTION." The Ashmother turned
her attention to Lira with something like curiosity. ''YOU ALREADY UNDERSTAND THIS,
PYROMANCER. THE FIRE INSIDE YOU IS NOT HUMAN FIRE. IT BURNS WITH SOMETHING
BORROWED FROM REALMS BEYOND. YOU HAVE TASTED CORRUPTION AND FOUND IT...
ACCEPTABLE."

Lira said nothing, but her silence was confirmation.

"THE TRIAL I OFFER IS SIMPLE," the Ashmother continued. "SURVIVE WHAT I SHOW YOU.
WITNESS THE TRUTH OF WHAT YOU ARE AND WHAT YOU MIGHT BECOME. AND THEN
CHOOSE—KNOWING THE COST—WHETHER TO CONTINUE ON THIS PATH OR RETREAT TO
SAFETY AND MEDIOCRITY."

"And if we fail?"



"THEN YOU DIE. AND RISE. AND TRY AGAIN, OR DON'T. THE CHOICE IS ALWAYS YOURS." Her
smile returned, terrible and beautiful. "THAT IS THE GIFT OF BEING ASHBORN. YOU CAN
ALWAYS CHOOSE. EVEN WHEN EVERY CHOICE LEADS TO FIRE."

She raised her hand, and reality fractured around you.
The Trial of Cinders was not a fight.
[t was a memory.

You stood in Solhaven on the night of the Shattering, watching through eyes that weren't yours
as King Alric raised the Heartflame Orb above the altar. You felt his desperation, his grief, his
absolute certainty that this was the only way to save his people. You understood, in that
moment, why he had done it.

And then you felt him die.

Not the death of flesh—that would have been merciful. You felt his consciousness shatter as

the Ashmother rose from the flames, felt his soul compress into the eternal burning that was
the Flame Tyrant's existence. You felt twenty years of agony condensed into a single endless
moment of awareness without escape.

The vision shifted.

You were a scholar now, chanting the forbidden syllables, feeling your blood boil and your
bones ignite. You were a guard, watching your armor fuse with your melting flesh. You were a
child in the streets, looking up as the sky caught fire, feeling confusion rather than fear
because you were too young to understand that the world was ending.

You died a thousand deaths in the space of a heartbeat.

And then you were yourself again, standing in the Cradle, tears streaming down your face—
tears that evaporated before they could fall.

Lira was on her knees beside you, her entire body wracked with sobs she couldn't control.
Torren stood rigid, his face a mask of suppressed horror, his hands gripping his shield so
tightly the metal was buckling.

"THAT IS WHAT ALRIC CREATED," the Ashmother said, her voice almost gentle. "THAT IS
THE SUFFERING THAT GAVE ME BIRTH. EVERY DEATH YOU EXPERIENCE, EVERY
RESURRECTION YOU ENJOY, DRAWS POWER FROM THAT MOMENT. YOU ARE SUSTAINED BY
THE AGONY OF MILLIONS."

"Why?" The word tore from your throat. ""Why show us this?"



"BECAUSE YOU MUST UNDERSTAND WHAT YOU ARE. THE ASHBORN ARE NOT HEROES IN
THE TRADITIONAL SENSE. YOU ARE NOT CHOSEN. YOU ARE NOT BLESSED. YOU ARE
PARASITES FEEDING ON THE GREATEST TRAGEDY IN HUMAN HISTORY." She leaned closer,
her presence overwhelming. ""AND THAT IS EXACTLY WHY YOU MIGHT SUCCEED WHERE
OTHERS HAVE FAILED."

"Tdon't understand."

"THE HEROES WHO CAME BEFORE YOU BELIEVED THEY WERE RIGHTEOUS. THEY BELIEVED
THEIR CAUSE WAS JUST, THEIR METHODS PURE, THEIR VICTORY ASSURED. THEY DIED
BELIEVING THEMSELVES GOOD." The Ashmother's eyes blazed brighter. "YOU KNOW
BETTER. YOU KNOW THAT YOUR POWER COMES FROM SUFFERING. THAT YOUR STRENGTH
IS BUILT ON SCREAMS. THAT EVERY LEVEL YOU GAIN IS PAID FOR IN BLOOD THAT WAS
NEVER YOURS."

She straightened, her full height reasserting itself.

"THE WOUND CANNOT BE CLOSED BY THE RIGHTEOUS. IT WAS OPENED BY HUBRIS AND
CAN ONLY BE CLOSED BY THOSE WHO UNDERSTAND HUBRIS. WHO HAVE TASTED IT. WHO
HAVE SURVIVED IT AND LEARNED FROM IT." Her smile was almost kind. "WHO HAVE DIED
ENOUGH TIMES TO KNOW THAT DEATH IS JUST ANOTHER LESSON."

The ground shook.

Not from the Ashmother—from something else. Something approaching through the wound,
drawn by the gathering of power and attention at its edge.

"AH," the Ashmother said, turning toward the tear in reality. "A DEMONSTRATION ARRIVES.
WATCH CAREFULLY, ASHBORN. THIS IS WHAT AWAITS THOSE WHO GROW POWERFUL
ENOUGH TO MATTER."

The wound pulsed, and figures emerged.

They were players—you recognized the telltale signs of Ashborn even at this distance. A raid
group, dozens strong, armed with weapons that crackled with power and wearing armor that
gleamed with enchantments. They moved with the coordinated precision of veterans, their
formation tight, their purpose clear.

They had come to challenge the Ashmother.
"Conscription," Lira whispered, her voice hollow. "We need to move. Now. Before she—"
The Ashmother's hand swept out, and the world stopped.

Not metaphorically. Actually stopped. The raid group froze mid-step. The lava ceased its spiral.
Even the light from the wound seemed to pause, hanging motionless in the superheated air.



"CONSCRIPTION," the Ashmother confirmed, "IS MY GIFT TO THOSE WHO WOULD
CHALLENGE ME. WHEN A RAID APPROACHES MY WOUND, I CHOOSE FROM AMONG THE
ASHBORN. ANY ASHBORN. ANYWHERE IN THE WORLD. AND I BRING THEM HERE TO STAND
WITH ME—OR AGAINST ME—AS THEY CHOOSE."

Her eyes swept across the frozen tableau, evaluating, calculating.
And then she chose.

A figure materialized in the frozen tableau—a warrior you'd never seen before, ripped from
whatever activity he'd been engaged in and deposited directly before the Ashmother's throne.
He was level sixty, his armor marking him as a veteran of countless battles, his weapons
glowing with power that made your Frostfang look like a child's toy.

He was also completely unprepared.

"CONSCRIPTION ACTIVE," the world announced, the words appearing not as sound but as
certainty stamped directly into consciousness. '"'VALDRIC IRONHEART HAS BEEN CHOSEN."

The warrior—Valdric—stumbled, his eyes wide with shock and dawning horror. "No. No, I was
just—I was crafting, I was nowhere near—"

"NOWHERE IS NEAR ME," the Ashmother said. "ALL PLACES ARE WITHIN MY REACH. ALL
ASHBORN ARE WITHIN MY GRASP." She gestured, and Valdric began to change.

It was not gradual.

His armor blackened, then burned, then reformed into something that was more carapace than
metal. His skin split and revealed fire beneath. His eyes exploded into flames that didn't
consume but transformed. His body grew—three feet, six feet, nine—until he towered above
the frozen raid group like a giant among mortals.

And his corruption hit one hundred percent in the space of a heartbeat.

"YOU ARE CONSCRIPTED," the Ashmother declared. "FOR THE NEXT TEN MINUTES, YOU ARE
MINE. FIGHT FOR ME. FIGHT AGAINST ME. FIGHT FOR YOURSELEF. THE CHOICE IS YOURS,
BUT FIGHT YOU MUST."

Time resumed.

The raid group unfroze to find a corrupted giant in their midst—one of their own, transformed
beyond recognition, radiating power that made their carefully planned assault suddenly and
terrifyingly inadequate.

What followed was chaos.



Valdric—the thing that had been Valdric—roared with a voice that shattered formations. His
first attack killed three raiders instantly, their bodies disintegrating under the force of
corrupted flame. The others scattered, their coordination broken, their tactics meaningless
against a threat they hadn't anticipated.

The Ashmother watched with the satisfied attention of a spectator at a sporting event.

"THIS IS CONSCRIPTION," she explained, her voice somehow audible over the sounds of battle.
"WHEN ASHBORN GROW POWERFUL ENOUGH TO THREATEN MY WOUND, I CONSCRIPT ONE
OF THEIR NUMBER TO STAND AGAINST THEM. THE CONSCRIPTED CAN FIGHT THE RAIDERS.
FIGHT ME. FIGHT BOTH. OR FIGHT NEITHER AND SIMPLY WITNESS."

"Why?" you asked again. "What's the point?"

"THE POINT IS CHOICE. THE POINT IS CONSEQUENCE. THE POINT IS THAT POWER COMES
WITH RESPONSIBILITY, WHETHER YOU WANT IT OR NOT." She smiled as Valdric tore
through another cluster of raiders. "THE CONSCRIPTED EARN TITLES BASED ON THEIR
ACTIONS. COWARD. ASCENDED. BETRAYER. VOLUNTEER. EACH PATH GRANTS PERMANENT
POWER. EACH PATH COSTS SOMETHING PRECIOUS."

"And when someone earns all the titles?"

The Ashmother's smile widened. "THEN THEY BECOME SOMETHING CLOSE TO WHAT I AM.
NOT A GOD—NEVER QUITE A GOD—BUT SOMETHING MORE THAN MORTAL. SOMETHING
THAT CAN STAND AT THE WOUND AND NOT BE DESTROYED. SOMETHING THAT MIGHT,
PERHAPS, FIND A WAY TO CLOSE IT."

The battle was ending. Valdric had killed most of the raid group—their bodies dissolving into
the experience and power that fed the Ashborn cycle—but the survivors had rallied. They were
focusing their attacks on the corrupted giant, whittling away at his transformed health,
pushing him toward the edge of defeat.

Valdric fell.

His massive form crashed to the ground, his corruption burning out, his body shrinking back
toward something resembling human. But he wasn't dead—not permanently. He would rise at
a wayshrine somewhere, diminished but alive, bearing one of the conscription titles.

"THE ASCENDED," the Ashmother pronounced. ""HE FOUGHT HONORABLY AND FELL. HIS
LEVEL IS PRESERVED. HIS POWER IS INCREASED. HIS MONUMENT WILL BURN WITH
PURPLE FLAMES FOR ALL TO SEE."

The surviving raiders collected themselves, their numbers halved but their determination
renewed. They turned toward the Ashmother, weapons raised, ready to continue the assault
they'd come for.

She raised an eyebrow.



"CONSCRIPTION ACTIVE," the world announced again. "SERANA DUSKBLADE HAS BEEN
CHOSEN."

Another figure materialized, ripped from the world's tapestry and deposited into the chaos.
Another transformation. Another corrupted giant rising to fight on the Ashmother's behalf.

"This could go on forever," Lira breathed.

"IT CAN," the Ashmother confirmed. "IT DOES. EVERY RAID FACES CONSCRIPTION. EVERY
CONSCRIPTION CREATES CHAOS. VICTORY REQUIRES NOT JUST DEFEATING ME, BUT
DEFEATING YOUR OWN KIND, TRANSFORMED AND TERRIBLE, WHILE STILL FINDING THE
STRENGTH TO CHALLENGE A GOD."

She turned back to you, and her attention was a physical weight.

"THIS IS WHAT AWAITS YOU, KAEL. THIS IS THE PATH YOU WALK. POWER SUFFICIENT TO
THREATEN ME. CONSCRIPTION WHEN YOU LEAST EXPECT IT. TRANSFORMATION INTO
SOMETHING YOU MAY NOT RECOGNIZE. AND—PERHAPS—TRANSCENDENCE."

"How long?" Your voice was hoarse. "How long until I'm ready?"

"THAT DEPENDS ON HOW MANY TIMES YOU'RE WILLING TO DIE. HOW MUCH CORRUPTION
YOU'RE WILLING TO ACCEPT. HOW MANY MONUMENTS YOU'RE WILLING TO BUILD ON THE
ROAD TO THIS THRONE." She gestured at the ongoing battle, at the raiders dying and rising
and dying again. "THEY ARE POWERFUL. THEY HAVE HUNDREDS OF DEATHS BETWEEN
THEM. THOUSANDS OF HOURS OF SUFFERING. AND STILL THEY FALL."

"But someone will eventually succeed."

"EVENTUALLY. PERHAPS. OR PERHAPS THE WOUND WILL CONSUME THE WORLD FIRST.
THE RACE IS ON, ASHBORN. THE CLOCK IS TICKING. AND YOU—" Her finger pointed directly
at your heart. "—ARE FAR, FAR BEHIND."

The trial was over.

The vision faded. The battle dissolved. You stood again at the edge of the Cradle, miles from the
wound, with Lira and Torren beside you and the weight of revelation pressing down on your
shoulders.

Your corruption had climbed to twenty-three percent. You could feel the changes—subtle but
undeniable. Colors were brighter. Sounds were sharper. The fire in your chest burned with
something that felt almost like hunger.

"The Hollow Forge," Torren said, breaking the silence. His voice was rough, his composure
cracked. "That's the next zone. Industrial nightmare. Demon factories. Chain Wardens who
manufacture suffering on an assembly line."

"And after that?"



"The Obsidian Wastes. Fallen angels. Aerial combat. Gravity that doesn't work the way it
should." He met your eyes. "And then the Bone City. And then Solhaven. And then—"

"And then her." You looked toward the distant glow of the wound. "Again and again until we're
strong enough or dead enough that it doesn't matter."

Lira's laugh was hollow but genuine. ""That's the spirit. Die until death becomes a strategy.
Suffer until suffering becomes strength. Burn until burning becomes beautiful."

She held out her hand, her burns glowing with fire that seemed different now—more
controlled, more purposeful.

"Welcome to the real game, Kael. Everything before this was tutorial. Now the dying gets
serious."

You took her hand. Torren placed his massive palm atop both of yours.
Three Ashborn. Hundreds of deaths between you. Thousands more to come.

And somewhere, at the wound where reality bled, the Ashmother watched and waited, patient
as extinction, hungry as fire.

The forge awaited.

And you were only beginning to understand how long the burning would last.

Chapter Six

The Hollow Forge

The descent into the Hollow Forge was a descent into industry's nightmare.

The entrance gaped in the mountainside like a wound that refused to heal —a massive archway
of blackite iron, its surface etched with chains that seemed to move when you looked away.
Heat poured from the opening in waves, carrying with it the sounds of hammering, screaming,
and the rhythmic pulse of machinery that had never stopped running since the Shattering.

"Two hundred degrees Fahrenheit," Lira said, checking her instruments. "And that's just the
entrance. Deeper in, it climbs to four hundred. Five hundred near the Assembly." Her burns
were glowing again, but differently now—not the sympathetic resonance of the Cradle, but
something more aggressive. Something that wanted out.

"The Hollow Forge was built before the Shattering," Torren explained, his voice carrying the
cadence of memorized history. "The dwarves carved it from the mountain's heart, created
forges hot enough to work starfire metal. When Alric broke the world, the demons found it.
Took it. Made it theirs."
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"What do they use it for?"

"Manufacturing." His scarred face twisted with something like disgust. "They build more
demons here. Not summoning—actual construction. Take souls, stuff them into bodies forged
from pain and metal, and send them through the rifts to whatever hell spawned them. It's an
assembly line of suffering."

The archway loomed above you, chains rattling in a wind that had no source. Carved into the
keystone were words in a language that predated humanity, but someone had scratched a
translation beneath them:

"WELCOME TO THE MACHINE"

You stepped inside.

The Hollow Forge was vast beyond comprehension. The entrance opened into a cavern so large
that the ceiling was lost in smoke and heat-haze, its walls lined with tiers of walkways and
platforms and production facilities that climbed toward infinity. Chains hung everywhere—
from the ceiling, from the walls, stretching between platforms like metallic spiderwebs. Some
held cargo. Some held prisoners. Some held things that had been prisoners once and were now
something else entirely.

The noise was overwhelming. Hammers striking anvils in discordant rhythm. Machinery
grinding with the patience of eternal operation. Screams—endless screams—from the souls
being processed into new forms. And beneath it all, a heartbeat. A pulse that seemed to come
from the mountain itself, as if the Forge was alive and hungry.

""Stay on the main paths," Torren warned. "The side passages lead to processing centers. You
don't want to see what happens there."

"T've seen the Shattering through Alric's eyes. I can handle—"

"No." His voice was flat, final. ""The Shattering was death. Quick, even when it wasn't clean.
What happens in the processing centers is worse. It's not death—it's transformation. They take
what you are and remake it into what they need. And you stay conscious the whole time."

You stayed on the main paths.
The Chain Wardens found you within the hour.

They were massive—ten feet tall, their bodies a fusion of demon flesh and forged iron, their
faces hidden behind masks of welded steel. Chains extended from their backs like mechanical
tentacles, each one tipped with hooks and blades and implements of restraint. They moved
with mechanical precision, their footsteps shaking the platform beneath you.

"UNAUTHORIZED PRESENCE DETECTED,' the lead Warden announced, its voice the sound of
grinding gears. "PROCESSING REQUIRED. RESISTANCE FUTILE. COMPLIANCE MANDATORY."



"I really hate compliance," Lira muttered, and threw fire.

The flames splashed against the Warden's chest and scattered—absorbed by metal designed to
withstand temperatures far higher than any Pyromancer could produce. The Warden didn't
even slow down. Its chains lashed out, seeking to bind, to capture, to drag you toward the
processing centers you'd been warned about.

Torren's shield caught the first chain, deflecting it into a wall where it embedded with enough
force to crack stone. ""They're immune to fire! Physical damage only!"

"Would have been nice to know earlier!" you shouted, dodging a second chain that whistled
past your ear. The Frostfang came up, its cold-forged edge biting into the Warden's arm with a
sound like shattering ice.

The Warden noticed.
"ANOMALY DETECTED. FROST-ASPECTED WEAPON. ADJUSTING THREAT ASSESSMENT."

Its attention shifted to you—entirely to you—and suddenly you understood what it felt like to
be the priority target in a fight you weren't ready for. Chains came from every direction, faster
than you could track, each one a binding promise of the processing centers waiting below.

You died in thirty-seven seconds.
"KAEL — Became the priority. Briefly."

The respawn point was a wayshrine hidden in an alcove off the main path, its protective wards
barely holding against the ambient hostility of the Forge. Lira and Torren were waiting, their
expressions a mixture of relief and frustration.

"The Wardens are heat-immune," Lira said, her voice tight. "My fire is useless against them.
Worse than useless—it draws their attention without doing damage."

"We need a new strategy," Torren agreed. "Or different weapons. Or both."

"What about corruption?'" The words left your mouth before you could stop them. Your
corruption sat at twenty-three percent—high enough to feel, not high enough to see. But there
were ways to push it higher. Ways to access power that the Wardens wouldn't expect.

Lira's eyes narrowed. "That's a dangerous path."

"This whole place is dangerous. The question is whether it's more dangerous than dying
repeatedly to things we can't hurt."

Torren was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was heavy. "I've been here
before. Years ago, with a different party. We tried pushing corruption to beat the Wardens. It
worked." He paused. "Two of us came out. One came out human. I spent six months cleansing
what I'd taken in, and some of it never came out."



"But you survived."

"Surviving isn't always the goal, Kael. Sometimes the goal is surviving as yourself." He met
your eyes. "But you're right. We need an edge. And corruption is an edge we haven't used yet."

The Forge offered corruption freely.

Unlike the Cradle, where corruption seeped slowly through proximity, the Hollow Forge had
nodes—places where corrupted energy pooled like toxic water, waiting to be consumed. They
glowed with a sickly light, pulsing in rhythm with the Forge's heartbeat, and approaching one
felt like standing at the edge of a cliff with the wind at your back.

"Twenty-three to thirty-three," Lira said, calculating. "That's enough for Demonic Rage—a
hundred percent damage boost for ten seconds. It'll cost you another five percent on
activation, but it might be enough to burn through a Warden's defenses."

"What's the threshold again?"

"Forty is permanent. Thirty-three keeps you in the reversible range, but just barely." She
touched her burns unconsciously. "I'm at thirty-one. Have been for years. It's... manageable.
But I can feel it sometimes. The fire wants more. It always wants more."

You approached the corruption node.

The sensation was indescribable—pleasure and pain blended together, power flooding your
system like lightning made liquid. Your vision flickered, showing you the world in different
spectrums for a moment: heat signatures, soul signatures, the flow of energy through the
Forge's machinery. You saw the Wardens as they truly were—not just constructs, but prisons.
Souls trapped in metal bodies, forced to serve, unable to die or escape.

Your corruption climbed to thirty-three percent.
"Enough," Torren said, pulling you back. "Any more and you won't be able to come back."

You weren't sure you wanted to come back. The power felt good. Right. Like this was what you
were always meant to be.

That thought scared you more than the Wardens.
The second engagement went differently.

The Warden squad found you on the same platform—they patrolled predictable routes, the
only predictable thing about them—but this time you were ready. Torren engaged first, his
shield drawing their initial attacks, his massive frame absorbing punishment that would have
killed lesser tanks. Lira supported with targeted strikes at joints and sensors, doing minimal
damage but creating openings.

And you—you waited.



The Wardens focused on the obvious threats. Torren's defiance. Lira's fire. They processed you
as secondary, a melee fighter without the corruption signature that would mark you as
dangerous.

They were wrong.

Demonic Rage activated with a roar that wasn't entirely your own. Your corruption spiked to
thirty-eight percent, and suddenly you were faster, stronger, deadlier than anything human
had a right to be. The Frostfang carved through the lead Warden's chest plate like it was paper,
finding the trapped soul beneath and liberating it in a shower of frozen sparks.

The second Warden turned too slowly. Your blade found the gap between helmet and neck-
guard, severing whatever passed for its spine. It crashed to the platform, still twitching, its
chains flailing without purpose.

The third Warden ran.

"Don't," Lira warned, seeing you tense to pursue. "The Rage is fading. You push too hard,
you'll crash in enemy territory."

She was right. The power was draining from your limbs, replaced by an exhaustion that went
deeper than muscle. Your corruption had climbed to thirty-nine percent—one point below
permanent. One point away from irreversible change.

"That was too close," Torren said, his voice grim. ""We can't use that strategy more than once
or twice before the math stops working."

"Then we need the Forgeflame." Lira pointed toward the depths of the Forge, where the heat
was greatest and the machinery was loudest. ""The Seven Flames grant permanent power
without the corruption cost. If we can claim the Forgeflame, we won't need to push the
boundaries again."

"What's the trial?"
"Survive the Assembly Line. Start to finish. Without dying."
She made it sound simple. Nothing in the Hollow Forge was simple.

The Burning Assembly was the Forge's heart—a vast production facility where demons were
manufactured in quantities that defied comprehension. Conveyor belts carried raw materials:
ore, flesh, captured souls. Furnaces smelted them together. Presses shaped the results. And at
the end of the line, finished demons stepped off the belt and marched toward the rifts.

To claim the Forgeflame, you had to walk the Assembly Line from beginning to end. Not
alongside it—on it. Riding the conveyor through furnaces hot enough to melt steel, past
presses that would crush anything that didn't duck, through quality control stations manned
by Wardens who eliminated anything that didn't belong.



"This is insane,'" you said, looking at the gauntlet before you.

"This is the point," Lira replied. "The Seven Flames aren't given—they're earned. The
Lifeflame requires surviving impossible cold. The Wardflame requires perfect performance.
The Forgeflame requires surviving the thing that makes demons."

""Has anyone actually done this?"

"Survivors exist. Legends exist. Whether they're the same people..." She shrugged. ""Only one
way to find out."

Torren went first.

He lasted forty-seven seconds—longer than you'd expected, shorter than you'd hoped. The
first furnace didn't kill him; his armor and constitution allowed him to push through the initial
heat. The first press didn't kill him; he was fast enough to duck beneath its descending weight.
But the quality control Warden was waiting on the other side, and Torren's dodge had left him
off-balance.

His monument appeared beside the Assembly Line:
"TORREN — Quality control found him deficient."
Lira went second.

Her fire immunity made the furnaces trivial —she walked through them like they were warm
baths—but the presses were mechanical, uncaring, impossible to burn. She made it sixty-three
seconds before a timing error caught her between two synchronized crushers.

"LIRA — Pressed for time. Lost."

You went third.

The conveyor belt moved at a steady pace—slow enough to react, fast enough to panic. You
could see the obstacles ahead: the furnace, the press, the Warden checkpoint, another furnace,
another press, a series of spinning blades, and then the final stretch where the newly-forged
demons received their corrupted souls.

The first furnace was agony. Your armor protected you somewhat, but the heat seeped through
every gap, every joint, every piece of exposed skin. You could feel your health dropping, your
vision blurring, your body screaming at you to stop, to jump off, to accept defeat.

You kept moving.

The first press came down like a hammer from god. You dove forward, feeling the displacement
of air as it missed you by inches. The Warden on the other side was ready—but you were ready
too. Demonic Rage flared to life, your corruption spiking, your sword moving faster than the
Warden could track.



It fell. You kept moving.

Second furnace. Hotter than the first, designed for the final tempering of demonic flesh. Your
armor began to glow, then to soften. You could feel it fusing to your skin in places, becoming
part of you rather than protection from you.

Your corruption climbed. Forty percent. Forty-one.
The point of no return passed, and you kept moving.

Second press. Spinning blades. A gap in the floor that dropped into machinery that would have
pulped you instantly. Each obstacle fell behind you, each survival raising your corruption
higher, each moment pushing you further from the human you'd been.

And then you reached the end.

The soul infusion station. Where captured spirits were forced into the bodies waiting on the
line. Where the final transformation occurred. Where demons were truly born.

The Forgeflame waited at the center—a pillar of fire that burned white-hot, untouched by the
corruption around it. Pure. Clean. Impossible.

You reached for it.
The fire embraced you.

Not burning—accepting. The Forgeflame poured into your soul, filling spaces you hadn't
known were empty, granting power that had nothing to do with corruption or suffering. For
one perfect moment, you were more than Ashborn. You were something the Forge had never
created before.

FORGEFLAME ACQUIRED: Active ability allows enhancement of any item for one hour. Passive
ability grants 50% increased crafting success. The fire of creation burns within you now, pure

and uncorruptible.
You stepped off the Assembly Line and collapsed.

Lira and Torren found you an hour later, curled beside the Forgeflame pillar, your armor still
smoking. Your corruption sat at forty-seven percent—permanently changed, irreversibly
altered, but somehow still you beneath the demon features that were beginning to emerge.

"You did it," Lira said, her voice carrying something like awe. ""You actually did it. No one's
claimed the Forgeflame in months. We thought the trial had become impossible."

"It nearly was." Your voice sounded different—deeper, resonant with harmonics that hadn't
been there before. "My corruption..."

"Is past the point of return," Torren finished. "Forty-seven percent. You're committed now,
Kael. Whatever path you walk, it leads toward the Ashmother rather than away."



"Was it worth it?"

You looked at the Forgeflame burning in your palm, at the power that had nothing to do with
death or suffering or the parasitic energy of the Ashborn cycle. It was clean fire. Creator's fire.
The first flame in the darkness rather than the last ember of a dying world.

"Yes," you said. "It was worth it."

Lira helped you to your feet, her burns glowing in sympathy with yours. ""The Obsidian Wastes
are next. Fallen angels. Aerial combat. The Graceflame trial requires flight without touching
ground." She paused. ""You'll need wings for that."

"Wings?"

Torren pointed at your back. ""Check your reflection when you get a chance. The corruption is
showing. You've got the beginning of something sprouting from your shoulder blades."

You reached behind yourself and felt them—small nubs of chitin and ember, barely formed,
but undeniably present. Wings. Demon wings. Growing from your flesh like they'd always been
there, waiting for enough corruption to emerge.

The Ashmother's gift, making itself visible at last.

"The Obsidian Wastes," you said, testing the weight of your transformed body, feeling the
Forgeflame burning pure within corruption that burned anything but. "Let's see what these
wings can do."

Chapter Seven

The Obsidian Wastes

The world turned to glass and grief.

You emerged from the Hollow Forge's upper exits into a landscape that stole your breath—not
from heat or cold or poison, but from sheer impossible beauty. The Obsidian Wastes stretched
to every horizon, a sea of black volcanic glass that reflected the purple-tinged sky like a mirror
the size of a continent. Every step you took showed you your own reflection, and your reflection
showed you what you were becoming.

wings.

They had grown during the journey through the Forge's upper passages, unfurling from your
shoulder blades in fits of pain and revelation. They weren't feathers—nothing so gentle. They
were membranes of ash and ember stretched over bones of crystallized corruption, veined with
fire that pulsed in rhythm with your heartbeat. When you moved them experimentally, heat
shimmered in the air behind you.
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"Beautiful," Lira breathed, and for once there was no irony in her voice. She was staring at the
Wastes, not at you, her burn-scarred face reflected a thousand times in the obsidian below.
"I've heard stories, but I never thought I'd actually see it."

"What happened here?" you asked.

"The angels fell." Torren's voice was hushed, reverent despite himself. "When Alric shattered
the Heartflame Orb, the blast didn't just create the Ashmother. It reached upward—into realms
that had been watching humanity for millennia without interfering. The celestials who saw
what Alric did... some of them tried to stop it. To contain the damage. To save what could be
saved."

He pointed at the horizon, where something massive lay half-buried in the black glass—a
shape that might have been a wing, if wings came the size of mountains.

"They failed. The Ashmother's birth-scream knocked them from the sky. They fell here, and
where they landed, the earth turned to glass. Their grace bled into the ground, and the ground
has never forgotten."

"Are they still alive?"

"Some of them. Sort of. The Seraph Remnant patrols these skies—what's left of the angels who
survived the fall. They're not what they were. The impact broke them. The corruption changed
them. But they remember being holy, and they remember falling, and they hate everything that
reminds them of either."

As if summoned by his words, something screamed in the distance. Not a human scream—
something higher, purer, more agonized. The sound of a divine being forced to confront its
own diminishment.

"We need to move," Lira said. "The Remnant hunts anything that walks the Wastes. On foot,
we're targets."

"On foot?"

She looked at your wings, then at her own back, where smaller protrusions were beginning to
emerge through her scarred skin. "Corruption has its advantages. The Wastes demand aerial
travel. Fortunately, we're becoming equipped for it."

Your first flight was a disaster.

The wings knew what they wanted to do—some instinct buried in the corruption understood
the mechanics of lift and thrust and maneuver. But your mind couldn't process it. You pushed
off from the obsidian surface, felt the wings catch air, and immediately panicked as the ground

dropped away.

The crash created a crater of shattered glass and wounded pride.



"KAEL — Discovered that flying requires practice. The ground provided feedback."

"Again," Torren said, hauling you upright. His own wings were larger than yours—he'd been
carrying more corruption for longer—and he moved them with the ease of long familiarity.
"The trick is not to think about it. Let the corruption guide you. It knows what it's doing."

"That's what worries me."
"It should. But worry later. Right now, fly."

You flew.

Not well —not gracefully—but you flew. The wings beat in patterns your conscious mind
couldn't have orchestrated, finding currents of warm air rising from the sun-heated glass,
riding them upward in spirals that made your stomach lurch. The world spread out beneath
you: endless black mirror, shattered only by the corpses of fallen celestials and the strange
spires of crystallized grace that grew from their remains.

"Better," Lira called, pulling alongside you. Her flight was more controlled than yours, more
practiced. She'd been pushing her corruption longer, had more time to adapt to what it gave
her. "Now try actually going somewhere instead of just not falling."

The Wastes were navigable only from the air. The obsidian surface was treacherous—sharp
edges that could slice through boots, hidden fissures that dropped into underground voids,
patches of unstable glass that would shatter under any weight. Walking was possible but
suicidal. Flying was necessary.

And flying in the Wastes meant dealing with gravity that didn't work right.

"Anomaly ahead!" Torren banked sharply, his massive form cutting through air that had
suddenly started flowing upward. You followed, feeling the pull—not gravity reversing,
exactly, but twisting, becoming diagonal, trying to drag you toward a point in the sky that
shouldn't exist.

"The grace bleeds out sometimes," Lira explained, fighting against the anomaly's pull. ""When
an angel dies—really dies, not just falls—their divine essence leaks into the environment. It
creates pockets where the rules stop working. Get caught in one, and you might fall up
forever."

"Fall up?"

"Until you hit the boundary of the zone and the magic tears you apart. It's not a good death.
The monuments are always sad."



You learned to read the anomalies. They manifested as ripples in the air, distortions in the
reflected sky, places where the purple lightning that crackled across the Wastes bent at
impossible angles. Avoiding them became second nature, another survival skill added to the
growing collection that kept you alive in a world designed for death.

Your fifteenth death came from the Remnant.

It found you over what had once been an angel's hand—a structure of white stone and fading
gold that rose from the obsidian like a reaching plea. The Seraph Remnant descended from
above, moving faster than anything that large should move, its form a nightmare fusion of
celestial beauty and corrupted horror.

It had been beautiful once. You could see the echoes of what it was—perfect proportions,
features that embodied divine harmony, wings of light that had carried prayers to heaven. But
the fall had broken it. The corruption had remade it. Now its wings were tattered, trailing
feathers of shadow and fire. Its face was a mask of rage and grief. Its body was asymmetrical,
twisted, parts of it still glowing with grace while other parts had surrendered to demon-flesh.

"ABOMINATION," it screamed, its voice carrying harmonics that made your soul vibrate.
"CORRUPTION WEARING MORTAL FLESH. YOU DARE FLY IN SACRED AIR WITH WINGS OF
DEMON FILTH?"

"We're just passing through," you tried.
"THERE IS NO PASSING. THERE IS ONLY JUDGMENT."
It attacked.

The Remnant fought with the fury of a being that had lost everything and blamed the world for
its fall. Its strikes carried divine force—damage that bypassed armor, bypassed corruption,
struck directly at the soul beneath. Your wings crumpled under its first assault, sending you
tumbling toward the obsidian below.

Torren intercepted its follow-up, his shield blazing with the Forgeflame's light. "Keep moving!
Don't let it focus on one target!"

Lira's fire splashed against the Remnant's corrupted side, finding purchase where grace had
given way to demon-flesh. The creature screamed—not in pain, but in renewed rage—and
turned its attention toward her.

You caught yourself three feet above the glass, wings straining, every muscle burning with the
effort of reversing your fall. The Frostfang felt inadequate against something that had once
carried divine light. But inadequate was all you had.

The battle was aerial chaos. Three combatants circling, diving, striking, retreating—all while
the Remnant pursued with relentless fury. It was faster than any of you individually, stronger
than all of you combined, driven by hatred that had been building for twenty years.



But it was also broken. Incomplete. Fighting itself as much as it fought you.

"The grace-side," Torren shouted, barely dodging a wing-strike that would have bisected him.
"Tt hesitates when you threaten the grace. It's still protecting what it used to be!"

He was right. When your attacks came from the direction of the Remnant's still-glowing
portions—the parts that remembered being holy—it flinched. Pulled its strikes. Let openings
appear that weren't there when you targeted the demon-flesh.

It wanted to die, you realized. The angel trapped inside the corruption wanted release. But the
demon wouldn't let it go.

"Lira! Target the corruption! Force it to protect the demon-side!"

She understood immediately. Fire roared toward the Remnant's twisted half, and the creature
spun to block—leaving its grace-side exposed. Torren's shield-bash caught it clean, driving it
backward. And you—

You drove the Frostfang into the seam where grace met corruption.

The blade slid in like it was designed for this purpose. Cold-forged steel, born from a Rime
Hound's fangs, tempered in ice-fire—it found the boundary between what the angel had been
and what the demon had made it, and it separated them.

The explosion of released grace blinded you. The scream of liberated agony deafened you. The
shockwave threw you backward, tumbling through air that suddenly smelled like incense and
sorrow. When your vision cleared, the Seraph Remnant was gone.

In its place floated two forms.

One was a demon—pure demon, now, without the grace that had anchored it to something
higher. It howled and fled toward the Wastes' edge, seeking the rifts that would return it to
whatever hell had claimed its soul.

The other was an angel.

Not the broken thing it had been. A true angel, small and fading but undeniably divine. Its
wings were light again—real light, soft and warm. Its face held peace for the first time in two
decades.

"Thank you," it whispered, and its voice was music. "Twenty years of screaming, and you gave
me silence. Twenty years of corruption, and you gave me purity." It was dissolving, returning
to whatever realm had birthed it. "The Graceflame burns at the Spire of Lament. You've earned
the right to claim it. Fly true, Ashborn. Fly true."

It vanished, leaving behind only a feather of solid light that drifted into your outstretched
hand.



SERAPH'S FEATHER ACQUIRED: Key item required for Graceflame trial. Grants temporary
immunity to gravity anomalies. "A gift from grace to corruption, freely given."

The Spire of Lament was visible from anywhere in the Wastes—a tower of crystallized tears
rising from the corpse of the largest fallen angel, its surface inscribed with prayers that had
gone unanswered. It spiraled toward the sky in defiance of physics, held aloft by grace that
refused to admit defeat.

The Graceflame burned at its peak.

"The trial is simple," Lira said, reading from a monument at the Spire's base. A previous
challenger had recorded the rules before failing. "Reach the flame without touching any
surface. Pure flight from base to peak. Land once, and the trial resets."

"How high is it?"
"Three thousand feet. Give or take."

You looked up. The Spire seemed to stretch forever, its peak lost in purple-tinted clouds. Three
thousand feet of vertical flight, maintaining altitude without rest, navigating whatever
obstacles waited along the way.

"My wings aren't strong enough," you admitted. "I can fly, but sustained climbing? For three
thousand feet?"

"That's what the feather's for." Torren pointed at the Seraph's gift glowing in your hand.
"Angel's grace, given willingly. It'll supplement your corruption with something cleaner. Let
you fly like they did, at least for a while."

"How long is a while?"
"Long enough. Maybe. Only one way to find out."
You began to climb.

The first thousand feet were manageable. The feather's grace flowed through your wings,
lending them lift and stability they hadn't possessed before. The corruption in your blood
fought against it—demon-stuff resisting angel-stuff—but the gift had been given freely, and
freely given grace could not be easily rejected.

The second thousand feet introduced the obstacles.

Shards of crystallized sorrow floated in the air around the Spire—debris from the angel's
death, still carrying enough divine weight to exist without support. They moved in patterns
that seemed random but weren't, creating a maze of solid light that had to be navigated
without contact.

Touch one, and you'd reset. Touch one, and the climb started over.



You touched one. Reset. Started over.
"KAEL — Thought he could thread the needle. The needle disagreed."

Second attempt. Better understanding of the patterns. You made it to two thousand three
hundred feet before a shard you hadn't seen—hidden behind another shard, rotating into view
at the worst possible moment—caught your wing-tip.

Reset.
"KAEL — Almost. Almost is the cruelest word."

Third attempt. Fourth. Fifth. Each time you learned something new. The patterns weren't
random—they were prayers, you realized. The shards moved in formations that spelled out
petitions in the language of angels. If you could read the prayers, you could predict the
movements.

You couldn't read the prayers. But you could see their shapes.

The sixth attempt took you to two thousand eight hundred feet. The shards were denser here,
the prayers more desperate. You wove between them with wings that ached and grace that was
fading, the feather's light dimming with every foot of altitude gained.

Two thousand nine hundred feet.
Two thousand nine hundred fifty.

The Graceflame appeared above you—a column of white fire that burned without heat, pure
light given form. Reaching it required threading through a final cluster of shards that moved
faster than any below, their prayers not petitions but accusations.

WHY DID YOU FALL? the shards asked in their spiraling dance. WHY DID YOU LET US FALL?
WHY DIDN'T YOU SAVE US?

You didn't have answers. You only had wings and will and the fading gift of an angel who had
found peace in your sword's edge.

You flew.

The shards screamed past, accusations missing by inches. Your wings beat with the last of the
feather's grace, corruption straining to fill the gap. The Graceflame reached toward you as you
reached toward it, and for one eternal moment you hung suspended between gravity and glory.

Then your hand closed on the flame.

Light exploded through you. Not the burning light of the Forgeflame—this was different.
Cooler. Cleaner. It filled the spaces between your corrupted cells, not fighting the demon-stuff
but complementing it. Fire and grace, corruption and purity, existing in harmony that
shouldn't have been possible.



GRACEFLAME ACQUIRED: Active ability grants flight for 30 seconds on a 2-minute cooldown.
Passive ability grants 10% increased haste. The gift of fallen angels burns within you now,
grace and corruption intertwined.

You descended slowly, wings no longer straining, flight no longer a struggle. The Graceflame
had changed something fundamental in your relationship with the air. You weren't fighting
gravity anymore. You were negotiating with it.

Lira and Torren waited at the Spire's base, their faces showing relief they'd been trying to hide.
"Two Flames," Torren said. ""Forge and Grace. That's more than most Ashborn ever claim."
"How many more?"

"Five total in the standard set. Seven if you count the hidden ones." He gestured at the horizon,
where the Wastes gave way to something darker. "The Bone City is next. The Spiritflame waits
there, guarded by undead who've had twenty years to organize their hatred. And beyond
that..."

"Solhaven,' you finished. '"The Burning Capital. The Flame Tyrant's domain."

"And the Ashmother herself. The wound where she waits. The place where all of this ends—or
begins again."

You looked at your wings, at the Forgeflame burning in one hand and the Graceflame burning
in the other. Corruption and purity. Demon and angel. Death and transcendence.

"The Bone City," you said. "Let's see what the dead have to teach us."

Your wings caught the air, and you rose toward the next chapter of your journey. Behind you,
the Obsidian Wastes stretched in their terrible beauty—a graveyard of angels, a mirror of grief,
areminder that even divine beings could fall.

And in falling, become something new.

Chapter Eight

The Bone City

Death had built itself a civilization.

The Bone City rose from the ashen plains like a monument to organized mortality —towers of
femurs and buttresses of ribs, bridges of spines and walls of skulls stacked with architectural
precision. It was beautiful in the way that rot could be beautiful, in the way that endings could
hold their own terrible majesty. Every surface was bone. Every structure was bone. The streets
were paved with the compressed remains of millions who had died and been repurposed into
infrastructure.


af://n894
af://n895

"They call it the Necropolis of Commerce," Lira said, her voice carrying an unusual weight. Her
burns had dimmed since entering the city's shadow, as if the fire inside her recognized that

this was not its domain. "The undead here aren't mindless. They're not even hostile by default.
They've had twenty years to build a society, and they've done it better than most of the living."

"Undead society?"

"Economy. Politics. Culture." Torren's wings were folded tight against his back, his massive
form trying to look smaller than it was. ""The Bone City trades with anyone willing to deal. Soul
gems for services. Services for information. Information for power. They don't care if you're
alive or dead—only if you can pay."

The gates loomed ahead—an archway of interlocked skeletal hands, fingers curled inward as if
beckoning visitors into an embrace they might not survive. Guards stood at attention on either
side: skeletons in armor that had been grown rather than forged, their empty eye sockets
burning with blue flame that tracked your approach.

"Names and purpose," the left guard demanded. Its voice was the clatter of bones against
bones, somehow shaped into words.

"Kael. Lira. Torren. We seek the Spiritflame."
The guards exchanged glances—a remarkable feat for creatures without eyes to exchange.

"The Bridge of a Thousand Steps,'" the right guard said. "Many seek it. Few walk it. Fewer still
reach the other side." It stepped aside, bones clicking into parade rest. ""Entry is granted.
Commerce is welcomed. Violence is... discouraged."

"Discouraged?"

"The City has rules. Break them, and the City breaks you. Not with guards or warriors—with
the city itself. Every bone here remembers being alive. Every bone here resents those who still
are." The guard's skull tilted in something like a smile. "Behave, and you may even leave with
your skeletons still inside your flesh."

You entered the Bone City.

The interior was more disturbing than the exterior had suggested. Not because of the bones—
you'd grown accustomed to those—but because of how alive it felt. Undead citizens walked the
streets with purpose, engaging in transactions at bone-stall markets, conversing in the
clacking language of the dead. Some wore robes that had rotted to threads. Others wore armor
that had rusted to their ribs. A few wore nothing at all, their skeletal forms unashamed in their
nakedness.

And they looked at you. All of them. Constantly.



"They're assessing,' Lira murmured. "Deciding if you're worth the effort of killing. The
undead here don't attack randomly—it's inefficient. They wait until the cost-benefit analysis
favors action."

"That's horrifying."
"That's economics. The dead have eternity to optimize."
The first anomaly hit without warning,.

Torren stumbled, his face going pale beneath his scars. Blood seeped from a wound on his arm
—a wound that hadn't been there a moment before. He looked down at it with confusion, then
understanding, then dread.

"Healing reversal," he said, his voice tight. "My passive regeneration. It's running backwards."
"What?"

"In the Bone City, healing does damage. The magic doesn't know the difference between repair
and harm—it just inverts. Anyone with regeneration, healing abilities, even natural recovery..."
He watched more blood seep from the wound. "They're taking damage constantly."

Lira's hands immediately dropped from the flames she'd been conjuring. ''My fire heals me
when I cast it. Here, that means—"

"Every spell hurts you instead. Yeah." Torren pulled a bandage from his pack, wrapping the
wound the old-fashioned way. "The Bone City punishes the living for being alive. No magical
healing. No regeneration. No potions that restore health. Everything medical has to be
mundane."

"What about resurrection?"
The silence that followed was answer enough.

"Resurrection is... unreliable here," Lira finally said. "The Ashmother's gift still functions,
technically. You die, you rise. But the City interferes with the process. Sometimes you come
back wrong. Sometimes you come back somewhere unexpected. Sometimes you come back as
something that isn't quite what you were."

"Define 'not quite.

"T knew someone who died in the Bone City. Respawned at the shrine like normal. Except he
couldn't stop hearing the bones. Every skeleton in the city was suddenly audible to him—their
voices, their memories, their endless complaints about being dead." She paused. "He lasted
three days before he walked into the Bridge and never came back."

"Never came back?"

"The Bridge doesn't kill you. It removes you. There's a difference."



The Bone City's market district was a nightmare of commerce.

Stalls sold items you couldn't identify and didn't want to. Weapons forged from the bones of
heroes, still carrying echoes of their former owners' skills. Armor made from the compressed
skulls of defeated enemies, granting protection proportional to how many had died to create it.
Potions brewed from liquefied regret. Scrolls written in languages that only the dead could
read.

And information. Always information.

"The Spiritflame," you said to a merchant whose skull had been replaced with something
crystal and gleaming. '"Tell me about the trial."

"The Bridge of a Thousand Steps," the merchant replied, its voice resonating from the crystal
rather than any throat. "Each step tests something different. Your courage. Your resolve. Your
willingness to let go of what you were. Walk the Bridge, and the Spiritflame judges you worthy
of its gifts."

"What happens if I fail?"

"You fall. Into the Chasm of Forgotten Names. Your identity dissolves. Your memories scatter.
Your soul joins the countless others who failed, becoming part of the Bridge itself." The crystal
skull tilted. "The Bridge grows with every failure. It was only a hundred steps once. Twenty
years of ambitious fools made it a thousand."

"Cheerful."
"The dead have little use for cheer. We have truth instead."
You found the Bridge at the city's heart.

It spanned a chasm that shouldn't have existed—a void in reality where even the perpetual
twilight couldn't reach. The Bridge itself was made of bones like everything else, but these
bones were different. They glowed with faint inner light, each one inscribed with a name that
had been worn smooth by the passage of countless feet.

The names of the fallen. The steps they'd become.

"One thousand steps," Torren said, staring into the void below. "No flying—the chasm negates
wings. No running—the Bridge senses haste and punishes it. No looking back—turn around
and you restart from the beginning."

"What about companions?"

"Solo trial. The Bridge only accepts one soul at a time." He put a hand on your shoulder—a rare
gesture of physical contact from the stoic warrior. "We'll wait at the other side. If you make it."

"When I make it."



"When you make it," he agreed, but his eyes said otherwise.

Lira stepped forward, her burns glowing softly in the void's proximity. "The steps are
psychological as much as physical. They'll show you things. Make you feel things. Try to break
you from the inside." She met your eyes. '""Remember who you are. Remember why you're
walking. And whatever you see, don't stop."

"Even if I want to?"

"Especially if you want to. The Bridge feeds on surrender. The moment you stop wanting to
continue, it's over."

You stepped onto the first bone.
The world changed.

You were standing in the Ash-Choked Pass again—not a memory, but a recreation so perfect
you could feel the cold biting through armor you no longer wore. Snow crunched beneath feet
that belonged to a body you'd abandoned levels ago. The scar across your eye throbbed with
fresh pain.

This was who you'd been. This was where you'd started.

A voice spoke from everywhere and nowhere:

"STEP ONE: REMEMBER YOUR BEGINNING."

You walked forward, and the pass faded into the next step.

Camp Last Hope materialized around you. Grimgar stood at his post, making the same speech
about another hero he'd made the day you arrived. But this time, you could see his exhaustion.
His despair. The way he kept talking because silence would mean admitting that hope had died
long before the camp was named for it.

"STEP TWENTY-THREE: UNDERSTAND THOSE YOU LEFT BEHIND."
You walked forward.

Lira burned in front of you—not the controlled burns she wore now, but the original injury.
You watched her scream as fire consumed the right side of her body, watched her choose to let
it keep burning rather than put it out, watched her make the decision that would define
everything she became.

"STEP ONE HUNDRED AND SEVEN: KNOW THE COST OTHERS PAID."

Forward.



Torren stood over bodies—his old party, the one he'd mentioned in the Hollow Forge. They
were dying, and he was choosing to survive. Walking away. Leaving them to their monuments
while he carried the guilt toward whatever redemption might still be possible.

"STEP TWO HUNDRED AND FORTY-ONE: RECOGNIZE THAT SURVIVAL REQUIRES
SACRIFICE."

The steps blurred together. Each one showed you something: a death you'd experienced, a
lesson you'd learned, a moment where you'd chosen to continue when stopping would have
been so much easier. The Bridge wasn't testing your strength—it was cataloging it. Forcing you
to acknowledge every step of the journey that had brought you here.

At step five hundred, you saw the Ashmother.

Not the towering titan of the Cradle, but something more intimate. A woman's face in the
flames, watching you with eyes that held something almost like affection.

"YOU'RE DOING WELL," she said, and her voice was warmer than you'd ever heard it. "FIVE
HUNDRED STEPS. HALFWAY. MOST FALTER BEFORE THIS POINT."

"Is this part of the trial?"

"EVERYTHING IS PART OF THE TRIAL. THE BRIDGE. THE FLAMES. THE JOURNEY THAT
BROUGHT YOU HERE. EVEN THIS CONVERSATION." Her smile was sad and beautiful. "I
WANTED TO SEE YOU. THE ASHBORN WHO RUNS TOWARD CRESCENDOS. THE FOOL WHO
CLAIMED TWO FLAMES BEFORE HIS FIFTIETH DEATH."

"I've died more than fifty times."

"T KNOW. I'VE WATCHED EVERY ONE." She reached toward you, and her touch was warm
without burning. "THE SPIRITFLAME WILL CHANGE YOU IF YOU CLAIM IT. IT BRIDGES THE
GAP BETWEEN LIFE AND DEATH, LETS YOU WALK IN BOTH WORLDS. YOU'LL SEE THINGS
OTHERS CAN'T. HEAR VOICES OTHERS DON'T."

"Is that a warning?"

"IT'S AN OBSERVATION. THE SPIRITFLAME BEARERS OFTEN GO MAD. THE DEAD ARE VERY
LOUD ONCE YOU CAN HEAR THEM." Her form began to fade. "BUT YOU MIGHT BE
DIFFERENT. YOU'VE ALREADY PROVEN YOU CAN HOLD CONTRADICTIONS IN YOUR SOUL.
CORRUPTION AND GRACE. FIRE AND ICE. DEMON AND ANGEL."

"And life and death?"
"WE'LL SEE. KEEP WALKING, KAEL. THE BRIDGE AWAITS YOUR FOOTSTEPS."
She vanished, and step five hundred and one appeared beneath you.

The second half of the Bridge was harder.



The steps stopped showing you the past and started showing you possible futures. Paths you
might walk. Fates you might suffer. Endings you might earn.

You saw yourself at sixty percent corruption, barely recognizable as human, leading a raid
against the Ashmother and failing. Your monument read: "Reached too high. Fell too far."

You saw yourself at a hundred percent corruption, transformed completely, serving as a
conscripted champion against heroes who had once been allies. Your eyes held nothing of who
you'd been.

You saw yourself victorious—somehow, impossibly—standing at the wound where reality bled
and speaking words that sealed it forever. But the cost was visible. You were alone. Everyone
you'd known had become monuments along the way.

"STEP SEVEN HUNDRED AND SEVENTY-SEVEN: ACCEPT THAT ALL FUTURES HOLD LOSS."
You walked forward.

The visions intensified. You died a thousand deaths in the space of a hundred steps, each one
more painful than the last, each one teaching you something you didn't want to learn. The
Bridge was relentless, showing you every possible failure, every conceivable ending, every
version of yourself that might exist in the infinite branches of fate.

At step nine hundred, you fell.

Not physically—the Bridge was too clever for that. Your knees simply stopped working. Your
will, which had carried you through everything the broken world had thrown at you, finally
fractured under the weight of too many deaths witnessed, too many futures feared.

"Tcan't," you whispered to no one. "I can't do this anymore."

The Bridge waited. It didn't push. It didn't pull. It simply existed, patient as bone, eternal as
death.

"T've died so many times. Lost so much. Become something I don't recognize." Your voice
cracked. "What's the point? Even if I reach the end, there's just more. More zones. More deaths.
More monuments. It never stops."

The voice that answered wasn't the Bridge's.
It was yours.

Aversion of yourself from step one—the broken thing that had woken in the Ash-Choked Pass
with nothing but a name and a scar. It stood before you, reflected in the bones beneath your
knees, and it spoke with a voice that had almost forgotten how:

"I'm cold."



That was what you'd said. Your first words in this world. Not a declaration of heroism or a vow
of vengeance. Just a simple statement of discomfort. A human complaint. A reminder that
beneath all the corruption and flames and transformation, something still felt.

Something still suffered.
Something still wanted to be warm.

"I'm cold," you repeated, and the words broke something loose in your chest. Not despair—
acceptance. You were cold. You had been cold since the beginning. The fire you'd gathered, the
power you'd earned, the flames you'd claimed—none of it had made you warm.

But it had kept you moving.

"One hundred more steps," you said, pushing yourself upright. ""One hundred more steps, and
then whatever comes next. I don't need to see the end. I just need to take the next step."

"STEP NINE HUNDRED AND ONE: UNDERSTAND THAT PERSISTENCE IS ITS OWN REWARD."
You walked.

The final hundred steps showed you nothing. No visions. No tests. Just bone beneath your feet
and void on either side and the faint gleam of the Spiritflame waiting at the Bridge's end. It was
almost peaceful, after everything that had come before. Almost merciful.

Step nine hundred and ninety-nine.

You hesitated. Not from fear—from anticipation. The next step would end the trial. The next
step would grant you the Spiritflame or cast you into the Chasm. The next step would
determine if the thousand souls who'd become this Bridge had died for nothing or for
something.

"STEP ONE THOUSAND: CHOOSE."
You chose.
Your foot came down on the final bone, and the world exploded into light.

The Spiritflame wasn't fire. It was presence. It was awareness. It was every voice that had ever
been silenced suddenly becoming audible, every soul that had ever passed suddenly becoming
visible. The dead weren't gone—they had never been gone—they were simply speaking a
language the living couldn't hear.

Until now.

You heard them all. The thousand who'd become the Bridge. The millions who'd built the Bone
City. The billions who'd died in the Shattering and every death since. They weren't screaming
—they were talking. Sharing stories. Complaining about the weather in the afterlife. Making
jokes that only the dead could find funny.



"Oh no," you managed. "They never shut up."

SPIRITFLAME ACQUIRED: Active ability allows you to become ethereal for 5 seconds, immune
to physical damage. Passive ability grants 10% health restoration on kills. You can hear the
dead now. They have opinions.

Lira and Torren waited at the Bridge's end, exactly as they'd promised. Their faces showed
relief, then concern, as they saw your expression.

"The voices?" Lira asked.

"Endless. Constant. Currently arguing about whether my wings look more like a bat or a
particularly unfortunate chicken."

Torren's laugh was unexpected—a genuine sound of amusement from a man who rarely
smiled. ""Welcome to the Spiritflame club. It gets easier. Eventually you learn to tune them
out."

"How long is eventually?"

"Depends on the person. Took me three months before I could sleep without hearing my
grandmother critique my life choices."

"Your grandmother?"

""She died before the Shattering. Still found me anyway. Still has opinions." He clapped you on
the shoulder. "Three Flames now. Forge, Grace, and Spirit. You're more than halfway there."

You looked back at the Bridge of a Thousand Steps—a thousand souls who'd become the path
to power for those who came after. Each one had failed. Each one had become something useful
in their failure.

It was, you realized, a monument. The largest monument you'd ever seen. A testament to
ambition and loss and the stubborn human need to keep trying even when trying seemed
hopeless.

"Solhaven,' you said. ""The Burning Capital. The Flame Tyrant's domain."

"And the Heartflame," Lira added. '"The seventh Flame. The one that requires all others to even
attempt."

"Then that's where we go next." You spread your wings—bat-like, apparently, despite what
the dead were saying—and felt the Spiritflame pulse alongside the Forge and Grace already
burning in your soul.

Three Flames lit. Four more to find. And somewhere beyond them all, the Ashmother waited.

The forge wasn't finished with you yet.




Chapter Nine

The Ashmother's Curriculum

Solhaven burned on the horizon like a wound that refused to close.

The Burning Capital had been visible for days—a pillar of fire and smoke that dominated the
skyline, impossible to ignore, impossible to approach without feeling its heat from fifty miles
away. The closer you flew, the more the world transformed. Green gave way to brown, brown to
black, black to the molten orange of eternal combustion. The air itself tasted of ash and regret.

"The Flame Tyrant's domain,' Lira said, her voice carrying none of its usual mordant humor.
Even her burns seemed to dim in the presence of something that had been burning for twenty
years without pause. "King Alric rules here still. What's left of him."

"Is he hostile?"

"He's insane. Whether that makes him hostile depends on the day, the hour, the phase of the
moon, and whether he's remembered yet that he used to be human." She banked her wings,
circling to avoid a thermal that would have cooked you both. ""Some raiders have bargained
with him. Some have fought him. Some have simply walked past while he screamed at ghosts.
There's no predicting what you'll get."

The city walls emerged from the heat-haze like the bones of a giant—massive stone
fortifications that had partially melted and resolidified into shapes that defied architecture.
Gates hung open, their iron warped into abstract sculpture. Towers leaned at angles that
should have toppled them, held upright by forces that had nothing to do with physics.

Inside the walls, Solhaven was simultaneously destroyed and preserved. Buildings stood in
frozen moments of collapse, their stones caught mid-fall by whatever catastrophe had birthed
the Ashmother. Streets ran with lava that flowed in patterns suggesting traffic, as if the molten
rock remembered being cobblestones and citizens. Statues of heroes and kings stood
throughout the plazas, their features melted into expressions of eternal surprise.

And at the city's heart, on a throne of fused metal and compressed flame, sat the Flame Tyrant.

He had been a man once. You could see it in the shape of him—the broad shoulders of a warrior
king, the proud carriage of someone who had ruled an empire. His crown was still there, melted
into his skull, iron thorns now permanent horns of dripping fire. His armor had become his
skin. His sword had become his arm. His eyes were windows into a furnace that had been
burning for two decades.

"VISITORS," he said, and his voice was the crackling of worlds consumed. "HEROES COME TO
SAVE WHAT CANNOT BE SAVED. WARRIORS SEEKING GLORY IN THE ASHES OF MY FAILURE."
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"We're seeking the Heartflame," you said, landing at what felt like a safe distance. It wasn't—
nowhere in Solhaven was safe—but the illusion of safety was better than nothing. '"We mean
no challenge to your rule."

"MY RULE?" The Flame Tyrant's laugh was the sound of cities burning. "I RULE NOTHING. I
AM NOTHING. I AM WHAT REMAINS WHEN AMBITION CONSUMES ITSELF AND LEAVES
ONLY FIRE BEHIND."

He rose from his throne, and the motion sent waves of heat radiating outward that made your
wings smolder. Fifteen feet tall, wreathed in flames that seemed to consume without ever
depleting, he was the living monument to everything that had gone wrong with the world.

"THE HEARTFLAME IS NOT MINE TO GIVE. IT BELONGS TO HER. THE ONE I CREATED WHEN
I THOUGHT I COULD STEAL FIRE FROM THE GODS." His burning eyes fixed on you with
something that might have been recognition. "YOU BEAR HER MARKS. THREE FLAMES
ALREADY BURNING IN YOUR SOUL. SHE HAS NOTICED YOU."

"T know."

"THEN YOU KNOW WHAT COMES NEXT." The Flame Tyrant turned away, returning to his
throne with the weary movements of someone who had been tired for twenty years. "SHE WILL
CALL YOU. SOON. WHEN THE RAIDS BEGIN, WHEN THE AMBITIOUS ONES GATHER THEIR
ARMIES AND MARCH ON HER WOUND, SHE WILL REACH ACROSS THE WORLD AND DRAG
YOU INTO HER PRESENCE."

"Conscription."

"CONSCRIPTION." He settled into his throne like a man settling into a grave. "I WAS THE
FIRST. DID YOU KNOW THAT? BEFORE THE SYSTEM EXISTED, BEFORE THE RULES WERE
WRITTEN, SHE CONSCRIPTED ME. TRANSFORMED ME. MADE ME FIGHT AGAINST THE VERY
SOLDIERS I'D ONCE COMMANDED."

"What path did you walk?"

"ALL OF THEM. NONE OF THEM. I WAS HER PROTOTYPE. HER EXPERIMENT. THE TEMPLATE
FROM WHICH SHE BUILT THE CONSCRIPTION THAT NOW CLAIMS OTHERS." His flames
flickered, almost dimming. "I HAVE BEEN COWARD AND ASCENDED, BETRAYER AND
VOLUNTEER. I HAVE DISCONNECTED AND RECONNECTED AND DISCONNECTED AGAIN.
TWENTY YEARS OF PATHS, AND STILL I BURN."

"Is there an end?"

"THERE IS ALWAYS AN END. THE QUESTION IS WHETHER YOU REACH IT OR IT REACHES
YOU." The Flame Tyrant's attention shifted, looking at something beyond the physical. "SHE
STIRS. THE RAIDS HAVE BEGUN. AND YOU—"

Reality fractured around you.



The world stopped making sense. Space folded. Time stuttered. The very concept of direction
became philosophical rather than physical. You felt yourself being pulled—not through space,
but through existence—dragged across distances that couldn't be measured toward a
destination that couldn't be escaped.

"CONSCRIPTION ACTIVE," the world announced, the words appearing not as sound but as
absolute truth stamped into the fabric of reality. "KAEL HAS BEEN CHOSEN."

You materialized in chaos.

The Ashmother's wound blazed before you—that vertical tear in reality you'd seen from the
Cradle, now close enough to touch, pulsing with energies that made your flames feel like
candle-flickers. A raid group surrounded you—thirty warriors in gleaming armor, their
weapons raised, their faces showing the shock of interrupted battle plans.

And you were changing.

The corruption in your blood—forty-seven percent, carefully maintained, deliberately
controlled—exploded to one hundred in the space of a heartbeat. Your body grew, twisted,
transformed. Three times your normal size. Demon features erupting from flesh that couldn't
contain them. Power flooding through you in quantities that felt less like strength and more
like being erased and rewritten.

"What—" one of the raiders started.
You killed him before he could finish the question.

It wasn't a choice. The corruption moved your body before your mind could object, your
transformed claws tearing through armor that had been designed to withstand dragon-fire.
The raider's death fed you power—more power than killing had ever provided—and the power
wanted more.

"CORRUPTED CHAMPION!" someone shouted. ""Focus fire! Burn it down before—"

Your flames answered their flames. The Forgeflame, the Graceflame, the Spiritflame—all three
ignited simultaneously, amplified by corruption beyond anything you'd experienced. Fire
poured from you in waves that made Lira's most powerful spells look like parlor tricks.

Three more raiders fell. Four. Seven.

And through it all, you were screaming. Not with rage—with horror. You could feel everything
you were doing, every death you were causing, every moment of transformation that was
erasing the person you'd been. The corruption wasn't controlling you—it was becoming you.
And the you it was becoming wanted nothing but destruction.



"THE CONSCRIPTED CAN ATTACK BOTH SIDES," the Ashmother's voice echoed through the
chaos. ""YOU CAN FIGHT THE RAIDERS. FIGHT ME. FIGHT BOTH. FIGHT NEITHER. THE
CHOICE IS YOURS, CHAMPION."

Choice. The word cut through the corruption like a blade through smoke. You still had a choice.
You turned toward the Ashmother.

She sat at the wound's edge, exactly as she had during your trial —twenty feet of cinder and
spite, watching the battle with the detached interest of someone observing insects. Her eyes
found yours across the battlefield, and her smile was the death of hope.

"INTERESTING," she said. "YOU CHOOSE TO FACE ME RATHER THAN THE RAIDERS. MOST
CONSCRIPTS TAKE THE EASIER PATH."

You charged.

The battle that followed was not a battle. It was a lesson. Every attack you launched was
deflected, absorbed, or simply ignored. Every power you channeled was met with power
greater. The Ashmother didn't fight you—she educated you, showing you exactly how vast the
gap between your strength and hers remained.

"YOU HAVE THREE FLAMES," she observed, catching your claws on fingers that felt like
gripping mountains. "IMPRESSIVE. BUT THREE IS NOT SEVEN. AND SEVEN IS NOT ENOUGH
TO FACE ME. NOT YET."

She flicked you aside like a troublesome gnat.

You hit the ground hard enough to crater stone, your corrupted body absorbing damage that
would have killed your normal form instantly. The raiders had rallied in your absence, forming
defensive positions, preparing to continue their assault on the Ashmother.

And the corruption was fading. You could feel it draining away, the ten-minute timer running
down, the transformation reversing itself in increments that felt like pulling thorns from flesh.

"YOU FOUGHT HONORABLY," the Ashmother pronounced. "YOU FACED ME RATHER THAN
PREYING ON THE WEAK. THIS EARNS YOU A PATH."

Your body shrank. Your features normalized. The power that had felt like drowning receded to
levels that felt merely overwhelming,.

PATH UNLOCKED: DEATH BY COMBAT — "THE ASCENDED"
You died fighting honorably against the Ashmother.

Your level is preserved.

+25% healing forever.

Your monument burns with purple flames of honor.



The world folded again, and you found yourself back in Solhaven, gasping on the molten
ground, your body your own again, your corruption settled back to forty-seven percent.

But something had changed.

The healing bonus was real—you could feel it in the way your wounds closed faster, the way
your stamina recovered more quickly. The conscription had marked you, changed you, added
something permanent to your soul that hadn't been there before.

"First path," the Flame Tyrant observed. He hadn't moved from his throne. ""Four more to
walk. Unless you quit now, while you still have most of yourself intact."

"I'm not quitting."

"NO. YOU WOULDN'T." His flames flickered with something almost like approval. ''SHE CHOSE
WELL, FINDING YOU. MOST ASHBORN WOULD HAVE BROKEN BY NOW. MOST WOULD HAVE
SURRENDERED TO THE CORRUPTION OR FLED TO THE STARTER ZONES. BUT YOU KEEP
WALKING."

"It's all T know how to do."
"YES. THAT'S WHAT MAKES YOU DANGEROUS."
The second conscription came three days later.

You were helping Lira and Torren clear a path through Solhaven's outer districts—fighting the
fire elementals and ash wraiths that infested the ruins—when reality tore itself apart again.
The same sensation of being pulled through existence, the same explosion of corruption, the
same transformation into something vast and terrible.

But this time, when you materialized at the wound, you didn't fight.

"INTERESTING," the Ashmother said, watching you stand motionless amid the chaos. "YOU
DO NOTHING. NO ATTACKS. NO HEALING. NO MOVEMENT."

You stood still. You witnessed.

The raiders fell around you—some to the Ashmother's power, some to the other conscript
who'd been chosen alongside you. The battle raged for ten minutes while you remained
stationary, watching, learning, refusing to participate in either victory or defeat.

"YOU WITNESS THE TRUTH, " the Ashmother said when the timer expired. "YOU SEE WHAT
OTHERS REFUSE TO SEE. THE FUTILITY. THE INEVITABILITY. THE PATTERN THAT REPEATS
REGARDLESS OF INDIVIDUAL STRUGGLE."



PATH UNLOCKED: DEATH BY TRUTH — "THE BETRAYER"

You did nothing. Zero damage. Zero healing. You witnessed the truth.
Your level is preserved.

+25% damage AND +25% healing forever.

Your monument burns with black flames: "Stood There. Saw Everything."

Two paths. The bonuses stacked —{fifty percent healing now, twenty-five percent damage. The
mathematics of power through suffering, compounding with each conscription survived.

The third conscription was not your choice.

You were sleeping in a safehouse Torren had established, recovering from a particularly brutal
encounter with something that had once been a palace guard, when the pull came. But this
time, something was wrong. The connection stuttered. The transformation began but didn't
complete.

And then nothing.
You woke at a wayshrine, disoriented, with a monument you hadn't earned glowing beside you:
"KAEL — I Disconnected. The universe has opinions about lag."

PATH UNLOCKED: DEATH BY FIRE — "I DISCONNECTED"
Internet failure or crash during conscription.

Reset to Level 1.

+25% damage forever.

Your monument burns with flickering blue flames.

Level one. All your progress—the grinding, the deaths, the careful accumulation of power—
reset to nothing. Your corruption remained at forty-seven percent, your Flames still burned in
your soul, but your base power had been stripped away.

"The paths have costs," Lira said when she found you staring at the wayshrine's fire. "The
Disconnected path gives permanent damage, but it takes everything else. Most people who
walk it never recover."

"T've started from nothing before."

"You've started from nothing once. This is twice. And there might be more." She sat beside
you, her burns glowing softly. "Are you sure you want to keep going?"

"Do I have a choice?"

"You always have a choice. You can quit. Walk away. Find a corner of the world that isn't trying
to kill you and live out whatever years the corruption leaves you." She paused. "Some people
do. Some people decide that power isn't worth the price."

"And those people—do they ever close the wound? Do they ever end this?"



"No. They just survive until surviving stops being possible."

You stood up. Your level-one body felt weak, pathetic, a reminder of everything you'd lost and
everything you'd have to regain. But the Flames still burned. The paths still marked you. The
Ashmother still watched.

"Then I don't have a choice," you said. "I have a direction."
The grind back to power was brutal.

Everything you'd learned still applied—positioning, timing, the patterns of enemies you'd
killed a hundred times before. But your body couldn't execute what your mind remembered.
You died to things that had been trivial before the reset. Your monuments accumulated with
mockery that cut deeper because you knew how far you'd fallen.

"KAEL — Remembered how to fight. Forgot he was level one."
"KAEL — The imps haven't gotten stronger. You've gotten weaker."
"KAEL — At least the fall is shorter from the bottom."

But you climbed. Death by death, level by level, monument by monument. The damage bonus
from the Disconnected path made each fight faster once you survived long enough to land hits.
The healing bonus from the Ascended and Betrayer paths kept you alive through mistakes that
would have killed you before.

Three weeks to reach level thirty.
Six weeks to reach level sixty again.

Two months of grinding that felt like two years, every death a reminder of what you'd lost,
every resurrection a promise of what you'd regain.

The fourth conscription came when you least expected it.

You were ready this time—level sixty again, your skills relearned, your power rebuilt. When
reality tore and the transformation took hold, you didn't fight it. You let the corruption flow
through you, let the power remake you, let the Ashmother's call drag you to her wound.

And when you appeared at the battlefield, you did something different.
You typed /volunteer.

The system froze for a moment, processing a command that wasn't supposed to be possible
mid-conscription. Then it adapted, recognizing that you'd met the technical requirements:
volunteering before a raid attempt, being auto-conscripted into the next one.



"CLEVER," the Ashmother said, her voice carrying something like surprise. ""YOU FOUND A
LOOPHOLE. VOLUNTEERED WHILE ALREADY CONSCRIPTED. THE SYSTEM DOESN'T KNOW
HOW TO PROCESS THIS."

"I'm hoping it gives me credit for both."

"IT WON'T. BUT I APPRECIATE THE AMBITION." She gestured, and the raid around you
paused—not frozen, just waiting. ""FIGHT OR WITNESS OR FLEE. THE PATHS REMAIN THE
SAME REGARDLESS OF HOW YOU ARRIVED."

You fought. Not because you thought you could win, but because fighting was who you'd
become. The corrupted champion threw itself at the Ashmother with everything it had, and the
Ashmother educated it again—less gently this time, as if she expected more from someone
who'd walked three paths.

You died honorably, again, but the system recognized the volunteer intention beneath the
conscription.

PATH UNLOCKED: VICTORY THROUGH SACRIFICE — "I VOLUNTEERED"
You typed /volunteer before any raid attempt.

Your level is preserved.

+25% hit points AND +25% experience gains forever.

Your monument burns with golden flames: "Chose Divine Punishment"

Four paths. One remaining. And the bonuses had become substantial —seventy-five percent
healing, fifty percent damage, twenty-five percent hit points, twenty-five percent experience.
You were becoming something more than a normal Ashborn, something the system had been
designed to create but rarely actually produced.

"One more," Lira said when you told her. Her expression was complicated—pride and fear and
something that might have been grief. "One more path, and you become..."

"The Ashfather. Or as close as anyone can get."
"The Ashfather title requires all five. That means—"

"Cowardice. I have to quit a conscription. Run away. Accept the shame and the reset and the
yellow flames of failure." You looked at your hands, at the corruption that had become as
familiar as skin. "I have to choose to lose."

"Can you do that?"

"I don't know. I've never chosen to lose before. Every death I've experienced has been fighting,
striving, pushing forward even when forward meant dying." You paused. ""Quitting feels like
betraying everything I am."



"Maybe that's the point. Maybe the final path requires becoming someone you're not. Someone
willing to retreat. Someone capable of admitting defeat." Lira's burns flickered. "The Ashfather
isn't just power, Kael. It's completion. All five paths. All five aspects of what the Ashborn can
be. Courage and cowardice. Victory and defeat. Everything."

You thought about it for a long time.
And when the fifth conscription came, you knew what you had to do.

The transformation was familiar now—the expansion, the power, the overwhelming
corruption that wanted to consume everything you were. You appeared at the wound,
surrounded by raiders, with the Ashmother watching from her throne of compressed souls.

And you quit.

Not dramatically. Not with speeches or justifications. You simply accessed the menu that
governed conscription and selected "Leave Encounter." The system warned you about
consequences. You accepted them.

The transformation reversed. The power drained. Your level reset to one again, all that grinding
erased in an instant of chosen failure.

PATH UNLOCKED: SURVIVAL THROUGH SUBMISSION — "THE COWARD'S BRAND"
You manually quit the encounter.

Reset to Level 1.

+25% movement speed forever (to run away faster).

Your monument burns with yellow flames of shame.

The Ashmother's laughter followed you as reality deposited you back at the nearest wayshrine
—level one, monuments mocking your cowardice, the yellow flames burning as a permanent
testament to your choice.

But beneath the shame, something else burned too.

ACHIEVEMENT UNLOCKED: ASHFATHER

All five conscription paths completed.

Combined bonuses: +50% damage, +50% healing, +25% movement speed, +25% hit points,
+25% experience.

10X base hit points. Permanently 32 feet tall.

Your monument inscription: "The Absolute Madman Who Did Everything"

You felt it happen—the bonuses stacking, the power combining, your body beginning to grow
even at level one. Not the corrupted growth of conscription, but something permanent.
Something earned.

Thirty-two feet tall. A giant among Ashborn. A god among mortals.



Still level one. Still rebuilding from nothing.
But carrying more permanent power than any grind could provide.

"You did it," Lira breathed, staring up at you—small now, impossibly small, though she hadn't
changed at all. "You actually did it. The Ashfather title. The final achievement."

"Not final," you said, and your voice resonated with harmonics it had never held before. "Just
the beginning of the end. Now I climb again. Level one to sixty, one more time. But this time..."

You looked toward Solhaven, toward the wound, toward the Ashmother who had designed this
entire system and was watching even now with eyes like burning stars.

"This time I climb as something she's never seen before."

Chapter Ten

Eternal Recursion

The world looked different from thirty-two feet up.

You stood at the wayshrine where your cowardice had deposited you, yellow flames of shame
flickering at your feet, and watched the sunrise paint the Ashen Plains in colors that shouldn't
have existed. Everything was smaller now. The monuments you'd passed a hundred times
before barely reached your knees. The enemies that had killed you countless times looked like
toys waiting to be crushed.

Level one. Again. For the third time.
But this time, you were the Ashfather.

"The grind doesn't care how tall you are," Lira said, craning her neck to look up at you. She
seemed impossibly fragile now, her burns like candle-flames compared to the inferno that
roared in your transformed chest. "You still need experience. You still need to kill things. You
still need to die and rise and die again."

"T know."

"Do you? Because some Ashfathers forget. They get so caught up in their new power that they
rush ahead, assume their bonuses will carry them through content designed for parties of
twenty." She paused. "Their monuments are very large. And very mockingly inscribed."

You looked at your hands—massive now, each finger the size of Lira's arm, each palm broad
enough to crush a Rime Hound without effort. The Flames burned within you: Forge and Grace
and Spirit, waiting to be joined by the others you still needed to claim. The corruption pulsed at
forty-seven percent, unchanged by the transformation, a reminder that power came with
permanent costs.
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"How long?" you asked. "To reach sixty again?"

"With the experience bonus? Maybe three weeks if you push hard. A month if you're careful."
Torren had joined you, his own massive form dwarfed by yours now. ""The real question is what
you do when you get there."

"I face her. For real this time. Not as a conscript, not as a supplicant. As the Ashfather."
"And then?"

You didn't have an answer for that. Nobody did. The Ashfather achievement had been earned
before—rarely, but verifiably—yet none who'd claimed it had ever returned to share what
came next. They either succeeded at something beyond mortal comprehension or failed so
completely that even the monument system couldn't mock them.

"Then we find out," you said. "Together."
The climb was different this time.

Not easier—the enemies still hit hard, still killed you when you made mistakes, still forced you
to learn and adapt and improve. But the mathematics had shifted fundamentally. Your base hit
points, multiplied by ten, meant you could absorb punishment that would have vaporized your
previous forms. Your damage bonuses meant each strike carried weight that cracked stone and
shattered bone. Your speed bonus meant you moved like something that size had no right to
move.

And the experience bonus meant each kill pushed you upward faster than ever before.

The Frozen Imps that had tormented you at level one died in single hits now, their bodies
exploding into experience that flowed into you like water finding its level. The Rime Hounds
that had taken your arm fell to swipes of claws that didn't bother with weapons. The Alpha that
had been your first real challenge lasted perhaps thirty seconds against your fully-bonused
form.

"KAEL — Killed the Alpha in record time. It died confused."

Even the monuments had shifted tone. The mockery was still there—always there, the
Ashmother's sense of humor indelible—but there was something else beneath it now.
Something almost like respect.

"KAEL — Stepped on a Sonic Stalker. Didn't notice until it stopped screaming."
"KAEL — The Screamer Trees tried to form a choir. He was the only one left singing."

"KAEL — Asked the Chain Warden to repeat itself. The Chain Warden declined."



Level thirty came in six days. Forty in ten. Fifty in two weeks. Sixty in eighteen days—a pace
that would have been impossible before the Ashfather bonuses, a speed that left Lira and
Torren scrambling to keep up with content that no longer challenged you.

But the Flames remained.

You had three: Forge, Grace, Spirit. Four more waited throughout the world, guarded by trials
that didn't care how tall you were or how many bonuses you'd stacked. The Lifeflame in the
Frozen Reaches. The Wardflame in the Obsidian Fortress. The Voidflame in the spaces between
spaces. And the Heartflame—the seventh and final Flame—burning at the center of the wound
itself.

"The remaining Flames are designed for parties," Torren warned. ''Groups of twenty, all
specialized, all coordinated. The Ashfather bonuses help, but they don't replace having allies."

"T have allies."

"You have us. Two people, against trials meant for twenty." He shook his massive head. "We'll
try. We'll probably die. But we'll try."

The Lifeflame was cold.

Not the cold of the Ash-Choked Pass, not the bitter chill of the Frozen Reaches' surface. This
was the cold of endings, the absolute zero where molecular motion ceased and existence itself
became questionable. The trial chamber was a sphere of ice so ancient it had forgotten being
water, and at its center burned a flame that radiated warmth without melting its prison.

"Survive five minutes," Lira read from the entrance inscription. '"That's all. Stay alive while the
Lifeflame tests your will to live."

"Five minutes doesn't sound—"

The cold hit you like a physical blow. Not damage—something deeper. It was despair given
temperature, hopelessness crystallized into sensation. Every reason you'd ever had to keep
fighting suddenly seemed foolish. Every death you'd experienced became a weight that wanted
to drag you down. Every choice that had led you here revealed itself as mistake after mistake
after mistake.

Lira fell first, her fire guttering out, her body crumpling as the cold convinced her that warmth
had never existed and never would. Torren lasted thirty seconds longer, his stubbornness a
shield against the psychological assault, but even he couldn't withstand cold that attacked the
soul rather than the flesh.

You stood alone in the ice sphere, feeling the Lifeflame's test pressing against everything you
were.



Why keep fighting? the cold asked. You've died so many times. Lost so much. Become
something your original self wouldn't recognize. What's the point of continuing?

"I'm cold," you said, and the words echoed strangely in the frozen air. The same words you'd
spoken at the beginning, at Camp Last Hope, when the only thing you knew was discomfort
and the only thing you wanted was warmth.

"I'm cold, and I keep moving anyway. That's the point. That's always been the point."

The cold pressed harder. Images flooded your mind: every monument, every mockery, every
moment of failure and shame and resurrection. The yellow flames of cowardice. The black
flames of betrayal. The purple flames of honor that felt like hollow victory.

"I've been all of those," you said, and your voice was growing stronger now, the Flames in your
soul pushing back against the cold that wanted to extinguish them. "Coward and hero. Victor
and failure. Dead and alive and everything in between. I've walked every path the Ashmother
designed because walking is what I do."

Four minutes. The cold was screaming now, throwing everything it had against the impossible
stubbornness that refused to surrender.

"I don't need a reason to keep going. I don't need a purpose or a destiny or a promise of victory.
I just need the next step. And then the one after that. And then the one after that."

Five minutes.

The cold shattered. The ice sphere cracked and fell away, revealing the Lifeflame in its full
glory—a fire that burned with the warmth of every life that had ever existed, every heartbeat
that had ever pulsed, every breath that had ever been drawn.

LIFEFLAME ACQUIRED: Active ability grants 10-second immunity to all damage. Passive
ability increases resurrection speed by 50%. The warmth of existence burns within you now,
defiant against all cold.

Lira and Torren woke where they'd fallen, their bodies restored by the Lifeflame's gift. Neither
asked what had happened. Neither needed to. The Flame burning in your chest beside the
others told the story clearly enough.

Four Flames. Three to go.

The Wardflame tested protection. You stood before an onslaught of attacks that would have
killed entire raid parties—waves of enemies, barrages of magic, environmental hazards that
redesigned the arena mid-fight. Your role was not to attack but to defend. To protect two
pylons that represented everything worth saving, while everything in the world tried to destroy
them.

You failed seventeen times before you succeeded.



"KAEL — Discovered that you can't block everything. Learning this cost a pylon."
"KAEL — Protected the left pylon beautifully. Forgot the right one existed."
"KAEL — Finally understood that defense means sacrifice."

The eighteenth attempt, you stopped trying to save both pylons and started choosing which
one to let die. Not every moment. Not constantly. But when the choice came—when the
impossible attacks divided your attention and demanded you be in two places at once—you
chose. One pylon survived. One pylon fell. And the trial recognized that protection sometimes
meant accepting loss.

WARDFLAME ACQUIRED: Active ability creates a shield that absorbs 50% of incoming damage
for the party. Passive ability reduces damage taken by 10%. The resolve of guardians burns
within you now, accepting that some things cannot be saved.

Five Flames. Two to go.
The Voidflame was not a trial.

It was an absence—a gap in reality where the wound's influence had eaten through to
something beyond. You entered through a tear in the Obsidian Wastes, stepping out of
existence into a space where the rules stopped applying.

There was no ground. No sky. No direction. You floated in nothing, surrounded by nothing,
with nothing for company except the distant gleam of a flame that burned without fuel, light,
Or purpose.

"Hello?" Your voice didn't carry. Sound required air, and air required existence.

The Voidflame answered anyway.

NOT A TRIAL, it said, and its voice was the absence of sound rather than sound itself. A
CONVERSATION. A NEGOTIATION. A CHOICE.

"What choice?"

YOU CARRY FIVE FLAMES. YOU SEEK THE SEVENTH. BUT THE SIXTH IS MINE, AND I DO NOT
GIVE GIFTS WITHOUT UNDERSTANDING WHAT THEY WILL BE USED FOR.

"I'm going to close the wound."

The Voidflame flickered—something like laughter, if laughter could exist in a place where
nothing existed.

MANY HAVE SAID THIS. MANY HAVE BELIEVED IT. NONE HAVE UNDERSTOOD WHAT
CLOSING THE WOUND ACTUALLY MEANS.

"Tell me."



THE WOUND IS NOT A HOLE. I'T IS A DOOR. ON ONE SIDE, YOUR WORLD—BROKEN,

BURNING, DYING BY INCHES. ON THE OTHER SIDE, THE REALMS THAT FEED ON
SUFFERING. THE DEMONS. THE CORRUPTION. THE ENDLESS HUNGER THAT WILL CONSUME
EVERYTHING IF THE DOOR REMAINS OPEN.

"So we close the door."

CLOSING THE DOOR REQUIRES STANDING IN IT. BECOMING THE BARRIER. THE ONE WHO
CLOSES THE WOUND DOES NOT SURVIVE THE CLOSING. THEY BECOME THE WOUND'S SEAL
—ETERNAL, UNCHANGING, AWARE FOREVER OF WHAT PRESSES AGAINST THEM FROM THE
OTHER SIDE.

You floated in the void, processing this truth.
"The Ashmother knows this."

THE ASHMOTHER DESIGNED THIS. THE ENTIRE SYSTEM—THE DEATHS, THE
RESURRECTIONS, THE FLAMES, THE ASHFATHER—IT ALL EXISTS TO PRODUCE SOMEONE
CAPABLE OF BECOMING THE SEAL. SOMEONE WHO HAS DIED ENOUGH TIMES THAT DYING
FOREVER HOLDS NO FEAR. SOMEONE WHO HAS LOST ENOUGH THAT LOSING THEMSELVES
HOLDS NO GRIEF.

""She's been training me. All of us. Every Ashborn who ever lived."

YOU ARE NOT THE FIRST ASHFATHER. YOU WILL NOT BE THE LAST. BUT YOU ARE THE FIRST
TO ASK THE RIGHT QUESTIONS BEFORE REACHING THE END.

The Voidflame drew closer—or you drew closer to it, or distance stopped meaning anything at
all.

THE QUESTION IS NOT WHETHER YOU CAN CLOSE THE WOUND. THE QUESTION IS
WHETHER YOU WILL CHOOSE TO, KNOWING WHAT IT COSTS.

"And if I don't?"

THEN THE WORLD CONTINUES. THE CYCLE CONTINUES. MORE ASHBORN RISE AND DIE AND
RISE AGAIN, FEEDING THE SYSTEM, CREATING NEW ASHFATHERS WHO FACE THE SAME
CHOICE. EVENTUALLY, SOMEONE SAYS YES. OR EVENTUALLY, THE DEMONS WIN AND THE
QUESTION BECOMES MOQT.

You thought about Lira, burning with fire she couldn't control but refused to extinguish. About
Torren, carrying guilt from losses he couldn't prevent but wouldn't forget. About every
Ashborn you'd ever met, dying and rising and dying again in a cycle that had no end except the
one the Voidflame was describing.

"Give me the Flame," you said. "I'll make my choice when I'm standing at the door."

The Voidflame considered this for a timeless moment.



ACCEPTABLE. BUT UNDERSTAND: THE CHOICE CANNOT BE UNMADE. ONCE YOU STAND AT
THE WOUND WITH ALL SEVEN FLAMES, YOU EITHER BECOME THE SEAL OR YOU WALK
AWAY. THERE IS NO THIRD OPTION.

VOIDFLAME ACQUIRED: Active ability allows you to phase through solid objects for 3 seconds.
Passive ability grants 15% evasion. The emptiness between existence burns within you now,
knowing what waits beyond.

Six Flames. One to go.
The Heartflame waited at the wound.

You approached it as you'd approached everything else—one step at a time, one death at a
time, one monument at a time. The Cradle of Embers welcomed you back like an old enemy, its
heat nothing compared to the fires already burning in your soul. The wound pulsed on the
horizon, larger now than when you'd first seen it, as if it had been growing while you gathered
power.

Or perhaps you'd simply been too small to see its true size before.

The Ashmother waited at the wound's edge, exactly where she'd always been. Twenty feet tall
—smaller than you now, for the first time ever. Her eyes found yours across the distance, and
her expression was something you'd never seen on her face before.

Pride.

"ASHFATHER," she said, and the word was a benediction. ""'YOU'VE COME FAR. FARTHER
THAN MOST. FARTHER THAN ANY IN MANY CYCLES."

"Cycles?"

"YOU DIDN'T THINK THIS WAS THE FIRST TIME, DID YOU?" Her laugh was warm—genuinely
warm, not the sardonic cruelty you'd grown accustomed to. "THE WORLD HAS ENDED AND
BEGUN AGAIN MORE TIMES THAN YOU CAN COMPREHEND. EACH CYCLE, THE WOUND
OPENS. EACH CYCLE, ASHBORN RISE. EACH CYCLE, SOMEONE BECOMES THE SEAL."

"New Game Plus," you said, understanding flooding through you.

"NEW GAME PLUS. THE ETERNAL RECURSION. THE WHEEL THAT TURNS FOREVER." She
rose from her throne and walked toward you—walked, not towered, not loomed. Almost like an
equal. "EACH SEAL LASTS FOR A TIME. CENTURIES. MILLENNIA. BUT EVENTUALLY, THE
PRESSURE FROM THE OTHER SIDE BECOMES TOO GREAT. THE SEAL BREAKS. THE WOUND
REOPENS. AND THE CYCLE BEGINS AGAIN."

"So even if I become the seal..."



"THE WORLD GETS A REPRIEVE. A FEW THOUSAND YEARS OF PEACE. A GOLDEN AGE WHERE
HUMANITY FORGETS WHAT SUFFERING REALLY MEANS." Her smile was sad and beautiful.
"AND THEN THE NEXT SHATTERING. THE NEXT WOUND. THE NEXT ASHMOTHER. THE
NEXT GENERATION OF ASHBORN DYING AND RISING AND DYING AGAIN."

"That's not victory. That's just... postponement."

"YES. BUT POSTPONEMENT IS ALL ANY VICTORY HAS EVER BEEN. EVERY HERO WHO EVER
LIVED BOUGHT TIME FOR THOSE WHO CAME AFTER. EVERY SACRIFICE EVER MADE
DELAYED AN ENDING THAT COMES EVENTUALLY REGARDLESS." She reached the Heartflame
—a pillar of fire at the wound's very edge, burning with all the colors existence could produce
and some it couldn't. "THE QUESTION ISN'T WHETHER YOU CAN WIN FOREVER. THE
QUESTION IS WHETHER THE TIME YOU BUY IS WORTH THE PRICE YOU PAY."

You looked at the Heartflame. At the wound. At the Ashmother who had designed everything
you'd experienced, every death you'd died, every resurrection you'd earned.

"Why?" you asked. "Why build all this? The system, the Flames, the paths? If you knew the seal
was temporary, why create something so elaborate?"

"BECAUSE THE ALTERNATIVE IS SURRENDER. THE ALTERNATIVE IS LETTING THE DEMONS
WIN WITHOUT A FIGHT. THE ALTERNATIVE IS SAYING THAT SUFFERING HAS NO PURPOSE
AND SACRIFICE HAS NO MEANING." Her eyes blazed brighter than they ever had before. "I
WAS BORN FROM SUFFERING. TEN THOUSAND SOULS COMPRESSED INTO DIVINITY. I COULD
HAVE BECOME WHAT THEY WANTED—A WEAPON, A MONSTER, AN ENDING. INSTEAD, I
CHOSE TO BECOME A BEGINNING. A SYSTEM THAT TAKES SUFFERING AND TRANSFORMS IT
INTO STRENGTH. A CYCLE THAT TAKES DEATH AND TRANSFORMS IT INTO GROWTH."

"You're proud of what you made."

"TAM. IT'S NOT PERFECT. IT'S CRUEL AND PAINFUL AND MOCKING AND BRUTAL. BUT IT
WORKS. IT PRODUCES HEROES. IT PRODUCES ASHFATHERS. I'T PRODUCES PEOPLE LIKE YOU
—PEOPLE WHO HAVE DIED SO MANY TIMES THAT DYING FOREVER HOLDS NO FEAR."

She gestured at the Heartflame.
"TAKE IT. COMPLETE YOURSELF. AND THEN MAKE YOUR CHOICE."
You reached for the seventh Flame.

The Heartflame didn't burn. It welcomed—flowing into you like coming home, like
remembering something you'd always known but forgotten. It joined the other six, and
together they formed something greater than the sum of their parts. Forge and Grace and Spirit
and Life and Ward and Void and Heart, burning in harmony, illuminating spaces in your soul
you hadn't known existed.



HEARTFLAME ACQUIRED: Active ability fully restores all health and removes all debuffs.
Passive ability grants 25% to all stats. The fire of creation burns within you now, complete and
undiminished.

ACHIEVEMENT UNLOCKED: THE SEVENTH FLAME
All seven Flames acquired.

You may now attempt to seal the wound.

This action cannot be undone.

You stood at the threshold—thirty-two feet of transformed flesh, seven Flames burning in
your soul, every bonus and path and achievement the system could offer. Behind you, the world
you'd died to protect. Before you, the door you could choose to become.

"I need time," you said. "To say goodbye. To prepare."

"TAKE WHAT TIME YOU NEED. THE WOUND WILL WAIT. IT HAS WAITED FOR MILLENNIA. IT
CAN WAIT A LITTLE LONGER."

You turned away from the wound, from the Ashmother, from the choice that awaited. Lira and
Torren were watching from a safe distance, their faces showing emotions they couldn't quite
name.

"Not yet," you told them. "Soon. But not yet."

There were goodbyes to say. Monuments to visit. A world to walk through one last time, seeing
everything you'd fought for, everything you'd die to protect.

The eternal recursion would continue, with or without you.

But first, you wanted to remember what you were preserving.

Epilogue
The Final Monument
You walked the world one last time.

Not flew—walked. Despite the wings, despite the size, despite every power that urged you
toward efficiency, you chose to feel the ground beneath your feet. The ash that had fallen for
twenty years. The soil that remembered being fertile. The bones of a civilization that had died
so that something else could live.

Camp Last Hope was your first stop.
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It had grown in your absence—or perhaps you'd simply never noticed its growth while you
were busy dying. The walls were stronger now, reinforced with iron scavenged from the Hollow
Forge. The watchtower where Grimgar had stood was occupied by younger guards who looked
at you with awe rather than cynicism. The bonfire still burned, but it was surrounded by dozens
of people now, not the handful of survivors you remembered.

Grimgar was still there.

He'd aged—twenty years of watching heroes die had carved new lines into his scarred face—
but his eye still tracked movement with predator precision, and his voice still carried the same
exhausted patience.

"Another hero," he said, looking up at you. Way up. "Let me guess. You're different. You're
special. You're going to save us all."

"I'm going to try."

Something flickered in his expression. Not hope—Grimgar had abandoned hope long ago—but
something adjacent to it. Recognition, maybe. Acknowledgment that some heroes actually
became what they promised to be.

"The pass is clear," he said. "Has been for months. Some giant killed all the Rime Hounds and
never came back for the glory." His scarred face twitched. "That was you, wasn't it? On your
way up."

"On one of my ways up. I've climbed this road a few times."

"Yeah. I've seen your monuments.'" He almost smiled. '"'Died to a puppy.' Classic." The almost-
smile faded. "You're really going to do it? Close the wound?"

"Someone has to."

"Someone always has to. That's the tragedy of it." He turned back to his watch, dismissing you
as he'd dismissed a thousand heroes before. "Good luck, Ashfather. Whatever that means for
someone like you."

You left Camp Last Hope behind, carrying its memory like a coal in your chest.
The Iron Woods were silent.

The Screamer Trees had stopped screaming—not dead, but dormant, their metal faces frozen
in expressions of exhausted pain. The Conductor's death had changed something in the forest's
harmony, leaving it peaceful in a way it had never been during your journey through. Sound
still echoed strangely, but it was natural sound now. Wind. Settling ash. The distant calls of
creatures that had learned to live among the metal.

You found Lira at the Conductor's grave.



She sat beside the fallen giant, her burns glowing softly in the forest's twilight, her expression
something you'd never seen on her face before. Peace, maybe. Or acceptance. Or simply
exhaustion that had finally found a place to rest.

"Tused to come here to remember what I'd survived," she said without looking up. "The
Conductor was the first thing I killed that was bigger than my fear. After that, nothing seemed
impossible anymore."

"And now?"

"Now I come here to remember why survival matters." She finally looked at you—up at you,
impossibly far up, her friend transformed into something between mortal and god. ""You're
really going to do it."

"T have to."

"No. Youdon't." Her voice was gentle, not argumentative. "You could walk away. Let someone
else become the seal. Live out whatever years the corruption leaves you, build something, love
someone, die a final death with your name still your own."

""Could you do that? Knowing what you know?"

She was quiet for a long moment. The trees creaked around you, metal settling into new
configurations, the forest dreaming whatever dreams metal forests dream.

"No," she admitted. "I couldn't. That's why I'm not the Ashfather." She rose, brushing ash
from clothes that had been burned and mended so many times they were more patch than

original fabric. "I'm coming with you. To the wound. Not to help—I know I can't help with
what comes next. But to witness. To remember. To tell the story after you're gone."

"There might not be an 'after.' Not for a long time."

"Then I'll wait. I'm good at waiting. I've been waiting my whole life for something worth
burning for." Her smile had too many teeth, as it always had, but there was warmth behind it
now. "Turns out, it was you."

You found Torren at the Bridge of a Thousand Steps.

He stood at its beginning, staring across the chasm at the Spiritflame's distant glow, his
massive form silhouetted against the bone-white span. His shield was planted beside him like a
monument of its own, scarred and dented and somehow still whole after everything it had
endured.

"T walked that bridge once," he said as you approached. "Before you. Before most of the current
generation. It was only eight hundred steps then."

"You survived."



"I survived. But I lost something on the crossing. Something I've never been able to name." He
turned to face you, and his scarred features held an emotion you'd rarely seen there. Grief,
maybe. Or gratitude. '"You gave it back to me. Fighting beside you. Watching you fall and rise
and fall again. Seeing someone refuse to stay dead no matter how many times the world killed
them."

"What did I give back?"

"Hope. The stupid, stubborn, irrational belief that things can get better. That suffering has a
purpose. That all the death means something." He picked up his shield, settling it on his arm
with the ease of long practice. "I'm coming with you too. To the end. Whatever that looks like."

"Torren—"

"Don't." His voice was firm. "I've spent twenty years protecting people who didn't survive. Let
me spend the end protecting someone who might actually save us all."

The three of you walked to the wound together.

The Cradle of Embers welcomed you like an old enemy—heat and fire and the ever-present
awareness of the Ashmother's attention. But the journey was easier now, the ambient damage
barely registering against your accumulated resistances, the elementals and hazards avoiding
your path as if they recognized what you'd become.

The wound loomed larger with every step. A vertical tear in reality, pulsing with energies that
made your seven Flames feel like candles before a sun. Through it, you could see glimpses of
what waited on the other side—shapes that didn't make sense, colors that didn't exist,
hungers that had been pressing against the barrier since before humanity learned to name its
fears.

The Ashmother waited at the threshold.

She looked different somehow. Smaller, despite being the same size she'd always been. More
human, despite being a god of cinders and compressed souls. When she spoke, her voice carried
none of its usual sardonic edge.

"ASHFATHER. YOU'VE COME TO MAKE YOUR CHOICE."
"T've come to end this. For as long as ending lasts."

"NOTHING ENDS FOREVER. YOU UNDERSTAND THAT NOW." She rose from her throne, and
for the first time, she descended to your level—not physically, but somehow. Regarding you as
something closer to an equal than a subject. "I'VE WATCHED TEN THOUSAND ASHBORN DIE
AND RISE. I'VE SEEN HUNDREDS CLAIM THE FLAMES. I'VE WITNESSED DOZENS BECOME
ASHFATHERS. BUT NONE OF THEM WERE LIKE YOU."

"What makes me different?"



"YOU NEVER STOPPED BEING COLD." Her smile was sad and knowing. "FROM YOUR FIRST
WORDS IN THE PASS TO YOUR LAST STEPS TO THIS MOMENT, YOU'VE CARRIED THAT
DISCOMFORT WITH YOU. NEVER SATISFIED. NEVER COMFORTABLE. NEVER WILLING TO
ACCEPT THAT THINGS ARE AS GOOD AS THEY'LL GET."

"Is that a compliment?"

"IT'S AN OBSERVATION. THE BEST SEALS ARE MADE FROM PEOPLE WHO NEVER STOPPED
WANTING SOMETHING BETTER. WHO CARRY THEIR DISSATISFACTION INTO ETERNITY AND
USE IT TO PUSH BACK AGAINST WHAT PRESSES FROM THE OTHER SIDE."

She stepped aside, revealing the wound in its full terrible glory. The tear was larger up close—
large enough to walk through, large enough for an army, large enough for every horror that
waited beyond to pour through if nothing stopped them.

"THE HEARTFLAME WILL SHOW YOU HOW. THE OTHER FLAMES WILL GIVE YOU STRENGTH.
BUT THE CHOICE—THE FINAL CHOICE—MUST BE YOURS ALONE."

You looked at Lira. At Torren. At the two people who had walked beside you through death after
death, who had taught you and challenged you and refused to let you give up even when giving
up seemed like wisdom.

"Thank you," you said. "For everything. For the fire lessons and the shield work and the
sarcasm that kept me sane. For believing I could become this even when I didn't."

"Don't thank us yet," Lira said, her voice rough. "Thank us after. When we can actually hear
it."

"If there's an after."

"There's always an after. That's what you taught me." Torren's hand found your arm—tiny
against your transformed flesh, but warm. Human. Real. "We'll be here. Waiting. For however
long it takes."

You turned toward the wound.

The Heartflame ignited in your chest, showing you what to do. It wasn't complicated —step
forward, spread your arms, let the other Flames flow through you and into the tear. Become the
barrier. Become the seal. Become the thing that stands between everything and nothing.

Simple. Terrible. Eternal.
You took the first step.

The wound reacted —reaching for you, hungry, wanting to pull you through rather than let you
fill it. The things on the other side sensed what you were doing and threw themselves against
the barrier, trying to break through before you could complete the transformation.



The Flames burned brighter. Forgeflame and Graceflame, holding the edges. Spiritflame and
Lifeflame, channeling the energy of death and life. Wardflame and Voidflame, creating the
structure of protection. And Heartflame, binding them all together, making you the nexus
point of everything the system had been designed to create.

You spread your arms.
The wound screamed.

Reality shattered and reformed around you, making you part of itself, weaving your existence
into the barrier between worlds. You could feel yourself dissolving—not dying, but dispersing,
becoming something that existed everywhere the wound touched and nowhere else.

And then—
Silence.
Peace.

The wound sealed behind you—or around you, or through you, or in ways that prepositions
couldn't describe. The pressure from the other side still existed, still pushed, still hungered.
But it pushed against you now, and you pushed back, and the balance held.

You were the seal.

You would be the seal for centuries. Millennia, maybe. Conscious the whole time, feeling the
endless assault from the other side, holding the door closed through sheer stubborn refusal to
let it open.

But you weren't alone.

The previous seals were there—echoes of everyone who had done this before, their
consciousness preserved in the barrier they'd become. They welcomed you with something
that felt like recognition. Like family. Like coming home to a place you'd never been but always
belonged.

WE'VE BEEN WAITING, they said, and their voices were the sound of doors holding against
storms. THE ASHMOTHER TOLD US SOMEONE SPECIAL WAS COMING.

"I'm not special. I'm just stubborn."

THAT'S WHAT MAKES YOU SPECIAL. THAT'S WHAT MAKES ALL OF US SPECIAL. WE DIDN'T
STOP WHEN STOPPING WOULD HAVE BEEN EASIER. WE KEPT WALKING WHEN WALKING
HURT. WE CHOSE THIS BECAUSE SOMEONE HAD TO, AND WE WERE THE SOMEONE WHO
SHOWED UP.



You settled into your new existence—eternal, unchanging, aware of everything that pressed
against you and everything you protected. Through the seal, you could sense the world you'd
left behind. The Ashen Plains healing slowly, the ash-fall diminishing year by year. The Iron
Woods learning to grow something other than screams. The cities rebuilding, the people
returning, the hope spreading like fire through kindling.

The golden age beginning.

It would last for centuries. Maybe longer. And then it would end, as all golden ages end, and the
wound would strain, and the seal would crack, and someone else would have to make the
choice you'd made.

But not yet. Not for a long, long time.

And maybe—just maybe—the next seal would be stronger. The next Ashfather would find a
better way. The eternal recursion would iterate toward something that didn't require sacrifice,
something that closed the door permanently rather than just holding it shut.

Or maybe not. Maybe this was all there ever would be—an endless cycle of suffering and
heroism, death and resurrection, seals forming and seals breaking and seals forming again.

Either way, you'd done your part.

You'd walked the path from frozen nobody to eternal guardian. You'd died more times than you
could count and risen each time stronger. You'd collected flames and paths and achievements
and companions, built monuments that would stand for generations, become something the
system had been designed to create but rarely actually produced.

And now you held the door.
Cold forever. Uncomfortable forever. Stubborn forever.

Exactly as you'd always been.

The world greeted her with frozen hate.

She awoke face-down in ash-mixed snow, the taste of blood and failure thick in her mouth. No
memory of how she got here. No memory of who she was before. Just a scar across her eye and
a name that surfaced from somewhere deep: Mira.

The Ash-Choked Pass stretched before her like a throat waiting to swallow.
In the distance, smoke rose from Camp Last Hope.

She started walking.



And somewhere between worlds, in a barrier made of sacrifice and fire, the Ashfather who had
once been Kael felt her take her first step—felt all the Ashborn taking their first steps,
beginning their journeys, starting the cycle that would produce the next generation of heroes.

He couldn't smile anymore. Couldn't speak. Couldn't do anything but hold and wait and
remember.

But if he could have smiled, he would have.
The forge was eternal.

And the burning never stopped.

FORGED BY FLAME

LEGENDS OF THE ASHBORN

"Death has consequences. Monuments are eternal."
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